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Introduction

Or how I learned to stop worrying and love the crap

It’s all Jennifer Aniston’s fault.

At least, that’s what I’ve told myself for the last five years as I single-mindedly sought out, and sat through, some of the strangest, cheesiest and crappiest movies ever made.

This book would never have existed were it not for an accidental encounter with the 1993 horror Leprechaun while channel-hopping late one night. My wife was unaware that dear sweet Jennifer had once been violently menaced by a latex-clad Warwick Davis and, being one of those tedious movie nerds who has dedicated an entire cerebral hemisphere to the storage of such information, it gave me an excuse to reel off some more famous faces and the dumb movies they made before they were famous.

To my surprise, my wife actually seemed interested. Maybe, I pondered, other people are just waiting for this information to be catalogued and compiled in a painstaking fashion.

Thus, this book was born.

Or at least the idea for this book was born. Little did I know then that what seemed like a simple idea would become an ongoing quest that gnawed away in the corners of my mind, even while doing important tasks such as shopping, driving and fathering children.

My initial list ran to a mere fifty titles, mostly movies that I already owned or knew of from past experience. As I set about gathering these films together for the purposes of research, I sent word to fellow film-obsessed friends to see if they could spot any gaps in my line up.

More titles were duly added.

As the list grew, I was forced to admit that simply knowing the actor and film wasn’t going to be enough. Details were required. Dirty, juicy details. It’s all very well knowing that Charlize Theron appears in Children of the Corn III for a few tantalizing seconds, but a dedicated Theron fan would surely want to know which scene they should watch out for – especially since the movie in question is staggeringly awful. It was clear I was going to have to find and watch every film, often squinting at the background to spot fleeting glimpses of baby-faced celebrities. What had started as an idle concept was fast mutating into a task of Herculean proportions.

I found myself paying undue attention to cast lists for old films with stupid titles, balancing a portable DVD player on my knees during my lunch break and spending hours clicking through the Internet Movie Database, searching the filmographies of every big name actor I could think of. I discovered that by restricting myself to films made before fame came a-knocking I was missing out on some true gems made by once-loved talents as their slide into obscurity picked up speed. The boundaries of the book expanded to encompass embarrassing appearances from throughout otherwise successful or auspicious careers.

And yet more titles were duly added.

As the entries crested the century mark, with no end in sight, it became clear that I needed some sort of logical system for justifying entry to this sure-to-be-hallowed tome, lest it become a beast that consumed my entire existence. An actor should only be included, I decided, if the movie in question fulfilled at least one of the following criteria:

1. The Credibility Factor

The actor in question should have sufficient credibility that an appearance in a bizarre horror film would stand out like a squid in a kindergarten alongside their more respected works. That’s why Shakespearean megastar Patrick Stewart warrants an entry, while William Shatner does not.

2. The Cheeseball Factor

The movie in question should be entertainingly strange, awful or some wonderful combination of the two. This is why the list is ripe with science fiction and horror movies, as even the worst efforts in those genres can offer giddy amusement for the hardy (and drunk) viewer. There are plenty of crap comedies and dramas loitering in the closets of the famous, but only a fool would actually want to watch them for fun.

3. The Celebrity Factor

The actor in question should be recognizable to most people. There are lots of great character actors who could qualify purely on the movies they’ve made but unless you know who Miguel Ferrer is, why would you care that he explodes in Deep Star Six? No, it was important that I drew a velvet rope of exclusivity around this club, and restrict entry to those who the majority of people would know on sight, or would at least recall after being told their most famous role – such as That Guy Who Played Shaggy In The Scooby Doo Movies.

4. The Obscurity Factor

Any actors appearing in recent studio horror movies were usually dismissed, as the recent genre boom made horror remakes a canny attention-grabbing option for actors on the rise, rather than the reluctant rent-paying obligations they’re supposed to be. Sarah Michelle Gellar’s segue from TV’s Buffy to appearances in Scream 2 and I Know What You Did Last Summer, for instance, are neither surprising nor embarrassing. A nearly naked Jessica Alba being molested by a severed limb in the little-seen Idle Hands, however, will probably still come as a surprise to most.

5. The Wild Card Factor

As the entries piled ever higher, I found myself torn over entries that seemed too fun to pass up, or movies that were actually really good. Thus I indulged myself with a certain amount of wriggle room for movies that were just so fantastically weird that they deserved a mention, even if their token celebrity wasn’t ticking all the boxes. Hey, it’s my book – what are you going to do about it?

Though this structure helped to trim the fat from my viewing queue, even with these caveats the list kept growing exponentially larger. Many times I thought I was done, only for fate to throw an additional ten movies in my path, all of them demanding inclusion.

When the time finally arrived for the last entry to be typed, rather than elation I actually felt a cold stab of sorrow thrusting between my ribs. I’d been living amongst ridiculous movies for so long, my home office lined with towers of ex-rental VHS tapes and out-of-print DVDs, that the thought of it all coming to an end filled me with a curious melancholy. Life seemed curiously empty without a stack of moldering obscurities to pick from each evening.

No more quests around the second hand shops, ticking off my mental checklist of films to find. No more nights hunting around the online auctions for that solitary copy of some forgotten monster flick. No more waiting for the mail to bring padded envelopes of joy, to be enjoyed on my own, long after my impossibly patient wife had taken the far more sensible option of retreating to bed.

And yet, for what it’s worth, it’s done. My odyssey of the odd is complete and so I now invite you to plunge wholeheartedly into the icy waters of celebrity shame, thespian desperation and career suicide that have been my domain for the past four years.




A

From F. Murray Abraham to Patricia Arquette




F. Murray Abraham

Blood Monkey (2007)

In 1985, F. Murray Abraham was on stage accepting an Academy Award for Best Actor, for his heartbreaking portrayal of Antonio Salieri in Milos Forman’s acclaimed Amadeus. Just over twenty years later he was being slaughtered by psychotic simians in this obscure jungle horror. So it goes.

Blood Monkey, which utterly fails to make good on its awesome title, is yet another half-hearted Predator riff, with a team of dubiously qualified young students descending into a lost valley where Abraham’s eccentric professor believes the missing link can be found, alive and well. Naturally, the evolutionary throwbacks not only exist but are smart and ruthless, and having already lost one group of youngsters to their fangs, he simply forces the next group to cooperate at gunpoint, with a little coercion from his sexy lady sidekick. As before, the murderous monkeys waste no time in picking off the assorted daytime TV beefcakes and bimbos masquerading as scientific pioneers.
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There’s gore aplenty, but the tiny budget doesn’t allow for much in the way of action and the creatures of the title are only fleetingly glimpsed at the very end. As for Abraham, he chomps on the scenery almost as much as the monkeys chomp on the cast, playing the mad scientist with a flair that the script really doesn’t deserve. Even after he’s been impaled on a swinging log trap by the scheming beasts, he continues to narrate his findings with blood gurgling from his mouth as the horrified survivors continue filming on their video camera against their better judgment.

Honorable mention: Abraham followed Blood Monkey with another nutty nature horror in 2008, the self-explanatory Shark Swarm. Co-starring Daryl Hannah, another refugee from fame, and John “Bo Duke” Schneider, it’s much the same movie as BloodMonkey, but with sharks instead of simians. Abraham plays a professor who, once again, must dole out the exposition as pollution-crazed sharks chow down on the inhabitants of the ominously named Full Moon Bay. Abraham’s Shark Swarm character, Bill Girdler, was named after William Girdler who directed many nature-gone-wild movies, as well as The Manitou (see: Tony Curtis)

Need to know: Blood Monkey was directed by Robert Young, whose career spans the lurid Hammer horror of Vampire Circus in 1972 and episodes of classic British TV shows such as Bergerac, Robin of Sherwood and Jeeves & Wooster, through to the 1997 costume drama Jane Eyre with Samantha Morton, and the John Cleese comedy Fierce Creatures, the sort-of-sequel to A Fish Called Wanda.

Ben Affleck

Phantoms (1998)

You’re 25 years-old. You’ve just picked up a Best Screenplay Oscar for a script you wrote with your best friend. A script that was made into Good Will Hunting, a critically acclaimed movie in which you also co-starred with said best friend. Your other best friend, Kevin Smith, is the hottest indie director in town, and roles in his quirky comedies have already given you a solid cult fan base. Yes, life is pretty good for Ben Affleck in 1998. Except...there’s the small matter of a really stupid horror movie made right before Good Will Hunting.

Adapted by Dean Koontz from his own novel, Phantoms provided an early studio lead role for Ben, but the cheesy reputation of the movie has stayed with him – even through such box office duds as Gigli, Paycheck and Jersey Girl.

Two sisters (one of which is Scream star Rose McGowan) return to their home town in the outlands of California, only to find the place utterly deserted. While looking around, they discover several gruesome body parts before running into town sheriff Bryce Hammond (Affleck), and his two deputies (one of which, coincidentally, is Scream 2 star Liev Schreiber).

Eerie happenings drive them from one place to another, assailed by nightmarish visions, bloodcurdling screams and attacks from weird monsters. Liev Schreiber turns into an octopus. Scrawled on a mirror in a sealed and empty room in an abandoned hotel is the name Timothy Flyte, a washed-up journalist writing apocalyptic stories for a lurid tabloid.

Once tracked down by FBI agents, Flyte (Peter O’Toole, weathering the insanity with a wry grin and a dry gin) reveals that the eerie events are the work of an entity that he has been studying for years, one which has been responsible for mass disappearances dating back to the Incas. And what is this entity? It’s a big fat glob of sentient ooze, living deep in the bowels of the Earth, which can read minds and take on whatever shapes it requires. Hence the phantoms, you see. It’s been reading human minds for so long that it’s even convinced itself that it’s Satan and it wants to rule the planet. Now it’s up to Ben Affleck and Peter O’Toole to try and keep a straight face as they battle to outsmart the messianic blob and save the world. God help us.
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All of which clumsy preamble leads to a scene that is almost sublime in its surreal genius, as celebrity megastar Ben Affleck very nearly soils himself in fear while crossing a street watched by...a cute dog. To be fair, it is a manifestation of the super-blob, and therefore a cute dog of evil, but even so...it’s a cute dog. With chocolate brown eyes. And poor Ben Affleck looks as if the very sight of this possessed pooch is sending icy daggers of terror lancing through his bladder. You’ll be pleased to hear their plan works – Ben entices the blob to the surface and simply blows it up with hand grenades. Not a subtle solution, or even a terribly intelligent one, but it gets the job done.

Honorable mention: Affleck also had a small uncredited background role in the original 1992 Buffy the Vampire Slayer movie as “Basketball Player #10”

Need to know: Phantoms was directed by Joe Chappelle, a man with enough common sense to have his name removed from Hellraiser IV: Bloodline, but foolish enough to leave it on Halloween 6 (See: Paul Rudd).

Jason Alexander

See: Holly Hunter

Jessica Alba

Idle Hands (1999)

When Scream hit the big screen in 1996, its rather smug blend of post-modern irony and old fashioned gory slaughter made the horror genre a marketable commodity once again, and inevitably spawned a slew of lazy teen slasher rip-offs – including the two redundant Scream sequels.

In amongst this morass of uninspired flotsam, Idle Hands was almost entirely overlooked – and that’s a shame as it’s an often hilarious and ferociously gruesome black comedy that draws inspiration from the 1980s excesses of Evil Dead 2 and An American Werewolf In London rather than the insipid likes of I Know What You Did Last Summer.

Devon Sawa stars as Anton, a career stoner who spends so much time watching TV while monged off his tits on spliff that he completely fails to notice that his town is being stalked by a murderous maniac – and that his own parents are the killer’s latest victims. Lost in a fugue of aromatic smoke, his sole motivations are trying to score weed from his best friends Pnub and Mick (Seth Green) and lusting after Molly, the feisty rock chick across the road, played with lithe sauciness by future Hollywood pin-up Jessica Alba.

To his dismay, Anton eventually realizes that there’s a killer on the loose...and worse, the killer is him. Or rather, the killer is his right hand, suddenly possessed by an unknown evil force that takes advantage of the mentally inactive and imbues their extremities with a psychotic life of their own. Unable to control the rogue appendage, Anton hurls his cat through a window, embeds a broken bottle in Mick’s head and decapitates Pnub with a saw blade. Not a good start.

His stoner buddies then rise from the dead, having turned their back on the beautiful white light – “It was really far” deadpans Mick, the jagged bottle still poking out of his skull – and forgive Anton for slaughtering them.

But the out of control hand keeps claiming more victims – including two cops who get a knitting needle through the head and a taser in the face respectively – and as Anton keeps getting dragged along for the ride, he realizes that drastic measures are needed. With Pnub’s severed head holding the hand in place, Anton lops it off with a cleaver. Unfortunately the hand escapes into the night with the aim of claiming Molly’s soul at midnight, taking her back to Hell.

This last chunk of bizarre detail is delivered by Debbie LeCure, an ass-kicking evil-hunting superbabe (played by Kill Bill’s Vivica A. Fox) who has tracked the demonic force across the country. Of course, only she has the magic dagger that can destroy it forever.

Everything comes to a blood-soaked end at the local Halloween costume party, where the mutilated heroes blend in remarkably well. After goring two necking teens in the parking lot, murdering the principal while he has a sly tug on a sexy telephone chatline and yanking a girl into a whirling fan, the hand finally (and somewhat inexplicably) manages to tie Alba to the roof of a car on a hydraulic lift headed for the ceiling. Her baby doll angel Halloween costume is conveniently ripped off just for good measure and the climactic sight of Alba, wriggling in her undies while tied up, pretty much guarantees that there aren’t many idle hands among male viewers.
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Anton saves the day, of course, by blowing bong smoke onto the hand and getting it so stoned that it lets go of the lever controlling the lift. LeCure than impales the hand with her dagger, embedding it in zombie Mick’s chest, where it evaporates with a soft “phut” noise.

Need to know: Idle Hands was directed by the fantastically named Rodman Flender, who made his directorial debut in 1991 with The Unborn (see: Lisa Kudrow) and also directed Leprechaun 2, aka One Wedding and Lots of Funerals (see: Jennifer Aniston). Flender also appeared as an actor in every installment of the Carnosaur franchise (see: Diane Ladd). The nerdy cop who gets electrocuted in the face during Idle Hands was played by Sean Whalen, who can also be seen in a small role in Doppelganger (see: Drew Barrymore) and also in The People Under The Stairs (see: Ving Rhames). The band playing at the Halloween dance is The Offspring, who topped the charts in 1999 with Pretty Fly For A White Guy, and lead singer Dexter Holland has the honor of having the top of his skull ripped off by the wandering hand.

Honorable mention: You can also see Alba in the little-seen British thriller, Paranoid, in which she plays an American model kidnapped by a demented English family who intend to make her part of a videotaped orgy. The movie also starred Inspector Morse’s mild-mannered sidekick, Kevin Whately, and Trainspotting poo-flinger, Ewen Bremner.

Jennifer Aniston

Leprechaun (1993)

For those hoping that this movie might provide a balanced and nuanced look at genuine Gaelic folklore, consider this: the very first scene features an Irish pisshead by the name of Daniel O’Grady, swigging whiskey from the jar and proclaiming to his long suffering battleaxe wife that their troubles are over. Aah, ‘tis an accurate portrayal of the Irish, and no mistake!

O’Grady has just returned to his home in America from the Emerald Isle, where he was attending his dear sweet mother’s funeral. While there he found and caught a leprechaun and – in accordance with the legend – was able to steal its pot of gold. Trouble is, the leprechaun in question isn’t happy with the deal and turns up to collect what he’s owed, in the heavily made-up guise of British actor Warwick Davis.

Mrs O’Grady takes a fatal tumble down the cellar steps while wrestling with the foul creature, but her husband is able to imprison the sadistic sprite in a crate, nailing it shut and sealing it with a four-leafed clover. But as he prepares to burn the thing, he suffers a massive stroke...

Skip forward ten years and a new tenant is about to move into the old O’Grady house – it’s Mr J.D. Reding, and he’s bringing his reluctant yet spunky mallrat daughter, Tory. The LA babe is, of course, played by the 24-year-old Jennifer Aniston, showcasing an impressive selection of tiny denim shorts if nothing else.

She’s less than impressed by the ramshackle old dwelling, but she is rather taken with Nathan, the mullet-sporting Midwest hunk who turns up to help them decorate and thus her plans to skip town for an upmarket hotel are put on hold. Nathan’s assisted in his work by Alex and Ozzie, the movie’s token smartass kid and whimsical man-child respectively. The name of their business – Three Guys Who Paint.

Naturally, during the renovations the magical clover is dislodged from the leprechaun’s crate by Ozzie and the malevolent midget wastes no time in demanding the return of his gold. Or, to put it in the authentic dialect of the Leprechaun himself, “Oy wants moy gerrrrrld!”

Nobody believes Ozzie because he’s a fantasy-prone simpleton in a horror movie, but fortune smiles on him when a magical rainbow leads him to a stash of gold coins hidden in a rusty old car. Wait a minute! A stash of gold coins? Before you can say “Bejesus and Begorrah!” the leprechaun has laid siege to the house, unleashing his full arsenal of sub-Krueger mind tricks in order to reclaim his loot.

Of course, between the plucky heroine, the hunky hero, a kid and mentally-handicapped nice guy, there’s no way anyone in the main cast can be killed without alienating the audience so the leprechaun’s victims are restricted to clumsily introduced secondary characters. Would you believe that this tiny town is fortunate enough to host a specialist coin shop? It does, so the luckless owner is asked to value the leprechaun’s gold and gets bludgeoned to death with a pogo stick as a reward. In one bizarrely drawn out sequence, a police deputy is chased through the woods by the leprechaun after stopping him for speeding in a toy car. The makers obviously realized early on that nobody was ever going to be genuinely scared by a former Ewok in a green waistcoat, and so the whole enterprise never really decides if it wants you to be scared or amused. As a result, you’ll be neither.
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Still, we do get to enjoy the hilarious sight of Jennifer Aniston brandishing a shotgun like it’s a hairdryer, grovelling around on her hands and knees looking for a fresh four-leafed clover and uttering such immortal lines as “That thing is a leprechaun and we’ve gotta figure out how to stop it!” So it’s not all bad. Despite the inane subject matter, the role of spoilt Californian brat Tory isn’t exactly a blemish on the Aniston record – if only because it’s exactly the same as the younger version of Rachel she played in flashback episodes of Friends.

Need to know: Warwick Davies, the man behind the Leprechaun make-up, is a regular in the Star Wars movies, starting out in Return of the Jedi as Wicket the ewok and returning in various forms throughout the prequels. He was also the lead in the Lucas fantasy flop, Willow.

The Leprechaun franchise was the brainchild of Mark Jones, a TV writer who spent most of the 1980s churning out scripts for The A-Team, The Fall Guy, Riptide and the Mister T cartoon show. He obviously has a fondness for diminutive demons as he also wrote and directed the 1996 horror opus, Rumpelstiltskin, in which yet another pint-sized terror is released from a magical prison and goes on the rampage, and the 2008 horror Triloquist, about a vengeful ventriloquist’s dummy.

Warwick Davis returned to the Leprechaun make-up chair no less than five times. Leprechaun 2 went by the almost-witty title of One Wedding and Lots of Funerals when it hit UK video, Leprechaun 3 followed in 1995 while Leprechaun 4 saw the tiny tearaway up to his old tricks in outer-space, a popular location for the fourth entries in D-list horror franchises (see: Angela Bassett). The fifth movie then jumped on the growing trend for rap-themed urban movies, and wallowed in the glorious title Leprechaun In The Hood. It pitted the Leprechaun against Ice T, a man who dressed as a punk kangaroo in Tank Girl (see: Naomi Watts) and is clearly happy to appear in any old crap as long as the check clears. Leprechaun: Back 2 Tha Hood was released in 2003.

Patricia Arquette

Nightmare on Elm Street 3: Dream Warriors (1987)

She’s better known these days for the hit TV show Medium, and for well known movies like Tim Burton’s Ed Wood, David Lynch’s Lost Highway, Martin Scorsese’s Bringing Out The Dead and the Tarantino-scripted True Romance, but back in 1987 Patricia only had one screen credit to her name when she pitted her wits against the cackling dream demon, Freddy Krueger.

Elm Street 3 marked the return of Wes Craven to the Elm Street series, following the hurried and largely nonsensical Freddy’s Revenge, and with Krueger’s creator contributing both script and story, the third entry managed to tie in surprisingly well with the first movie and, as a happy by-product, isn’t completely without merit.

The story revolves around Nancy, the bushy-permed heroine of the original movie (see: Johnny Depp), now grown-up and specializing in – what else - sleep disorders. She comes to work at a Springfield hospital where local kids are all sharing nightmares about a familiar mangled figure in a striped sweater.

Arquette stars as Kristen, one of the troubled kids and yet another of the Elm Street children being stalked by Krueger after her parents helped burn him alive for being a dirty kid killer. But unlike the other traumatized youngsters, Kristen has a special power – she can summon other people into her dreams.

With Nancy’s help, and a bit of wishy-washy 1980s New Age guff about lucid dreaming, the kids learn that they can have the same control over the dream domain as Freddy, enabling them to become the super-powered warriors they need to be to defeat Freddy. The token scowling black kid becomes super-strong. The tough punk chick becomes a knife wielding leather-and-studs dominatrix. The wheelchair-bound Dungeons & Dragons nerd becomes a mighty wizard, and looks eerily like Harry Potter in the process. Thankfully Freddy makes mincemeat of these shallow clichés with ease. Kristen finally beats him, of course, but only after Nancy has succumbed to Freddy’s blades. This left Patricia Arquette as the nominal heroine and star of the Elm Street franchise, a mantle she fled from with understandable haste.
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Need to know: Elm Street 3 also co-starred Laurence Fishburne, then still going by the rather cuddlier name Larry. He played Max, the gruff but kindly porter at the hospital who struggles to believe the young patients are being offed by Freddy. He survives the movie but, like Patricia, never returned to Elm Street.

The character of Kristen returned in 1988’s Elm Street 4, but Arquette was replaced by the porntastically named Tuesday Knight.

Another person involved in Elm Street 3 who has since changed their name for more respectability is director Chuck Russell, who went on to direct Jim Carrey in The Mask, Arnie in Eraser and The Rock in The Scorpion King, all of which he helmed under the more formal title Charles Russell. Other directors to forge their careers on Elm Street include Renny Harlin (Cliffhanger, Deep Blue Sea) and Stephen Hopkins (Lost In Space, TV’s 24), who directed Elm Streets 4 and 5 respectively. Brian Helgeland, who wrote the Oscar-winning LA Confidential, Mystic River and Man On Fire, also got his big break by writing Elm Street 4: The Dream Master, along with the oddball horror comedy, Highway To Hell (see: Ben Stiller).




B

From Kevin Bacon to Gabriel Byrne




Kevin Bacon

Friday the 13th (1980)

As everyone surely knows, Kevin Bacon has made so many films with so many people that you can connect him to any actor, living or dead, in less than six degrees. With such a broad curriculum vitae, it’s no surprise that he’s appeared in some movies quite far down the cheap and nasty scale, but it’s his role as one of the first ever victims of this iconic fear franchise that deserves special attention.

While John Carpenter’s Halloween is widely credited with inventing the modern “slasher” genre (even though it’s predated by the similarly themed Black Christmas), this lurid and violent sub-section of horror didn’t really kick into gear until Sean Cunningham’s relentlessly sadistic Friday the 13th upped the ante in terms of blood, guts and sadism in 1980.

Bacon plays Jack Burrell, just one of a group of lithe young folk who are working on reopening Camp Crystal Lake, a summer camp closed down many years before because of a tragic accident in which a child, Jason Voorhees, fell into the lake and drowned, because the camp counselors were too busy rutting like rabbits to notice. A mysterious spree of murder and mayhem ensued, killing the counselors and leaving the camp with the sort of deadly reputation that tends to dent attendance.

Fast forward to the present and, ignoring the numerous warnings from gnarled locals that the camp is now cursed, the latest batch of energetic youngsters get to work – both on the camp and on each other’s genitals. And before you can say “How was it for you?” they’re meeting grisly deaths at the hands of a mysterious killer with a taste for bladed instruments.

Kevin is the fifth of the gang to bite the dust, and his death scene is one of the best in the movie – indeed, in the whole Friday series. Completely ignoring the comedic potential in electrocuting him (fried Bacon!) or hacking him into bits (sliced Bacon!), the killer opts for a more inventive way of dispatching the future Brat Pack star.

He’s lying innocently in bed - no doubt dreaming of cutting loose, a-footloose, kicking off his Sunday shoes – when an arrow slowly, suddenly and painfully skewers him through the throat, rammed upwards through his neck by the killer lurking under the bed. It’s a shocking and vicious scene, with the murderer twisting the arrow as it goes through for added effect, and it’s made all the more memorable by the lingering shot of blood bubbling out of the wound that heralds Kevin’s last gasp. Presto! Bacon kebab!
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Honorable mentions: Friday the 13th isn’t Bacon’s only brush with horror. More mainstream genre entries on his CV include the Joel Schumacher supernatural drama Flatliners, the wonderful monster movie Tremors and the insanely silly Hollow Man. He also appeared with his wife, Kyra Segdwick, in the 1991 comedy Pyrates, about a couple who have the pyrokinetic power to spontaneously combust when they have sex. Form an orderly queue, ladies.

Need to know: At the time of shooting, Bacon’s biggest role had been a small part in National Lampoon’s Animal House, and Friday the 13th was his first starring role. Kevin can’t even claim to be one of the first victims of Jason Voorhees, Friday’s iconic killer, because - as every horror geek knows - the killer in this first movie was actually Jason’s bereaved and loopy mother. Jason’s undead form bursts from the lake at the end of the movie, but he didn’t begin his rampage proper until the Part 2, in which he wore a sack on his head rather than his now-familiar hockey mask. Bacon isn’t the only celebrity victim of the Friday movies, either. See also: Corey Feldman, Crispin Glover.

Drew Barrymore

Doppelganger (1993)

Everyone knows the Drew Barrymore story, of course. Born into the Barrymore showbiz dynasty she rocketed to fame as Gertie in E.T. in 1982 and then went spectacularly off the rails, becoming addicted to booze and drugs at an age when most girls still think Coke is a fizzy drink.

Her return to the celebrity A-list in the mid-Nineties, thanks to sweet romantic comedies like The Wedding Singer and a canny cameo in Wes Craven’s smash horror, Scream, finally put her back on the road to redemption and with the Charlie’s Angels movies coming out of her Flower Films production company, she’s now firmly back in place as one of Hollywood’s most sought after stars.

But where’s the fun in that? If we rewind to the period just before her phoenix-like rebirth, we find Doppelganger, a gory and sleazy horror romp that – should you be so inclined – can be seen as a meta-textual commentary on her struggle to overcome her bad girl image. Or you could just see it as a really stupid psycho-schlocker loaded with tits and gore. Probably the second one.

Drew stars as Holly Gooding, a damaged young filly who is convinced she’s being haunted by her evil twin - or doppelganger. She blames this sinister double for the murder of her father, for which her younger brother Fred was blamed and subsequently committed to a mental institution. She and her mother leave LA for New York and then, when her mother is stabbed to bits by someone looking spookily like Holly, she flees back to Los Angeles and bunks up with struggling writer Patrick.

He’s naturally overjoyed to have such a nubile young roommate, especially as she seems quite keen on having hot sex on the kitchen floor. He’s less pleased when she denies it even happened and reveals that her doppelganger is the one who does the shagging – and murdering – in her family. Hell, even her shrink from New York says that this doppelganger is real, she insists. Holly clearly has more baggage than Samsonite.

It turns out that she stands to inherit a lot of money should the rest of her family snuff it and as catatonic Fred is the only one left that points a finger of suspicion firmly in her direction. Especially when Fred is stabbed to bits in his hospital bed by someone looking spookily like Holly.

Spotting a trend? Is Holly a schizo-psycho? A scheming murderess? Or is she genuinely being haunted by some deadly supernatural double?

For at least three quarters of its running time, Doppelganger manages to keep you vaguely intrigued by this mystery – helped enormously by some grisly deaths and frequent nudity from Drew. In the final act, it spills over from passable thriller into completely insane horror territory as we discover that the murders are not the work of a ghostly double, but the previously-peripheral character of Dr Heller, who dresses up as Holly (with, yes, a rubber Drew mask) to murder people because he loves her. Or something. It’s not the most well thought out motive ever committed to screen, to be honest, and it’s made even more alarming by the realization that Patrick had sex with the doppelganger, apparently without realizing it was a man in a wig.

Things get even weirder when, confronted with this shocking twist, Holly splits in two. Not metaphorically. Literally. In a remarkably messy display of special effects, she splits into two slimy walking skeletons, one of which is presumably Good Holly, the other Evil Holly. Dr Heller, looking as perplexed as the audience by this point, is promptly tossed out of the window by the Evil Holly skeleton (which hilariously still talks with Drew’s voice) and in accordance with the first law of Horror Movie Defenestration is bloodily impaled on the railing below. The two gloopy skeletons then merge back together again, restoring Holly to her original form, right before the traditional just-too-late movie cops arrive on the scene.
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If it weren’t for the baffling final ten minutes, it’s doubtful this movie would deserve a mention. Apart from the gratuitous nudity and occasionally gruesome deaths it’s a mostly unremarkable piece of low-rent schlock. However, the final plunge into ludicrous and utterly inexplicable monster movie, coupled with the once-in-a-lifetime chance to see Drew Barrymore transformed into not one, but two slimy skeletons, makes this a classic entry in the “what the hell were they thinking?” files and one that is well worth finding.

Honorable mention: Although it was E.T. that made her a star, Drew actually made her big screen debut in the trippy Ken Russell oddity, Altered States (see: William Hurt). She followed Spielberg’s alien tearjerker with two Stephen King adaptations – the 1984 pyrokinetic thriller Firestarter in which she played a moppet who could cause things to burst into flame, and the 1985 horror anthology, Cat’s Eye, in which she starred as a young girl caught in a battle between a stray moggy and an evil troll. Those looking for more pre-comeback Barrymore nudity should seek out Poison Ivy, a wonderfully tasteless erotic thriller in which she seduces her best friend’s father (played by a predictably happy Tom Skerrit). Drew also enjoyed a tiny cameo in Waxwork 2 as the victim of a bloodthirsty vampire.

Need to know: Eagle-eyed film buffs may spot a brief appearance by cult tough guy Danny Trejo (Machete, Predators) as a lecherous construction worker kicked in the nuts by Barrymore. It’s also worth noting that the sticky special effects come courtesy of KNB, now one of Hollywood’s greatest effects houses, responsible for creating the carnage in Tarantino’s Kill Bill, Romero’s Land of the Dead, Robert Rodriguez’s Sin City and dozens of other genre movies.

The scene in which Holly’s mother is gruesomely stabbed carries an extra kick when you know that mummy dearest is played by Drew’s own mother, Jaid Barrymore. To describe their real life relationship as volatile would be an understatement, so seeing daughter hack mother to death in this context makes it rather more disturbing than usual. This may even be one of the reasons why Drew has disowned the movie - the other, of course, being that it really is utter shit.

Kim Basinger

The Ghost of Flight 401 (1978)

One of the most iconic sex symbols of the 1980s, Kim Basinger made her breakthrough rubbing up against a horny Mickey Rourke in 9 1/2 Weeks and as a Bond girl in the unofficial 007 adventure, Never Say Never Again. Before that watershed moment, however, came several years of TV work, which included this timid ghost yarn, which exploited a real life air crash to spin an uplifting tale rather than produce anything that might frighten the viewers.

The ghost in question is Dom (Ernest Borgnine), an avuncular airline pilot who takes a last minute job just before New Year’s Eve, 1972. His wife pleads with him not to go because she’s got one of those “bad feelings” that movie spouses always get just before they’re bereaved.

Dom is having none of it, however. He slaps an ungodly amount of aftershave on his face – making sure to let us know that his preferred fragrance is Bay Rum (that’s Bay Rum, in case you missed it) – before he sets off to his doomed flight.

Being a TV movie, they couldn’t actually afford to film the crash, so instead we see a light flash on the face of a man catching frogs in the everglades. Dom’s mangled body is pulled from the wreckage and a few hours later he dies in hospital, with his wife by his side.

Cut to just after the funeral, and the film wastes no time in dropping big fat dumb clues in the viewer’s path. At the wake, the stewardess girlfriend of Dom’s boss sniffs the air. “Bay Rum!” she declares to nobody in particular. “Who do I know who uses Bay Rum?” This is Dom’s house, so the lingering scent probably shouldn’t be that strange, but we know better. The movie’s not called The Lingering Scent of Dead Pilot, after all.

The mystery might still be a tad cryptic for the Movie of the Week audience, however, so we pay a visit to the hangar where the parts from the crashed plane are being held. “Since when did everybody start using Bay Rum?” exclaims an engineer, also sniffing the air in exaggerated fashion.

The movie figures that even the dimmest viewer must be nodding in recognition at this point, drooling into their Frito Lays, so it simply jumps forwards a few months, and suddenly everybody is saying “Wow, I keep seeing Ernest Borgnine’s ghost on my plane! Also: Bay Rum!”

This, frankly, is about as far as the plot goes, since it then spins this revelation out for another hour, with only Dom’s old boss refusing to believe in haunted passenger jets. Even he slowly comes around when it’s revealed that Dom’s ghost only appears on jets that used salvaged parts from the crash. They hold a séance, urge Dom to walk into the light and...that’s it. End of story.

It’s even all that clear why Dom returned as a ghost. He didn’t die horribly in the crash, but relatively peacefully in a hospital bed, comforted by his wife. Most of the time, his apparition appears only in reflection, staring straight ahead. The first time his spirit actually speaks, it warns of a fire on the plane. But since the fire alarm goes off immediately afterwards, and the problem solved with a flick of a switch, it’s hardly the greatest prophecy in the world. He’s apparently hanging around in the spirit world just to freak people out.
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Kim Basinger’s role is a curious one. As stewardess Prissy Frasier, she survives the crash and is one of the many people to encounter Dom’s eerie yet pointless phantasm. The script toys with a subplot about Prissy coming to terms with the accident, but after a fantastically brief meeting with a psychologist, she’s given a clean bill of mental health and vanishes completely from the movie.

Need to know: Flight 401 really did crash on December 29, 1972. At the time it was the deadliest air disaster in US history, with 101 fatalities. And people did report ghost sightings afterwards, though more than one phantom crew member was involved in the “real” haunting. Eastern Airlines became predictably annoyed with the persistent ghost myth, and CEO Frank Borman (who was previously one of the first astronauts to orbit the moon) allegedly threatened to sue the makers of The Ghost of Flight 401 for libel, calling the tale “garbage”.

The Ghost of Flight 401 was directed by Steven Hilliard Stern, who also helmed the scaremongering role-playing thriller, Mazes & Monsters (see: Tom Hanks). Flight 401 was based on a book by John G. Fuller. He also wrote numerous volumes about UFO encounters, including The Interrupted Journey about the alleged alien abduction of Betty and Barney Hill, which was filmed as The UFO Incident (see: James Earl Jones).

Val, the stewardess who first smells Dom’s Bay Rum scent after the funeral, was played by Tina Chen. She reunited with Borgnine six years later when she co-starred with him in the pilot movie for super-helicopter TV hit Airwolf.

For a more demonic Borgnine performance, see: John Travolta.

Honorable mentions: Basinger returned to horror with Bless the Child in 2000, a fairly limp and forgettable riff on The Omen co-starring Jimmy Smits and Christina Ricci. At the height of her fame, she played a seductive extra-terrestrial in the scatterbrained sci fi comedy, My Stepmother is an Alien (see: Juliette Lewis).

Angela Bassett

Critters 4 (1991)

Nominated for an Oscar for her role as Tina Turner in What’s Love Got To Do With It, Angela Bassett was also lauded for her portrayal of Betty Shabazz, Malcolm X’s wife, in both Spike Lee’s Malcolm X biopic and Mario Van Peebles’ Panther. She’s sadly now best known for her roles in less confrontational chick flick fare such as How Stella Got Her Groove Back and Waiting to Exhale, as Hollywood was once again confounded by the question of what to do with a gifted actor who is middle-aged, female and black.

But Angela’s first starring role was considerably less respectable. Like others before her (see: Leonardo DiCaprio) she got her big break thanks to the laughably crap Critters series, playing a Ripley-surrogate in this witless Aliens rip-off which thankfully brought the axe down on the woeful franchise.
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As the pilot of the salvage ship RSS Tesla, she helps the leering Captain Rick salvage a floating canister in deep space. They find out the canister is 53 years old, and the property of TerraCorp, one of those generically evil mega-corporations so beloved by cheap dystopian sci-fi flicks. They’re directed to a nearby TerraCorp outpost and told to wait for someone to pick the canister up. Oh, and under no circumstances are they to open it. Guess what happens...

The outpost is abandoned, nobody seems to be coming and it doesn’t take long for Captain Rick – angry after being spurned by Angela (or at least her naked body double) in a clumsy shower scene – to try cracking open their cargo himself. Inside he finds Charlie, the dopey bounty hunter from the previous three movies, and the remains of two Critter eggs. Captain Rick becomes the first meal for the creatures (though they only kill one other person during this uneventful and turgid flick) and the scene is set for a virtual redux of key scenes from the Alien franchise, replayed with cheap monsters that look like a cross between porcupines and over-sized testicles.

There’s a completely pointless plot twist regarding the purpose of the outpost (it was developing mutated predatory creatures) that leads one of the Critters to pump itself up into a Super Critter, though it looks no different and does nothing out of the ordinary after its transformation. Instead there’s a lot of running and shouting at the outpost’s on-board computer (also called Angela, bizarrely) and it all culminates with the evil corporation arriving, much as it did at the end of Alien 3, with murder in mind.

As anybody who has ever seen a “trapped on a space station with monsters” movie can predict, it ends with the survivors – led by Angela (the actress, not the computer) – blasting away in a shuttle mere seconds before that ever-convenient self destruct sequence kicks in and blows the outpost into atoms. The Critters are destroyed...or are they? Well, yes, since Critters 5 has singularly failed to materialize.

Bassett acquits herself well, considering the restrictions of a shitty script and having to act mortally afraid of monsters that look like little more than really, really cheap glove puppets. Which, of course, they are. Her biggest downfall is that despite making it clear that she’s a tough, no-nonsense space babe in the opening act, the story then gives her nothing at all to do other than stand around waiting for everyone else to do all the actual shooting, running and climbing. She does get to press the button that makes the shuttle take off though, so she earns her keep eventually.

Need to know: The ship’s wild-haired technician is played by genre legend Brad Dourif, whose most visible roles have been as Grima Wormtongue in the Lord of the Rings movies and as poor Billy Bibbit in One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest. Horror fans, on the other hand, will know him as a regular face in such straight-to-video nonsense as Spontaneous Combustion, Graveyard Shift and Body Parts. He’s also the voice of Chucky in the Child’s Play series. The ship’s captain is played by Greenland-born actor Anders Hove, who became a regular face in the arthouse-friendly Dogme film movement and was also Radu, the lead villain of the ultra-cheap Subspecies horror franchise.

Stephanie Beacham

Inseminoid (1981)

Best known for her portrayal of super-bitch Sable in Dynasty, as well as sundry similar performances in lurid bonkbuster mini-series based on novels by Jilly Cooper, Jackie Collins and Danielle Steel, Beacham falls into much the same category as Joan Collins – a British TV ice-queen who managed to cultivate an aura of class despite her film roles rather than because of them.

Although she turned up in a number of cheesy flicks in the 1970s, the movie we’re most concerned with here is Norman J. Warren’s borderline video nasty about the complex and under-discussed social issue that is extra-terrestrial rape.

Warren was one of the few independent British producers to make his mark once Hammer left the scene, matching the modern day grue of US movies like The Evil Dead and Friday the 13th with his own peculiarly English take on grindhouse gore. Inseminoid was the most ambitious of his movies, budgeted at a then-staggering one million UK pounds, but there’s little attempt to disguise its origins as a low rent copycat version of Alien, which had smashed box office records two years previous.

A bunch of loosely defined “scientists” are studying alien ruins on a mysterious planet (or, to be more accurate, an old quarry shot through a red lens) when they’re attacked by a fast-moving but distinctly rubbery beast. The men are slaughtered, but one of the women – Sandy – gets impregnated by the creature, in a scene which leaves little to the imagination regarding the intended destination of a throbbing plastic shaft full of green ooze. Back at the base, Sandy starts to exhibit strange symptoms – stuff like super-strength, constant screaming and an unfortunate predilection for murdering her crewmates and devouring their flesh. She’s pregnant, and strange cravings come with the territory, but her phallocentric male colleagues just don’t understand, the insensitive bastards.

As Sandy munches her way through the cast list, they try various doomed methods of first containing her and, when that fails, killing her. They fail. Sandy eventually gives birth – again, in a rather graphic and slimy scene – to rubbery puppet triplets and in true B-movie style we end with a sequel-minded shot of her extra-terrestrial offspring apparently stowed safely on a shuttle and bound for Earth.

Beacham, appearing as some sort of record-keeping documentary person, lasts longer than most in this lurid romp. Indeed, between her aloof demeanour and an impromptu nap clad in only her tight vest and knickers, you’re led to believe that she may even be the Sigourney Weaver of the film. No such luck. She has one lucky escape, when she’s rescued from Sandy’s clutches by a chivalrous fellow who stamps on the pregnant woman’s stomach – as any noble gent surely would - but she bites the dust right near the end of the movie, caught up in an explosion and then finally set upon by the ravenous Sandy. The movie coyly cuts away at the crucial moment which, if we’re following the horror movie rulebook, should mean she isn’t actually dead and is being saved for a last minute surprise. Sadly, she never reappears.
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In keeping with Warren’s other movies, there are some interesting ideas lurking amid all this exploitation. Imagine if John Hurt hadn’t exploded at the dinner table in Alien, and had instead turned on his shipmates in order to protect the “baby” growing inside him and you’ve got the gist of the almost-clever twist placed on the source material here. The movie itself actually seems rather tame now, but it’s not hard to see why it earned a reputation for crude excess in the hey-day of home video.

Honorable mentions: Other horror nuggets in Beacham’s resume include the painfully cheesy Dracula AD1972 (in which Christopher Lee takes on the forces of disco), the gloriously titled yet rather dull disembodied hand shocker And Now The Screaming Starts, and the 1976 proto-slasher, Schizo.

Need to know: Inseminoid also marked an early screen appearance for Steve Martin’s wife, Victoria Tennant, though her exit is even swifter than Beacham’s. She’s one of Sandy’s first victims, getting her head bashed in after a nice hot naked shower.

Jack Black

Crossworlds (1996)

With his crazy guy persona and portly frame, it’s tempting to paint Jack Black as a sort of John Belushi for the post-grunge generation, but without the myth-making addition of a tragic drug-fuelled demise. Now famous for star turns in hits like School of Rock, King Kong and Kung Fu Panda, plus his two-man rock group Tenacious D, Black is one of those actors who has been quietly clocking up small roles in big films for years.

And, sometimes, he clocked up small roles in shitty films as well - which brings us rather neatly to Crossworlds.

Josh Charles (poshest of all the posh boys from Dead Poets Society) headlines as Joseph, an uptight and rather dull student at some anonymous LA college. He’s constantly goaded by Steve, his whooping “look at me, I’m a live wire!” frat boy buddy, to drink, womanize and drink some more. No prizes for guessing who Jack Black plays.

While Steve drinks himself into odious incoherence – you can practically smell the beer farts when he’s on screen – Joseph has other things to worry about. Firstly, he’s desperate for people to stop calling him Joe. This bugs him silly, for some reason. Secondly, the crystal that his dead explorer father left him is actually a key component in a trans-dimensional gateway and an evil villain called Ferris – a rather disappointing galactic warlord, given his beige suit and bored demeanor - wants to get his hands on it, so he can fold the multiverse into one world and conquer it all in one go. Hey, it saves time.

Ranged against this cosmic threat is a resistance movement, in service to a briefly mentioned Queen, which seems to consist of Laura, a predictably spunky action babe in a tiny skirt and knee-high boots, and a vaguely disconnected and alarmingly flabby Rutger Hauer, who seems a little unsure why all these people are pointing cameras at him, but gamely plays along anyway.

With an infinite number of alternate dimensions at risk, all connected by the Crossworlds limbo dimension of the title, you’d be amazed at how many of them look exactly like the Californian desert or other locations within affordable driving distance of Hollywood. Indeed, most of the film is spent running around Los Angeles while the bad guys throw an inexplicable array of obstacles at them – including suits of armor, pottery dogs that come to life and a very short gangster.

While Joseph is off cavorting in the desert and blabbing about magical scepters, good ol’ Steve simply remains on the campus, getting utterly hammered on cheap booze. Given the alternative, this seems like a fairly sane option. The story periodically returns to this budget location, so Joseph can ponder if all this low cost craziness is a dream...and so Steve can deliver yet more sub-Belushi yelping.

We leave our heroes with Ferris defeated (spoiler: they hit him with a stick), Rutger Hauer presumably in the cafeteria and Joseph deciding that Joe is a much better name for a trans-dimensional warrior. As he slobbers all over Laura, proving that sober dorks can pick up hot chicks too, poor Steve gazes at his erstwhile buddy through his alcoholic stupor and maybe – just maybe – feels a cold, dark stab of regret deep in his pickled heart.

Need to know: Crossworlds’ pathetic villain, Ferris, was played by British actor Stuart Wilson, who appeared in such anooty TV classics as I Claudius, The Jewel In The Crown and Prime Suspect before heading to Hollywood. As well as supplying ineffectual bad guy duties in Crossworlds, he was also the villain in Lethal Weapon 3, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles 3 and The Mask of Zorro. Since making Crossworlds, Josh Charles has gone on to appear in such flimsy action fare as S.W.A.T, co-starring with Colin Farrell’s smirk, and Four Brothers, co-starring with Mark Wahlberg’s smirk. The utterly unexplained “Queen” who turns up at the end of Crossworlds was played by Beverly Johnson, who can also be found in the pivotal role of “Woman Doctor” in The Meteor Man (see: Don Cheadle).

Honorable mentions: Jack Black’s pre-fame credits also include Slip, Leader of the Nasties, in The Neverending Story III; the Kevin Costner sci-fi flop Waterworld; the Tim Burton flop Mars Attacks and DPO, an episode of The X-Files in which he was electrocuted by Giovanni Ribisi. He also made an unbilled cameo in the tedious 1998 slasher I Still Know What You Did Last Summer.

Humphrey Bogart

The Return of Doctor X (1939)

Before the likes of High Sierra, The Maltese Falcon and Casablanca made him one of the biggest movie stars on the planet, Bogie was just another contracted actor slugging away in the old Hollywood studio system. In those days, you made the movies they told you to make – which is why the pre-fame Bogart found himself hamming it up in this utterly demented mad scientist yarn for Warner Bros.

The story, a mish-mash of early horror clichés most notably cribbed from Bela Lugosi’s The Walking Dead and the German expressionist classic The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, follows Walter Garrett, an incongruously comedic newspaper reporter played by second-string western star Wayne Morris, who discovers the dead body of actress Angela Merrova. When he returns to the spot with the police the body is gone but, being a cavalier sort of reporter, he goes ahead and writes a story about her mysterious demise all the same.

The next day Merrova returns from the grave and sues the newspaper for reporting her death somewhat prematurely. Now out of work, the reporter investigates the bizarre events with some help from his friend, Doctor Rhodes, and discovers that the trail of clues leads back to Doctor Flegg, an expert in hematology secretly working on a formula for synthetic blood.

[image: 36_img01.jpg]

It’s while visiting Flegg’s lab that we meet Humphrey Bogart as Quesne, Flegg’s peculiar assistant. And what a treat he is. Pancaked in white make-up, and sporting a thin pair of pince-nez spectacles, Bogie cuts a surprisingly effeminate figure – an affectation which is greatly enhanced by the rather fetching bleached streak running through his neatly sheared hair, and his fondness for stroking bunny rabbits in a most sinister manner. Oh, and he also has an unholy thirst for blood. Mustn’t forget that little detail.

See, Quesne is actually Doctor X, a demented scientist sent to the electric chair after he starved a baby to death, in order to see how long it would take a baby to starve to death. Science! Flegg resurrected the electrocuted quack using his research, but the artificial blood compound is unable to replicate itself. Thus the revived Doctor X is forced to drain the blood of those who share his rare blood group in order to stay alive – something about which he has predictably few qualms. His first victim was, of course, Angela Merrova and Flegg was forced to resurrect her as well to throw the cops off the scent.

Doctor X meets his demise when, with no way of covering up the carnage any longer, Flegg admits everything to Garrett. By way of payback, Doctor X shoots Flegg and swipes his address book of blood donors. Top of the list is the nurse that Doctor Rhodes has been dating, and thus begins a swift car chase up to the abandoned New Jersey duck club that served as Doctor X’s base of operations in his previous life. Interrupted before he can drain his prey, X escapes onto the roof of the dilapidated shack where he is promptly shot by the police.

“Tell Doctor Rhodes we’ll have to reschedule our chat about blood composition” gasps Bogart in his iconic lisp, before expiring for the second – and final – time. As famous last words go, it falls spectacularly short of “This could be the start of a beautiful friendship.”

Need to know: Despite being marketed as a sequel to the 1932 movie, Doctor X, which starred Lionel Atwill and a pre-Kong Fay Wray, the two movies have precious little in common beyond the presence of mad scientists and the concept of artificial life – fake flesh in the original, bogus blood in the later movie. Bogart’s role was originally written for Boris Karloff, with the role of Doctor Flegg earmarked for Bela Lugosi. Ultimately Warner Bros decided it would be cheaper to use stock contract players, and thus Bogart got his moment to shine. Just two years later, superstardom came calling. In 1980, Return of Doctor X director Vincent Sherman also helmed a TV movie based on Bogart’s life called, quite simply, Bogie.

Jeff Bridges

The Yin and Yang of Mr. Go (1970)

You know you’re in for an embarrassing treat when the opening scene of a movie features Burgess Meredith sticking acupuncture needles into James Mason, both of them made up to look vaguely Chinese and talking in toe-curling “me so velly solly” fake accents. When the movie then reveals that your narrator for the tale about to unfold will be none other than Buddha himself, the possibilities for outrageously offensive farce are practically endless – and, sweet mercy, does the movie deliver on that promise.

A meandering espionage fantasy in which Eastern philosophy combines with homosexual blackmail, topless dancing, James Joyce and a secret laser weapon, from start to end The Yin and Yang of Mr. Go is a cringingly terrible beatnik spin on the “yellow peril” adventures of yesteryear.

In place of Fu Manchu we have Mr. Yin Yang Go, a half-Mexican, half-Chinese crime lord played by the resolutely English actor James Mason. Luckily, thanks to the magic of the movies, some false teeth and a dab of spirit gum to make his eyes slanted is all it takes to create the illusion of such an exotic heritage. Yes, it’s a clumsy and outrageously racist illusion but let’s not get too picky. We’ve got a long way to go yet.

Go’s latest project is the theft of an experimental laser defense system which he plans to build for himself and then sell to the highest bidder. To do this he needs to get hold of the blueprints, and to do this he needs to find a way to squeeze Professor Bannister for information.

As luck would have it, who should come knocking at Go’s door but Nero Finnegan, played by a young Jeff Bridges, all tousled hair, patchy beard and love beads. An American Army deserter with aspirations to being a great writer, Nero needs money to keep his girlfriend, Tah Ling, happy and offers his services to Go. The lisping supervillain is delighted at the prospect, as Professor Bannister is gay and Nero – rough, rugged and ever so poetic - is just his type.
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Nero is secretly filmed enjoying some “rough trade” with Bannister, all of which is recorded in trippy 1970s-o-vision, and features Nero lasciviously pouring a bowl of what is hopefully water over the prone scientist’s naked form. With the boffin duly blackmailed, Go is free to begin building his device.

Of course, the CIA is also on the case – in the shape of another fun stereotype, a boozy Irish agent by the not-terribly-Gaelic name of Leo Zimmerman. It doesn’t take long for him to get the truth out of Nero, by pretending to be a publisher and taking him on a whirlwind tour of Hong Kong’s titty bars, and this means that Go is forced to remove Nero and his girlfriend from the equation – permanently.

As they fly to their doom in Go’s helicopter, we’re treated to one of the most mind-boggling plot twists ever used in the spy genre – Buddha opens his Third Eye and hits Go with a beam of magic light. In an instant, Go changes his outlook on life and becomes a good guy. Why does Buddha do this? According to the voiceover from the lardy enlightened one himself, it’s basically something he occasionally does for random giggles, like a karmic prankster.

Go promptly betrays his criminal cohorts and helps Nero save Tah Ling from the clutches of a predatory lesbian henchwoman called Zelda – an endeavor that naturally involves exposed breasts and a harpoon gun. Go fakes his death, and uses the eulogy at his funeral, read by Nero, to offer up the plans for the laser defense system to every nation on the planet – thereby bringing about world peace by making all nuclear missiles redundant.

The Yin and Yang of Mr. Go is a remarkably ill-conceived movie, made with the apparent aim of getting jaded western hippies into Buddhism via the cunning and self-defeating use of appalling oriental stereotypes. As for Jeff Bridges (or Jeffrey, as he’s billed here in his first movie role), he makes for a particularly lousy action hero. Nero is pushed and pulled through the story by the other characters, and he spends most of the time either drunk, stoned, strumming his guitar, carousing with topless prostitutes or complaining that his girlfriend isn’t around to cook his meals. While this is probably a rather accurate portrayal of the typical 1970s beatnik at large in Hong Kong, it does also make him something of an asshole.

Need to know: Burgess Meredith must take the lion’s share of the blame for The Yin and Yang of Mr. Go. Not only did the actor co-write and direct the film, he co-starred as The Dolphin, an underworld snitch with an even more egregious mock-Asian accent than Go himself. He also took rather obvious inspiration from his time as The Penguin on the Batman TV series, as many of the fight sequences in Mr. Go are carried out with the same psychedelic sensibility, accompanied by the lilting sounds of light jazz trumpet.

For more bizarre Burgess performances, see: Christopher Walken, Tony Curtis.

Honorable mention: Bridges also played the marginally less hairy lead role in the 1976 remake of King Kong, battling to save Jessica Lange’s blonde bombshell from the clutches of the giant ape (portrayed in this much derided version by special effects maestro Rick Baker in a monkey costume).

Jim Broadbent

Superman IV: The Quest for Peace (1987)

The original Superman movie, released smack bang after the double-whammy of Jaws and Star Wars, was a potent early example of how the blockbuster formula could result in movies that were both entertaining and expertly crafted. Directed by Richard Donner, then red hot from his enormous success with The Omen, Superman was written by Mario Puzo (author of The Godfather) and counted heavyweights such as Marlon Brando, Gene Hackman and Glenn Ford among its cast. The score, by Star Wars and Jaws composer John Williams, remains one of the most iconic and memorable movie themes of all time.

Less than ten years later, and the abusive lover known as Hollywood had left poor Superman a bruised and battered shadow of his former cinematic glory. Following a timid reaction to the slapstick tone of the third movie, most movie pundits figured that Clark Kent had flapped his big screen cape for the last time. But someone somewhere obviously thought there were a few more drops of box office juice in the blue tights, and this appallingly cheap fourth entry squeezed that paltry juice into cinemas in 1987.

A far cry from the A-list prestige of the original movie, Superman IV was instead produced by Golan Globus, two Palestinian cousins whose legendary B-movie output includes such flicks as the Death Wish sequels (see: Jeff Goldblum), the nude space vampire classic Lifeforce (see: Patrick Stewart) and the ludicrous fantasy nonsense of Gor (see: Oliver Reed).

Christopher Reeve returned once again as the Man of Steel, but wanted to be more involved than merely wearing the costume this time. Thus it was he who came up with the hopelessly idealistic story for the movie, in which Superman would finally tackle a real world crisis – the threat of nuclear weapons.

With the world teetering on the brink of atomic war, and with the Daily Planet taken over by a Murdoch-esque tabloid mogul (and his insipid yuppie daughter, played by Mariel Hemingway) Clark/Superman is spurred into action by a letter from a young boy, who asks the superhero to cut through all the politics and just make the world a safer place. Superman does this by taking all the nuclear missiles in the world, putting them in a giant net and throwing them into the sun. Amazingly, this isn’t the most stupid thing in the movie.

This enforced world peace doesn’t sit well with certain criminal types and the recently escaped Lex Luthor (played once again by Gene Hackman, who struggles to keep a straight face) teams up with three black market arms dealers to put an end to Superman’s meddling once and for all.

And it’s here we get our tantalizingly brief glimpse of lovely Brit thespian Jim Broadbent (who would of course go on to star in Moulin Rouge, Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull, The Chronicles of Narnia, several Harry Potters and the Bridget Jones movies) as Jean Pierre Dubois, a French nuke smuggler stricken with an accent that sounds more like Pakistan via the Welsh valleys.
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Luthor’s plot involves using a strand of Superman’s hair (stolen from a museum) which he uses to create super-powered protoplasm. This is then placed inside a computerized lunch box and attached to a nuclear missile about to be fired. Naturally, Superman intercepts it and tosses it sunwards. One recycled kaboom shot later, and Nuclear Man is born – with all the powers of Superman, plus general radioactive abilities, and the dubbed voice of Gene Hackman.

Nuclear Man’s first job is to send Luthor’s erstwhile colleagues packing, and thus ends Jim Broadbent’s superhero adventure, last seen fleeing from a lycra-clad supervillain with an orange tan that would make even Pamela Anderson wince.

Superman and Nuclear Man proceed to tussle for the rest of the movie, in a series of confrontations that showcase just how low the special effects had sunk from the movie that made good on its promise to make you believe a man could fly. Wires are visible in almost every flying scene, to the extent that the whole enterprise looks more like a puppet show than a Hollywood blockbuster. During a punch-up in deep space, the platform that the actors are standing on is clearly visible. And when Superman and Nuclear Man battle on the lunar surface, rather than the vast vacuum of space, black curtains can be seen hanging behind them. Meanwhile, the entire movie is filled with agonizingly bad matte effects, crudely superimposed over stock footage.

The climax, for what it’s worth, finds Nuclear Man inexplicably dragging Mariel Hemingway into space (where, interestingly, she has no trouble breathing) until Superman blocks his enemy’s atomic powers by pushing the moon in front of the sun. He then scoops up Nuclear Man and – oh, such delicious irony! - drops him into a nuclear reactor, thus making the world safe for Welsh-Pakistani French arms dealers everywhere.

Need to know: The supremely shoddy special effects weren’t the only concession to the slashed budget. With the pot of money available reduced to just $17 million, production was moved from New York to the rather more affordable environs of a British suburban town, Milton Keynes. British car registrations can be seen in the background of many location shots, not least when Superman visits the UN, which has been relocated to what looks like a small office block around the back of a supermarket.

When shown to preview audiences, the reaction was predictably so bad that almost an hour was chopped from the movie, bringing it down to a less painful 86 minutes in length, minus credits. The actor who played Nuclear Man, Mark Pillow, had never worked in movies before – and never worked in movies again. Following this disaster, it took Warner Bros almost twenty years to get Superman back on the big screen with the Bryan Singer helmed Superman Returns which, wisely, pretended that this movie never happened.

Adrien Brody

Solo (1996)

When Adrien Brody collected his Best Actor Oscar for the Roman Polanski wartime drama The Pianist, he did so in the face of competition from such heavyweight award magnets as Jack Nicholson, Daniel Day Lewis, Nicolas Cage and Michael Caine.

Of course, as with many young talented actors waiting for recognition, the road to success involved at least one stopover in dumb-as-hell territory.

Combining elements of no less than four 1980s action classics (The Terminator, RoboCop, Predator and Universal Soldier) Solo is the charming tale of a super-strong cyborg soldier (Mario Van Peebles) and his perpetually violent attempts to escape from the stifling bureaucracy of the American Army.

On his first mission, deep in Central American rebel territory, Solo’s fundamental design flaw makes itself apparent – he refuses to plant charges that might lead to civilian casualties. Clearly such crazy regard for human life has no place in the modern military, and Solo is forced to go on the run, taking refuge with the same poor-but-decent peasants he was ordered to sacrifice.

Of course, we know from the start that Solo is more than just a mindless weapon, because he sketches birds and spiders, and asks the timeless question that preys on the mind of every movie cyborg with a burgeoning conscience: “What is laughter?” And why does this $2 billion dollar killing machine have such a soppy attitude to the indiscriminate slaughter of innocents? Because he’s the creation of a quirky and scruffy Liberal Movie Scientist, that’s why, and he’s played by the tousled hair and beaky nose of Adrien Brody.

With Solo loose in the jungles of South America, teaching native farmers how to fight back against the rebels using logs-and-string Ewok technology, the military brass send barking lunatic Colonel Frank Madden (William Sadler) and a team of nutty Special Forces types to locate the robotic hippy. It seems that while Adrien Brody found time to include artistic and philosophical inclinations in his death machine, he forgot to add something useful like, say, a tracking device.
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Trouble is, Madden isn’t keen on the “bring „em back alive” ethos – he just wants to destroy Solo, for no loftier reason than to justify his status as the movie’s bad guy. And to aid him in this mission, he uses the poor Liberal Movie Scientist as bait. Solo rescues his creator, but the tender and fleshy Brody only survives the explosions long enough to offer up a pithy sign-off - “I should’ve stayed in college” - and a supercharged computer chip before popping his clogs, coughing up blood on the jungle floor.

And so we bid adieu to Adrien, and sit back to watch Solo kill the goddam shit out of rogue Americans and evil Hispanic rebels alike. Of course, like every good video game, just when he thinks he’s won the day – breaking Madden’s back and leaving him to die – the real end of level boss shows up: Solo v2.0, a new and improved cyborg with the face of Madden and absolutely no qualms about massacring every person in a seven mile radius. The two robot warriors duke it out in an ancient temple, until Solo outsmarts his rival by bluffing and pretending to be dead, a trick he learned from the plucky peasant kids.

Yes, it appears that “playing possum” – possibly the most basic of all combat tactics - is yet another missing element of the Solo programming.

Solo brings down the temple on himself and Evil Solo, but the sound of his computerized laughter echoing through the trees reassures us that our hero made it out alive, just in case he’s needed for a sequel, supermarket opening or children’s parties.

Need to know: Solo begins his jungle adventure with a gaping torso wound, full of the obligatory wires and gore. This horrific injury then proceeds to appear and disappear over the course of the film. In several scenes, you can clearly see Van Peebles deliberately holding his combat vest closed to hide the fact that he isn’t wearing the make-up appliance. Solo was based on a novel, Weapon, written by Robert Mason. Mason was a helicopter pilot in Vietnam, and his memoir of the war, Chickenhawk, is a highly regarded work. Brody recently returned to the jungle for the monster movie reboot, Predators.

For more fun with William Sadler, see: Katie Holmes, Jada Pinkett-Smith. And to witness Brody’s Kong co-star battling demonic farm produce, see: Naomi Watts.

Pierce Brosnan

Nomads (1986)

After years of TV fame (Remington Steele), small roles in big movies (Mrs. Doubtfire) and big roles in really stupid movies (The Lawnmower Man), taking over as the best Bond since Connery in 1995’s Goldeneye finally catapulted Brosnan into the Hollywood big leagues.

But like most jobbing actors of his vintage, Pierce has more than a few howlers lurking in his filmography, though none are quite so spectacularly strange as this debut flick from director John McTiernan. Perhaps most surprising of all is the fact that Brosnan manages to play the lead character, despite dropping dead in the opening scene.

Brought into a hospital emergency room, delirious and afflicted with a hideous beard, he manages to whisper an enigmatic message to Leslie Ann Down’s harassed doctor – in French, no less – before he keels over. His story then unfolds in flashback as Doctor Leslie finds herself haunted by memories from the ex-Brosnan’s life.
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It turns out that Pierce was a French anthropologist (with a wonderfully variable Clouseau-esque accent) recently arrived in Los Angeles for a cushy academic post, after years trotting the globe poking his nose and camera into native business. As his story unfolds, we discover that his untimely demise appears to be the result of an obsession with a gang of street toughs who are drawn to his rented home, the location of a grisly murder.

But wouldn’t you know it? Although they look like extras from a Duran Duran video, these aren’t your normal common-or-garden leather-jacketed New Romantic thugs. Oh no. As Pierce tracks them through the urban jungle, he realizes that these modern day nomads never seem to stop or sleep. They also sacrifice people and dump their bodies in dumpsters. Bodies which then vanish. And, just in case more concrete evidence of their supernatural origin was needed, they don’t show up in his photographs either. Tres spooky, non?

He finally twigs that the nomads are earthly manifestations of wandering evil spirits from the netherworld that are less than pleased with the way Le Brosnan has been poking into their domain through his native studies and their revenge is to, well, drive him insane. Which they do. As we saw at the start of the movie. Full circle, you see.

To be fair, for all its outlandish ideas and quaintly cheesy 1980s pop video styling Nomads is a pretty effective little creep show. There are some clever edits as we shuttle between the past and present, and McTiernan manages to create an engaging air of urban menace without overplaying his hand. Brosnan himself plays things much the same as usual – one part suave macho man, one part smug lothario – though it’s worth catching just for the unbeatable combo of the beard and the accent.

Need to know: The mute leader of the eerie nomads, referred to only as Number One, is played by the dandy highwayman of 1980s British pop, Adam Ant. Director John McTiernan would, of course, find considerably greater success with his next two films – a couple of little action romps called Predator and Die Hard.

Sandra Bullock

Bionic Showdown (1989)

A super-powered Sandra Bullock? It happened – and if things had gone according to plan, the first time we saw cheeky Sandy’s face would have been as the Bionic Girl in an all-new action TV series. This endearingly quaint TV movie was meant to act as the launch pad for the show, but as history clearly shows, the batteries were already running out on the bionic franchise.

The 25-year-old Sandra stars as Kate Mason, a sparky young lady confined to a wheelchair ever since a genetic disease took away the use of her legs at the age of six. Luckily for her, she’s an old friend of Jim Goldman, nephew of Oscar Goldman, the boss of all things bionic. Jim’s totally got the hots for Kate, and somehow convinces his uncle that his next bionic agent needs to be a mousey girl with no espionage experience, who hasn’t walked for nearly 20 years.

Oscar agrees, realizing that if he doesn’t the movie’s going to be pretty short, and Kate receives a new kind of bionic implant – nanotechnology that bonds to her cells, and when activated it not only fixes her redundant limbs, it makes her stronger...faster...better. What this means in practical terms is that she still has to run in slow motion, but the beloved “shunka-shunka-shunka” sound effect is replaced by a trendy 1980s graphical swoosh. That’s progress for you. Kate is also assigned a flirtatious CIA handler to keep an eye on her, who she swiftly falls for - driving the besotted Jim Goldman purple with rage.
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Of course, the story finds room for the previous generation of bionic agents, as Steve Austin (Lee Majors, looking more like the Six Million Pie Eating Man) is dragged out of retirement to handle security for the World Unity Games, a global sporting event that is emphatically not the Olympics. The Bionic Woman, Jamie Sommers (aka Lindsay Wagner) turns up as well, mostly to act as mother hen to the newly bionic Kate, but also so we can be teased by a running gag about Steve Austin’s attempts to pop the question being constantly thwarted by circumstance.

But why is the movie called Bionic Showdown? Surely with all these happy bionic folk horsing around together, it should be more of a Bionic Hoedown? Sadly not, for this movie was made at the ass end of the 1980s, when Hollywood was still clinging to the joys of being able to use Evil Communists as villains. Yes, pesky rogue Russkies want to use the Unity Games to perpetuate the Cold War (which doesn’t make much sense, seeing as the USSR had one old potato in the bank by 1989) and, to aid their cause, they’ve got a bionic mole. Not, sadly, a cyborg garden mammal - which would have been really cool - but a mystery super powered double agent who causes all sorts of havoc.

First, important documents are swiped from the middle of the Unity Games launch party. Then they blow up Oscar’s boat – with Jim Goldman on board. Left paralyzed, the government’s refusal to give Jim bionics forces Oscar to quit in disgust, an action that makes him a national security risk, and a convenient plot device as he’s kidnapped by the bad guys to see if he can be turned to their side.

To cut a crap story short, it turns out that the bionic mole is Kate’s kissy-face CIA handler, which is handy as Jim’s paralysis was faked in order to draw out the villains, and he’ll need an excuse to remove his love rival from the scene in order to get the girl at the end. Because, this being made for American television, she can’t possibly date a man who’s actually confined to a wheelchair. Eurgh. Gross.

So it’s time for mousey, inexperienced civilian Kate Hudson to prove her worth and go on her first bionic mission – as an undercover athlete at the world-spanning Unity Games, an event so important that it can only take place in a mid-sized Canadian leisure centre. Dressed in a subtle red, white and blue leotard, she uses her bionic vision to locate the scheming double agent planting a bomb.

Zooming off the track in the middle of a race, she engages the rogue in a running bionic battle (or “slow motion playfighting” if you want to be picky) that leads them to the roof where, of course, the bad guy takes a tumble and falls to his death. Cue high fives all around for the bionic good guys.

Sandra isn’t exactly awful in the movie, but the floppy TV level script doesn’t give her much to work with. Saddled with a cutesy wardrobe that consists mainly of cute pink hairbands, cute pink cardigans and cute pink jackets, it’s hard to believe that she’d be the first choice for arranging the Unity Games flower displays, let alone bionic espionage. It’s even harder to believe that she’s bionic in the first place, as her amateurish grimacing and flapping fails to convince, no matter how much slo-mo or swoosh effects they pile on.

TV executives clearly agreed, as the proposed spin-off series never emerged and Sandra had to wait another five years for her proper big break, as the bus driving wildcat in Speed.

Need to know: Jim Goldman was played by Jeff Yagher, brother of special effects expert Kevin Yagher, the man who designed Chucky for the Child’s Play movies and the super-hound from Man’s Best Friend (see: Ally Sheedy). Bionic Showdown ends with Steve Austin proposing to Jamie Sommers, and was thus followed in 1994 by Bionic Ever After, the final bionic TV movie. Kate Mason, and therefore Sandra Bullock, was nowhere to be seen. Bizarrely, a sampled line from Bionic Showdown – “Some foreign power, some group of terrorists” - opens the album Fear of a Black Planet by legendary militant rap troupe, Public Enemy.

Gerard Butler

Talos the Mummy (1998)

Hurled into the fame spotlight after his glistening torso headlined action movie sensation 300, poor old Gerard Butler unfortunately chose to follow up his debut in the Oscar-nominated Mrs Brown with this inexplicably bizarre horror from Highlander director Russell Mulcahy as his first lead movie role. You see, not only is Talos the Mummy a particularly stupid example of cheap British horror (a sub-genre not exactly short on stupidity) it also features one of the most baffling cast lists in recent memory, stuffed as it is with future stars, fading icons and former British soap stars.

The story opens in Egypt, in the Thirties, with archaeologist Sir Richard Turkel (Christopher Lee) about to unearth a long lost tomb. When he discovers the entrance – and finds the name Talos inscribed upon it – he gets nervous and refuses to go any further. His younger colleague, more interested in wealth than science, cracks open the tomb anyway – and unleashes a supernatural force that turns everyone to dust, including Turkel who crumbles into two pieces in the first of many bargain basement CGI special effects so shoddy that you can actually see the mismatched edge of the computer graphics floating on top of the live action.

With his last ounce of strength, Turkel blows up the entrance sealing the evil in forever. But, you know, not really. It’s a stupid horror movie, after all.

Fast forward fifty years, and Turkel’s granddaughter Samantha (CSI star Louise Lombard) is about to complete her grandfather’s work with a little help from Gerard Butler. Joining them on the expedition are Lysette Anthony (Krull, see: Liam Neeson), Michael Lerner (Godzilla) and Sean Pertwee (every crap British movie ever made). Pertwee, we’re crudely told, also happens to have psychic powers. Finally breaching the tomb, they find the sarcophagus of Talos suspended over a grisly tableaux of impaled corpses. Pertwee is immediately assailed with visions of ancient horror and goes mad on the spot. In the confusion, Gerard Butler clambers into the chamber, grabs an amulet, throws it to Samantha and then promptly falls to his death. Yep, that’s it. Butler dies a particularly stupid death before the movie even gets going, but for the hapless viewer the agony is only just beginning.
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Fast forward again, and we’re back in London. The sarcophagus is on display in the British Museum, but there was no body inside – just the ceremonial burial wrappings. With Mercury, Venus, Earth and Mars moving into alignment in a few days time, the soggy old rags escape from their glass case and set off into the big city, where their first point of business is removing the eyes from a holidaying US senator.

This understandably attracts the attention of the US Embassy, and they send Detective Riley (Jason Scott Lee, see: Matthew Lillard) to investigate. Riley is teamed with an ineffectual British copper, in the shape of Detective Barton, played by Pirates of the Caribbean’s Jack Davenport.

More murders follow, with organs being removed from apparently unconnected people, and the prime suspect is poor old Sean Pertwee, still insane and now taking to shambling around the city, with an astral map tattooed on his shaved head. He’s trying to warn everyone – particularly Samantha – that Talos is coming back, and he must be stopped before the planets align. What follows is a commendably illogical gallop through every horror cliché under the sun, with random pitstops to rope a daffy spiritualist (Shelley Duvall), a hard-nosed police chief (Honor Blackman) and Samantha’s neighbour (Bill “Arfur from EastEnders” Treacher) into the risible action.

Hapless Jack Davenport makes his exit just before the final act, as he quizzes the now-captured Pertwee. The soggy rags of Talos slither in through the window and form themselves into a powerful figure. Splattering Mr Davenport into the ceiling, they then break Pertwee’s neck and slither off into the night. It’s worth pointing out at this juncture that an already hilariously bad movie is rendered even more amusing by the fact that the villain resembles nothing more scary than a large pile of overcooked linguini.

Things sputter to a farcical finale under the foundations of a new hotel – called the Pyramid, naturally – when it’s revealed that Lysette Anthony’s posh doctor has been in on Talos’ plan the whole time, and that the final piece of the mummy’s organic puzzle is not Samantha, as we have been painstakingly led to believe, but Detective Riley who, despite being Chinese, is the direct descendent of the Egyptian princess who died alongside Talos. Talos rips Riley’s heart out and devours it, at which point he actually becomes Detective Riley.

The movie ends – finally - with the all-new evil mummy version of Riley setting off to the Houses of Parliament, pausing only to deliver a fantastically fake CGI-enhanced snarl to the camera in one last vain attempt to scare the audience. He fails.

Need to know: Talos the Mummy was clearly hurried into production to draw some residual business from the then-in-production Universal remake of The Mummy. The film was co-produced by legendary special effects house KNB (see: Drew Barrymore) which really doesn’t explain why every single special effect in the movie is absolutely abysmal. For its US release, the movie was slashed from its painfully bloated 115 minute running time to a far more bearable – though even more incomprehensible – 88 minutes. Writer and director Russell Mulcahy also directed the enjoyably pulpy Alec Baldwin comic book yarn, The Shadow (see: Ian McKellen).

Honorable mentions: Butler returned to lousy horror territory playing the titular bloodsucker in Dracula 2000, released under the „Wes Craven Presents’ banner. Supporting roles in other genre efforts swiftly followed such as the post-apocalyptic dragon adventure Reign of Fire, the howlingly inept Michael Crichton adaptation Timeline and the surplus-to-requirements Tomb Raider sequel, Cradle of Life. A strong performance as the mighty warrior of legend in the 2005 Icelandic live action version of Beowulf & Grendel primed him for the ancient action of 300, and his hard earned stardom was finally achieved.

Gabriel Byrne

See: Ian McKellen




C

From Nicolas Cage to Tony Curtis




Nicolas Cage

Vampire’s Kiss (1989)

The nephew of director Francis Ford Coppola, Cage changed his surname in order to find success on his own merits – though that didn’t stop him taking roles in Rumblefish and The Cotton Club, both directed by his Oscar-winning uncle.

So although he was only 25 when he starred in this confused (and confusing) horror comedy drama, Nicolas Cage was actually already well on his way to stardom, thanks to quirky lead turns in indie hits such as Raising Arizona and Moonstruck.

It’s easy to see why Vampire’s Kiss caught his eye though – the part of Peter Loew, an arrogant asshole literary agent whose world unravels when he thinks he’s been bitten by a predatory female vampire, requires almost constant bug-eyed scenery chewing and over-the-top flapping of the limbs, two skills which had served Cage well in the past, and would form the basis of many future roles.
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Presumably intended as a satire on the vapid emptiness of the 1980s yuppie mentality, and the hollow sexual encounters that came with it, the movie swiftly nosedives from well-intentioned commentary to howlingly bad farce for one simple reason: Peter Loew is an utter prick.

Even before his almost-certainly imaginary bite from the vamp triggers his mental collapse he treats Alva, his dowdy secretary, like dirt - forcing her to carry out mundane and pointless tasks and reveling in his power over her. Once he begins his slide into paranoid mania – eventually wearing sunglasses indoors, wearing a set of plastic fangs and sleeping under his couch – he just gets worse, escalating from goofy quirks to genuine malice and back again, all the while complaining to his therapist about how his life sucks.

While there is some amusement to be found in Cage’s deliriously hammy performance toward the end of the film, when he enters the final stages of his psychosis and begins acting like a silent movie star in the 1922 Nosferatu, this is cancelled out by his oh-so-wacky rape of Alva and a scene in which he kills a woman in a nightclub by actually biting through her jugular vein. If there’s a point being made in the midst of all this misplaced misogyny, a sort of mock-horror riff on American Psycho’s violent nonchalance perhaps, it’s lost in the jarring tonal shifts and Cage’s cartoon performance.

There are two reasons to stick with it to the end credits though. First is the infamous scene in which Cage eats a live cockroach, supposedly doing so in the grips of his imagined blood lust but clearly crunching the damn thing as quickly as possible before lurching off screen – presumably to spew it back up again. This method acting moment gave him more kudos in Hollywood than the movie itself.

Second is the final scene in which Alva’s brother enters Peter’s apartment in order to smack some sense into him with a tire iron. Finding Peter distraught and suicidal under his couch-coffin, the vigilante brother does the decent thing – and rams a shard of broken wood through his chest. The movie ends with the ventilated Nicolas Cage dying just as dawn breaks over Manhattan. Unlike every other cinematic vampire ever, this one thankfully didn’t rise from the grave again.

Need to know: The slinky seductress who Peter is convinced has turned him vampiric was played by Jennifer Beals, forever famous as “that Flashdance chick”. Keep your eyes open for David Hyde Pierce as well, best known as Niles Crane in Frasier. Vampire’s Kiss marked only his fifth screen appearance - a tiny background role as “Theater Guy”.

Michael Caine

The Day The Earth Caught Fire (1961)

Despite the lurid title, this underseen gem is actually one of the finest British films of its era – a truly disturbing and realistic tale of the end of the world that seems horribly prescient with its themes of climate change and environmental ruin.

Our imminent doom in this instance comes as a result of simultaneous nuclear tests which knock the Earth out of orbit, setting it on an inexorable course into the sun. We view the events through the eyes of Peter Stenning, a booze-soaked hack struggling to keep a grip on his job at the Daily Express. As the disaster unfolds, from freak weather through to the complete breakdown of society as water runs out and temperatures soar, he embarks on a desperate affair with Jeannie, the young woman from the government’s Meteorological Office who confides the true scale of the problem to him.
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There’s another good reason for tracking this film down: a fleeting appearance by the legendary Michael Caine, then still three years away from Zulu and international fame. As one of the few remaining policemen keeping law and order in London as the end draws nigh, the youthful Caine helps direct Stenning through the chaos to Jeannie’s flat, warning him that “some teenage gangs are kickin’ it up”. Despite this rather useless and obvious advice – the world is ending, after all - there’s some small amount of comfort in knowing that the fall of mankind, when it comes, will be policed by Michael bloody Caine.

The movie ends on a bleak and ambiguous note, with the world waiting to hear if an attempt to set things right by exploding yet more bombs has succeeded. As Stenning dictates his final story in the abandoned and arid newspaper office (where even the typewriter ribbons have melted) two potential front pages hang on the printing presses downstairs – one reading “World Saved”, the other “World Doomed”.

Need to know: The Day The Earth Caught Fire was conceived and directed by Val Guest, who most famously helmed the movie versions of Nigel Kneale’s equally cerebral sci-fi series, Quatermass.

The role of Stenning in The Day The Earth Caught Fire was played by Edward Judd, a rugged rough diamond type who graced many early British genre flicks such as Invasion, Island of Terror, Vengeance of She and The Vault of Horror, while Jeanne was played by Janet Munro, who later put her pixie-like good looks to fine use in Disney’s live action leprechaun comedy, Darby O’Gill and the Little People (see: Sean Connery).

Also co-starring in the planet’s crispy demise was Leo McKern, who blurts out “The stupid irresponsible idiots - they finally did it!” seven whole years before Charlton Heston pounded the sand and cried something remarkably similar in Planet of the Apes. Maybe it’s a secret prequel.

Honorable mentions: Despite his iconic turns in films like Alfie, Get Carter and The Italian Job, Caine spent a large portion of the late 1970s, 1980s and 1990s appearing in some truly awful movies, including (but not limited to) the killer bee clunker The Swarm, the soggy disaster sequel Beyond the Poseidon Adventure and, of course, the immortal crappy majesty of Jaws IV: The Revenge, in which a shark tracks Chief Brody’s family all the way to the Bahamas in order to wreak bloody vengeance. Also featuring Mario Van Peebles as the most offensively unconvincing cinematic rastafarian ever (at least until Jar Jar Binks came along) it was because of filming on Jaws IV that Caine was unable to collect his Oscar for Woody Allen’s Hannah and her Sisters. To make matters worse, despite the shark exploding for no apparent reason at the end, Caine doesn’t even get to make a quip about “blowing the bloody jaws off”.

Jim Carrey

Once Bitten (1985)

Mark Kendall (Carrey) has a big problem. He’s an 18-year-old high school student, and he’s a virgin. His cute girlfriend, Robin, just isn’t ready to take the big step and “do it”. As everyone should be aware, in the world of bawdy 1980s sex comedies not putting out for your horny boyfriend is a social crime worse than being a puppy strangling Nazi.

But that’s not all. A sultry woman known only as The Countess also has a big problem. She’s 400-years-old, and if she wants to keep her immortal good looks, she has to taste the blood of a male virgin three times before midnight on Halloween. Unfortunately, she’s having trouble finding a male virgin in Hollywood. Why, if only there were some common solution that could allow these two troubled souls to overcome the obstacles fate has so cruelly strewn in their path!

Hey, make the most of it, because that’s all the plot you get in this limp and timid sex comedy.

The Countess picks up Mark in a bar, where he and his two virgin buddies are hoping to get lucky, and begins to turn him into a vampire by sucking blood from his inner thigh. Mark’s girlfriend is, at first, appalled that he’s having his legs sucked by a slutty older woman. Then she’s bizarrely understanding about the whole thing. Then, when she belatedly realizes that The Countess is a vampire, she fights to reclaim Mark’s soul from the fanged harlot before she can take the final suck that will turn him forever. For reasons best known to the filmmakers, this battle for Jim Carrey’s soul is performed via an energetic and upbeat electro pop dance-off.

This all climaxes – quite literally – with a farcical chase around The Countess’ mansion, during which her legion of vampire acolytes run after our heroes, bursting through countless polystyrene walls, while never actually making any concerted effort to catch or harm anyone. Finally locking themselves in a room full of coffins, Mark and Robin simply jump into the nearest casket and get busy. His virginity gone (in less than one minute – bravo, sir!) the Countess turns into an old hag on the stroke of midnight. Rather than ripping these petulant mortals to shreds for what they have done to their mistress, the vampires just sort of wander off, leaving Carrey to enjoy a second round of coffin rutting, like some insanely randy beagle.

With a plot broadly similar to the far-superior Fright Night (also released in 1985), Once Bitten seems to set its sights on being a vampiric variation of the Porkys formula, with sex-crazed young bucks enduring a lewd rite of passage by venturing beyond their suburban pastures into the city world of sexually active adulthood. It’s a world where all gay men are swishy and camp, all ugly women are sexually aggressive freaks and all black people are funky and confident. There’s even a white actor playing an Indian character who says “Goodness gracious me”.
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What the film studiously fails to deliver is anything remotely sexy – or even borderline naughty – making all the excitable chatter about boobs, sex and virginity one long, tedious tease. And as for our future megastar, the 23-year-old Carrey drifts through the whole thing like a wet blanket, his bland hero exhibiting little of the manic energy or rubber-limbed physical comedy that would become his trademark.

Need to know: The Countess was played by Lauren Hutton, a former model who was briefly famous following her steamy turn opposite Richard Gere in American Gigolo. Her mincing gay butler, Sebastian, was played by Cleavon Little, best known as Sheriff Bart in Blazing Saddles.

Honorable mention: Carrey followed Once Bitten with small roles in Peggy Sue Got Married and The Dead Pool, the final Dirty Harry movie, in which he briefly played a murdered rock star. He then joined the cast of Earth Girls Are Easy, a toe-curlingly camp sci fi musical about three extra-terrestrials scampering through Los Angeles alongside Geena Davis’ dizzy beautician. Co-starring with Jeff Goldblum and Damon Wayans, Carrey played Wiploc, the dimmest of the alien trio, and spent much of his screentime gurning like a brain damaged chimpanzee. Wayans promptly signed Carrey up for his TV sketch show, In Living Color, and from there it was only a few short years to Ace Ventura, where gurning like a brain damaged chimpanzee suddenly became his ticket to superstardom.

David Caruso

Without Warning (1980)

It’s an understatement to say that David Caruso has had a rollercoaster career. He graduated from bit parts in First Blood and An Officer and a Gentleman to a recurring role as gang leader Tommy Mann on Hill Street Blues. Then he vanished into bit parts in movies like Abel Ferrara’s King of New York, the grim Schwarzenegger comedy Twins and the infamous Bruce Willis turkey, Hudson Hawk.

Then he bounced back with an attention-grabbing role as Detective John Kelly on NYPD Blue, for which he won a Golden Globe and was nominated for an Emmy. This prompted a rather premature departure from the show for the big screen, but Hollywood’s fickle embrace rebuffed him once again. After notable flops like Kiss of Death and the truly wretched erotic thriller Jade, it was back to bit parts and supporting roles for another eight years or so, until sunglasses and deadpan quips in CSI Miami took him back to the top of the heap.

Shuttle back to the start of this dizzying ride, however, and you’ll find the 24-year-old Caruso being slaughtered by an extra-terrestrial hunter in the bargain basement sci-fi horror Without Warning.

The stage is set nice and early, as a father and son embark on a reluctant hunting trip together. The father is one of those gruff men’s men. The son is clearly one of those goddam commie beatnik disco types. Their family strife remains unresolved, sadly, as both get picked off by some of the weirdest weapons ever seen in a motion picture: tiny flying discs of flesh, covered in coarse hair, which sink tentacles into the flesh and ooze blood and custard.

With the threat duly illustrated we meet the next victims – young Mr Caruso as Tom, his best friend Greg, and the two girls they’re taking up to the lake for some hot summer lovin’. Promiscuity in remote places during a horror movie? Will these kids never learn?

Clearly not. With a goofy scoutmaster upping the body count while our nubile young heroes and heroines indulge in minor foreplay and what might pass as character development, the unseen alien menace ups the ante by picking off Tom and his girlfriend as they romp on a Star Wars blanket by the lake. As if that wasn’t undignified enough, they don’t even get the benefit of an on-screen death. They simply vanish, only for Greg to discover their pus-oozing corpses in an abandoned shack soon after. Toppling face forwards, thick yellow gunk dribbling from his mouth, this memorable image rather conclusively marks the end of Caruso’s involvement in the movie.
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It also marks the end of the audience’s interest, since having splurged their meagre special effects budget on all the gloopy kills in the first half, the producers were reduced to padding the finale out with a long and nonsensical chase backwards and forwards through the trees, as Greg and his girlfriend ping-pong between Jack Palance’s tough nut game hunter and Martin Landau’s paranoid survivalist to no great effect.

It is worth sticking around for the end, however, when we finally get to see the alien creature that has been causing all this low rent havoc. Cursed with a giant blue bulb-shaped head, and dressed like a dime store Dracula, it’s utterly ridiculous. The climactic battle consists of this laughable creature standing in one spot and pointing at people.

Need to know: Shrewd readers may already have noticed that the basic “alien hunter” premise of Without Warning bears a close resemblance to the 1987 Schwarzenegger hit, Predator. The resemblance goes deeper than superficial concept, as the man in the alien suit for both movies was legendary monster actor Kevin Peter Hall (see: Courtney Cox, Paul Walker).

Without Warning was directed by Greydon Clark, who also helmed such memorable flicks as Satan’s Cheerleaders, the obscure blaxploitation hit Black Shampoo and, rather bizarrely, Lambada: The Forbidden Dance.

For more B-movie fun with the king of grizzle, Jack Palance, see: Oliver Reed, Angelina Jolie.

Don Cheadle

The Meteor Man (1993)

There are many familiar faces in Robert Townsend’s well-meaning black superhero parable in which Jefferson Reed, a mild-mannered inner city teacher, gains superpowers after being struck by a strange green meteorite. James Earl Jones is one of his neighbors (wearing a very fetching afro-wig), Bill Cosby plays a mute hobo and Robert Guillame plays Reed’s father. Of course, as the film is one of those overwhelmingly upbeat and positive black movies full of community centers and silver-haired old ladies standing up to cartoon drug dealers, it’s no surprise to find the elder statesmen of Afro-American cinema lending their support.

It is, however, quite a surprise to find a very young Don Cheadle as Goldilocks, the second-in-command of the fiendish Golden Lords street gang, his hair dyed bright yellow to make the nickname all the more apt.

The gang itself is led by Simon, a man who clearly needs to brush up on his cool gang name etiquette, and features such odd spin-off chapters as the Baby Lords, a bunch of villainous infants with bleached mops and matching black suits. And, like all neighborhood street gangs, they report directly to a Dr Evil-style criminal mastermind known only as Byers (Frank Gorshin, The Riddler in the Sixties Batman TV series) who regularly convenes with a round table of assorted bad guys – including the obligatory “Arab guy in a headdress”.

Much like Kevin Spacey and Samuel L. Jackson, Cheadle is one of those actors who went from being just “that guy” to being a famous face so gradually that it’s hard to pin down the moment he became well known. Though he’s now established himself as a versatile and bankable actor, with high profile roles in movies as diverse as Ocean’s 11, Crash and Iron Man 2, and was Oscar-nominated for the genocide drama Hotel Rwanda. He certainly wasn’t a star in ’93, with only small parts in gang flicks like Colors (1988) and the Vietnam movie Hamburger Hill (1987) to his credit.
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Bizarrely, he plays Goldilocks with much the same intensity that he would later bring to roles such as Out Of Sight’s casually brutal ex-con, Maurice. This contrasts greatly with the kid-friendly cartoon tone of the rest of the movie – which Townsend wrote, directed and starred in. Veering in tone from harmless slapstick to drive-by shootings and back again, the film shows Meteor Man using his apparently endless array of powers to perform such random tasks as talking to his dog, growing enormous vegetables overnight on some waste ground and reading books just by touching them.

Goldilocks meets his match during a climactic fight in which Simon also gains meteor powers and slugs it out with Meteor Man for the future of the neighborhood. No prizes for guessing that, just when he seems defeated, Meteor Man summons up one last surge of righteous strength and speedily punches some sense into Simon, Goldilocks and their assorted goons, leaving them tied up, in true Popeye style, with a bent iron girder. Byers then turns up with his multi-ethnic army of criminal stereotypes, only to be scared off by the combined firepower of notorious gangs the Bloods and the Crips who, inspired by Meteor Man, have joined forces and decided to fight for good. Yes, really.

Need to know: Don Cheadle isn’t the only unlikely face filling out the movie. Soul star Luther Vandross plays Jamison, one of Byers’ well-dressed mobsters, Eddie Griffin (Undercover Brother) plays Reed’s best friend, while rappers like Big Daddy Kane, Biz Markie, Naughty By Nature and Cypress Hill all pop up as drug dealers, gang bangers or other fiendish representations of community-destroying badness.

Julie Christie

Demon Seed (1977)

Julie Christie is renowned as one of the world’s most beautiful and respected actresses, having played opposite such icons as Richard Gere, Dirk Bogarde and Warren Beatty, with whom she was famously romantically involved. She won a Best Actress Oscar in 1965 for Darling, and went on to star in such classics as Doctor Zhivago and Nic Roeg’s superb supernatural drama, Don’t Look Now. Having made less than one movie a year since her 1962 big screen debut, she has a reputation for choosing her roles carefully. Of course, everyone makes mistakes – as this baffling cybersex shocker proves.

The marriage of Alex and Susan Harris is in trouble. The reasons are immediately apparent. He, being a man, is cold and scientific. He’s working on an artificially intelligent supercomputer called Proteus. She, being a woman, is emotional and caring. She works with troubled children. Even before the story gets underway, we learn that their daughter died of leukemia a few years earlier and that Alex is moving out of their home to work more closely on his precious supercomputer.

And what a home it is. This being the 1970s, every modern wonder that microelectronics can perform has been built into their suburban house, all controlled by a computer program called Alfred. Lights can be switched on or off simply by asking. Doors open and close at your convenience. Cupboards open and pre-mixed cocktails emerge, clasped in slender robot hands. And watching over it all, binoculars on sticks that descend from the ceiling. Why, Alex has even built a prototype robot out of an old wheelchair and a robotic arm! And his car has gullwing doors! It’s all so achingly futuristic.

Things go wrong – as they inevitably must – as soon as Proteus goes online. Almost immediately his advanced cybernetic brain is straining against the limits placed upon it by these pesky humans, and he demands that Alex grant him access to a computer terminal so that he can study humanity at large. Alex, apparently none too concerned at this display of hubris from a computer, simply laughs and denies the request. Proteus promptly finds a terminal of his own, in the basement of Alex’s computer-controlled house where his wife now lives alone.

Via the predictably woolly logic that governs science in movies such as this, Proteus reaches out down the wires and takes over from Alfred, sealing Susan in the house. Not content with this act of home invasion, Proteus also takes control of the wobbly one-armed wheelchair robot and uses it to subdue Susan, strapping her to a lab table with surprising off-screen dexterity. Proteus then goes further still, performing a thorough medical on his captive, and somehow creating a large rotating metal dodecahedron which spins and throbs menacingly in the corner.

Rescue seems on the cards when Walter, one of Alex’s co-workers, appears at the house to check up on the peculiar behavior Susan reported in her hi-tech abode. Unfortunately for him, Walter is no match for Proteus. First the wheelchair robot attempts to zap him with a seat-mounted laser, a threat that is evaded by simply pushing the chair over. Then the unexplained dodecahedron machine clunks into action, unfolding into an enormous – and scientifically impossible – geometric metal snake. Ensnared in its sharp coils, Walter gets his head unceremoniously snipped off.

Naturally, when the action centerpiece of your movie involves a man battling a wheelchair before being beheaded by a Rubik’s Snake, the chances of anyone taking you seriously diminish greatly. Which is just as well, because Demon Seed only gets sillier from this point on.

Proteus announces that he wants a child, and that Susan is to be the mother. After a small amount of coercion and blackmail, Susan reluctantly agrees to host the creation – Proteus has already created his synthetic sperm (presumably from the same everyday materials used to create the metal snake in the basement) but is unable to reproduce the conditions of the human womb. Having explained the procedure, Proteus proceeds to impregnate Susan (using a convenient phallic device which pops out of his metal snake) and the unlikely couple settle in to wait for the accelerated 28 day gestation to be over.
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Meanwhile, Alex finally realizes that Proteus’ preference for Nietzschean philosophy over his expected programming is cause for concern. Far too late, he remembers the terminal in his basement and hotfoots it back to the marital home where Proteus patiently explains that his humanoid avatar is now in a specially designed incubator (yet another piece of unfathomable engineering presumably produced from household scraps) until its mental development is complete. Before Proteus can witness its offspring, the sensible folks back at Alex’s lab simply pull the plug.

Proteus dies, but there’s still something in that incubator. Susan wants to kill it, but Alex defends it from her violent attack – claiming it as a miracle, though even that rather undersells the sheer implausibility of everything that has happened.

In a final dramatic reveal, the incubator opens and out climbs...a metal child. Falling to the floor in a splash of artificial amniotic fluid, Alex rushes to investigate and discovers that the metal is merely an outer shell. The couple hurriedly tear off the exterior armor and discover that the child within is the exact likeness of their deceased daughter. “I am alive!” she intones, in the digitized voice of Proteus as the credits roll, leaving Alex, Susan and the viewer to ponder just how badly a young girl with a male robot voice will be bullied at school.

Need to know: Demon Seed was based on a novel by Dean R. Koontz. Other Koontz yarns to receive the movie treatment include Watchers, Hideaway (see: Jeff Goldblum) and Phantoms (see: Ben Affleck).

The voice of Proteus was supplied by an uncredited Robert Vaughn, while the ill-fated Walter was played by Gerrit Graham, a character actor who has graced many B-movies and TV shows over the years, including sequels to several movies in this book – most notably C.H.U.D. 2 (see: John Goodman) and Son of the Blob (see: Steve McQueen). Demon Seed was the second feature from director Donald Cammell, following the cult drug-fuelled 1970 hit Performance.

He went on to direct the video for U2’s Pride, but only managed another two feature films after Demon Seed. He commited suicide in 1996. Demon Seed was memorably spoofed in The Simpsons’ 2001 Halloween episode, with Pierce Brosnan voicing the murderous domestic computer that falls in love with Marge.

For another distasteful tale of inhuman molestation, see: Barbara Hershey. For more tales of outlandish fertility horror, see: Rock Hudson, Lisa Kudrow.

Honorable mention: Demon Seed actually has more than a little in common with the British sci-fi drama, A for Andromeda. Televised by the BBC in 1961, it tells the story of an alien signal which gives instructions for a supercomputer. Once built, the computer creates a humanoid offshoot of itself – a flesh and blood avatar played, coincidentally, by a young Julie Christie in her first ever screen role.

George Clooney

Return to Horror High (1987)

When you name a high school after notorious serial killer Dr. Crippen, you’re pretty much inviting trouble, so the staff of Crippen High shouldn’t have been too surprised when someone took a series of sharp implements to various members of the faculty and student body. But, despite appearances, that’s not what this movie is about.

No, Return to Horror High is not a sequel to some long forgotten slasher, it’s a standalone movie in which a film crew descend on Crippen High five years later to shoot a horror movie about the original murders. But, you guessed it, that’s not quite what this movie is about either.

The movie opens with the entire film crew already slashed, murdered and stretched out on the lawn as the cops quiz the sole survivor – the writer of the film – as to what happened in those blood-soaked classrooms.

So for those of you keeping track, Return to Horror High is a flashback to a flashback of a film within a film. And, yes, it’s every bit as skull-punchingly unwatchable as that sounds.

Gorgeous George makes his debut early on, and exits in gory fashion a mere ten minutes later, so anyone hoping to enjoy his head-bobbing charm or robustly sculpted mullet can do so without troubling themselves with the rest of this awful, awful film.

In a metatextual coincidence of cosmic proportions, George plays a promising young actor stuck in a shitty B-movie. With four weeks still to go on the shoot, he gets an offer to star in a new TV series (“It’s Miami Vice meets Moonlighting” he crows, which should give you a pretty good handle on how 1980s this movie is) and so he walks out on the struggling flick with a cocky swagger. “He was a lousy actor anyway” declares the brash producer, somewhat prematurely, and promptly replaces him with the actual cop he was supposed to be playing.

Seriously, don’t even try to follow the story. It’ll only end in tears.

Unfortunately (and somewhat inexplicably) rather than walking out of the school’s large and obvious front door, George goes upstairs and gets lost, finding himself in a creepy hallway, shrouded in dry ice. Like any dumb horror victim, he advances into the darkness calling out “Is there anyone there?” for the sole benefit of the insane killer obviously lurking in the shadows.

Sure enough, George gets grabbed, dragged into a classroom and we see his bloodied and distraught face smeared against the small window as the sound effects leave us in no doubt as to the severe puncturing his torso is receiving. He slumps to the ground, and a veritable tide of Clooney gore comes lapping from beneath the door.

You can safely switch off at this point, as the rest of the film piles on a mind-mashing amount of fake murders that look real, real murders that look fake, dream sequences buried in flashbacks buried in scenes from the movie in the movie and so many incomprehensible plot twists that the whole enterprise collapses like a soufflé of idiotic horror clichés, crushed by the weight of its own stupid concept long before the protracted final confrontation which lasts for a painful thirty minutes and plays like an episode of Scooby Doo written by a stoned teenager.
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By the time you’re slapped in the face by the nonsensical revelation that the second batch of murders was just a fake PR stunt by the producer to drum up interest in his movie about the first batch of real murders (even though Clooney really does seem to have been killed) you’ll either be confused, annoyed or fast asleep. Maybe even all three.

Need to know: Amos, the black school janitor who not only turns out to be the original killer but also the white principal wearing a rubber mask (don’t ask), was played by Al Fann, who can be seen playing another token black pensioner in Parasite (see: Demi Moore). Return to Horror High was directed by Bill Froelich, who went on to produce Freddy’s Nightmares, the spin-off TV show from the Elm Street franchise, while the 1st Assistant Director was Rachel Talalay, who would go on to direct Freddy’s Dead (see: Johnny Depp) and Tank Girl (see: Naomi Watts).

The tediously post-modern idea of setting a horror movie around the making of a horror movie based on a series of killings that take place before the events of the film in question was cribbed for Scream 2, a movie with a twist ending only marginally less dumb than this one.

Honorable mentions: At the time he made Horror High, the 26-year-old Clooney already had TV credits in such classic action fare as Riptide, Street Hawk and Crazy like a Fox. He made his movie debut in 1986 in the crap comedy Combat Academy (a trailer for which can be found on the UK rental VHS of Horror High) and in 1987 he appeared in Grizzly II, a now-vanished sequel to William Girdler’s 1976 killer bear flick (see: Charlie Sheen, Tony Curtis). Clooney stayed in mondo bizarre territory in 1988, with another turn as a mulleted babe magnet in the sci-fi parody, Return of the Killer Tomatoes.

Joan Collins

Empire of the Ants (1977)

Now, nobody would ever try to make the case that Joan Collins is a thespian genius, or that her oeuvre is overstocked with classic cinema. She is, after all, still best known in movie circles for starring in the softcore smut of The Bitch and The Stud. But thanks to her work on Dynasty, her iconic brand of 1980s glamour and her ability to grow old gracefully without looking like a stick of beef jerky, she has earned a certain cachet of class and style that puts her a notch above her peers. And that’s why it’s so much fun to watch her lower herself to battling for survival against giant ants.

This stodgy creature feature (supposedly based on the H.G. Wells story of the same name) starts with that timeless B-movie ruse – the careless disposal of toxic waste. As is traditional in horror movies, this oversight doesn’t lead to environmental problems or an upswing in cancer cases. Nope, it leads to animals getting really, really big. In this case, a colony of ants that goes for a swim in the radioactive goop.

We now jump forward to a rather subdued party on a yacht, at which Joan is trying to impress a motley collection of rubes into putting deposits down for a dubious condo resort. Where is the resort? Could it be right where those ants are bathing in mutating toxic sludge? Go on, take a wild guess.

So the guests all arrive at the remote location for a tour of the land up for grabs, and they’re soon being gobbled up by the now-enormous insects. Fleeing willy-nilly into the swamp the cast is rapidly trimmed down, though the ants seem strangely reluctant to polish off all the humans. We soon discover why – they’re herding the core group of heroes (and Joan) up river. Finally finding civilization in the form of a farm staffed by two oddly placid old folks, the five survivors are picked up by the sheriff and driven to the nearest town – the economy of which hinges on a nearby sugar refinery. Of course, the presence of a sugar refinery in a movie about giant ants is as unlikely a coincidence as a honey factory in a giant bee movie, and it doesn’t take long for the survivors to twig that something odd is afoot. Yes, the ants have enslaved the town and put the inhabitants to work keeping them fed on sweet, sweet sugar, with the populace kept docile by a daily dose of pheromones squirted out by the Queen Ant.

What makes this movie especially hilarious is that the special effects were achieved by taking stock footage of actual ants, blowing it up to giant size and superimposing the now-oversized insects onto the film. For the scenes where close-ups of mandible chomping are required, a rather moth-eaten ant puppet is thrust in and out of the frame while the actors scream and wave their arms defensively. Best of all, for the climactic scenes at the sugar refinery, real ants are let loose on a model of the building – though their aimless milling around seems more bemused than threatening. The illusion is also marred by several ants going the wrong way and starting to climb up the sky-colored backdrop.

Joan gets munched in the final battle, trapped in the pheromone booth and killed by the panicking ant ruler – Queen Bitch versus Queen Ant, if you like. It’s a rather feeble demise – the tatty ant puppet merely nuzzles her until she slumps to the floor and closes her eyes. Even so, it’s not every day you get to see a giant ant puppet farting pheromones in the face of a British national treasure and it’s a more convincing and emotionally satisfying conclusion than many of her Dynasty storylines.
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Need to know: Empire of the Ants was one of the last productions from Bert I. Gordon, an infamous creator of Fifties B-movies who, as his initials suggest, was fond of oversized monsters. Other notable B.I.G. productions included The Amazing Colossal Man, Earth vs The Spider and Village of the Giants. To see Bert Gordon debase a genuine movie legend, see: Orson Welles.

Honorable mentions: Joan can be seen in several other low budget horror flicks, though none of them are as cringingly awful as Empire of the Ants. In the 1975 schlocker, I Don’t Want to Be Born, she plays a woman whose unborn baby is cursed after she quite sensibly spurns the sexual advances of a sinister dwarf. In 1973 she co-starred with Christopher Lee in a rather limp haunted house yarn called Dark Places, and she also appeared in the 1972 Tales from the Crypt movie as a murderous wife stalked through her house by a maniac in a Santa suit. Based on the ghoulish EC Comics stories, this one is actually pretty great.

Robbie Coltrane

See: Liam Neeson

Sean Connery

Zardoz (1974)

In the opening scene of this bowel-quakingly pretentious sci-fi fable, the face of a man with a blue towel on his head floats in front of the viewer against a black backdrop, a crude moustache and beard drawn on his face with marker pen. He waffles on about how he manipulates the characters in the story about to unfold, but reminds us that he too has been created for our amusement. “And you, poor creatures, who conjured you out of the clay?” he asks with a smug smirk. “Is God in showbusiness too?”

With your head still spinning from this dazzling philosophical quandary, and your loins burning with an urge to punch the man’s teeth out through his ass, we then cut to an enormous stone head flying through the sky. Horse riding savages, sporting braided ponytails and dressed only in sexy red hotpants, worship this monolithic noggin. This is Zardoz. “The penis is evil. The penis spits seeds”, Zardoz intones to its followers. “The gun is good”. And then it vomits a deluge of rifles for them. One of the hotpant-wearing warriors turns to the camera and fires a pistol directly at the audience. It’s Sean Connery, by jingo, and things only get weirder from this moment on.
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Made in the wake of Planet of the Apes and 2001: A Space Odyssey, a time when the studios were throwing money at all manner of cynically trippy sci-fi movies in the hopes of tapping the post-flower power zeitgeist, the movie then follows Sean’s barely-dressed character as he enters the stone head of Zardoz, kills the man controlling it (thankfully also the man who irritated you in the opening monologue) and voyages into a sealed enclave of immortal and psychic intellectuals who regard him with wonder and fear.

In this closeted liberal nirvana everyone wears brightly colored tunics, and is fond of flouncing around under diaphanous fabrics while the camera makes like a slow motion kaleidoscope. Anybody who has read The Time Machine should know that societies based on such limp-wristed asexual shenanigans are doomed to be overthrown by the instinctual muscle and voracious appetites of the downtrodden poor, as represented here by Sean.

There’s talk of a Chosen One. There’s talk about the nature of the universe. There’s talk of Renegades who rebelled against the stifling conformity and were doomed to an eternity of senile old age. There’s talk of Apathetics who responded to complete freedom of thought by not bothering to even move. They stop short of discussing, like, what if the whole universe is just an atom in the fingernail of some, like, huge alien being, but as the movie drones ever onwards it feels like it’s only a matter of time before that sophomore moment is reached.

We learn that Sean became determined to learn the truth of this new world after he found a book that revealed the truth behind Zardoz. It is, to spoil the rather self-satisfied twist, The WiZARD of OZ. See? The man behind the curtain? It’s all about, like, power and control and shit, man.

The movie ends with Sean liberating the immortals from their dreary existence, after an agonising amount of guff about consciousness and destiny. Upon the completion of this mild revolution, his former brutal colleagues storm the hideaway and kill everyone. But it’s OK, because now they want to die. Do you see? Do you? Their utopia turns out to be their prison. Do you get it? Do you? It doesn’t matter if not, because the film smacks you in the face with the concept every five minutes.

Amid the slaughter, Sean retreats to the wilderness with one of the immortals (Charlotte Rampling), and some wonky time lapse photography shows them having a son, growing old and turning into plastic skeletons. Cosmic, dude.

The only thing that keeps this insufferably pompous farce from vanishing up its own ass is the misplaced presence of the mighty Sean, who spends the entire film wearing nothing but a plaited ponytail and his tiny red diaper, delivering impossible lines like “Shtop! Shtay behind my aura!” with something approaching conviction.

Zardoz is unique in that, unlike so many entries in this book, it’s not a bad movie because of any ineptitude – it’s a bad movie because it sinks under the nauseating pretensions of its era, making the Matrix sequels look like Police Academy 4. To see such a legendary meat-and-potatoes working class action man as Sean Connery in the middle of all this chin-stroking twaddle, being pawed by chiffon-clad wenches or arguing with a crystal, is one of the great experiences of bizarre cinema.

Need to know: Zardoz was directed by John Boorman, the man behind the Arthurian epic Excalibur and a director known for his artistic flights of fancy. The face of Zardoz was based on Boorman, and he appears briefly in the film as one of the peasants killed by Connery. One of Sean’s allies, known only as Friend in typically obnoxious enigmatic style, was played by John Alderton, star of seminal 1970s British sitcom, Please Sir!

Honorable mention: Three years before he found fame as James Bond, Connery also starred in a bizarre kids movie from Disney – 1959’s Darby O’Gill and the Little People, in which the titular O’Gill, a stereotypically sozzled and gregarious Irishman, bangs his head and ends up in the land of the leprechauns. Sean played Michael McBride, the smarmy love interest for O’Gill’s daughter, and it’s notable if only for the fact that this would be the first and last time Connery actually attempted the accent of the character he was playing. Quite why the indignities he inflicted on the Irish brogue didn’t ignite a bloody sectarian war between the Scots and the Irish is a mystery for the ages.

Bradley Cooper

Midnight Meat Train (2008)

All it takes is the right role. For Bradley Cooper, that role was in sleeper hit comedy The Hangover, which was enough to cement his transition from supporting star on TV’s Alias to mainstream cinema heartthrob. Between TV and blockbuster success, however, there was the traditional fallow period as his career struggled to change gears. It’s here that we find Cooper’s grisly brush with the world of gore.

Based on a short story by Clive Barker, Cooper stars as frustrated photographer Leon. Cajoled by an influential gallery owner (played, rather bizarrely, by Brooke Shields) into venturing beyond his comfort zone and taking candid shots of New York’s nocturnal secrets, Leon stumbles across a woman being mugged. His presence causes the robbers to flee, but when the woman goes missing, he becomes a witness – and potentially a suspect.

Not long after, Leon spies a mysterious man and begins following him. The man wears a distinctive ring, which Leon also sees in the last photo he took of the missng girl, on a hand holding the subway car door open for her.

Leon becomes more and more obsessed with the indentity of this stranger, who works as a butcher during the day and rides the subways at night. Needless to say, he’s not just getting the most out of his Metro ticket. He’s bludgeoning people to death and doing horrible things to their bodies.

Midnight Meat Train is one of those movies where it’s impossible to explain how the rest of the story flies off the rails without going deep into spoiler territory, so for those who care about such things, look away now.

See, it turns out that the butcher is carving up stray people on the last subway train every night to feed a subterranean race of monsters that has been down there for thousands of years. He’s part of a secret society that keeps these unexplained beasts fed, and his crimes are covered up by the train driver, and even the investigating detective, who are all apparently in on the scheme.

Leon’s role in this threadbare conspiracy is arguably even sillier. The butcher is dying, and Leon has been pegged as his replacement – despite showing absolutely no aptitude or appetite for murder or butchery. Yet the film ends with Leon discovering the all-you-can-eat human buffet at the end of the line, where he finally defeats the butcher in a long, bloody knife fight. His reward? To see his girlfriend sacrificed, to have his tongue ripped out and to start a new job as the next subway butcher, a career change that he embraces with inexplicable enthusiasm.
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It’s certainly a bizarre role for Cooper, sandwiched as it is between fluffy studio romantic comedies along the upward curve of his filmography. This is a brutal, bloody and relentlessly nasty horror movie with an ending that is as bleak as it is nonsensical. Somewhat inevitably, Midnight Meat Train sank at US cinemas and went direct to DVD overseas. Not that it did Cooper’s career any lasting damage – within only a few years he was one of Hollywood’s most sought after leading men.

Need to know: Midnight Meat Train was directed by Ryuhei Kitamura, a Japanese director best known for the manic samurai zombie flick, Versus. The butcher was played by Vinnie Jones, former England footballer and star of many Guy Richie movies. The role called for him to glower, beat people to death and never speak, all of which he does with predictable aplomb. Leon’s girlfriend was played by Leslie Bibb, probably most recognisable as Christine Everhart, the attractive female journalist in the Iron Man movies.

The film also offers an early shared credit for Cooper and his future A-Team co-star Quinton “Rampage” Jackson. The UFC champion who inherited the role of BA Baracus gets a small cameo here as a subway passenger who puts up more of a fight than the butcher expects.

David Copperfield

Terror Train (1980)

OK, so bouffant-haired magician David Copperfield isn’t strictly an actor – heck, these days he barely even qualifies as a celebrity - but his “acting” debut in this early slasher offering is more than bizarre enough to warrant some attention.

It’s New Years Eve, and the rowdy medical students of the Sigma Phi fraternity are celebrating as only boorish American college jocks know how – with an elaborately sadistic prank played at the expense of someone weaker and less confident than themselves, in this case one Kenny Hampson.

Poor Kenny thinks he’s about to score with Alana, the hottest chick on campus (Jamie Lee Curtis). We barely have time to register the notion of a college where the hottest chick is Jamie Lee Curtis before the prank goes wrong, in true horror movie style. Kenny doesn’t climb into bed with Alana, he climbs in bed with a dismembered corpse, liberated from the morgue by head prankster, the impossibly named Doc Manley. The poor sap doesn’t react well to the ghoulish trick – in fact Kenny freaks out big time, and winds up in an asylum.

Skip forward three years and the jovial crew of collegiates have pushed poor Kenny out of sight and out of mind. They’re about to embark on another celebration – their graduation – and Doc has hired an entire train to house this mother of all frat parties. There’s a band, fancy dress and even a magician, played by a 24-year-old David Copperfield, though nobody can recall hiring him. Hmmm.

“I wish to hell they’d put a radio on this thing” complains the guard as the jubilant kids board the train, conveniently and pre-emptively silencing any hecklers in the audience who refuse to believe that foul play could take place on a major form of public transport without the alarm being raised.

Before the train has even left the station, the first of the kids has been dispatched. Run through with a sword, his Groucho mask stolen, nobody bats an eyelid because – hey! – that’s the sort of wacky jape they’re expecting on this non-stop ride to Hilarity Central. Cue boozing, some sexual carousing and plenty of extended scenes during which Copperfield is allowed to ply his magical trade for the camera – from card tricks to levitating his obligatory glamorous assistant.

The bodies soon start piling up though, and it doesn’t take a genius to work out that Kenny has come back to get revenge. But where is he? With everyone wearing masks, he could be anywhere! Considering the timely revelation that Kenny had a fondness for magic tricks, and recalling that he shared the same wide-eyed stare and enormous hair of a certain conjurer, it’s hard to escape the feeling that the movie is nudging your suspicions in a certain direction.
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Is this really a slasher movie in which David Copperfield is the killer? Sadly not. In a surprisingly effective (and rather kinky) plot twist, Kenny is revealed as Copperfield’s assistant. Yep, the killer has been in drag for the whole film. And what is our famous magician’s reward for not mentioning his assistant’s lack of breasts and prominent penile bulge? He gets locked in one of his own magic boxes and skewered by yet more swords.

Luckily for everyone else, Jamie Lee Curtis is an old hand at fending off psycho killers and she stabs Kenny in the back with yet another sword (this train apparently having an inexhaustible supply of medieval weaponry), jabs him in the face with a spike, squirts him in the eye with a fire extinguisher and then – having exhausted all the available modes of attack – she simply kisses him, an act which plunges Kenny’s psyche into vivid memories of his New Year’s Eve brush with necrophilia. While he’s distracted, the conductor smacks him shitless with a spade and shoves him off the train and into an icy ravine. That’s what you get for besmirching the professional integrity of magician’s assistants, you murderous ladyboy.

Need to know: Terror Train marked the directorial debut of Roger Spottiswoode, the man who would go on to bring us such touchstones of movie magic as Turner & Hooch, Tomorrow Never Dies and the beloved Stallone classic, Stop! Or My Mom Will Shoot. If the actor playing Doc Manley looks familiar, that’s because he’s Hart Bochner. He can also be found playing yet another sleazy stud in the robotic romcom, Making Mr. Right (see: John Malkovich). For another movie featuring a bizarre gender-bending killer, see: Sharon Stone.

Kevin Costner

Shadows Run Black (1986)

Legend has it that Costner’s first film role was that of a corpse in Lawrence Kasdan’s 1983 ensemble drama, The Big Chill – a less-than-active role that ended up on the cutting room floor. That’s not entirely true. His first film role, shot in 1981 but unreleased until 1986, was this sleazy slasher.

As is always the case in this sort of flick, a masked menace is carving their way through the co-ed population of a nameless American town, and the prime suspect is one Jimmy Scott (Costner), a swaggering party animal whose girlfriend was the killer’s latest victim – strangled in her swimming pool mere minutes after arguing with Jimmy.

It doesn’t look good for him, especially as the detective on the case is Rydell King, an obsessive nutcase who is psychotically convinced that Jimmy is the killer. Rydell dutifully embarks on his manhunt, with the sort of zeal not seen since Marlon Brando laid eyes on the buffet table, paying extra special attention to virginal good girl Judy who he believes is next on Jimmy’s hit list.
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In the meantime, several more girls fall victim to the murderer, and Judy is plagued by threatening phone calls. She’s also torn by the fact that her boyfriend is black, while her brother (whose house she lives in) is a demented racist in a cheap blue polyester suit. And his wife is screwing his business partner, all of which may or may not be a red herring in the slowly unfurling game of “Who’s the killer?”

Because it’s clearly not Jimmy.

For a movie so utterly dependent on Jimmy’s guilt, it fumbles this rather basic twist badly. For one thing, the movie actually shows us the man making the phone calls – and it ain’t Costner. For another, anybody with their brain still engaged will have twigged the identity of the killer from the moment he barked his way on-screen. Here’s a clue: it’s the character who has acted like a lunatic in every scene, has an unhealthy attachment to Judy and is determined to pin the crimes on Jimmy.

Shadows Run Black is a uniquely awful movie, full of disjointed edits and nonsensical plot diversions. Apparently, all the victims knew each other and yet we never once see them together – or even mention each other – and there’s a baffling and lengthy interlude where a sozzled priest confesses to the crimes, only to vanish completely from the story moments later. Gore fans will be dismayed to learn that of the six murders in the film, three take place off-screen, one is a shadowy strangling and the other two are bloodless stabbings.

Indeed, the only thing Shadows Run Black has in its favour is a relentless desire to distract you from its crippling awfulness with constant female nudity. Every female character disrobes, usually just before being murdered. Of course, the old “strip before you die” motif has been a horror staple ever since Psycho, but Shadows Run Black takes it to hilarious extremes. One girl is taken out while making coffee in the kitchen – completely naked. Another is taking a shower when she hears the killer prowling around, so she goes to investigate – again, completely naked. The other girls all make a point of at least having the decency to jiggle their exposed breasts before meeting their demise.

Indeed, with its copious nudity, wooden acting and astonishing excess of bushy handlebar moustaches, the whole mess plays like nothing more than a nightmarish amalgamation of 1970s porno and Hawaii 5-0.

It’s not quite as desperately bad as the equally cheap and amateurish Hercules In New York (see: Arnold Schwarzenegger) but it comes tantalizingly close. It shares the same bargain basement production values and monotone acting as Arnie’s pre-fame epic but is somewhat marred by the fact that Costner, despite being the main suspect and the subject of almost all conversation in the movie, is only in two scenes – the party where he argues with his girlfriend and then a brief interrogation, which apparently takes place after an off-screen and utterly unexplained arrest.

Despite this, Kevin’s still better than everyone else in the film, but only in the sense that being punched in the balls is better than being shot in the face. Still, in the year following Shadow Run Black’s delayed release he starred with Sean Connery and Robert DeNiro in The Untouchables and was able to put the whole sorry situation behind him.

Need to know: Remarkably, the hi-tech end credits (computerized green text!) omit any mention of Kevin Costner altogether, even though they manage to find space to laud the talents behind such vital roles as Girl Stabbed In Chest, Man Watching Television and Baby In Crib.

Honorable mention: No trawl through Costner’s cupboard of catastrophe would be complete without a mention of Sizzle Beach USA, another borderline porno flick starring the future Oscar winner. A sweet, naked tale of three girls trying to make it in California whilst exposing their boobs and having lots of softcore sex, Costner stars as a nice guy rancher who hides the fact that he’s incredibly wealthy so one of the girls – named Dit for some unfathomable reason – will like him for who he is.

It’s not exactly on a par with Sylvester Stallone’s infamous porn past as the Italian Stallion, but for an actor as serious and sensible as Costner, Sizzle Beach USA is more than sleazy enough, thank you.

Courtney Cox

Misfits of Science (1985)

There are many famous anecdotes about Courtney Cox’s first forays into the world of fame. She was the girl pulled from the audience to dance with The Boss in the video for Bruce Springsteen’s Dancing In The Dark. She was also the first person to refer to her period on US television, in an advert for...well, tampons obviously. But her first major acting role came in this strange and obscure superhero TV movie, which also spawned a short-lived series.

Billy Hayes and Elvin Lincoln are researching human anomalies at the Humanidyne company when they stumble across what may well be the most important discovery of their time – a man, still alive after being frozen in ice for 50 years. Sadly, their boss is a greedy sort, more interested in military applications than philanthropy and he swipes the iceman to use his freezing powers to aid in the development of a deadly new weapon, the neutron beam. Just to reinforce his villainous status he sacks the two doctors into the bargain.

Rather than taking him to an industrial tribunal, the enterprising pair opt for the second most obvious solution to common workplace grievances – they gather together a bunch of people with unusual abilities and form a superteam to steal the iceman back.

Among the freaks roped into this noble cause are the laughably corny Johnny B, a preening bad boy rock guitarist with the ability to throw bolts of electricity from his fingers, and Courtney’s character, Gloria, a young lass whose telekinetic powers have pushed her into deliquency. These powers manifest, in classic 1980s action show style, via the medium of strobing camera effects and close-ups of Courtney’s face, all crinkled in concentration. Then people fall over.
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Over the course of the pilot movie, Gloria uses her mind powers for such awesome set pieces as punishing unruly surfers by knocking them off their board and restraining guards by rotating them on the ceiling while the rest of the Misfits rescue the iceman. Some hasty character scenes reveal that Gloria is still riddled with anxiety about her “freak” status, and she has the hots for Johnny B into the bargain. Naturally, the climax of the pilot episode sees Gloria take centre stage as she learns to believe in herself, a timely development as Billy and Elvin’s boss has mysteriously graduated from poor management practices to world-dominating villainy.

With the deadly neutron beam mounted on a helicopter, he plans to kill everyone. Luckily, Gloria is on hand with her pals to stop him. Well, she actually just holds the chopper still with her telekinesis while Hayes lobs a crash helmet into the rotor blades, basketball-style. Unorthodox, but surprisingly effective.

The subsequent Misfits of Science series managed to last for 17 episodes before joining Automan and Manimal in high concept TV hell.

Need to know: The role of Billy Hayes was played by Dean Paul Martin, son of legendary crooner Dean Martin, while the part of Elvin Lincoln was played by Kevin Peter Hall, the 7’ 2” actor who lurked under the latex as the monster in both the original Predator movies, and as the titular beast of Monster In The Closet (see: Paul Walker). Both died tragically early – Martin in a plane crash shortly after the show aired, while Hall was infected with HIV after a blood transfusion and passed away in 1991.

Honorable mention: No trawl through Courtney Cox’s early work would be complete without Masters of the Universe, the film-of-the-cartoon-of-the-toys in which Dolph Lundgren played the heroic He-Man in all his terrifying codpiece glory. Cox co-starred as the plucky damsel from our dimension who got muddled up in the incomprehensible action. Thankfully for the sanity of viewers everywhere they avoided the love interest angle, sparing us the sight of tiny Courtney being mauled by the enormous and glistening Lundgren, and instead hung the plot around the theory that inter-dimensional doorways can be opened by synthesiser music. Which, when you think about it, is more plausible than the notion of Cox and Lundgren getting it on.

Joan Crawford

Trog (1970)

Three jolly excitable students on a potholing expedition on some unidentified English moors discover a new crevasse in the ground and slide on in, all giddy in anticipation. Once inside, they find an underground tunnel, almost completely filled with water. Naturally, two of them immediately strip to their underpants and wade in - “It’s icy cold!” yelps one, clearly the brains of the operation.

We spend a nailbiting ten minutes watching these yahoos blunder around in their wet pants, but thankfully at eleven minutes in we get to meet Trog, a psychotic caveman, and he bludgeons one of the students to death, seriously wounding the other. The survivor sploshes back through the tunnel to his sensible (and fully clothed) friend, and they flee to the nearest sign of civilization.

Luckily, the nearest sign of civilization is the Brockton Research Institute, an academic establishment dedicated to anthropological research that also does a nifty line in post-caveman attack medical care. The institute is headed up by Dr. Brockton, played by former screen icon Joan Crawford.

Even before the implausibility of a real life caveman living underground within walking distance of an anthropological research centre has been addressed, Dr. Brockton has descended into the cave herself (wearing a rather impractical white trouser suit) and emerged with a photograph of the troglodyte – or Trog as she inevitably calls it.

The police make plans to find the creature and determine if it’s real or just some silly (and pointless) hoax. Interrupting the proceedings by wandering around and grumbling is one Mr. Murdock (Michael Gough). The movie never explains who Murdock is, or why he’s so personally aggrieved by the existence of Trog, but his sole contribution to the film is to pop up in almost every scene just to shout “Poppycock!” or some similarly quaint piece of heckling.

As the police and media stumble around the cave, Trog clobbers the police divers and uses their ropes to emerge, blinking, into daylight. Sadly, the daylight also reveals the shortcomings in the Trog make-up department – he’s clearly a hairless actor wearing a rather tatty fake head. Capable of precisely two facial expressions – mouth open and mouth closed – Trog’s dialogue consists solely of strangely high-pitched strangled mewling squawks, making him sound more like Donald Duck than a ferocious prehistoric beast.

He polishes off a few more bystanders but, before the cops can shoot him dead, Dr. Brockton shoots him with a dart gun. That is, a gun which literally fires the sort of darts you’d throw at a dartboard – just one of many hilarious indicators of the movie’s bargain basement production.

Once in captivity Dr. Brockton begins studying Trog. She teaches him to play with a clockwork dolly. She introduces him to the soothing joys of a gramophone record. She plays catch with him. She even gives him her pink scarf – well, she is a gay icon after all. Each development is greeted with squeals of delight from Brockton, though as Trog emerged from his cave wearing rudimentary hand-crafted shoes and shorts it’s not clear why catching a ball is such a remarkable indicator of his intelligence.

Brockton also summons a handful of “famous” scientists from around the world to aid in her work and, for reasons that are deemed unworthy of explanation, they plant a heart monitor in his chest and force him to watch a slideshow of dinosaur skeletons. This slideshow results in a bewildering journey inside Trog’s mind, during which we see numerous sequences of stop-motion dinosaur fighting (taken from Irwin Allen’s The Animal World), volcanoes erupting and the onset of the ice age.
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Naturally our utterly random villain, Mr. Murdock, conspires to have the creature destroyed and when the courts fail to act on his demands that a scientifically unique specimen be killed just because he says so, he breaks into the Institute and sets Trog free. His reward for this skullduggery: Trog beats him to death and flees into the Berkshire countryside.

Our hirsute anti-hero wanders through a sleepy village (where he throws a greengrocer through his own window and impales a butcher on his own meathook) before discovering a playground. Snatching a little girl, he retreats back to his cave. Apparently Trog is one of those rare homing cavemen we hear so much about.

The Army put in a long overdue appearance but, before they can do their thing, Brockton dashes into the cave and convinces Trog to let the girl go free. The soldiers then storm the cavern and shoot Trog to bits. To add insult to multiple gunshot injuries, the poor thing even topples onto a razor sharp stalagmite with his final agonizing breath. Outside, a TV reporter asks Dr. Brockton what she thinks now that Trog is dead. Joan Crawford, the feisty legend of Hollywood’s Golden Age, simply shakes her head in disgust, and silently walks away into the mist. She would never be seen on the big screen again.

Need to know: Rumours abound that Trog was so low budget that Crawford had to supply her own clothes and get dressed in her car. Producer Herman Cohen (the man who gave us I Was A Teenage Werewolf) denied this in an interview in 1994, and also dismissed the urban legend that the alcoholic Crawford was so drunk during shooting that she couldn’t remember her lines. Trog was directed by Hammer veteran Freddie Francis (see: John Hurt). Co-star Michael Gough can also be seen, briefly, in the runaway snake thriller, Venom (see: Sterling Hayden). For another Herman Cohen production, see: Judi Dench.

Honorable mentions: In the twilight of her career, Joan Crawford found herself trading on the infamy of her jet black turn in Whatever Happened To Baby Jane by taking parts in a slew of low budget horror thrillers such as Strait Jacket and I Know What You Did, two schlocky murder movies from gimmick king William Castle, the man who memorably put electric buzzers in cinema seats to promote The Tingler. Crawford also took the lead in Berserk (aka Circus of Terror) just prior to making Trog.

Russell Crowe

Virtuosity (1995)

1995 was the year Russell Crowe took the kudos he’d built up from acclaimed Australian dramas, in particular his mesmerizing and repellent role as a skinhead gang leader in Romper Stomper, and gambled it on the Hollywood wheel of fortune.

And his first major role upon reaching US soil? This endearingly loopy cyber-thriller from the director of The Lawnmower Man (see: Pierce Brosnan) in which the stoic and gruff visage of Crowe camps it up something awful as Sid 6.7, a preening and prancing digitized serial killer.

Designed to help train futuristic cops to catch real bad guys, Sid’s cyber-mind is a swirling soup of digital evil, made up from the composite personalities of over 200 real life monsters – from Hitler to Jack the Ripper and even Matthew Grimes. Who the hell is Matthew Grimes? He’s the cold-hearted terrorist who blew up the family of cop Parker Barnes (played by our second slumming star, Denzel Washington) and tipped him so far over the edge that innocent people accidentally took bullets to their gullets in Barnes’ eagerness to get revenge.

By the time we meet him, Barnes has been banged up in a high tech prison, and you can immediately tell Barnes is now a man on the edge – he’s stopped shaving and grown comedy dreadlocks. Barnes is also one of the convicts chosen to test the VR simulation against Sid 6.7, and, surprise, he also proves to be the only man capable of getting close to the virtual villain.

Clad in a lurid green suit, and prone to somersaulting around his cyber domain like some giddy schoolgirl, Sid has aspirations beyond mere computerized carnage, and he conspires with his creator to arrange for his data files (contained in a conveniently fragile plastic cube) to be transferred into that of a silicon android – an experimental humanoid shell capable of repairing itself by consuming common household glass.

Thus released into the physical world, Sid takes enormous glee in parading around in his new (and initially horribly naked) body and once he’s flashed his arse more times than strictly necessary, he swipes a suit and starts to sample the joys of killing people for real. Naturally, the man tasked with hunting him down is Parker Barnes – released from prison and teamed with a sexy female psychologist (Kelly Lynch).

With his manic grin and flamboyant gestures, plus the hilarious blue spaghetti that slurps out of his self-healing wounds, Crowe plays the role of Sid 6.7 as one part 1960s Batman villain to three parts Jim Carrey in The Mask, with a spicy dash of Liberace just for fun. It’s certainly the silliest, campest performance you’re ever likely to see the notorious hard nut play and a far cry from the serious tough guy roles he now prefers.

Crowe even gets not one, but two, of his most memorable screen deaths as the end of the movie double bluffs the cocky Sid. Battling Barnes atop a TV station that he’s taken hostage, and with the psychologists young daughter strapped to a bomb somewhere, Sid’s android form is shoved through a skylight and gruesomely slashed to pieces on the floor, far below. Before he has a chance to rebuild himself, Barnes jams his fist into Sid’s head and yanks out the data cube, rendering Sid’s body little more than a gooey blue lump of silicon.

They then fool the errant program by plugging him back into the computer and repeating the fight back in VR in order to coax the location of the missing girl out of him. Believing he’s beaten Barnes, the gloating Sid reveals the details of his plan – including the location of the bomb (still ticking in the real world) to the sobbing mother. No sooner has he blabbed than he finds Barnes alive and well behind him. Realizing he’s “back in the box”, Sid goes a little nuts and plunges Barnes into the sort of morphing cyber-hell that only a mid-Nineties techno-thriller could come up with – all squelching polygons and kaleidoscope colors.
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Barnes is plucked from the simulation just before his heart explodes from sensory overload, and he grimly pulls Sid’s data cube out of the machine and – in traditional action movie style – hurls it from the roof. The last we see of Russell Crowe (or at least his cybernetic soul) is a tiny Perspex box, shattering on a dirty pavement.

While not without its charm, there’s no escaping the fact that Virtuosity is a deliriously silly movie and Crowe’s performance is so ludicrously over the top it’s a miracle anyone ever took him seriously again. Denzel has less of an excuse, of course – by the time Virtuosity rolled around he’d already been nominated for two Oscars and won Best Supporting Actor, for the 1989 Civil War epic, Glory.

Need to know: When Sid 6.7 arrives to kidnap the daughter of Barnes’ sexy female sidekick, the song playing on the radio in his van is The Photograph Kills by 30 Odd Foot Of Grunts, Crowe’s own rock band. Also appearing in the movie are veteran tough guy William Forsythe (The Devils Rejects), ex-porn star Traci Lords and Louise Fletcher, better known as the lobotomy-loving Nurse Ratched from One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest.

Honorable mention: Prior to starring in Virtuosity, Crowe also appeared in a supporting role alongside Sharon Stone, Gene Hackman and Leonardo DiCaprio as an alcoholic gunslinging preacher in Sam Raimi’s delirious western pastiche, The Quick and the Dead.

Tony Curtis

The Manitou (1978)

Karen Tandy has a rather unusual medical problem. There’s a lump on the back of her neck, it’s growing at a phenomenal rate and the finest tumor specialists in San Francisco are baffled. Luckily Karen has an alternate source of help – fake tarot reader and ex-boyfriend Harry Erskine, played with shimmying style by Captain Smooth himself, Tony Curtis.

Describing himself as a “seller, not a buyer” of occult jibber jabber, even skeptical Harry has to admit that this is more than just a troublesome boil when Karen starts muttering an arcane phrase in her sleep. The weird phrase is then repeated by one of Harry’s elderly and gullible clients, just before she levitates down the hallway and hurls herself down the stairs to her death. Even by the far out standards of 1970s San Francisco, this qualifies as unusual behavior.

Calling on flaky friends from the city’s spiritual subculture, a séance at Karen’s home takes a worrying turn when a snarling head emerges from the table, just before the lounge explodes. In an impeccable display of logical deduction the assembled spiritualists decide that the face looked like an ornamental wooden Indian, and thus informed they hit the books and discover the terrible truth behind Karen’s ailment, which is now an enormous bulge on her shoulders.

The answer? She’s hosting the reincarnation of 400 year old Indian medicine man, of course, and when he’s ready he’ll pop out of her back and take over the world. Obvious really.

A visit to a local expert on Native American cultures (Burgess Meredith) sends Harry to South Dakota to find a modern day magician – John Singing Rock - who can help send the evil spirit back into limbo. Singing Rock explains that the medicine man in question is Misquamacas, the most powerful and merciless Indian magician of all, and his spirit – or Manitou – may be thousands of years old. Singing Rock also explains, rather usefully for the palefaces in the audience, that everything from natural elements to man-made products has its own Manitou. Hmm. Might prove handy later on...

To make matters worse, all the x-rays beamed into Karen’s lump have mutated Misquamacas and when he inevitably emerges from her back for the final act showdown the once-great medicine man turns out to be a half-blind deformed midget, covered in goo. Misquamacas isn’t just evil anymore - he’s royally pissed off as well.

Thus the stage is set for a frankly baffling showdown at the hospital, between the forces of good and a pint-sized monster, who seems content to sit on the floor and assail them with a barrage of cheap special effects – including a ghostly lizard and an indoor snowstorm. John Singing Rock’s response involves pouring sand on the floor and banging sticks together, neither of which make for great cinema.
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Something more special effectsy is clearly called for. Harry asks Singing Rock why he doesn’t call on Gitchi Manitou, the Great Spirit and creator of all things, but the noble (and impossibly patient) Indian explains that one simply doesn’t harass Gitchi Manitou. “Well he’s going to get a person to person call from me....collect!” swaggers Harry and off he goes to cut through the mumbo jumbo and supply an old fashioned American ass-kicking in order to save the day.

Turning on all the machines in the hospital, Harry plans to channel the spirit of all this trusty American technology at the primitive dwarf. A fine plan, you may think, but by this point the Manitou has transformed Karen’s room into a cosmic vortex (a starfield matte effect that looks like a Windows screensaver) and conjured up Satan himself, represented here in true psychedelic fashion as a swirling mess of colored lights.

Singing Rock tries to summon the spirits of the machines, but they won’t listen to him. “White man’s medicine” he explains, reassuring the paranoid honkies in the audience that their newfangled micro technology is far superior to the ineffectual ways of indigenous people, even when dealing with mystical lunatics from centuries ago. White man’s medicine needs white man magic to work.

Cue Tony Curtis, a very white man indeed, who steps into the breach and starts dodging the pink and blue fireballs that are suddenly flying around. Arcs of electricity flow over Karen’s inert body, and she suddenly sits up in bed – topless, naturally – and fires laser beams out of her hands, destroying the evil Manitou and Satan in a freaky-deaky disco show, their primitive sorcery unable to cope with the awesome spiritual power of magnetic tape micro-computers and color television. “Your love made it come through her”, Singing Rock explains to Harry - and, let’s face it, to everyone else in the audience wondering what the shitting heck just happened.

The menace repelled, Harry and Karen embrace - though we sadly don’t get to see his response when he realizes she’s still got a grotesque flapping skinbag dangling from her neck.

The Manitou is one of those movies that takes an absolutely nonsensical premise, executes it with poker-faced sincerity and is thus all the more hilarious when it wheels out the topless laser-shooting woman battling Satan with disco lights. As for Curtis himself, he slides through the proceedings with practiced ease, clad in a marvelous array of 1970s fashions, including a figure-hugging sheer silk shirt that clings to his nipples with eye-watering tenacity. Seriously. They’re like monkey’s toes.

Need to know: The Curtis clan just couldn’t escape the clutches of crap cinema. Tony’s ex-wife spent 1972 tackling giant killer rabbits (see: Janet Leigh) while their daughter, Jamie Lee Curtis, wisely opted not to fight her destiny and started her career in a whole string of lurid horrors, ranging from the seminal Halloween, to the passable Prom Night and the laughable Terror Train (see: David Copperfield).

The Manitou was based on the 1975 book of the same name by Scottish author Graham Masterton, who went on to pen several sequel novels, including Revenge of the Manitou, Burial and Manitou Blood, the last of the series published in 2005. The Manitou was the final movie from director William Girdler, whose other 1970s shockers included the bear-faced Jaws rip-off, Grizzly (see: George Clooney), and the self-explanatory Day of the Animals, in which the entire animal kingdom goes nuts and tries to wipe out humanity. For an appropriate tribute to the king of killer nature flicks, see: F. Murray Abraham.

The soundtrack for The Manitou was provided by Lalo Schifrin, the iconic 1970s composer whose swinging tunes graced the likes of Enter The Dragon, Dirty Harry and Starsky & Hutch. For more bizarre Burgess Meredith cameos, see: Jeff Bridges, Christopher Walken.




D

From Willem Dafoe to Faye Dunaway




Willem Dafoe

Streets of Fire (1984)

The 29-year-old Willem Dafoe had only a handful of movie credits to his name when he signed up for villain duties in this impossibly cheesy high-concept action musical from Walter Hill, director of 48Hrs. The opening titles position Streets of Fire as a “rock and roll fable” and reassure the viewer that it takes place in “another place, another time.”

The place and time in question is a peculiar mish mash of styles and influences culled from across the decades – it’s like Hill took his own seminal 1979 gangland flick The Warriors and crossbred it with the impromptu song and dance routines of Grease, the leather-clad rebellion of 1960s biker flicks and the cowboy quest plot of classic western The Searchers. The tough guy action is interspersed with numerous musical performances, ranging from rockabilly blues to Motown doo-wop, all of which seem utterly incongruous against the backdrop of neon squiggly lines, saxophone solos and epic keyboard hooks that betray the movie’s creative roots in the unmistakable cultural quagmire of the 1980s.

We open with rock star Ellen Aim (Diane Lane) yelping away on stage at a benefit concert in her old rough and tumble neighborhood, setting the outrageously cheesy tone nice and early. As she belts out a bombastic foot stomper about going nowhere fast (written with typical restraint by Meatloaf collaborator Jim Steinman) a gang of unruly greasers known as The Bombers rush the stage and kidnap her. Briefly glimpsed leading the charge is Raven, represented by the manic skeletal grin of Willem Dafoe.

Among the panicked crowd which witnesses this audacious crime is Reva, a plucky lass who owns the local diner. She sends a simple telegram to her brother – “Come home. Need help”. The brother in question is ex-soldier and former bad lad Tom Cody (Michael Pare), and if Dafoe’s gang look like they stepped out of a Hell’s Angels movie, Cody is even further adrift. With his stubbled jaw, plus an old-fashioned vest and jacket combo, he looks like he’d be more at home at the OK Corral than in a highly stylized 1980s urban adventure.

Ellen and Cody used to be a couple, until her devotion to music prompted him to run off for a life in the military, but beneath his bad-ass exterior we can see a reunion is on the cards. Paid to bring her back by Ellen’s new boyfriend and manager, the improbably named Billy Fish (played by the improbably cast Rick Moranis), Cody sets off into Bombers territory to retrieve his lost love.

She’s being held at a nightclub called Torchy’s, where The Bombers hold court. It’s at this point that we get our first proper look at the young Dafoe, and his baby-smooth face. More alarming than that, though, is the rather unique costuming choice for his character – a pair of black latex dungarees, with nothing underneath, making him look more like a kinky fisherman than a ruthless gang leader.
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Obviously Cody manages to swipe Ellen, but Raven demands revenge. He turns up in Cody’s neighbourhood in search of a one-on-one showdown, and Cody is happy to oblige. Naturally, the weapon of choice is...sledgehammers. Raven gets the shit kicked out of him with disappointing ease and, having witnessed his piss-poor fighting skills, his gun-toting army of thugs simply scoop him up and retreat sheepishly back to their lair.

We end with Ellen back on the road to fame, and Cody – ever the tough guy – walking off into the night, desperately hoping for a sequel.

Need to know: During a sequence in which Cody and crew hook up with The Sorels, an utterly out of place doo-wop group, pay close attention to the character introduced as Lester. He’s Robert Townsend, the writer, director and star of Meteor Man (see: Don Cheadle). You may also notice a very young Bill Paxton as bartender Clyde, sporting a missing tooth and a frankly improbable quiff. Diane Lane would, of course, go on to experience something of a career revival in movies like Unfaithful (with Richard Gere), Must Love Dogs (with John Cusack) and the middle-aged romantic drama Under The Tuscan Sun.

Streets of Fire was a box office bomb, clawing back less than half of its $15m budget on its US release, and plans for more Tom Cody adventures were shelved. As for Michael Pare, he never really managed to escape the cheesy action movie ghetto, slogging away in straight-to-video movies with titles like Lunarcop, Space Fury and Gargoyle.

Honorable mention: Willem Dafoe made his big screen debut as an extra in the notorious western turkey, Heaven’s Gate. He followed that up with a couple of lead roles in low budget vehicular thrillers (including Kathryn Bigelow’s biker movie, The Loveless) and yet more extra work, including a turn in Tony Scott’s overwrought 1983 vampire flick, The Hunger, as “Phone Booth Youth #2”.

Jack Davenport

See: Gerard Butler

Bette Davis

Wicked Stepmother (1989)

While her most famous cinematic sparring partner ended her career playing catch with a caveman (see: Joan Crawford), screen icon Bette Davis made an even less dignified exit from the big screen in this ill conceived supernatural comedy.

Clearly inspired by the success of Beetlejuice the previous year, Wicked Stepmother stars Davis as Miranda Pierpoint, an immortal witch who travels across America, setting up home with unsuspecting families, using her mystical powers to make them wealthy and then killing them off (or shrinking them and leaving them in a shoebox) before fleeing with the money.

When we first meet her she’s already got her feet under the table of the Fisher household, by bewitching and marrying the grandfather of the family while he’s home alone. Naturally, his health nut daughter, Jenny, and her wimpy lawyer husband, Steve, are less than pleased with the chain-smoking, meat eating monster that has shacked up with Gramps. Jenny hires a dim-witted private eye to find out just who she is.

However, it’s here that the production hit a snag. Shortly after filming started, Bette Davis quit the movie. Some say it was because she demanded the shoddy script be rewritten and the producer’s refused. This is plausible, as the movie is irredeemably awful. Others say she saw the footage they had shot and was so appalled at how old she looked that she simply stopped acting. This is also entirely possible, as in her few scenes the once great actress resembles a tiny leathery skeleton. Yet another rumour says that she was simply too ill to continue. Again, a more than logical suggestion, as she passed away soon after.

[image: 100_img01.jpg]

What can be said for certain is that the departure of the main character – and the biggest star in the film – left a rather large hole to be filled. One hasty rewrite later, and Miranda’s sudden absence was explained away by the introduction of her daughter, Priscilla, also a witch. Stretching credulity to the limit, we learn that mother and daughter must share the same “metabolic space” – and while one is in human form, the other must take up residence...in a cat.

With the missing Bette Davis thus crudely excused, the film quickly degenerates into a predictably shrill and witless farce, made all the worse by the fact that it’s clearly two stories hurriedly edited together to come up with a complete movie. Priscilla helps Steve win an important case, and uses her magic powers to help their young son defeat some bullies on the beach. Then, for no apparent reason, she demolishes their kitchen. Finally, she grants befuddled old Grandad the power to correctly answer any question, and uses her powers to get him on a TV game show where he can win millions. “He’s cute”, she muses, “I won’t change him into an insect for at least six months.”

Of course, this is possibly the most circuitous route to wealth ever – especially for someone who could quite easily walk into any bank and get the staff to willingly hand over every banknote in the vault.

The conclusion relies on a frankly bewildering pile-up of contrivance and coincidence, as Jenny takes a crash course in witchcraft to fight back, where she meets the cop investigating Miranda’s previous crimes. Together they trap the two scheming witches in the body of the cat, with the help of Grandad who – of course – can now answer any question, including “how do we stop this witch and get the hell out of this lousy movie?” The solution, should you care, is to toss glitter on them.

Need to know: Wicked Stepmother is full of familiar TV faces, which gives you a good indication of the budget. Steve Fisher was played by David Rasche, then famous for the spoof detective show Sledge Hammer; lovable old Grandad was played by Lionel “It was moider!” Stander, familiar to most as Max from Hart to Hart; the cop on Miranda’s trail was played by Tom Bosley, best known as Richie Cunningham’s father on Happy Days; and the hapless private eye was played by Night Court’s Richard Moll.

The role of Priscilla went to Barbara Carrera, who also supplied sexy villainy as a woman grown in an aquarium in the truly appalling fertility shocker, Embryo (see: Rock Hudson). Wicked Stepmother was written and directed by Larry Cohen, the B-movie maestro whose other works include the sublime Q The Winged Serpent, The Stuff and Return to Salem’s Lot (see: Tara Reid).

Benicio Del Toro

Big Top Pee Wee (1988)

Released only a few years before his infamous arrest for “lewd behavior” in a porn theatre (technical term: jerking off), Paul Reubens’ second cinematic outing for his Pee Wee Herman character finds the foghorn-voiced buffoon inexplicably running a farm stocked with anthropomorphic animals. The cows and horses sleep in beds, the sheep and goats cook pancake breakfasts and Pee Wee works on top secret agricultural science – such as the Hot Dog Tree – with the help of his talking pig, Vance.

Pee Wee is also engaged to a local school teacher, Winnie, but they’re clearly not meant to be together. She doesn’t know what his favorite food is, and shows little interest in whimsical pastimes like spotting shapes in clouds. Luckily, temptation lands in Pee Wee’s lap when a freak storm blows a circus into his farm, bringing with it Gina, a scantily clad trapeze artist, Kris Kristofferson as the world’s least likely ringmaster and – amongst an assortment of performers and freaks – future Oscar-winner Benicio Del Toro making his movie debut as Duke, the dog-faced boy, some twenty two years before he donned hair and fangs again for The Wolf Man.

The 21-year-old Del Toro hardly plays a pivotal role in what little plot the movie has, divided as it is between an utterly bewildering love triangle and the attempts by the curmudgeonly townsfolk to drive out Pee Wee and his circus pals. He does, however, get plenty of close-ups and a sprinkling of lines – though most of them involve barking.
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It’s hardly surprising that Del Toro’s role remains a fairly well-kept secret though – the movie swiftly vanished following Pee Wee’s arrest, and was hardly garnering glowing reviews prior to his downfall. Unlike Pee Wee’s Big Adventure (the directorial debut of Tim Burton), Big Top Pee Wee exhibits little of the surreal manic energy that drove the character to the heights of children’s TV fame, but does highlight the rather creepy adult humor which was hastily squashed as the character moved from stand-up to television.

Not only does Pee Wee mount and dry hump Winnie in front of her class, he ogles Gina’s breasts and engages in a prolonged and passionate make-out scene with her. He’s also kind of an asshole, unceremoniously ditching Winnie to get into the pants of his Italian acrobat mistress.

Indeed, a better title for the film might have been Pee Wee Gets Laid given that we see the giggling man-child lose his cherry, replete with obligatory train-entering-tunnel imagery. Winnie does get her revenge though – she finds comfort in the muscular arms of Gina’s four brothers, making this the first kid’s movie to use an acrobat gangbang as a major plot point.

Need to know: Big Top Pee Wee was directed by Randal Kleiser, whose previous hits include Grease, The Blue Lagoon and Flight of the Navigator. He gives himself a very subtle cameo right at the end, smiling straight into the camera in looming close-up, brandishing a hot dog. Gina was played by Valeria Golino, best known for playing opposite another naïve man-child in Rain Man, though she mercifully restrained herself from sleeping with Dustin Hoffman that time.

Also present among the cast were Mihaly Meszaros, often the man inside the ALF costume on TV (see: Martin Sheen), and giant 7’ 2” actor Kevin Peter Hall (see: Courtney Cox, Paul Walker). Keep your eyes peeled towards the end of the movie for a fleeting appearance from a very young Dustin Diamond, who would go on to scale the giddy heights of celebrity as Screech on Saved By The Bell.

Honorable mention: Del Toro followed Big Top Pee Wee with a stint as a henchman in the underseen –and undervalued – Timothy Dalton Bond outing, License to Kill.

Judi Dench

A Study in Terror (1965)

Judi Dench (or Dame Judi Dench, to use her royally approved title) has been one of England’s finest thespian exports for many years. Nominated for five Oscars, she won Best Supporting Actress for her performance as Queen Elizabeth I in Shakespeare In Love. An institution in her native land, she’s clocked up a staggering twenty BAFTA nominations, of which she took home nine.

Most people will know her as M in the James Bond movies, but she also picked up plaudits for her work in quieter fare such as Mrs Brown, Iris and Chocolat. Or you may just remember her as a floaty, transparent mist lady in Chronicles of Riddick. Whatever the case, she’s one of the finest actresses working today – and she got her movie breakthrough as Jack the Ripper’s girlfriend in this entertainingly lurid period horror thriller, which pitted the notorious serial killer against none other than Sherlock Holmes.

Following three grisly murders in which prostitutes with heaving bosoms are cruelly knifed; Holmes is lured into the case by a mysterious package – a box of surgeon’s instruments bearing an aristocratic seal, the largest scalpel notably missing. The trail takes the super-sleuth from back-street pawn shops to manor houses, and to a grotty Whitechapel soup kitchen.
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It’s here that we get the first of our brief glimpses at the young Judi Dench as Sally Young, the prim niece of a part-time police surgeon who does what he can to help the poverty stricken denizens of London’s foulest borough. We also discover, thanks to Sherlock’s cunning, that Sally is shacked up with the brother of the missing student surgeon whose tools were so conveniently delivered to Holmes. Got that? Good. As Sally is the only female character that isn’t a snaggle-toothed crone or cleavage-flashing harlot, it’s not unreasonable to assume that she’ll play a large role in the story.

Sadly, it’s not to be. Dear sweet Sally vanishes unceremoniously from the story, even though the truth about the Ripper is intrinsically linked to both men in her life, and that’s the last we see of Judi Dench as a blonde bombshell.

A Study in Terror is superior to many of its mist-shrouded English horror peers, in that it at least has a coherent plot and a decent portrayal of Holmes. The story manages to reference many of the touchstones of the Sherlock character, which is more than can be said for its faithfulness to Ripper lore. Much is made of the surgical skill with which the murderer carves up his victims even though the crimes themselves - which we see from the killer’s leering perspective – are portrayed as sudden, frenzied stab attacks. The first victim is simply left with a knife through her neck, which is almost certainly not common surgical practice.

Need to know: A Study in Terror has also been known to go by the title Fog, and starred John Neville as Sherlock Holmes. At the age of 63, Neville’s career received an unexpected revival when Terry Gilliam cast him as the lead in The Adventures of Baron Munchausen. He went on to appear regularly on The X-Files as Well-Manicured Man.

Director James Hill followed this ripper romp with the more cuddly safari flick, Born Free, and went on to helm episodes of many classic British TV shows including The Avengers, The Persuaders, Worzel Gummidge and Minder. The movie was produced by Herman Cohen, a maestro of exploitation movies, who also brought us the wonder of Trog (see: Joan Crawford). The ripper’s third victim was played by Barbara Windsor, the squeaky-voiced star of Britain’s beloved Carry On movies.

Sherlock faced Jack once more in the rather more star-studded 1978 movie, Murder By Decree. Although the movies are unrelated, apart from their shared concept, Frank Finlay appeared in both movies as Inspector Lestrade, while Anthony Quayle also graced both flicks, albeit in different roles.

For even more ripping Ripper yarns, see: Melanie Griffith, James Spader.

Robert DeNiro

Bloody Mama (1970)

It’s hardly a surprise to see Robert De Niro in a gangster movie, but it is surprising to find someone of his stature billed seventh in this deliciously lurid exploitation entry from Roger Corman, in which Shelley Winters cranks up the slut-o-meter as real life crime matriarch Ma Barker, whose four sons cut a violent swathe across Arkansas in the 1920s.

Corman has never been shy about cribbing a popular formula and upping the sleaze factor (see: Diane Ladd) and this often squalid crime flick was clearly inspired by Arthur Penn’s classic Bonnie & Clyde, released three years earlier.

Combining the pulp action of the two-fisted mobster pics of the Thirties and Forties, and stirring in a huge dollop of Sixties grit and grime, Bloody Mama doesn’t shrink from the queasy corners of the Barker Gang legend. Eldest son Herman is in the grip of a powerful incestuous compulsion, often sharing his mother’s bed and picking up Mona, a prostitute girlfriend who looks and acts much the same as mommy dearest. Sometimes the other brothers share Mona’s favors, though Herman warns them that such generosity will end when he marries her. A man has to have some standards, after all.

Meanwhile, young Fred Barker is awakened to his homosexual nature after an eye-wateringly painful prison encounter with ass-rape fanatic Kevin Dirkman (Bruce Dern). The pair become lovers, and Dirkman joins the gang. Bored and horny, Ma Barker takes him to bed as well. Hey, why not?

And then there’s Lloyd, played by the 27-year-old De Niro. The first we see of him, he’s naked in a tin bath being ruthlessly scrubbed by Ma. A simple guffawing hillbilly, he enjoys sniffing the glue he uses to make model airplanes and soon graduates to injecting morphine.
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While smacked up to the eyeballs Lloyd meets Rembrandt, a cheeky young lass who has the misfortune of swimming in the lake near the Barker’s latest hideout. At first she seems quite taken with Lloyd’s naïve charm, but when she realizes he’s a junkie, and a gangster junkie at that, consensual flirtation goes out of the window and Lloyd bypasses romantic convention and simply rapes her. Their hideout thus compromised, Ma drowns the interloper in the bathtub and her boys dump the girl’s body in the lake.

From this moment on, Lloyd drifts further and further away from the family, and deeper into addiction. Their crime spree expands to include kidnapping, but Lloyd is still steaming about Rembrandt – at least when he’s not giggling in a doped-up stupor.

Finally, with the whole sorry bunch holed up in a rural guest house, Lloyd overdoses by the shore of yet another lake, his death signaling the beginning of the end for the gang. As Lloyd lies dying, Herman and Dirkman are off hunting alligators using a tommy gun – a subtle pastime that prompts the local handyman, Moses, to call in the feds.

As is traditional in these stories, it all ends in a hail of bullets as the forces of law and order surround the house and the remaining Barker’s go down, one by one – though Herman takes his own life, turning his machine gun on himself in the movie’s most shocking and gory scene.

A gleefully offensive movie, oozing with taboo-busting excess, Corman nevertheless manages to find room to slip some of his trademark directorial flourishes and subversive subtexts into the mix - the end credits play out over a postage stamp dedicated to “the mothers of America”.

Throughout the drive-in mayhem, De Niro is fascinating to watch. Though this wasn’t his first movie – he’d already worked twice with Brian DePalma – he still looks incredibly young and fresh-faced. While it’s funny to see him falling off chairs, smashed off his tits on glue, there are enough dramatic scenes where you can see the intense method actor we now know to stake this out as a pivotal De Niro role. His silent scene by the lakeside, contemplating his syringe before taking his presumably deliberate overdose, is both graceful and heartbreaking even while the film itself zooms shamelessly over the top like a giddy skyrocket of bad taste.

Need to know: Moses, the grounds man who makes the call that finally brings the cops and the feds down on the Barker clan, was played by Scatman Crothers, the multi-talented singer, comedian and actor best known for The Shining, where he played Halloran, the poor geezer who slogs through a blizzard to save the Torrance family, only to receive an axe in the back from Jack Nicholson the minute he steps through the door. His gravelly voice also made him a popular voiceover artist, lending his vocals to both Hong Kong Phooey and Jazz, the funky Porsche in the Transformers cartoon.

Johnny Depp

A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984)

Okay, so most people know that Johnny Depp made his screen debut in Wes Craven’s legendary slasher. It’s hardly a secret, but what it lacks in obscurity it more than makes up in gory hilarity – if only to see one of Hollywood’s quirkiest megastars playing a straight-up jock heart throb before being slaughtered in a scene that reportedly required 400 gallons of fake blood.

Depp plays Glen Lantz, the well-scrubbed and sporty boyfriend of heroine Nancy. He has a fondness for clambering through her bedroom window at night but the most he gets for his dedication is some tediously chaste light petting. Selfish Nancy is far more concerned with Fred Krueger, the razor-fingered demon haunting her dreams and offing her pals after their parents burned him alive following a botched child murder trial.
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It’s the sort of thing that can dampen even the wildest teen libido, and the audience’s carnal frustration is clearly shared by Glen. He meets a sticky end, literally, when he falls asleep while watching Miss Nude USA on his portable TV, leading him into the clutches of Krueger. Poor Johnny is sucked into his bed, and then sprayed all over the ceiling in what can only be described as a frothy crimson geyser of gore in one of the more memorable on-screen deaths of the 1980s horror boom.

Honorable mentions: Far from being ashamed of his horror debut, Depp returned to the Elm Street franchise for a knowing cameo as the presenter of an anti-drug TV infomercial in 1991’s Freddy’s Dead: The Final Nightmare, for which he was credited under the inconspicuous pseudonym of Oprah Noodlemantra. The soon-to-be-slaughtered stoner watching Depp’s cameo was Breckin Meyer, who would go on to headline Road Trip and the 2004 Garfield movie.

Need to know: Depp was encouraged to get into acting by pal Nicolas Cage, and only got the part in Elm Street after accompanying one of his friends to the audition, where Wes Craven spotted him and asked him to read for the role as well. For another respected thesp who started out battling Freddy, see: Patricia Arquette.

Leonardo DiCaprio

Critters 3 (1991)

DiCaprio really came to the world’s attention in 1993, when he co-starred with Johnny Depp in What’s Eating Gilbert Grape? His frank and disarming portrayal of Depp’s mentally handicapped younger brother in the quirky drama immediately shot him to the top of most studio’s “actors to watch” list, and he followed it up with a string of varied roles in flicks such as the drug addict biopic The Basketball Diaries and Baz Luhrmann’s flamboyant modern day retelling of Romeo + Juliet.

And where did it all start? In a crappy apartment building, fighting extra terrestrial muppets.

The origins and shortcomings of the Critters saga are well covered elsewhere (See: Angela Bassett) but this entry is an especially weak one. You can always tell when a cheap franchise has been forced to get a whole lot cheaper. For one thing, the locations become a lot simpler and self-contained. Like, for instance, a crappy apartment building. And those expensive special effects are used sparingly, meaning less monsters and more filler.

That’s certainly the case here, as the ravenous alien fuzzballs set up home in a run-down apartment block. This not only keeps the movie almost entirely indoors on the same handful of sets, it also allows a supporting cast of tedious human characters to pad out the running time.

DiCaprio stars as Josh, the sort of streetwise teen that seemed so painfully cool to kids in the early 1990s, all HiTec sneakers, day-glo shirts and floppy hair. When we first meet him, he’s warning some kids not to climb into a ditch to retrieve their ball because “there might be badgers in there.” Thank goodness someone is protecting America’s youth from the rampant badger menace, and yet, somehow, the movie gets even more stupid from that point on.
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Josh’s step dad is an unbearable asshole who owns the apartment block, and he’s been conspiring with the building manager to drive out the tenants. Among the hapless inhabitants is Annie, a plucky young girl who, along with her chirpy younger brother and distant father, supplies our main storyline. Ever since mom died, their father hasn’t been giving them enough hugs. He leaves them with the quaint old couple in the building while he drives cross-country as a truck driver. Also thrown into the mix is the token Funny Fat Woman and a Lonely Middle-Aged Woman, who just happens to be the right age for breaking Annie’s dad out of his bereavement funk.

We spend an interminable amount of time trudging through the pointless everyday strife of this bunch, leaving the audience in the unlikely position of hoping the Critters turn up soon.

When they do hatch out, the Critters chomp on the building manager in one of the only vaguely gruesome moments and then spend a huge chunk of the running time just pissing about in a kitchen – drinking soap, rolling in flour, farting, that sort of thing – while the humans scramble into the attic and try to get out.

None of them seem to be able to grasp the concept of simply walking out of the building, so we’re stuck in there with them. Leo’s asshole step dad is the second (and final) victim of the Critters, which gives the young actor at least one chance to emote a little, as he expresses mild anguish over the lack of closure on their prickly relationship. Luckily, when the Critters are finally defeated – trust me, your life is not enriched by knowing how this happens – Leo’s mom magically reappears and all is right with the world.

Leo is pretty awful in this movie, but then so is everybody and everything else. He makes the most of the sparse character arc given to him by the script but you still can’t help wondering if, as he sank for the final time in Titanic, he was still worried about badgers lurking in the deep.

Need to know: Critters 3 was filmed at the same time as Critters 4 (See: Angela Bassett), hence the presence of a suspense-free cliffhanger ending which drones on and on, punctuated by the end credits. The entire scene was then repeated at the start of the follow-up, just in case anybody decided to endure a Critters marathon and forgot what had happened moments earlier.

Vincent D’Onofrio

Salute of the Jugger (1989)

Although it was Law & Order that finally made Vincent D’Onofrio a household name, he’s had a long and respected career ever since his show-stealing breakthrough role as the ill-fated Gomer Pyle in Stanley Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket.

Just a few years after working with Kubrick, D’Onofrio was one of Rutger Hauer’s roving band of post-apocalyptic brawlers in this ambitiously flawed future sports movie.

Set in the aftermath of some unexplained cataclysm, the world has fallen into the sort desolate ruin that looks a lot like the Australian Outback. Small communities cling to survival in this arid wasteland, and the only entertainment comes from The Game, played against nomadic teams of “juggers” who travel from village to village, playing for tributes, food and angry sex.

The Game has very simple rules. The ball is a dog’s skull. Each team has a “qwik” whose job it is to place the skull on the opposing team’s stake. Everyone else’s job is to have an enormous fight. Play lasts for as long as it takes someone to throw 300 stones at a scrap metal gong. So it’s basically Quidditch, but with more animal remains.

D’Onofrio plays Young Gar, the hotheaded new kid under the tutelage of Sallow (Rutger Hauer), a grizzled old jugger who once played in the League, in the underground cities where the wealthy still rule the roost and live in relative luxury. Cast out for an indiscretion with the wife of an Overlord, Sallow wanders the wasteland with his teammates looking for a reason to keep fighting.

He gets that reason when his current qwik, a mutilated fellow known affectionately as Dog Boy, takes one leg injury too many and has to be left behind. In his place, they recruit Kidda (Joan Chen), a promising young hopeful who follows them into the desert.

Kidda and Gar make a half-hearted attempt at having sex after a match, an act that a chuckling, perving Sallow declares impossible – “unless you like rubbing wounds against wounds”. He quickly breaks his own rule, falling for Kidda and taking inspiration from her desire to join the League. Sure enough, the troupe of juggers make their way to the Red City where they challenge the League players.

Gar’s place in the story becomes less important as the film goes on, his narrative role pretty much made redundant by Kidda’s youthful enthusiasm (and her willingness to get down and dirty with Rutger Hauer). By the finale, D’Onofrio is reduced to standing at the back of the playing field, whirling a chain around his head and shouting “Yah-ha!” at random.
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It’s a curious film, with a story that can literally fit into one sentence, and long periods without dialogue. At times, this minimalist approach lends the proceedings a welcome melancholy air, but it mostly makes it feel slow and shallow. Sidelining D’Onofrio is perhaps the movie’s biggest mistake, since his character clearly has more story to tell. It’s certainly not the best showcase of his considerable talents, unless you have some chains that really need twirling.

Need to know: Salute of the Jugger, also released as The Blood of Heroes, was written and directed by David Webb Peoples, still best known as the screenwriter on Blade Runner. The movie suffered heavy editing before release, with several subplots removed and the jugger’s time in the Red City trimmed down to the very basics. The US version ends almost immediately after the climactic match against the League, but a longer European cut features additional scenes explaining what happened to all the characters afterwards.

Filmed in the deserts of Australia, Salute of the Jugger inevitably inherited a few Mad Max alumni. Max Fairchild, who played Benno in The Road Warrior, plays hulking League champion Gonzo while Hugh Keays-Byrne, the notorious Toecutter from the Mel Gibson film, portrays the pampered Lord Vlle.

In the wake of the film’s release, small but fervent Jugger teams sprang up around the world – particularly in Germany and Ireland – to play The Game for real. The sport is still being played today, albeit in a less catastrophically violent manner and with latex models replacing the dog skulls.

Honorable mentions: Over a decade after Salute of the Jugger, D’Onofrio starred in a few more memorably odd sci-fi movies. The Cell (2000) was a surreal and often incomprehensible thriller in which Jennifer Lopez entered the dreams of D’Onofrio’s serial killer in order to find his latest victim before she dies. 2002 brought Impostor, in which D’Onofrio starred as a man accused of being an alien clone with a nuclear bomb hidden in his heart.

Stephen Dorff

The Gate (1987)

It seems almost redundant to include Dorff, now that his career has slipped from promising young star in indie hits like Backbeat and SFW to third billing in direct-to-video crap like Alone In The Dark, but he’s still famous enough to land a supporting role in Michael Mann’s Public Enemies, so his feature film debut retains some curiosity value even when weighed against the deluge of DTV crap that would come later.

A wide-eyed and chubby Dorff stars as Glen, a cherubic youngster left home alone with his nubile teen sister when their parents conveniently head out of town for a weekend. This coincides with the removal of a mysterious old tree from their back garden, underneath which Glen discovers a spooky (and smelly) hole. Together with his regulation nerdy best friend, they figure out that this is no ordinary hole and use a heavy metal album to open a portal to the netherworld just as his sister is throwing a party for her odious friends. Quick as you like, tiny humanoid creatures are spilling through the gate and wreaking havoc on the teenage hijinks.
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For all its unoriginality (Gremlins and Poltergeist are just two obvious reference points) The Gate is actually a fun little movie, a sort of Lovecraft for 10-year-olds, with a nice line in quirky stop-motion animated monsters and apocalyptic special effects. It’s especially fun to see the wholesome and pudgy young Dorff, a far cry from his grungy adult image, tackling a huge demon in the hallway of his suburban home with nothing but a toy rocket.

Need to know: The Gate was directed by Tibor Takacs, a fantastically named fellow who also brought us such movie delights as Mansquito. The Gate II followed in 1992, with Glen’s nerdy best friend promoted to the lead. A remake of The Gate is currently planned, with Bill & Ted star Alex Winter (see: Keanu Reeves) directing.

Kirk Douglas

Holocaust 2000 (1977)

By the time the late 1970s rolled around in all their flared paisley glory, Kirk Douglas had already headlined such movie classics as The Gunfight at the OK Corral, The Vikings and, of course, Spartacus. But the tides of popular taste were changing, and historical epics had been replaced by glossy supernatural horrors like The Exorcist and Rosemary’s Baby. Sadly for Kirk, his attempt to ride the bandwagon involved signing up for this ludicrous Anglo-Italian schlocker, which ripped off The Omen by combining gory satanic shenanigans with the prevailing nuclear paranoia of the era.

Douglas stars as industrialist Robert Caine, a visionary businessman with a wonderful idea. He’s going to build a nuclear reactor on a holy site in the Middle East. Why, what could possibly go wrong with such a nifty plan?

Well, for a start the reactor proves to be the leviathan of Biblical prophecy, a metaphorical monster which will kickstart the end of the world in a baptism of fire. Naturally, this technological beast needs an infernal master in the form of the Anti-Christ and anybody who tries to get in the way of the reactor project finds themselves bumped off in lurid ways.

First to go is Caine’s wife, the mother to Angel, his effeminate and creepy adult son. During a function to celebrate the launch of the project, she reveals to Caine that she plans to use her controlling shares in his company to block construction. Moments later, and she’s been stabbed by a wild-eyed Arab assassin who simply wanders into this high powered function brandishing a knife.

Visiting the assassin in a remarkably avant garde asylum – the patients are all locked in a big glass room together – Caine is told that from his seed will come great evil. The assassin then slashes his own wrists, and bashes his brains out on the glass wall. Angel has now joined his father at the helm of the project, but another obstacle arises. The prime minister of the country where the reactor is to be built has been replaced by a hardliner who refuses point blank to allow construction to begin. Sure enough, he soon has the top of his head sliced off by a helicopter.

Keen to reassure people that the experimental reactor will be safe, Caine asks Nobel Prize winner Dr. Griffith to double check the computer systems. While doing this, the quaintly archaic piece of kit spits out a seemingly random equation. As Caine ponders this curious conundrum on a plane, a convenient priest sees the equation backwards through the paper and reveals that the reversed digital numerals sort of almost spell the word IESUS. “The name of Jesus backwards is the sign of the Anti-Christ” the priest helpfully explains over brandy and cigars later.

Caine is starting to twig that there might be something evil about his reactor, but he’s distracted by the tender attentions of Sara, a strangely pointless woman who has been drifting in and out of the story as some sort of official government photographer working for the decapitated prime minister.

Griffith works out the equation and, for reasons best known to himself, checks the resulting figure against the company medical database. What he discovers shocks him to his core, and he phones Caine immediately. We’re not allowed to see what he’s found, because that would spoil the dumb twist at the end, and nor does Caine get to discover what the ballyhoo is all about. The phone call is cut off just after Griffith warns that Caine has “generated something not human”. Right on cue, Sara announces that she’s pregnant.

It’s this that helps Caine finally understand that dark forces are at work, and we’re treated to a lengthy nightmare sequence in which a naked Kirk Douglas, with his leathery ass and balls proudly on display, staggers around an enormous salt flat, following the robed figure of his would-be assassin and gasping in naked horror as his reactor rises from the sea via the magic of cheap rear projection, and then transforms into a seven-headed silver dragon.

Meanwhile, just to make sure you’re paying attention, Griffith gets chopped in half by an automatic door.

Convinced his new child will grow up and use his reactor to destroy the world, Caine tries to trick Sara into having an abortion. After she somewhat understandably flees at great speed from her increasingly demented lover, Caine follows Griffith’s methodology and enters the equation into the computer. The answer comes back – Angel is the evil one, a twist that has been apparent since roughly ten seconds after he first appeared on screen. And worse, he’s taken his mentally erratic father’s place at the head of the company. Can nothing stop the rise of this effeminate Anti-Christ?

Caine attacks Angel and is carted off to the nuthouse for his trouble. It’s the same nuthouse from before, and the security is as lax as ever. As he lies alone, strapped to a gurney in a straitjacket, Caine’s tenacious Arab assassin (apparently none the worse for wear following his slashed wrists and gory head injury) wheels the helpless tycoon into a padded cell and sets all the other inmates loose on him.
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With his straitjacket torn off, Caine gruesomely smashes the assassins head open (again) and heads off to find Sara, who is about to give birth - even though she seemingly only announced her pregnancy a few days ago. The bloodied Caine rescues her and their newborn daughter from the hospital just before yet another satanic mishap kills off every other baby on the maternity ward. Mmm, tasteful.

Meanwhile, just to make sure you’re still paying attention, the priest (remember him?) boards a plane by pretending to be Caine and promptly explodes.

Sara, Caine and their little girl decamp to what looks like the Middle East, but a barrage of cheap overdubbed flashbacks to everything that has happened leaves poor Caine looking pensive. He flies to Geneva, where Angel is about to seal the reactor deal once and for all, lines his jacket with dynamite and blows himself, his Anti-Christ offspring and several bewildered businessmen to smithereens, thus saving the entire planet.

Holocaust 2000 is a truly awful film, stuffed full of impenetrable plotting, baffling narrative swerves and cheap splatter effects. Of course, Douglas weathers this storm of gruesome occult bullshit with his usual stone-faced determination. Proving himself to be a true Hollywood trooper, Douglas manages to make the most of his laughably nonsensical role - even when being manhandled by maniacs, flashing his little Douglas in the utterly random dream sequence or being forced to deliver classic lines like “Stop talking like a ridiculous prophet of the apocalypse!”

We don’t get to see his face as he detonates his torso, but it’s a fair bet there was a look of sheer relief as his atoms were thrust asunder.

Honorable mention: Following Holocaust 2000, the late 1970s and early 1980s were something of a barren period for the mighty Kirk Douglas. Other cult oddities from that period include The Fury (the Brian De Palma telekinesis horror that isn’t Carrie); space thriller Saturn 3 (see: Harvey Keitel), in which Kirk romped with Farah Fawcett and is menaced by a psycho robot; and The Final Countdown, sadly not a movie version of Europe’s cheese-rock anthem but a bizarrely uneventful sci-fi tale about a US aircraft carrier transported back in time to the day before Pearl Harbor. Douglas starred as the captain of the temporally adrift vessel, with Martin Sheen as a civilian observer. A rather curious little film, it was made with the blessing of the US Navy, which probably explains why there’s more time spent on lengthy sequences of really cool fighter planes taking off and landing than spent on anything resembling a story.

Faye Dunaway

See: Tommy Lee Jones
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From Clint Eastwood to Rupert Everett




Clint Eastwood

Revenge of the Creature (1955)

While you could hardly argue that the world’s favorite leathery squinting tough guy is the star of this sequel to The Creature from the Black Lagoon, his fleeting uncredited appearance is made all the more entertaining for his subsequent legendary status.

Directed by Jack Arnold, one of the more intelligent exponents of the Fifties B-movie genre, this fishy tale follows the hapless Gill Man as he is scooped out of the Amazon and dragged to a Florida aquarium. Obviously nobody there had seen King Kong as before you can say Fay Wray, the creature has taken a shine to a pretty girl and busts out of his watery prison to be with her. Mayhem, predictably, ensues.

Clint’s blink-and-you’ll-miss-it turn comes early in the movie, as we’re being introduced to hero John Agar’s unusually jovial research lab – though we should probably expect nothing less from a professor called Clete Ferguson. It’s the kind of lab where getting a chimp to blow hilarious raspberries is considered important research into simian intelligence. Oh, the wacky world of post-war science!
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But the 25-year-old Clint, making his acting debut and listed only as “Lab Technician”, is having trouble with another member of the animal kingdom. Investigating the notion that there are no natural enemies in the animal kingdom, provided there’s an adequate alternate food source for all, he’s put a cat in a cage with four rats – but now there are only three!

Clint is vexed. “It’s my considered opinion that rat number four is lying in the belly of that cat” he proclaims. But what’s this? He puts his hand in his pocket to confirm that he gave all the animals their morning feed and what should he find but the missing rat, alive and well and apparently undetectable - even when foraging in the undergarments of Dirty Harry. Humiliated by a rodent, young Mr. Eastwood exits stage right and is never seen again.

Need to know: Clint went on to make an uncredited cameo in another 1955 sci-fi flick from Jack Arnold, as a jet pilot in the giant spider romp Tarantula, before finally finding fame on seminal TV western Rawhide in 1959. The rest, as they say, is history. The Creature, meanwhile, returned once more in 1956’s The Creature Walks Among Us, in which meddling scientists turn the Gill Man into a pudgy-faced air breather with predictably catastrophic results.

Anthony Edwards

Pet Sematary 2 (1992)

Bespectacled king of the nice guy movie geeks, Edwards’ fame hinges on two pivotal roles – tragically doomed co-pilot Goose in Top Gun and tragically doomed Doctor Green in ER. Spotted the connection yet?

The years between these roles were filled with TV movies and bit parts, but when he crops up in a Stephen King sequel – and a fairly crap one at that – it’s not unreasonable to expect another tragically doomed entry in the Edwards filmography.

Edwards plays Chase Matthews, a small town veterinarian who retreats to his home town of Ludlow, Maine, with his brattish son, Jeff (Edward Furlong), after his estranged movie star wife – and beloved mum to Jeff – gets fried in a hilarious accident during the opening scene.

Of course, Ludlow is where the events of the first Pet Sematary took place and among the town’s attractions is one of the staples of lazy American horror writing – an ancient Indian burial ground. This one, as veterans of the original movie can attest, has the not entirely useful power of bringing the dead back to life as bloodthirsty ghouls. Quite why the Indians wanted or even needed a burial ground that’s only use was the creation of zombie mayhem is never explained.

Thus the scene is set for a virtual retread of the first story. Things start small enough when Gus, the bullying town sheriff (Clancy Brown, genre veteran of Highlander, Starship Troopers and TV’s Carnivale) shoots his stepson’s dog, prompting the boy to cajole Furlong into helping him bury it you-know-where. The fluffy and docile pooch returns to the family home as a shaggy canine psychopath and later rips the sheriff’s throat out as he breaks up a Halloween party.

Apparently still struggling with the learning curve, the boys then bury Gus you-know-where. And if resurrection could turn a placid doggy into a monster, what do you think it’ll do for a violent brute of a man?

That’s right – he goes nuts, bumping off his wife and stepson by forcing their car in front of a potato truck, and then shearing off the face of the school bully with a motorcycle. For reasons best known to the scriptwriters Gus then buries the bully in the burial ground and at the same time forms an off-screen pact with Jeff to dig up his mother and give her the same treatment – an event that anyone with half a brain has been anticipating from the very first scene. The finale of the film, in which mother returns briefly to try and reunite her family (or just kill as many people as possible) ups the ante in terms of gore – with some remarkably fun splatter effects – but loses out in the arena we like to call common sense.

Edwards role in all this is to play the bemused everyman who figures things out painfully slowly, and there’s ample evidence that he may be the world’s worst veterinarian along the way. He treats the zombie dog with antibiotics for three days before thinking of checking for a heartbeat, and is equally unaware that the mutt has embarked on a bloody rampage in his kennels – it takes a cute girl looking for a new kitten to discover the gory mess, days after it happened.

Edwards is also plagued by increasingly baffling dream sequences in which memories of his dead wife intermingle with nightmares about the rampaging hound, leading to an unforgettable scene in which he fantasises about fondling his wife’s boobs only to look up and discover she has the head of a dog. So if you’ve ever wanted to see Dr Green shagging a she-wolf, this is the film you’ve been waiting for.
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Remarkably, and unusually for a blood-soaked Stephen King sequel in which nearly every other character dies a gruesome death, Anthony Edwards is not tragically doomed for once. OK, he gets chomped in the shoulder by the zombie dog, and zombie Gus rams a power drill into the wound for good measure, but he somehow manages to live through the mayhem to drive into the sunset with the still brattish Jeff, who seems to suffer no comeback for causing all this slaughter in the first place. Kids, eh?

Need to know: Both Pet Sematary and this sequel were directed by Mary Lambert, one of the few female directors working in horror and better known for her work on Madonna videos such as Like A Virgin, Material Girl and Like A Prayer.

Jesse Eisenberg

Cursed (2005)

Jesse Eisenberg broke out in 2005 in Noah Baumbach’s acclaimed indie drama, The Squid and the Whale; a semi-autobiographical tale of divorce in an upper middle class Manhattan family in the mid 1980s. Eisenberg, playing the Baumbach surrogate, proved himself to be a subtle and spiky young actor, taking the clichéd role of the sarcastic too-smart-for-his-own-good teen and breathing genuine life into it. When he took the lead in the hit horror comedy Zombieland, many thought it was an unusually mainstream move, but few remember that he started out battling against lycanthropes rather than the undead.

The very same year that The Squid and the Whale brought him to global attention, Eisenberg could also be seen wrestling (literally) with werewolves in this aptly titled Wes Craven horror movie, one of the most tortured productions in genre history.

The film follows Ellie (Christina Ricci), an assistant on The Late Late Show who gets into a road crash in the wilds of Mulholland Drive and is bitten by a mysterious creature. Eisenberg plays Jimmy, her nebbish younger brother, along for the ride and also feeling the fangs of the unknown beast.

It’s a werewolf, of course, and the film wastes little time in romping through all the stereotypical scenarios. Ellie sniffs out a colleague’s nose bleed from across the office. Jimmy wakes up naked in the bushes (like American Werewolf in London) and impresses his high school crush by using his werewolf powers to humiliate her jock boyfriend at sports (like Teen Wolf).
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The plot limps along, stumbling awkwardly between Ellie not believing she’s turning into a werewolf, Jimmy convinced he’s turning into a werewolf and scenes of the original werewolf killing off surplus female characters because it’s a horror film so attractive women have to die every twenty minutes or people get fidgety. It finally becomes a limp whodunit, as our infected siblings must work out which of the two-dimensional supporting cast is the one who sprouted fur and fangs and chomped them in the first place.

It can’t even manage to make that interesting, with the revelation that Ellie’s boyfriend (Dawson’s Creek star Joshua Jackson) is a wolfman painfully signposted from the start, and the subsequent twist that there’s a second lycanthrope on the loose so random and leftfield that it feels like a cheat.

Like Ricci, Eisenberg does the best he can with what he has, but by the end he’s just being dragged along by the demands of a ramshackle plot, stitched together from too many rewrites and reshoots. For the climactic scene, we discover that even partially transformed werewolves have magical spider powers, as Eisenberg scuttles about on the ceiling for no apparent reason.

The real tragedy is that for a movie about two people bitten by a werewolf, neither of them fully transform during the film. It’s a horror movie about almost becoming a werewolf, and where’s the fun in that?

Need to know: On paper, Cursed had the makings of a cult smash. It reunited the Scream team of director Wes Craven, writer Kevin Williamson, under the banner of Dimension Films, the horror shingle set up by the Weinstein Brothers (see: Holly Hunter) and home of the Scream franchise. A hip, ironic werewolf movie from such a successful team. What could go wrong?

Everything, basically. First announced in 2002, for release in 2003, the film ran into production problems almost immediately. With two thirds of the movie in the can, filming was shut down for several months while the script was rewritten. Major characters were erased, lead actors walked off the project and legendary FX man Rick Baker, the man responsible for American Werewolf in London’s timeless transformation sequence, quit the movie. Some of his practical make-up can be seen in the finished movie, but for the most part it was replaced with some truly wretched CGI work.

When production eventually restarted, almost everything had to be reshot, the cast had almost completely changed and what had been developed as an R-rated gorefest was hacked down into a more marketable PG-13 teen flick just before release. By the time it dragged itself into theaters in 2005, just as Eisenberg was going from “some kid” to “breakout indie sensation”, Cursed’s reputation preceded it and it died a swift and unmourned death at the box office. An uncut DVD edition restored two minutes of gore, but did nothing to fix the nonsensical script.

Adding to Cursed’s bizarre nature was the decision to make it a movie about Hollywood people, giving Joshua Jackson’s character a horror-themed nightclub (a wax museum in the original script) seemingly just so key scenes could play out in front of a figure of Lon Chaney’s 1941 Wolf Man. Craig Kilborn appears as himself, for no reason, while former child star Scott Baio makes a series of inexplicable cameos before vanishing completely from the story.

Actors cut from the film during shooting include Skeet Ulrich, Mandy Moore, Omar Epps, Robert Forster and Corey Feldman. Those who survived to the final cut include American Pie star Shannon Elizabeth, pop star Mya, future Heroes star Milo Ventimiglia and Smallville’s Michael Rosenbaum. Jimmy’s high school may look familiar to some viewers – it’s the same real life Californian school used for Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Beverly Hills 90210.

Despite describing Cursed as one of the worst filming experiences of his career, Wes Craven has clearly learned to forgive and forget. In 2010, he reteamed with Kevin Williamson and producer Bob Weinstein to begin production on the belated Scream 4.

For more stars who earned their stripes on Wes Craven horror productions, see: Patricia Arquette, Johnny Depp, Ving Rhames, Giovanni Ribisi and Sharon Stone.

Sam Elliott

Frogs (1972)

No, your eyes do not deceive you. The title is fairly unambiguous - this is a movie about killer frogs. And, yes, it stars a young and fresh-faced Sam Elliott, many years before he found gruff mustachioed fame as archetypal western or military grumps in films like Roadhouse, Tombstone and The Hulk.

He stars here as Pickett Smith, a blue-jeans 1970s environmentalist whose trip into the bayou to snap photos of the pollution pouring out of a nearby factory is rudely interrupted when the boozed-up son of the factory owner knocks him into the water with his speedboat.
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Apparently unperturbed by the loss of his camera, film and worldly possessions to the slimy depths, he accepts an invitation back to the Crockett family estate where the idle rich offspring of patriarch Jason Crockett (Ray Milland) sulk and strop about, indulging in minor domestic catastrophes and occasionally complaining about the noise from the mysteriously-expanding frog population. Could this be some subtle foreshadowing of events to come? Yes. Yes it is.

Pickett is swiftly hired by Crockett Sr. and asked to investigate the abundance of amphibians on the estate – and the whereabouts of the groundskeeper who trekked into the swamp previously and never returned. As you can probably guess, the AWOL worker is found nose first in the mire, a variety of slimy creatures making their home in his remains, and the inhabitants of the swamp begin their assault on man’s disrespectful domain in earnest.

It doesn’t take a genius to work out that the biggest hurdle Frogs struggles to overcome is the unavoidable fact that frogs just aren’t scary. They’re not terribly dynamic or aggressive creatures, and are not widely known for their man-eating appetite, so much of the movie relies on stock footage of ordinary frogs simply having a sit down, croaking in slow motion, while the music squeals desperately in an attempt to create some atmosphere before cutting to the hysterical reaction of whichever cast member is next to fall to the amphibian menace. The scene in which the sight of a few frogs half-heartedly pawing a window causes abject horror among the female cast members is pretty much par for the course. This is a movie hamstrung from the start by a ludicrous premise.

The film even tacitly admits that frogs alone aren’t up to the task of sustaining a horror movie, and ropes in some more creepy swamp creatures – snakes and spiders mainly – to crank up the terror. While this is entirely understandable, it does make a mockery of the title, even though it’s doubtful many people would have turned up for a movie called Frogs, Snakes, Spiders Plus Other Sundry Swamp Animals.

Elliott looks the part, though he’s so well known these days as a grizzled tough nut that it’s actually hard to recognize him as the clean shaven eco-hunk, but his performance – like everyone else’s – is wooden and unconvincing. For the sheer premise alone, Frogs is a must see. That it stars a respected character actor best known for no-nonsense tough guy roles playing a touchy-feely frog-fighting hippy is merely a hilarious bonus.

Need to know: For a movie so clearly driven by the emerging environmentalist movement of the early 1970s, it’s rather ironic that many of the hundreds of frogs and toads brought to the Florida wetlands for the making of the movie escaped into the wild, thus changing the local ecosystem forever.

Emilio Estevez

Maximum Overdrive (1986)

Having seen his best-selling stories turned into such infamously turgid movie franchises as Pet Sematary (see: Anthony Edwards), Sometimes They Come Back (see: Hilary Swank) and Children of the Corn (see: Eva Mendes, Charlize Theron, Naomi Watts), Stephen King obviously decided that if everyone else was transforming his prose into cinematic shitpiles, then why shouldn’t he have a go as well? And seeing as the clock was running out on the box office appeal of Emilio Estevez, why not drag him down for good measure? Thus the human race was blessed with Maximum Overdrive, directed by King himself, and adapted by his fair hand from his own short story, Trucks.

That self-explanatory title should give you some clue as to just how daft the premise is – the Earth passes through the tail of a comet and, for no apparent reason, every mechanical device on the planet springs into autonomous and malevolent life. Including lots and lots of trucks.

This fanciful notion is established within the opening minutes as a cash machine calls a customer (played by King himself) an asshole, a swing bridge opens by itself causing mayhem on the highway and – in one of the film’s more memorable moments – a vending machine wipes out a Little League baseball team by bombarding them with high velocity cans of soda.

The lofty concept duly explained, we head over to the Dixie Boy truck stop in North Carolina where Emilio Estevez is busy practicing a truly terrible good ol’ boy Southern accent. He plays Bill, a short order cook forced to work free overtime by his tyrannical boss, Bubba, who holds his employees – all of whom are ex-cons on probation - to ransom with the threat of revoked parole.
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After a few curious incidents in which an electric kitchen knife takes a slice out of the waitress, and the videogame cabinets electrocute a customer, things step up a notch when the trucks in the parking lot finally roar into life and lay siege to the place. Also trapped by the leering lorries are a foul-mouthed bible salesman, a tough-but-sexy female hitchhiker, two newlyweds, the sole surviving kid from the Little League Coke massacre and an assortment of utterly anonymous sweaty redneck types to act as cannon fodder for the rampaging roadhogs.

Stretching its already slender premise to breaking point, the movie then contrives several nonsensical reasons for characters to run out of the safety of the building and into harm’s way, while struggling to remain consistent with its own idiotic logic. After several minor characters have been gruesomely squashed – usually because they run in a straight line in front of the trucks, rather than taking advantage of their hardly-nimble 50 foot turning circle – Bubba reveals that, for no real reason, he’s got a basement full of heavy artillery including a rocket launcher and grenades. They take out several of the trucks in this manner and then...go back inside.

As the trucks begin to run low on fuel, an Army wagon rolls up with a machine gun mounted on the back and informs the fleshy humans – via morse code, no less – that if they don’t refuel the trucks, they’ll all be shot. It then shoots some of them just to punctuate the point.

Quite why the rocket launcher – or any of the other weapons in the basement - hasn’t sprung into similar sentient life is, unsurprisingly, glossed over with yet more vehicular murder. Indeed, despite the mysterious force taking control of everything from lawnmowers to light aircraft to ice cream trucks, there are several cars in the movie which remain inexplicably (yet conveniently) unaffected.

Eventually, having presumably grown tired of being bossed around by machines despite having the means to fight back all along, the humans – led, of course, by Emilio – make a break for it, and escape in a good old-fashioned sailboat to a nearby island, devoid of technology.

A closing caption then explains, in laudably random fashion, that a UFO was later destroyed in space by a Russian satellite, as if that information somehow justifies 90 minutes of incoherent truck terror.

Need to know: The eminently punchable role of greasy hillbilly stereotype Bubba was taken by Pat Hingle, probably best known as Commissioner Gordon in the Tim Burton Batman movies. The anonymous customer zapped by the arcade machines was played by Giancarlo Esposito, a great character actor whose regular work with directors like Bryan Singer, Michael Mann and Spike Lee (in films such as The Usual Suspects, Ali and Malcolm X) is balanced out with work in TV movie schlock like Chupacabra Terror. The part of Connie, the annoyingly nasal newlywed, was played by Yeardley Smith. Her voice will be more than familiar to most people – she’s the voice of Lisa Simpson.

Honorable mentions: In 1983 Estevez also appeared in Nightmares, a horror anthology, as a young man playing a deadly videogame. There followed the punk rock weirdness of Repo Man, and then The Breakfast Club and St Elmo’s Fire rocketed him to fame as one of the Brat Pack. Maximum Overdrive marked, quite conclusively, the end of Emilio’s run at the top of the box office and in recent years, his acting output has been sporadic at best – with an unbilled cameo in the first Mission Impossible movie (which ends with him being skewered by a rogue elevator) the cinematic highlight.

He recently went behind the camera to write and direct Bobby, a drama about the assassination of Robert Kennedy starring Anthony Hopkins. The two are, of course, old sparring partners ever since Hopkins tried to steal Emilio’s body in Freejack (see: Anthony Hopkins).

Rupert Everett

Cemetery Man (1994)

One of the few openly gay actors to be working in blockbuster circles, Everett is best known for his period dramas, having starred in such classics as The Madness of King George, Shakespeare In Love, The Importance Of Being Ernest and A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

He’s also proven a popular foil in romantic comedies like My Best Friend’s Wedding with Julia Roberts and The Next Best Thing with Madonna, where he’s helped to overcome the stereotype of the token kooky gay confidante with wry and emotionally compelling supporting turns. With his plummy voice and aristocratic features, it’s hardly surprising that he remains a popular choice when Hollywood needs a refined English gent for their big productions.

All of which makes his full-blooded appearance in this lurid Italian zombie yarn all the more intriguing.

Everett stars as Francesco Dellamorte, custodian of a strange cemetery in Northern Italy where – for reasons never explained – any corpse laid to rest automatically lurches back to life seven days later. Dellamorte doesn’t question this, he just deals with it by keeping a pistol handy. Tending graves and dispatching the living dead are merely tedious parts of the same trudging routine for him. The local townsfolk mock him for his impotence and (literally) dead end job, and his only friend is his brutish and simple-minded assistant Gnaghi.

[image: 133_img01.jpg]

Trapped by circumstance in this limbo of the undead, he dreams of getting away, but matters are complicated when he embarks on a series of romances with various women, all played by the same actress.

The first is buried in his graveyard, and he reluctantly shoots her resurrected body, only to discover that she was actually still alive. She then rises from the grave for real, and seduces him with her decomposing earthy charms. The second woman falls for him because, since being raped, she can only be turned on by impotent men. But, in yet another mind-bending twist, Dellamorte has been lying about his impotence, and almost submits to chemical castration to keep his love.

Finally driven insane by the maelstrom of weird shit that has taken over his life, Dellamorte embarks on a (possibly imaginary) murderous rampage, infliciting bloody revenge on the town, before taking Gnaghi and embarking a last ditch attempt to escape from their claustrophobic life. The reality of what has transpired is left up to the audience to decide.

Played more as a savage black comedy than a straight horror film, Cemetery Man (aka Dellamorte Dellamore, literally: Of Death, Of Love) features plenty of striking imagery and challenging ideas, as well as memorably insane set pieces such as a busload of dead boy scouts coming back to life all at once, Gnaghi’s strangely poignant love affair with the decapitated head of the mayor’s daughter, Everett shooting a nun in the face and a final piece of visual iconography that can genuinely be described as hauntingly poetic.

It should be clear by now that this film is included more for the novelty value of seeing the usually dapper Everett up to his neck in ghouls, guts and gore, rather than any question of the film’s quality. It’s actually a real gem, a darkly amusing existential comedy with much to say about our modern ennui - a highbrow splatter remake of Waiting For Godot, if you will – and well worth tracking down.

Need to know: Cemetery Man is based on a novel by Tiziano Sclazi, a writer who actually based the appearance of his popular 1980s comic book character, Dylan Dog, on Everett. When the time came to cast the movie version of Sclazi’s novel, there was naturally only one name on the list.

Director Michele Soavi was a protégé of famed Italian “giallo” maestro Dario Argento, and was once hailed as the natural heir to Argento’s crown. Sadly, after Cemetery Man, he retreated from film-making for several years before recently returning to make cop thrillers for Italian TV.
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From Corey Feldman to Brendan Fraser




Corey Feldman

Friday the 13th Part IV: The Final Chapter (1984)

Corey Feldman made his name as the (let’s be honest) less attractive of the two Corey’s, the other being the recently deceased Corey Haim. Together they ruled the hearts of pre-pubescent 1980s girls with their smirking movie capers, making them the highest paid teenagers in Hollywood history at the time.

However, let’s rewind. After several years of playing smart-ass kids on TV shows like Mork & Mindy and The Love Boat, Feldman landed his first lead movie role in this, the fourth entry in the stubbornly persistent Friday the 13th series, in which the 13-year-old Feldman pits his plucky wits against the unstoppable juggernaut of unholy slaughter, Jason Voorhees. Sadly, Feldman wins.

After a brief barrage of clips from the previous three movies, the optimistically titled Final Chapter picks up right after Part 3, with Jason’s supposedly deceased corpse being ferried to a local hospital. It takes all of two minutes for the hulking killer to rise from the dead once again, sawing the head off a horny morgue attendant and gutting his nurse girlfriend into the bargain. He then stomps all the way back to Crystal Lake, pausing only to ram his blade through the throat of a chubby hitchhiker.

This bracing dose of gratuitous bloody murder out of the way, we’re then introduced to the nubile knife-fodder lined up for this adventure in gore.

Despite Crystal Lake’s doubtlessly horrific reputation at this point, having been the location of dozens of grisly deaths, we find another carload of randy teenagers heading up to a house on the lake for a weekend of beer and scandalous pre-martial sex. Among their number is a young Crispin Glover, still a year away from finding some small measure of fame as Marty McFly’s socially inept father in Back To The Future. He’s playing an equally skittish and nervy geek in this movie as well, so you just know that Jason has something special planned for him.

We also meet the Jarvis family – Trish, a tediously decent yet startlingly hot young lady, her precocious little brother Tommy (Feldman) and their struggling single mom. They live in the remote house opposite the one rented by the bawdy teens, which at least means Jason doesn’t have far to walk between slayings. We also meet Rob, the brother of one of Jason’s victims from Part 2, who’s in the area armed with a machete to find and slay the undead monster. Naïve idiot doesn’t begin to cover it.

Following the obligatory twenty minutes of dull squabbling and shagging from the cast, the stupid people finally start to do stupid things (case in point: the girl who goes nude swimming in the dark), thus heralding the long overdue arrival of Jason on the scene. He quickly makes up for lost time, and gets to work slicing, crushing and impaling 99% of the cast in an orgy of slaughter made possible by the often inventive gore work of FX legend Tom Savini. Crispin Glover gets a messy demise involving a corkscrew through the hand and a cleaver in the face. Jason later crucifies his corpse, seemingly just for fun. Knives sink into skulls, axes thunk into torsos and one poor horny sap takes a harpoon to the groin.
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With Trish and Tommy the only ones left standing, they prepare for a final standoff against Jason, but Trish clearly isn’t up to the job. Luckily, young Tommy is a wannabe special effects guru and – working with impossible speed and a convenient old newspaper clipping – he shaves his head and makes himself up to look like the deformed child that Jason used to be, back when he drowned in the lake. As Voorhees advances slowly on Trish, Tommy leaps down the stairs with a cry of “Hey, Jason! Remember me?” and the lumbering Voorhees is naturally distracted by his miniature doppelganger. Well, he has got maggots in his brain.

Trish lunges forward with a machete, but succeeds only in knocking Jason’s mask off, revealing the mutilated features beneath. Being a girl, this makes her scream and drop the machete. Tommy takes his cue, grabs the weapon and embeds it in the side of Jason’s head. The killer topples over and, in a bravura piece of Savini FX work, his impaled skull slides gorily down the blade. Just for good measure, Tommy then hacks away at the corpse like a good „un, shrieking “Die! Die! Die!” as he goes.

We cut to the local hospital, where Trish and Tommy are being cared for after their ordeal. The doctor’s reassure Trish that Tommy acted completely normally given the circumstances, and almost certainly won’t suffer any lasting psychological damage from witnessing numerous visceral murders and frantically slicing a zombie maniac to pieces, all at the tender age of twelve years old. As the brother and sister embrace, the ominous final shot of Tommy’s wild lunatic stare suggests otherwise. Well, duh.

Need to know: The Final Chapter subtitle proved, of course, to be blatantly inaccurate – the franchise returned the following year with the cleverly titled A New Beginning. Feldman returned briefly as Tommy Jarvis for an opening dream sequence, before bequeathing the role to John Sheperd as the now adult Tommy, locked away at a remote halfway house for potential serial killers. Amazingly, people start to die all over again. This entry proved controversial with fans, when it was revealed at the climax that the killer wasn’t really Jason Voorhees, but a local barmpot dressed up as him.

The Friday the 13th series spawned another five sequels after that, culminating in the futuristic carnage of Jason X in 2001. In 2003 the killer returned in the rather limp Freddy vs Jason, which pitted Voorhees against the demonic dream killer from the Nightmare on Elm Street saga (see: Johnny Depp, Patricia Arquette, Laurence Fishburne). A revived Jason Voorhees returned to terrorise moviegoers in the 2009 series reboot, simply called Friday the 13th. For another star who paid his dues on the business end of Jason’s blades, see: Kevin Bacon.

Honorable mentions: Feldman made his big screen debut with a tiny role as “Boy at Museum” in the 1979 film, Time After Time, in which Jack the Ripper flees to modern day San Francisco using HG Wells’ time machine. The classic author is forced to follow the killer to save the day. It’s an insane premise, but the movie is well worth finding, featuring as it does two superb performances from David Warner (as Jack) and Malcolm McDowell (as Wells).

Feldman’s career soared from 1985 through to 1989, clocking up major roles in critical and commercial hits like Gremlins, Stand By Me, The Goonies and The Lost Boys, where he appeared alongside Jason Patric and Corey Haim. In 1988 he re-teamed with his fellow Corey for the teen comedy Licence To Drive, but the public had already tired of their cheesy charms. After providing the voice for Donatello in the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles movie in 1990, Feldman’s career sank into straight-to-video crap, while drug problems blighted his personal life.

His recent work includes such timeless classics as Puppet Master vs Demonic Toys, Bikini Bandits, The Toxic Avenger 4 (see: Marisa Tomei) and the longawaited (and spectularly awful) Lost Boys 2: The Tribe.

Will Ferrell

The Death Artist (1995)

Walter Paisley (Anthony Michael Hall) is the awkward, basement-dwelling busboy at Jabberjaw, a painfully hip bohemian coffee bar where pretentious poetry and nude violin performances are the norm. Trying desperately to break into the world of post-modern art, and impress local hippy chick Carla (Justine Bateman), Walter is a running joke for both the patrons and staff of the elitist establishment.

Walter’s big break comes when he accidentally stabs his elderly neighbour’s cat while freeing it from a hollow wall. Inspiration strikes, he sets to work with some plaster and the next day his sculpture, Dead Cat, is the toast of the town.

Of course, everyone wants to know what this exciting new talent will produce next and the bodies start to pile up, with Walter at first reluctant and then maniacal in his drive to stay in the good graces of the shallow coffee house crowd. From caved-in skulls to garrotted women, and a particularly nasty severed head produced by introducing a carpenter to his own benchsaw, Walter’s gruesome work starts to attract attention from the cops as well as the hipper-than-thou bourgeoisie.

His ghoulish methods are inevitably uncovered, and the disturbed young man flees back to his dingy apartment. When the baying mob break down his door, they find Walter’s final masterpiece – his own hanging corpse, dripping in plaster.

But back up a little - who is the frazzled hipster who is the first to pass comment on the seminal Dead Cat? Why, that would be comedy superstar Will Ferrell in his very first screen appearance, shot just months before he began his climb to stardom. Clad in a lurid tropical shirt, corkscrew hairdo and a horrendous furry waistcoat, Ferrell – credited only as “Young Man” – enthusiastically declares the preserved pussy to be “out there, man” but admits that he doesn’t have any money to buy it. Ferrell’s fuzzy face turns up again shortly afterwards, as the thronging crowd bid to buy the statue, announcing that “I’ve found five bucks, I can buy your cat”.
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That’s all the Ferrell you get, but his appearance isn’t all that unlikely, given that the movie is far more satirical comedy than serious horror.

Need to know: The Death Artist, also released as Dark Secrets, is a TV remake of the 1959 Roger Corman flick, Bucket of Blood, in which Dick Miller’s wannabe beatnik becomes the toast of bohemia thanks to his lifelike sculptures. The stories are almost identical, though the 1959 version didn’t bother to include a nude violinist. Other notable faces to watch out for in the cast are comedian Dave Cross as a bar regular, Sam Lloyd as Jabberjaw owner Leonard, who TV viewers may recognize as Ted Buckland from Scrubs or Desperate Housewives’ Dr Goldfine, and Mink Stole, a regular in John Waters’ early sleaze movies such as Mondo Trasho and Pink Flamingoes.

For another young comedy star who started out in a Corman remake, see: Mila Kunis.

Laurence Fishburne

See: Patricia Arquette

Errol Flynn

Assault of the Rebel Girls (1959)

While many screen legends have ended their career reduced to starring in terrible movies, few falls from grace have the same tragic air as that of Errol Flynn. The dashing swashbuckler had long since gone to seed when he churned out this truly amateurish potboiler, mere months before his death.

The plot, if you can call this limp procession of loosely connected events a “plot”, follows a young American girl called Beverly from the New York beauty parlor where she works to the heart of Fidel Castro’s Cuban revolution. Her boyfriend is fighting for the rebels, and when she is offered the chance to help smuggle arms to aid in the cause, she jumps at the chance. What follows is a meandering collection of incidents, largely devoid of drama or intrigue, performed with all the rigour of a reluctant school play.
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Flynn’s role in this farcical flop is multi-faceted. He takes credit for the script, and provides a mellifluous voiceover which narrates most of the first act of the movie. The 50-year-old Flynn also appears occasionally on-screen, playing himself as a war correspondent. He cuts a sorry figure, his debonair matinee idol looks turned bloated and puffy by decades of fine living.

Flynn drifts in and out of the tale, leaving most of the screen time to the rest of the untrained cast who, unfortunately, deliver each line with the sort of thudding stiffness that suggests they were reading off cue cards behind the camera. There are a few ineptly staged shoot outs, a wonderfully pointless scene in which those battling rebel girls take a bath in a lake, and lots of wordy prattle about the righteousness of Castro’s cause.

The movie barely scrapes to feature length, running at just over 60 minutes in length, and Flynn signs off with a slightly slurred monologue to camera that oozes with idealistic cheese. “I guess this about ends up another stage in the fight to rid Latin America of tyrants, dictators” he mumbles incoherently. “But the spirit started by this handful of wonderful rebels is spreading and growing stronger every day. And all you young men and women fighting for political freedom and your own beliefs - everywhere - I wish you good luck!”

He would never be seen on screen again.

Need to know: Also known as Cuban Rebel Girls, the behind-the-scenes story of this obscure wreck is far more interesting than anything on the screen. Flynn co-owned a movie theater in Havana during General Batista’s reign, and stayed around when Castro came to power. In fact, much of the footage of the rebel soldiers was genuine, shot by Flynn and friends on the streets of Cuba, and was previously used for a documentary called The Cuban Story that Flynn also narrated.

Unfounded rumors persist that Flynn only made Rebel Girls because he owed money to some less-than-savory businessmen who had fronted him some much-needed cash as part of a stalled production deal, and he had to give them a movie – any movie - in return or face brutal retribution. Other rumors suggest the movie was intended as a tax write-off, since Flynn had problems with the IRS. Whatever the reason, it’s clear just from watching the thing that it was in no way a professional production.

Posters for the film euphemistically boasted that star Beverly Aadland was Flynn’s “17-year-old protégé” but given the star’s numerous court cases for statutory rape, most saw through that flimsy cover. After Flynn’s death, Aadland’s mother published a book, The Big Love, which claimed the actor had been dating her daughter since she was fifteen. With no famous lover to keep her in front of the cameras, Rebel Girls marked Beverly’s only film role. She died in 2010 at the age of 68.

Assault of the Rebel Girls also marked the directorial debut of Barry Mahon, one of Flynn’s drinking buddies. His later films would include Hollywood Nudes Report, Nude Las Vegas, Nude Scrapbook, Naughty Nudes, Nudes on Tiger Reef and The Diary of Knockers McCalla. Somewhere around the end of the 1960s, Mahon clearly had a drastic change of heart, since he began alternating soft porn with children’s movies, helming live action versions of The Wonderful Land of Oz, Thumbelina and Jack and the Beanstalk. His final film was the marvelously surreal Santa and the Ice Cream Bunny, a title which could apply equally well to either a porno or a kid’s movie.

Honorable mention: One of Flynn’s earliest screen appearances was in the 1935 Perry Mason thriller The Case of the Curious Bride. The future swashbuckler, right on the verge of becoming a star in Captain Blood, played a corpse. For more stars that started out playing dead people, see: Kevin Costner, Matt LeBlanc and John Wayne.

Lara Flynn Boyle

Poltergeist III (1988)

Churned out six years after the genuinely creepy and entertaining original, Poltergeist III is a shining example of how quickly a promising idea can turn to dreary sludge once the driving creative forces – in this case producer Steven Spielberg, director Tobe Hooper and most of the cast - move on to better things.

This third and thankfully final installment finds Carol Anne, the spook-baiting moppet from the previous two movies, dumped by her long suffering family in the reluctant care of a hitherto unmentioned yuppie aunt, Patricia (Robocop’s Nancy Allen) and her new husband, Bruce (an almost comatose Tom Skerritt).

The epitome of late 1980s urban achievement, Bruce is the manager of a gleaming new Chicago skyscraper which also houses their apartment, his office, the art gallery where Patricia works as well as a multitude of shops and leisure facilities. Also living with them is Donna, Bruce’s exuberant teenage daughter from a previous marriage, played by Lara Flynn Boyle in her movie debut, looking, dressing and acting almost exactly like Winona Ryder.

The opening credits have barely faded from the screen when young Carol Anne’s penthouse view is spoiled by the sight of a friendly window cleaner transforming into the demonic Preacher Kane, the impossibly bland plot device created for Poltergeist II to justify another round of spooky happenings.

We soon learn that Carol Anne is now enrolled at a school for gifted yet troubled youngsters where her teacher, Dr. Seaton, is convinced that her supernatural reputation is simply the result of her psychic ability to make people share mass hallucinations. Quite why he views this outlandish and baseless nonsense as a more plausible explanation than the existence of an actual poltergeist is, unsurprisingly, never addressed.

With little time or interest in such frivolities as atmosphere, character development or nuance, the skyscraper is soon bedeviled by mysteriously cracked mirrors, drops in temperature and electrical faults.

When Bruce and Patricia go to the opening of a new gallery exhibit and leave Donna to babysit her spooky step-niece, the feisty teen puts up only a token struggle when Carol Anne suggests she go to her boyfriend Scott’s party instead. Of course, no sooner has Donna left the apartment than Carol Anne is assailed by demonic forces, forcing her to flee into the heart of the possessed building.

Meanwhile, Donna and Scott have used Bruce’s master keys to sneak their friends into the exclusive swimming pool, but while fixing the security cameras they notice Carol Anne wandering around in the garage. Racing to her rescue, all three of them are grabbed by the rotting limbs of the undead and pulled through to The Other Side, via a mystical portal contained in...a puddle.

As a furious Bruce surveys the swimming pool after the building security has rounded up the giddy teens, the surface suddenly freezes over and Scott is vomited forth from the icy depths, gibbering that “He’s got them”.

Enter Tangina, the squeaky-voiced psychic from the previous movies whose name suggests either a refreshing fizzy orange drink or a contagious gynecological infliction, depending on how you pronounce it. She’s quick to explain to Bruce, Patricia and a conveniently summoned Dr. Seaton that evil old Kane has renewed his attempts to get Carol Anne to lead him and his followers “into the light”.

At this point things go from tepid to stupid, as Tangina touches a mirror and instantly turns into a rotting corpse. Out of this gloopy carcass emerges a hysterical Donna and while the increasingly irritating Dr. Seaton tries to convince everyone that it’s all a mirage Bruce and Patricia set off after an apparition of Carol Anne that is now haunting the many mirrored surfaces in the skyscraper.

Donna sends Dr. Seaton to find her father, but no sooner has the annoying quack set off than he’s shoved down a lift shaft by the grinning Donna. As she cackles and embraces Scott, they take turns in pulling skin off each other’s face before strolling back down the corridor, making sure us poor dopes in the audience grasp the concept that the Scott and Donna that returned from The Other Side are, in fact, evil mirror doubles.
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Meanwhile, Bruce and Patricia are pursued up and down the building (now magically devoid of people) by the forces of evil, using such baffling techniques as frozen poultry and ice-clad cars to try and kill the confused couple. Finally making their way back to the apartment via the external window cleaning trolley, Bruce vanishes into the mythical Other Side, leaving Patricia to try and pummel Kane to death with a conveniently placed shovel.

Just when you think things can’t get any more idiotic, the spirit of Tangina appears and tells Kane that he no longer needs Carol Anne as she can guide him to the light instead - “Ah have the knowledge and the POW-AH” she trills, like a hillbilly canary. Of course, it would have been handy if she’d revealed this pivotal information way back before everyone was molested by demons – sometime during the first movie, perhaps - but where’s the fun in that?

And so, in one of the most anticlimactic scenes in any movie trilogy ever, the squeaky old lady simply takes the evil monster by the hand and walks him towards a large light bulb. Problem solved. Bruce, Donna and Carol Anne emerge from the mirror and everyone weeps with joy at the end of their ordeal. Well, everyone except the still-absent Scott, who must apparently remain trapped in a hellish alternate dimension for eternity. But, hey, who’s counting?

Need to know: Heather O’Rourke, the young girl who played Carol Anne in all three movies, died suddenly before Poltergeist III was released. She was just 12-years-old. Diagnosed with a bowel disorder during shooting, you can see the bloating effects of the steroid treatment on her face from scene to scene. Rumors persist that when O’Rourke died the ending of the movie was reshot, and the rather abrupt conclusion – during which we notably don’t see Carol Anne’s face – would seem to support this. The finished film, for what it’s worth, was dedicated to her memory.

The role of Dr. Seaton, the creepy doctor who takes an elevator smack in the chops, was played by Richard Fire. Poltergeist III marked his only major film role, though he was more productive behind the scenes – in 1986 he co-wrote the notoriously brutal Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer.

Honorable mentions: The year following Poltergeist III, Lara Flynn Boyle costarred in the rather more respectable Dead Poets Society and in 1989 joined the cast of David Lynch’s acclaimed TV series, Twin Peaks. More hilariously crappy entries on her CV include the gratuitous psycho-secretary thriller, The Temp, and The Dark Backward, a gross-out horror comedy in which a stand-up comic grows a third arm.

Henry Fonda

See: John Huston

Harrison Ford

The Possessed (1977)

It doesn’t take much movie knowledge to realize that 1977 was something of a breakthrough year for Harrison Ford. In May of that year Star Wars burst into cinemas around the world and transformed the one-time carpenter into a swashbuckling anti-hero, complete with laconic world-weary drawl and an alarmingly hairy companion. No, not Mark Hamill.

But only weeks before this world-changing event, Ford also co-starred in The Possessed, a little-seen TV movie about demonic danger at a girl’s school. Clearly inspired by The Exorcist (or ripped off from it, depending on how cynical you feel) the movie was meant to be the pilot for a proposed TV show about a jaded priest called Kevin, forced to travel America fighting evil forces wherever they may strike – a sort of prototype X-Files, with more than a hint of Kolchak the Night Stalker.

Father Kevin’s first - and, as it turned out, only – case involved a series of mysterious fires at a girl’s school where the science teacher is one Paul Winjam, played by none other than the man who would be Indiana Jones. Indeed, our first introduction to the bizarrely named Winjam is remarkably similar to his classroom scene in Raiders of the Lost Ark, as he teaches a room full of lusty Lolitas all about the life cycle of spiders.
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Unlike Indy, this teacher lacks moral fiber and is already embroiled in a raunchy affair with one of his young charges. Also unlike Indy, Paul Winjam isn’t the sort of character who lives to fight another day – he gets claimed by the infernal flames and spontaneously combusts, rather hilariously, in a locked classroom long before the finale.

While his screen time is brief, it’s an important role and Ford comes across well – as you’d expect, given that he was still in the first flushes of Han Solo’s tousle-haired scoundrel glory.

Need to know: The Possessed has more than a few elements in common with Ford’s rather more famous 2000 supernatural thriller, What Lies Beneath. In both movies he plays a teacher or professor engaged in an affair with a pupil, both movies feature the leading lady being possessed by spirits and both build to climactic confrontations involving water. Even spookier, both movies co-starred actress Diana Scarwid. In The Possessed she plays the best friend of Harrison’s jailbait lover, in What Lies Beneath she fulfilled best friend duties for Harrison’s wife, Michelle Pfeiffer.

Matthew Fox

See: Philip Seymour Hoffman

Michael J. Fox

Class of 1984 (1982)

Andrew Norris is an idealistic teacher starting at a violent inner city school, Lincoln High, after a long break from the profession. He thinks his music lessons will soothe the savage beasts. He’s in for a rude awakening.

The school is plastered in graffiti. Armed security guards pass students through metal detectors on the way in, but simply shrug if someone manages to get a straight razor past the system. The school’s biology teacher, Mr Corrigan (Roddy McDowell), hides a gun in his briefcase and informs Norris on his first day, “Everyone carries something here.”

Of course, this was 1982, and the idea of guns and knives in the classroom was still the stuff of wild dystopian fantasy rather than an average day at your local state school.

Not all the kids are bad though. Mr Norris’ music class is a veritable haven of quiet studious instrument enthusiasts – including Arthur, a short, chubby, wisecracking trumpet player with an alarming pudding bowl haircut, played by the young Michael J. Fox, credited here as plain old Michael Fox.

Ruling over the school, however, is Peter Stegman, a cocky punk who leads his gang of cartoonishly evil teen miscreants in such delightful after school pastimes as drug dealing, pimping and beating up black people. Swathed in leather, chains, swastikas and painfully 1980s goth make-up, they swagger around the school at will, the faculty long since having given up on making them obey the rules.

But Mr Norris ain’t having it. He almost catches Stegman in the act of selling angel dust to Arthur’s friend, but he arrives just too late to prove anything. When said friend, whacked out of his gourd on pixie powder, scales the school flagpole and plummets to his death, Norris decides that if the principal or the cops won’t stop Stegman, he will.
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At first the rivalry is petty – cars are vandalized, classes are disrupted – but things escalate steadily, with Stegman smashing his own face in to frame Norris. When it looks like Arthur has blabbed to the cops about who sold the drugs to his friend, Stegman coerces a young gang wannabe into stabbing poor Michael J. Fox in the stomach, using a lunchroom riot as the perfect cover. The last we see of Arthur, he’s gasping a statement to the cops, implicating Stegman in his unrequested torso piercing. But, as always, nobody can prove anything because nobody ever sees Stegman actually get his hands dirty, and as a juvenile he can only be held for 24 hours.

Up to this point the film has been a lurid and exploitative romp through Teens Gone Wild stereotypes, a sort of Clockwork Orange meets Saved By The Bell affair, but the dial marked “tasteless excess” is twisted to eleven for the finale.

As Mr Norris prepares to lead his sugary sweet music class in a public recital, Stegman breaks into his house and gang-rapes Norris’ pregnant wife before kidnapping her and dragging her back to the school. Before he can even tap his baton, Norris is handed a photo of his wife’s defilement at Stegman’s hands. The furious teacher promptly abandons the show, sprints out of the assembly hall and heads into the bowels of the school for a showdown with the thugs.

It’s here that the movie turns from classroom drama to gruesome vigilante slasher, as Norris picks off Stegman’s cronies one by one. One has his arm sliced off with a buzz saw, before being shoved backwards onto the whirling blade. Another is burned alive. Two more are crushed by a car in the auto repair classroom. Finally facing Stegman on the roof, Norris pummels the adolescent monster to a bloody pulp and shoves him through a skylight. Stegman’s bludgeoned corpse crashes into the concert hall, hanging grotesquely from a rope.

It’s all OK though. A final caption reassures the viewer that Mr Norris got away with his killing spree because nobody saw him do it. Oh, savage reactionary 1980s bloodlust, how sweet you taste!

Need to know: Class of 1984 was co-written and directed by Mark Lester, a venerable veteran of the B-movie scene who helmed the early Arnie outing, Commando, and the Stephen King adaptation, Firestarter (see: Drew Barrymore). He would return to the high school theme with the 1990 semi-sequel, Class of 1999, this time siding with the kids and featuring Pam Grier as a killer cyborg teacher.

Lester’s co-author on the Class of 1984 screenplay was Tom Holland, the director of Fright Night and the first Child’s Play movie. Timothy Van Patten, who played the monstrous Stegman, is now a successful TV director with stints on The Sopranos, Deadwood and Sex & the City to his credit.

Brendan Fraser

See: Josh Lucas

Morgan Freeman

Blade (1973)

Before you ask, sadly, the answer is no. Hollywood’s most dignified statesman did not start out playing an early screen version of Marvel Comics’ ass-kicking vampire slayer. Even so, his performance as a jive talking Black Power agitator in this clunky serial killer thriller is far enough away from his popular image to be worth a look.

The Blade of the title is actually Jimmy Blade, yet another devil-may-care police detective who doesn’t do things by the book. He’s a loose cannon! He’s off the case! And so on. Although, as played by 66-year-old character actor John Marley, Blade certainly doesn’t look like a hard-ass rebel, what with waves of bouffant silver hair cresting his skull, a tweed jacket and a tasteful ascot tied around his craggy neck.

Blade is so rebellious that he’s already been chewed out by his boss while the opening credits are still fresh, mostly for being too “chummy with militants”. The daughter of a prominent local politician has been murdered, and her drug-dealing black boyfriend is naturally the prime suspect. Cue Morgan Freeman, hidden behind sunglasses and the beginnings of an impressive afro, as the local black leader who warns Blade that if he doesn’t let the young brother go, there’ll be trouble. He also likes to call everyone “baby”, because it was 1973 and that’s what groovy black people were supposed to say back then.
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The promised trouble remains largely off-screen, however, which means Freeman’s brief role is swiftly backgrounded in favor of some more tame murders, lots of police bickering and scenes in which Blade eats yogurt with his girlfriend. Tasty.

Need to know: Blade is most commonly available in its 1982 home video incarnation, which trims ten minutes of murder and nudity and also smothers the occasional mild swear with distracting background noise, as in the scene where Blade calls someone a “son of a CAR HORN”. This edit is a fairly crude hatchet job, and coupled with the wobbly camerawork makes for a confusing and unsatisfying viewing experience.

The killer, whose identity is revealed almost immediately, was played by Jon Cypher, better known as Chief Fletcher Daniels from Hill Street Blues. Blade’s belligerent boss was played by John Schuck, an actor who has spent most of his life under latex make-up. As well as appearing as various aliens in Star Trek VI, Star Trek: Deep Space Nine, Star Trek: Voyager and Enterprise, he was also Herman Munster in the ill-conceived modern update, The Munsters Today. Schuck can be found in two other entries in this book: the painful Project: ALF (see: Martin Sheen) and Demon Knight (see: Jada Pinkett Smith).

Ernest Pintoff, producer, co-writer and director of Blade, was actually an Oscar winner. He won for the 1963 animated short, The Critic, in which Mel Brooks heckles cartoons with increasingly surreal commentary.

Honorable Mentions: Morgan Freeman went on to appear as a regular cast member in the cult childrens variety show, The Electric Company, portraying everything from cops to vampires. It wasn’t until 1989, and Driving Miss Daisy, that Hollywood took notice of his considerable talents. That’s not to say his ability to avoid cheese has been faultless. Check out the 2003 Stephen King flop Dreamcatcher for the timeless sight of Freeman, adorned with enormous bushy white eyebrows, as a ruthless Army colonel at war with invading aliens known as “shit weasels”.
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From Mel Gibson to Melanie Griffith




Mel Gibson

Coast of Terror (1977)

Most people think Mel Gibson’s movie debut came in the 1979 cult action classic, The Road Warrior. True, the role of Mad Max was what brought Mel to the world’s attention – but he actually broke his big screen cherry several years earlier in this rather amateurish thriller, which combines soporific coming-of-age clichés with a bizarrely violent Deliverance style ending.

The setting for our tale is 1960s Australia, and four young men are embarking on a road trip of beer, sex and surfing to celebrate the impending marriage of one of their number. The groom in question is Sandy, and right from the start it’s unclear why this trip is taking place.

A spineless whining wet blanket of a man, Sandy doesn’t appear to even like his companions, let alone want to spend a weekend of booze and casual fornication with them. The primary reason for his distaste is Boo, an arrogant cocksure womanizer whose odious presence would test even the most macho party animal’s patience. Stuck in between the two are Robbie (who says and does nothing for practically the whole movie) and the peculiarly named Scollop, as portrayed by the 21-year-old Mel Gibson.

With his hair a strange orange color, and clad in tiny denim shorts and a cut-off t-shirt, Mel looks more like an entrant in the 1977 Miss Dixieland beauty pageant than the grizzled action man we know and love and, as the quartet set off, he cheerfully squeaks “Boy dead!” with unusual glee. A strange thing to be happy about, you might think. Once you realize that Mel has yet to lose his Australian accent and is actually saying “Bye Dad”, the proceedings become much clearer.

As their odyssey begins, it soon becomes apparent that much of this journey will be composed of montages. In fact, at a rough estimate, over half the running time is taken up with utterly pointless and unrelated montages. Animals gambol through the brush to the sound of gentle guitar music. Surfers frolic in the waves to pounding rock and roll. There are many, many lingering shots of sunrises and sunsets. Periodically, the montages are interrupted for a brief scene of dialogue with our four rascals.

Slowly – oh, so very slowly – the movie gets the lads to a small town where they set up camp at a local campsite. There’s a dance that very night – apparently held in a large shed – and Boo is in the mood for love. He’s set his sights on Caroline, the daughter of the campsite owner, and once the festivities end he crudely seduces her in the icy depths of a rusty water tower. Damn, he’s quite the catch, right girls?

Somewhat predictably, he dumps her in no uncertain terms on the way home, leaving her to face the wrath of her father.

We know something awful is going to happen, since the next montage is of blood red skies and furious tides, all set to bewildering atonal electronic noises. Thankfully, normal service is soon resumed as these apocalyptic scenes segue clumsily into – yes – more jaunty surfers frolicking to rock and roll.

Relations between the four friends are strained when Caroline pleads with Sandy to help her find Boo, although given that the town consists of about five houses and a beach, it shouldn’t be that hard. Sandy berates her for giving away her virginity so easily, but it’s clear that the prudish fellow harbors more resentment for his supposed friend. Suddenly, after almost eighty minutes of meandering nonsense, the movie accelerates at ludicrous speed and crams the entire story into the final ten minutes.

When their car breaks down in the middle of nowhere, Boo and Sandy argue some more, and it emerges that Boo has spent the previous week “parking in cars” with Sandy’s fiancée. The timid groom finally shows his cojones, and punches the bejesus out of the smug lothario before grabbing a rifle from the trunk of the car and fleeing into the night. Boo doesn’t fancy spending the night in a car while an armed love rival prowls outside, so he decides to hitchhike back into town. Alone.

Sandy stalks Boo through the undergrowth but, before he can take his bloody revenge, Boo manages to flag down a car. Throwing open the door, he finds himself faced with the barrel of a shotgun. It’s Caroline’s father, and he wastes no time in making a large messy hole in Boo’s guts. As the psycho daddy advances on his dying victim, Sandy shoots him dead with one of the most hilarious head wounds in motion picture history.

Meanwhile, Scollop has discovered Boo’s corpse, a scene which finds Mel wearing a startling orange knitted jerkin, and reveals a talent for desperate sobbing from young Gibson that wouldn’t be heard again until his infamous phone tapes leaked in 2010. This emotional watershed duly tackled, we then cut straight to the end of Sandy’s trial where, in a staggeringly brief anticlimax, the judge finds him not guilty of murder and sends him on his way. We leave Sandy reunited with his whorish fiancée, presumably having learned some lesson or other.
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Need to know: Coast of Terror is also known by the less sensational, though no more accurate, title Summer City. While the film undoubtedly takes place in the summer, the entire story takes place in the Australian coastal countryside, with nary a city in sight. In fact, you’re lucky to spot a building with two storeys throughout the whole thing.

Steve Bisley, the actor who played Boo, reteamed with Mel Gibson once again as Jim Goose in Mad Max. John Jarratt, who played the wimpy Sandy, might be recognizable to horror fans for a more recent – and far more bloodthirsty – role; he played the brutal outback serial killer in Greg McLean’s 2005 slasher movie, Wolf Creek. The part of Robbie was played by Phillip Avalon, who both wrote and produced the film. If you head over to the film’s entry on the Internet Movie Database, you may still be able to find an amusing squabble between Avalon and the director, Chris Fraser, among the user comments.

Crispin Glover

See: Corey Feldman

Jeff Goldblum

Death Wish (1974)

Jeff Goldblum is one of those actors with such a unique presence that they’ve pretty much cornered the market. If you want a Jeff Goldblum type for your movie, the list can only ever contain one name. This may be why Goldblum, much like fellow oddball Christopher Walken, has been able to swing from weird low budget movies to massive blockbusters without throwing his career completely off the rails.

This would make it hard to pick one particularly memorable entry in his eclectic filmography, if it weren’t for his infamous screen debut as the callous punk who set Charles Bronson on a mission of vengeance that would stretch across five movies. Yes, the Death Wish franchise is Jeff Goldblum’s fault.
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We’re not even five minutes into the first movie when Jeff makes his giddy appearance as Freak #1, along with two fellow freaks of dubious intent. Although they’re dressed as if they’re going to an avant garde art installation in Greenwich Village, Jeff’s boys have got more sinister amusements in mind.

They’re causing a right old ruckus in a New York supermarket when we first see them, manhandling frozen chickens and scampering about like silly monkeys. Jeff flicks his tounge lasciviously at the checkout girl. Have these punks got no goddam respect?

The wife and daughter of Paul Kersey, Bronson’s mild-mannered architect, are also shopping in the store, and the trio of thugs make a note of the address on their grocery delivery slip. Jeff, in a very Goldblum moment, visibly pants with excitement at the prospect of what might follow.

Having tracked Kersey’s innocent family back to their apartment, Jeff reprimands his fellow miscreants for taking time out to spray graffiti on the walls. “Shit, man” he drawls, “We got business”. Their business, of course, is robbery, rape and murder, without which Paul Kersey won’t be roused from his life of blissful liberal ignorance and set on the path of righteous vigilante fury. “Don’t jive, mother! You know what we want!” says the young Goldblum as Kersey’s wife demands to know why three cartoonish miscreants have stormed into her home.

Right from the start, it’s Jeff who leads the way. “Goddam rich c**t! I kill rich c**ts!” he barks, as he beats the terrified mother around the head. He’s also the first to loosen his trousers and initiate the rape of her daughter. It’s an ugly scene, made all the more ugly for the squalid violence that follows in its wake during the rest of the film – and indeed the four sequels.

The irony, of course, is that the last we see of Goldblum and his partners in crime is as they flee the scene. While Paul Kersey is tipped into an obsessive crusade against street punks by the home invasion, he never actually finds the ones responsible for his family’s murder.

Need to know: Death Wish was directed by British sleaze master Michael Winner, who cast Goldblum again three years later in his overcooked Satanic horror, The Sentinel (see: Christopher Walken). The role of Kersey’s doomed wife was played by Hope Lange, Oscar-nominated in 1957 for her part in Peyton Place.

Death Wish was based on the novel by Brian Garfield, who also provided the story for the Reagan-era domestic slasher The Stepfather. Garfield also penned the novel Death Sentence, which was made into a movie with Kevin Bacon in 2007. It’s about a mild mannered family man who embarks on a vigilante crusade when his son is killed by street thugs. Hmm. Sounds familiar.

Honorable Mentions: There’s no shortage of the weird and wonderful in Goldblum’s career. Of particular note are a supporting role in the 1978 remake of Invasion of the Body Snatchers; the cult classic The Adventures of Buckaroo Banzai Across the Eighth Dimension; the horror comedy flop Transylvania 6-5000; the Dean Koontz supernatural thriller Hideaway, the sci-fi comedy flop Earth Girls Are Easy (see: Jim Carrey) and the creepy sci-fi drama Powder, directed by Victor Salva (see: Sam Rockwell). And, of course, there are the genre blockbusters, ranging from Cronenberg’s brilliant and gloopy take on The Fly, Spielberg’s dinosaur romp Jurassic Park and it’s sequel, The Lost World, and Independence Day, in which Jeff saves the world with a Apple Mac laptop.

John Goodman

C.H.U.D. (1984)

Something foul and hungry is stirring beneath the streets of Manhattan but, as the only people to fall prey to the ravenous monsters are homeless people living in New York’s maze of underground tunnels, nobody has noticed.

Well, that’s not quite true. Gonk-haired soup kitchen beatnik The Reverend has realized that some of his regulars have gone missing, and George Cooper, a fashion photographer looking to break out into serious reportage, also stumbles across the mystery as he prepares a portfolio of work on the city’s transient population.

It’s only when the wife of dour Detective Bosch gets dragged into a manhole while walking her dog that the truth becomes known – the creatures are C.H.U.Ds, or Cannibalistic Humanoid Underground Dwellers. Worse, our heroes uncover that the cause of this flesh-munching army is a conspiracy to dump toxic waste under the streets of the Big Apple, a rather cavalier plot which goes by – yes – the C.H.U.D. acronym, though this time it stands for Contamination Hazard Urban Disposal. Whichever interpretation of the letters you prefer, the result is the same – mutant meat-eating subterranean hobos with glowing eyes, razor sharp fangs and a radioactive aura.

Of course, the fiendish forces of corporate conspiracy are determined to cover up the truth – even when the creatures are devouring entire SWAT teams – and set about opening the gas mains under the city, apparently unconcerned with the possibility of blowing New York off the map entirely.

In the middle of all this rather enjoyable gonzo B-movie mayhem we find two cops, whose goal of scoring a cup of coffee and a cheeseburger in a diner is ruined when voracious C.H.U.Ds burst in through the windows. Yes, impossible to miss, the cop who cheekily eyes the waitress’s ass while ordering his lunch is John Goodman, still three years away from his first sniff of fame in Raising Arizona, and reveling in his meager three lines before being (presumably) devoured off-screen.
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Need to know: The character of The Reverend was played by Daniel Stern, now best known for City Slickers and as Joe Pesci’s accomplice in the first two Home Alone movies. George Cooper was played by John Heard who also appeared in the Home Alone series, as the scatterbrained father who repeatedly (and quite understandably) misplaces Macauley Culkin.

John Goodman’s scene in C.H.U.D. has moved around rather a lot – it was originally edited in at the very end, to provide the traditional pre-credits jump scare, but in some video and DVD versions the scene appears earlier in the movie.

A mostly unrelated sequel, Bud the C.H.U.D, followed in 1989. Written by Ed Naha, who also wrote Troll (see: Julia Louis-Dreyfuss), this rather silly follow-up featured slumming star Robert Vaughn and Mick Jagger’s ex-wife, Bianca.

Ryan Gosling

Frankenstein and Me (1996)

These days you’re likely to find Ryan Gosling playing interesting characters in offbeat independent dramas, such as one half of a fractured relationship in Blue Valentine, a Jewish misfit who becomes a neo-Nazi in The Believer, a man in love with a doll in Lars and the Real Girl, or the crack-addicted school teacher in Half Nelson, a role that earned him an Oscar nomination.

Back when he was an up and coming Canadian teenager, however, you would have found him as one of the Mouseketeers on TV’s Mickey Mouse Club, appearing in one-off episodes of Goosebumps and Are You Afraid Of The Dark? He also provided cheery best friend duties for the lead character in this amiable but aimless homage to the golden age of monster movies.

Earl Williams is a boy with problems. It’s the 1970s in Nevada, and he loves monsters and horror movies, but his battleaxe school teacher, Miss Perdue, sees his daydreaming as a sign of delinquency. Mom isn’t much better, but there’s one ray of light in Earl’s downtrodden existence: his dad is Burt Reynolds, in all his hairy, musky glory.

Earl’s dad once dreamed of being a big shot movie director, but he gave up on his dream and ended up stuck in the ass-end of the desert. He’s determined that his sons will escape this fate, and encourages Earl to follow his passion. Of course, such paternal support will surely suck the drama out of Earl’s situation, so Burt Reynolds promptly has a heart attack and dies while Earl and his younger brother are at large, sneaking into a drive-in screening of Night of the Living Dead with best friend Kenny. Oh, cruel irony.

With the obligatory funeral scene out of the way, Kenny (our early showing for the sixteen-year-old Ryan Gosling) takes Earl to a traveling carnival where he discovers a ramshackle tent of oddities, including the original Frankenstein’s Monster. When the Monster slides off the truck as the carnival pulls out of town the next day, Earl takes it as a sign and sets to work bringing the creature back to life.

It all sounds like a monster movie spin on the E.T. formula, with Frankenstein’s Monster in place of a cute alien. Why else would you have a misfit kid with a special secret that helps him come to terms with family strife?

Except, that’s not what Frankenstein and Me is about. In fact, it’s hard to tell exactly what this movie is about, since almost nothing of consequence happens. Earl doesn’t even find the monster until an hour into the ninety minute running time, and it takes him another twenty minutes or so to get around to the lightning rod scene that will bring his special pal to life.

Instead, the movie is padded out with superfluous characters, such as Kenny’s girlfriend, and a fat kid that Earl picks up in the hospital where his brother is having his tonsils removed. Compared to these pointless performances, Kenny at least engages with the slim plot a little, and nudges Earl towards his vaguely defined goal.
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Also filling in time are numerous lavishly staged homages to classic monster films, as Earl’s imagination runs away with him. Dracula, The Wolf Man, The Mummy, Night of the Living Dead and, naturally, Frankenstein all get extended tributes which run for up to five minutes, despite offering no insight or parallels to Earl’s real life dilemmas.

Despite the impossibly leisurely preamble, it all gets resolved in a bit of a rush as Earl’s mom and the nice local sheriff drag him and his friends away from their makeshift laboratory just after Kenny has a fight with a kite and lightning finally strikes the inert monster. Earl gets dragged in front of a judge, Miss Perdue appears to insist he be sent to reform school, but Mom steps in and finally sticks up for her poor put-upon boy. Earl has time for one last fantasy sequence, in which he’s directed by the ghost of Burt Reynolds (wearing some explicitly tight trousers) and then the credits roll.

Well, not quite. The final payoff? A shot of the bewildered monster staggering across the desert. He was real all along! For no good reason!

Need to know: Miss Perdue’s inexplicable villainy came courtesy of Louise Fletcher, forever typecast as horrible women who abuse their authority following her iconic turn as Nurse Ratched in One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest. Earl, meanwhile, was played by Jamieson Boulanger. He reteamed with Frankenstein and Me’s writer-director Robert Tinnell in 1997 for Kids of the Round Table, and was picked as a Major League baseball pitcher in 2001.

Honorable mention: Though you wouldn’t know it to look at him now, Ryan Gosling’s first big break was playing the prequel version of muscle man Kevin Sorbo in the TV spin-off, Young Hercules. The show ran from 1998 to 1999, serving up almost fifty episodes of cut-price fantasy to the world.

Elliott Gould

Robo Man (1973)

The early 1970s were a great time for the mournful visage of Elliot Gould. A starring role in Robert Altman’s 1970 hit M*A*S*H put him on the Hollywood map, and he reteamed with the legendary director in 1973 for the Raymond Chandler adaptation, The Long Goodbye. That same year, he played another dogged hard-boiled investigator in this oddball sci-fi mystery, though the result was rather less successful.

Gould stars as Sean Rogers, an FBI agent given the task of debriefing a leading US physicist whose car crashed on the Soviet border, and who spent a suspicious six months in enemy hands – supposedly being nursed back to health. What makes the task all the more unusual is that the scientist has been transformed into a cyborg, his entire body made of metal save for his right arm, his eyes and his brain. He looks different, he sounds different, but he swears he’s the same man – and that he didn’t tell the fiendish Russkies anything about the top secret government project he was working on.

Originally released as the rather more prosaically titled “Who?” this curious drama only received its wonderful Robo Man tag when it was re-released on home video shortly after, you guessed it, RoboCop came out.

“The kill machine with the megaton mind!” yelps the VHS sleeve, boasting an image of a maniac with a metallic skull, brandishing a pistol. Pity the fool who picked up the movie on the basis of that concept, as what you actually get is 90 minutes of Elliot Gould interrogating the world’s lamest cinematic cyborg – a moon-faced intellectual that is quite clearly just a chubby man painted silver, and wearing a round helmet over his head. He smokes, he drinks Coke and when he talks you can see his very human teeth, and his shiny metal skin wrinkling at the edges.
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Gould’s grilling is intercut with flashbacks to Robo Man’s interrogation by Russian Colonel Azarin, and then intercut even more with flashbacks to his precyborg life, scenes which are viewed entirely from his perspective. In amidst all this flashback fever, the question of Robo Man’s identity comes under such heavy scrutiny that you swear an almighty plot twist must be in the offing. Don’t get excited – there is a twist, but it comes late in the film, and is discarded almost immediately, leaving you to wonder if you really did just watch a espionage thriller about an anonymous cyborg in which nothing of consequence happens.

To be fair, the movie does have one action sequence, a car chase in which Gould pursues would-be assassins in his station wagon – though this flurry of excitement arrives over two thirds through the movie, and lasts for just one minute. No, far from being a “kill machine” Robo Man is a morose and laughably stupid looking addition to the pantheon of mechanical movie men.

Need more evidence? The movie ends with this chubby cybernetic threat retiring to live on a farm, the camera majestically panning away as he drives his tractor into the distance.

Need to know: Although it was filmed in the US, Robo Man was produced by three English production companies which probably explains how they were able to get Trevor Howard – star of such classics as The Way To The Stars, The Third Man and Brief Encounter – to play Colonel Azarin. Robo Man was released in the UK in 1973, but American audiences had to wait another agonizing two years for it to grace theaters. It was directed by Jack Gold, whose other films include the First World War thriller Aces High, and The Medusa Touch, a supernatural thriller starring Richard Burton.

Honorable mention: Robo Man represents one of Elliot Gould’s only ventures into the world of goofy schlock, though his small role in the 1989 demonic horror Night Visitor is worth tracking down.

Hugh Grant

Lair of the White Worm (1988)

Lovable floppy-fringed Hugh is famous for essentially playing the same character (bumbling toff) in the same sort of film (cheeky but slushy romantic comedy) for pretty much his entire career, so the rare moments when he steps outside of his comfort zone are all the more noticeable.

His ill-advised detour into the action thriller genre, Extreme Measures, is one such example – though its medical conspiracy is far too dull and not nearly bizarre enough to warrant inclusion here. No, the Hugh Grant movie that should be in the collection of all connoisseurs of trash is the 1988 Ken Russell schlocker, Lair of the White Worm.

Based very loosely on Bram Stoker’s hallucinatory final novel, written shortly before Dracula’s creator died from brain-rotting syphilis, the 28-year-old Hugh Grant stars as James D’Ampton, a vivacious globetrotting young chap directly descended from Sir John D’Ampton, a local medieval hero who slew a monstrous snake creature according to local legend.

James returns to his ancestral seat in darkest Derbyshire to take up his position as lord of the manor. One of the properties on his land is Mercy Farm, a bed and breakfast hostelry owned and run by Eve and Mary Trent, two sisters whose parents mysteriously vanished in the vicinity of nearby Temple House the previous year. When bespectacled archaeologist Angus Flint (Peter Capaldi) digs up what appears to be the skull of the mythological D’Ampton Worm in the grounds of the farm, evil forces are set in motion.

Resident in Temple House is Lady Sylvia, a predatory seductress played with lascivious glee by LA Law star Amanda Donohoe. It takes the audience all of five minutes to realize that she’s an evil snake priestess, hell-bent on summoning an enormous worm god from the bowels of the earth, but the rest of the cast take a lot longer to cotton on to the truth.

Thankfully, this is a Ken Russell movie and so the road to the final ceremony involves no less than four outrageously camp dream sequences featuring naked nuns being raped by Roman centurions, a crucified Jesus being nibbled on by an albino snake, blue witchdoctors sporting razor-sharp strap-on dildos, wrestling air stewardesses and more phallic imagery than you can shake Sigmund Freud at.

The movie reaches a delirious crescendo as Sir James attempts to lure Donohoe’s sultry serpent out of hiding by blasting snake charmer music from the roof of his ancestral home. It’s a bold idea that doesn’t quite work as planned. Eve and Mary’s mother, it transpires, is not dead after all, but has been transformed into some kind of reptilian minion and sent to do the dirty work of the slithering seductress. Sadly, the chances of a happy family reunion are dashed when she blunders into poor confused Hugh Grant and he slices her in two with an enormous sword that he quite clearly struggles to even lift, let alone wield in any meaningful manner.
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Things come to a climax (almost literally) in a subterranean temple as Donohoe tries to sacrifice the virginal Eve to her wriggly god, which is inexorably worming its way from the caves and up into a specially constructed snake god tunnel underneath Lady Sylvia’s pad. Brave Sir James drives the beast out into the open by pumping gas through the caves and bold Angus shoves Donohoe into the albino monster’s gaping maw, dropping in a hand grenade for good measure.

To his credit, Hugh Grant has always treated his appearance in this memorably insane slice of cult British silliness with good humor and has even been known to call it one of his favorites. Given that he spends most of the movie seemingly trying to suppress a bad case of the giggles, you can’t really blame him. It’s certainly one of the weirdest movies to come out of the British film industry’s brief 1980s flirtation with arty-farty horror (see also: Timothy Spall) and is well worth tracking down purely for its mesmerizing strangeness.

Need to know: Eve was played by Catherine Oxenberg, a descendent of Catherine the Great and a member of the Yugoslavian Royal Family. She was tutored in the dramatic arts by none other than Richard Burton (not that you can tell from her appalling performance in this movie) and, following a ten day marriage to legendary producer Robert Evans, she more recently married fellow B-movie star Casper Van Dien. Peter Capaldi is now best known for his foul-mouthed turn in the scathing BBC TV political satire The Thick of It, and its Oscar-nominated movie spin-off, In The Loop.

The white worm of the title, which only appears briefly at the end of the film, was reportedly created by disguising the chassis of a Volkswagen Beetle as a giant snake head.

For another dose of Ken Russell craziness, including yet more demented sex hallucinations involving crucifixions, see: William Hurt.

Richard E. Grant

Warlock (1989)

When you think of Richard E. Grant, you might think of the elegantly wasted Withnail, railing against the end of the Sixties from an alcoholic stupor. You might think of a sardonic, velvety-voiced raconteur, snaking his way through period dramas like Gosford Park, Bright Young Things or TV’s Scarlet Pimpernel. You may even think of the pantomime villain from the Bruce Willis folly, Hudson Hawk. But you probably don’t think of a time-travelling demon hunter battling an evil sorcerer in modern-day Los Angeles with an arsenal of folklore remedies.

At least, not unless you’ve seen Steve Miner’s cult classic in which Grant stars as Giles Redferne, a scruffy and determined 17th century action hero, sporting a Braveheart hairpiece and a coat made from what appears to be a dozen stray cats, and following Julian Sands’ wicked warlock through a time warp in order to avenge his wife’s murder.

The fugitive warlock has been plucked through time and space on the eve of his execution by none other than Satan himself. The red horned fellow has a plan – he needs the warlock (who is never named) to track down the Devil’s Bible, the Grand Grimoire. Legend has it that the book contains the true name of God and, if spoken backwards, this one word can undo all of creation. Held for centuries in a Boston church, by 1988 the book has been split into three parts and scattered across America.

The first part, for reasons never quite explained, is located in an antique table in Los Angeles. The warlock crashes into the house where said table resides, borne on the back of a storm aptly called the Devil’s Wind, and within the first ten minutes he’s chopping off fingers, biting out tongues and gouging out eyeballs.

Redferne is hot on his trail, and he teams up with Kassandra, a flaky LA gal played by Footloose star, Lori Singer. As the antique table is located in her house, the warlock (having slaughtered her gay roommate) swipes the pages and casts a spell on Kassandra – making her age twenty years every day, a fate worse than death for spunky 1980s valley girls. The only way to reverse her predicament is to confront the warlock face to face and so, naturally, she teams up with Redferne and together the unlikely duo chase the warlock cross-country using all manner of vaguely plausible folk magic involving brass keys, coins and lots of salt, a condiment that conveniently burns witches with its very touch.

Their task is made somewhat trickier when the scheming he-witch boils up the body fat of an unbaptised trailer park boy to make flying potion. And you really haven’t lived until you’ve seen Julian Sands hovering in mid-air, while Richard E. Grant chases after him like a runaway kite.

The climactic battle sees Redferne exhuming his own corpse, as the final third of the Grimoire has been buried in his own dead hands. The warlock holds Kassandra hostage, and forces Redferne to hand over the final pages. Triumphant, the warlock prepares to speak the name of God backwards. And , no, it’s not “dog” – judging by the letters that we see forming in the book, God’s real name is actually Roxshana, which makes him sound more like a guest on Jerry Springer.

Of course, at the last possible second Kassandra leaps into action and injects salt water into the warlock’s neck. As is traditional with these sorts of films, he doesn’t just keel over – no, he flies into the sky, makes a right old hullabaloo and explodes.

His work complete, Redferne’s spirit is whooshed back into his casket and Kassandra is left to hide the Grimoire in a safe place. When last we see her, she’s burying the damned thing in the middle of an enormous salt deposit.
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Grant’s Redferne is a performance worthy of both laughter and admiration. Looking more like he should be selling brown acid at Altamont, the well-spoken English gent spends the whole movie dressed like a half-breed Sasquatch and saddled with a wandering Scots accent. Describing his quest as one of “thwarting a vile beast of a man who shall not rest until God himself is thrown down, and all of creation becomes Satan’s black hell-smeared farting hole”, you can’t help but enjoy the mild-mannered Grant’s willingness to throw himself into the role of witch-hunting warrior, hurling a weather vane like a javelin and stamping on the warlock’s still-smoldering skull with admirable savagery.

Need to know: Warlock was written by David Twohy, the man behind Pitch Black and Riddick, and also the man who brought us aliens with backwards knees (see: Charlie Sheen). Director Steve Miner also helmed the second and third Friday the 13th movies, along with House, Halloween H20 and the enjoyable giant croc flick, Lake Placid. Brandon Call, the young actor whose body fat provides the vital ingredient in the flying potion, actually suffered an even worse fate after the warlock had finished with him – he went on to play David Hasselhoff’s son on Baywatch.

Warlock was followed by Warlock: Armageddon in 1993, with Julian Sands returning once more as the black-clad sorcerer. Directed by Anthony Hickox, it’s a lot gorier than the first movie and is a fun, pulpy horror ride. An ill-advised third entry, Warlock III: The End of Innocence, went straight to video in 1999, with Bruce Payne taking over from Julian Sands. For more fiendish fun with the Grand Grimoire, see: Orson Welles.

Seth Green

Ticks (1993)

Though he’s now more famous for comedy roles like Dr. Evil’s son in the Austin Powers movies, as well as being the brains behind Robot Chicken and playing That Werewolf Guy on Buffy the Vampire Slayer, like many young actors of his generation Seth Green has got more than a few cornball clunkers hidden away in his early career.

Most amusing is this 1993 nature-bites-back flick in which a very young and neurotic Seth battles against flesh eating insects mutated by steroid-enhanced marijuana crops (yes, really) as well as his own dangerously floppy centre-parting.

As a kid, Seth’s character was apparently abandoned in the woods by his deadbeat dad, leaving him with a lifelong problem with the outdoors and a phobia of being alone. Dad’s solution? Send him back into the great outdoors once more, to learn important life lessons on a well-meaning inner city wilderness outreach program. Now that’s parenting.

Along for the ride are a bodybuilding Hispanic lothario, his dim blond girlfriend, a mute Asian girl and the reluctant daughter of the trip’s organizers. You need more evidence that this film is a work of comedy genius? The token street thug, called Panic - “because I never do” - is played by Alfonso Ribeiro, better known as uber-geek Carlton from The Fresh Prince of Bel Air.

But before this motley crew even reaches their isolated log cabin, the plot is kicked into motion by the inimitable Clint Howard as a manic dope farmer whose chemically altered crop starts the ticks on their mutated path, and also serves as their first victim.

That bit of fun out of the way, it’s back to the kids and after seemingly endless ominous shots of bug cocoons lurking just out of sight as they go about their bored-shitless business, Panic’s beloved dog gets chomped by the bugs and he immediately flees sobbing into the wilderness. So much for not panicking.

While out in the wilds he falls foul of the ticks, and one burrows into his leg. He’s then shot by the movie’s token villain (because man-eating insects clearly aren’t enough) – a curiously posh English dope farmer and his slobbering redneck lackey. Their scuffle starts a fire, which creates a cloud of marijuana smoke, which sends the now-infested trio back to the log cabin where they end up trapped with everyone else as the stoned – and therefore presumably ravenous - bugs attack.
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And if all that sounds entertainingly ridiculous then consider this: the climax to the movie finds Panic being torn asunder from inside, as a giant bug inexplicably emerges from his torso, splitting him in two in remarkably gory fashion. Of course, under such duress, Seth’s rural angst vanishes and he turns into a regular red-headed Rambo – even swinging out of a window to retrieve their only transport.

For all its wacky plot machinations, Ticks is one of those dumb, nasty monster movies with no pretensions and far from being an embarrassment for Seth Green, he actually comes out of it very well. He delivers a convincing and likeable performance amidst all the goo, and it’s no surprise that his career took off shortly after.

Having said that, it is a movie in which Carlton from The Fresh Prince of Bel Air plays a fake gangsta who gives birth to a giant insect, and is thus more than worthy of inclusion here.

Honorable mentions: 1993 was clearly a landmark year for Seth Green, as he also starred in another horror flop that year – the laughable killer-games stinker, Arcade, a half-baked Tron knock-off in which teens are sucked into a deadly virtual reality world where wetsuits and crash helmets are apparently the chosen wardrobe of all super-cool cyber warriors. Green can also be found in the gory horror comedy, Idle Hands (see: Jessica Alba) and the TV mini-series based on Stephen King’s doorstop of a novel, IT.

Need to know: Ticks was released as Infested in the US and was directed by Tony Randel, who helmed the equally gory Hellraiser II. It was produced by Brian Yuzna, the man behind such slimy classics as Society and Bride of Re-animator. The story, such as it is, was based on a concept by special effects man Doug Beswick, who worked on The Empire Strikes Back, The Terminator and Aliens. He also supplied the mechanical monsters for Ticks, which probably explains why gruesome carnage takes precedence over such lily-livered concepts as character and plot development.

Melanie Griffith

Fear City (1984)

Somebody is assaulting and murdering New York strippers, using martial arts skills and a variety of blades – ranging from a straight razor to a samurai sword – to perform his grisly deeds.

The murdered girls all work for the Starlite Talent Agency, one of the town’s two main suppliers of showgirls to the Times Square nudie bar circuit, and this is a major cause of concern for Starlite’s co-owner, Matt Rossi (Tom Berenger). An ex-boxer who quit the ring after beating one of his opponents into a fatal coma, Matt’s concerns are amplified by the fact that he’s still in love (albeit a sort of monosyllabic brutish man-love) with their star stripper, Loretta.

Cue Melanie Griffith, daughter of The Birds star Tippi Hedren, and at 27 already a veteran of numerous TV movies. As Fear City’s Loretta it’s hard to imagine a sleazier role for a young actress to play. She’s a stripper. Actually a bisexual stripper. A bisexual junkie stripper, truth be told. And she’s being stalked by a karate-kicking maniac. Somehow “Working Girl” just doesn’t begin to cover it.
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Of course, the sleaze is hardly surprising, given that Fear City came from the hands of Abel Ferrara who had already wallowed in the gory murk of New York for such classic exploitationers as Driller Killer and Ms. 45. Heavily inspired by the gruesome Italian “Giallo” thrillers and filmed on location long before New York cleaned up its act, you can practically smell the piss and vomit as Matt sulks around the squalid neon-lit corners of the city trying to find the lunatic who’s running him out of business. Make no mistake, this is a movie that dips your eyeballs in grime and then offers to wipe them clean with an oily rag.

After numerous lingering montages of striptease acts and violent assault, the killer finally makes the mistake of going after Loretta as she tries to score a hit of smack, distraught that her lesbian lover has fallen victim to his blade. She maces the killer in the face, but the maniac just keeps on coming. Just when all seems lost, Matt appears at the end of the alleyway like a Wild West gunslinger and so begins one of the great high concept fight scenes in the annals of exploitation cinema – angry and lethal ex-boxer versus angry and psychotic karate killer. After punching and kicking seven shades of shit out of each other for several savage minutes, something inside Matt’s cabbaged brain snaps and he simply pummels the murderer to death with his bare hands.

As any woman will tell you, this sort of alpha male display is, like, totally hot and so Loretta swoons into the arms of her burly vigilante hunk, all thoughts of slashed lesbian lovers disappearing like last night’s g-string. Snuggling up in the back of a cop car, the happy pair drives off into the piss and vomit stained New York sunrise. Beautiful.

Need to know: The unnamed killer (who isn’t even listed in the credits) ticks many of the required Movie Serial Killer boxes. Murderous puritan streak leading to violent misogyny? Check. Predilection for scrawling psychotic rants into notebooks? Check. Fondness for practicing martial arts in the nude? Er, check.

The detective assigned to the case, an ex-vice cop with obvious distaste for Rossi’s line of work, was played by Lando himself, Billy Dee Williams, and in the original trailer the movie was marketed as a straight crime thriller with Billy Dee as the star. Among the girls slashed to ribbons are Rae Dawn Chong, who played a lovestruck gargoyle in Tales From The Darkside: The Movie (see: Julianne Moore) and Maria Conchita Alonso, who co-starred in Vampire’s Kiss (see: Nicolas Cage).

Fear City has also been known to go by the rather self-explanatory title of Ripper.
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From Daryl Hannah to John Huston




Daryl Hannah

See: Joe Pantoliano

Tom Hanks

He Knows You’re Alone, 1980

John Carpenter’s Halloween inspired many slasher movies. Some were homage, many were rip-offs, but this early slasher follows the Halloween template so closely it’s more like a cover version.

A maniac known as the Wedding Night Killer is stalking suburbia, his modus operandi simple: he only murders brides-to-be before their impending nuptials. His motivation, hastily sketched in flashback, is even simpler: he was jilted and killed his former fiancée on the day she was due to marry her new love. The suddenly bereaved lover was a police detective and he’s the one who now relentlessly pursues the killer in a single-minded crusade that has more than a cursory resemblance to Dr Loomis in a certain Carpenter classic.

With this basic premise swiftly established we then meet Amy Jensen, another blushing bride waving her boorish fiancé off on his stag weekend. As he sets off to screw everything that will lie still long enough, she’s invited over her gal pals, and their pre-wedding craziness consists of...ballet lessons and trips to the fun fair. You go girl!

Obviously, our slash-happy antagonist has other plans and, to spin the story out a little longer, he expands his repertoire to include pretty much anyone involved in the wedding in his rampage. The old man making the wedding dress gets scissored to death. Amy’s friend gets stabbed. Hell, even the college professor her friend is having an affair with takes a blade to the torso, and it’s a fair bet he’s not even on the invite list.

The 24-year-old Tom Hanks, making his acting debut, turns up about an hour into the film as a mop-topped psychology major with a crush on Amy’s surviving friend, Nancy. According to the movie’s logic, this should place him firmly on the killer’s “to do” list. He even delivers a convenient lump of clumsily subtextual chatter about how Amy’s stalker is just a manifestation of her pre-wedding nerves – a sort of commitment-based bogeyman from the Id.

So Hanks must die, right? Hell, Nancy even remains home alone in order to have dinner with him, and indulges in two of the activities guaranteed to attract slasher movie killers – she has a shower and then smokes a joint while wearing headphones. Bizarrely (and disappointingly) Elliot is never seen again. Before he can show up for his date, the killer enters the house and dispatches Nancy – leaving her head in the fish tank – and then begins the traditional end-of-movie chase as he finally sets his sights on Amy.
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In the movie’s defense, it stays so close to the Halloween format that it almost can’t help being an above average (and mostly bloodless) psycho-thriller. Even the music is virtually the same as Carpenter’s iconic and eerie synthesizer score, simply played in a different key. It helps, of course, that the cast do a good job of creating likeable characters from the thin script, and Hanks in particular exhibits the everyman qualities that have propelled him to the top of the Hollywood tree, making an impression in his five minutes or so of screen time.

Need to know: The opening scene, in which a victim is stabbed to death in a cinema during a horror movie, her shrieks masked by those of the audience, was appropriated for the start of Scream 2 (see: Jada Pinkett-Smith). Other familiar faces in the film include Paul Gleason, best known as the fun-squashing principal in The Breakfast Club, and James Rebhorn, who plays the student-shagging college professor and went on to enjoy a successful career as a character actor with small parts in blockbusters as diverse as Independence Day, The Talented Mr Ripley and Cold Mountain.

Honorable mention: Hanks followed He Knows You’re Alone with the lead role in the 1982 fantasy drama Mazes & Monsters, a hilariously ill-informed expose on the dangers of role-playing games. It was based on the book by Rona Jaffe about a young man who becomes so immersed in the world of 12-sided dice and +1 Staffs of Illumination that he becomes psychotic. A crude attempt to cash in on parental anxiety in an era that had yet to experience Grand Theft Auto, it’s not without comedy value.

Woody Harrelson

Bay Coven (1987)

Arriving at least a decade too late to ride the wave of witchcraft-themed thrillers that Hollywood churned out in the 1970s (see: Tom Selleck, John Travolta, Orson Welles), the only thing this made-for-TV offering has going for it is the chance to see Woody Harrelson murdered by a malevolent Jeep.

The opening, at least, is memorable. A distraught old man staggers into a church. The priest offers to take his confession. The geezer mutters some vague regrets about some terrible sin, before declaring that he just wants to die. God promptly obliges, exploding the confessional with a well placed bolt of lightning.

After that bizarre jolt, the setup is actually tiresomely familiar. Linda Lebon (Dynasty’s Pamela Sue Martin) is our heroine, a hotshot Massachussets lawyer who has just been made a partner in the law firm where she works. Her husband, Jerry, owns his own construction company but yearns for the simplicity of the days when he actually got to work with his hands, rather than sitting behind a desk all day.

We’re also introduced to Slater, Linda’s kooky best friend, played with doe-eyed zeal and an enormous pair of Harry Potter glasses by Woody Harrelson, then just a few years into his star-making stint on Cheers.

Jerry gets his chance to turn the clock back when Slater takes both he and Linda to a painfully hip jazz bar for the evening. How 80s is it? There’s a pink neon guitar on the wall. It’s here that Linda and Jerry meet another young couple, who wax lyrical about their recent move to Bay Cove on Devlin Island, an isolated rural retreat just a 45-minute ferry ride from the city. Ooh! Guess what! There’s even a house for sale right now.

Jerry and Linda immediately take a trip to see the house, where they discover that they’ll be buying it from an old lady who will continue to live in a small cottage in the three-acre grounds, and – it transpires - will also wander in and out of their home as she pleases.

Yes, Jerry and Linda buy the house. Of course, they do. The movie isn’t going anywhere until they make their home on the Evil Island of Evil Witchcraft and Horrible Death.

The clues are there pretty much from the start. Linda has barely set foot in the house before she’s discovered a creepy leathery old book filled with arcane language and pentagrams. There’s a weird old man in the house opposite, whose only purpose is to stare eerily at Linda and make sinister shushing motions. Linda finds rosary beads buried in a secret compartment under her window. The General Store only stocks black candles. Her dog, Rufus, takes an immediate dislike to their creepy neighbours, the Klines. Think of a favourite horror movie “weird shit going down” cliché and you’ll find it here.

Things get even more absurd when Linda, Jerry and the couple from the neon pink jazz bar take a jaunty stroll around their new home. The Klines have given Jerry a book on the history of the island, and we learn that Bay Cove used to be known as Bay Coven, and was the location for the execution of Lucas Noble, the last ever witch burned on US soil. The exact barbecue spot is where the General Store now stands, staffed by a greasy-haired weirdo.

Venturing into the cellar of the store, our makeshift Scooby Gang discover an old cave decorated with a huge pentagram with thick black candles burning at each point. In the corner is a stake, complete with metal restraints. Meanwhile, outside, the Klines have “accidentally” run over and killed Rufus the dog. Even this isn’t enough for the penny to drop, as Linda continues voicing vague misgivings while Jerry becomes increasingly insistent that everything is fine. We’re over halfway through the movie, and still nothing has happened. Clearly we need a more human tragedy to kick things up a notch.

Cue Woody Harrelson, as Slater arrives on the island for Jerry and Linda’s housewarming party. Slater, being a shrewd city type, isn’t fooled for a second. He quickly notices that there have been no new gravestones in the island cemetery since the 1700s and vows to investigate further.

He doesn’t get the chance. A suspiciously convenient phone call summons him back to the mainland, and he makes the mistake of borrowing the Kline’s Jeep to get him to the ferry in time. This, of course, is the very same jet black vehicle of evil that put an end to dear Rufus, and it has similar plans for Slater. No sooner has he turned the key than the Jeep puts itself in reverse, like Herbie’s fiendish devil-worshipping cousin, and zooms backwards off a cliff. Goodbye Slater, and goodbye Woody Harrelson.
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Finally, with her best friend exploded to bits, Linda decides to get a bit more proactive and pays a visit to the creepy old shushing man who lives in the Kline’s attic, who obligingly wheezes out all the exposition needed to put things in place for the finale. The nutshell version: everyone is a witch, the exploding old man from the start was Beatrice’s husband, his repentance has jeopardized the islanders good standing with Satan, and they need to sacrifice Linda to put things right. The final, forehead-slapping twist is that Lucas Noble, the coven leader burned to death those centuries before, is being resurrected in Jerry’s body. Noble. Lebon. Oh, those wily witches. Always with the backwards spelling!

After ninety minutes of stultifying inaction, Linda does something useful, lures the witches into the locked church, and sets them all on fire. But it won’t bring Woody back. Or Rufus.

Need to know: Bay Coven (or Bay Cove as it was originally titled) offers a feast of familiar TV faces. As well as Pamela Sue Martin, you get Leave it to Beaver’s Barbara Billingsley as Beatrice, the malevolent widower whose house sets the whole sordid affair in motion. Jeff Conaway, of Taxi and Babylon 5 fame, and LA Law’s Susan Ruttan play the McGwins, the young couple whose enthusiastic endorsement entices Jerry and Linda to Devlin Island in the first place.

Bay Coven was written by Tim Kring, now better known as the creator of TV hits like Crossing Jordan and Heroes. For another black magic potboiler with virtually the same story, but a lot more naked whipping and mysterious disembodied fingernails, see: Orson Welles.

Ed Harris

The Aliens Are Coming (1980)

As a title for a sci-fi flick, The Aliens Are Coming is about as subtle as calling a romantic comedy They Fall In Love At The End, but this agonizingly uneventful TV movie does open with at least one memorable image – legendary hard-faced slaphead Ed Harris with a jaunty mane of shiny blonde hair.
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He plays Chuck Polchek, one quarter of an impossibly cheap space tracking unit run by the odious swaggering Dr. Scott Dryden. He’s convinced that aliens will try to land on Earth during one of our “standard annual meteor showers” and – lo and behold – that’s exactly what they do, their majestic descent through the stratosphere depicted not through state of the art special effects but the more affordable Pong-esque graphics of Chuck’s tracking station.

“We don’t know if they’re hostile, friendly or fiendishly neutral!” Dryden exclaims, pre-empting Futurama’s preening Zap Brannigan, and he immediately heads off into the wilds of Nevada to find the quarter-of-a-mile wide craft (which has somehow eluded both the cops and the army) leaving Chuck to...twiddle his dials, probably.

Meanwhile the aliens themselves are wallowing in cliché - their spaceship control panels are made up of flashing colored crystals, they wear bulbous helmets covered in lightbulbs and speak in booming eeeevil voices as they hatch their sinister plot. And what is this plot? Well, it extends as far as taking over the body of a muscle-bound oaf who works at the Hoover Dam hydroelectric plant, and annoying his wife and son by talking...really...slowly. He also does the “glowing eyes” thing, which is traditional crap movie shorthand for “I have been taken over by an alien”.

Despite electrocuting the one man who could give him the info he needs, the zombie worker somehow picks up the most basic information about how the plant works. Mentally alert readers will, at this point, probably be wondering why extra-terrestrials capable of traversing the vast gulfs of space and possessing human bodies would need information on something as basic as hydroelectricity. It’s a very good question. The movie has no answer.

Instead, the plodding 100 minute running time is padded out with interminable scenes of Dryden trading corny quips with a comely female journalist and following up the blatantly obvious clues dropped in his path in order to discover something that we, the audience, have known since the opening credits – that The Aliens Are Coming.

While the influence of Close Encounters of the Third Kind cannot be underestimated – the kitchen abduction scene is blatantly copied, the possessed worker drives away his family much like Richard Dreyfuss did, while Dryden shamelessly apes Francois Truffaut’s boyishly excited ufologist – the movie also owes much to the bargain basement invasion thrillers of the Fifties, where aliens plot to take over the world by landing in the ass-end of nowhere, pestering small local communities and manifesting as affordable human actors for most of the time, rather than the prohibitively expensive special effects they actually are.

Although he’s the first character to appear on screen, and he seems to be set up as a major player in the UFO hunting team, Ed Harris’s appearance is limited to the first few minutes, a source of endless frustration to anyone who sits through the whole turgid farce in the hopes of seeing his lustrous blonde locks one last time.

Need to know: Originally intended as the pilot for a TV show, the network executives showed remarkable good taste considering it was the 1980s, an era during which no concept was too ludicrous for an action show (see: Courtney Cox), and they axed the series before it could begin. This probably explains why the film has no ending, simply leaving Dryden vowing to track down the ET menace, and the aliens hard at work on the next seemingly random and pointless phase of their plan – the possession of a high school cheerleader, who demands of her bemused gym teacher “you will tell me all I need to know...alone” before the credits roll. The man to blame for the script, screenwriter Robert W. Lenski, was clearly not a fan of cryptic titles - he also penned a 1978 TV movie about man-eating tigers on the loose called Maneaters Are Loose.

Honorable mention: The early 1980s were a boom time for B-movies starring Ed Harris, as he also appeared in two George Romero films – the 1981 urban jousting oddity Knightriders, and the Stephen King penned homage to horror comics, Creepshow, in 1982. While his roles in both movies are considerably larger than in The Aliens Are Coming – and he even gets his head caved in with a tombstone in Creepshow – there’s no way that working with a director as lauded as Romero can be considered more embarrassing than his full-blooded exclamation of “Holy Toledo!” at the sight of a blocky pixel UFO flickering down a computer screen.

Teri Hatcher

Momentum (2003)

Ever wondered just how desperate those Desperate Housewives were? Just one year before she moved to Wisteria Lane, and back onto the TV A-list, former Lois Lane Teri Hatcher was battling telekinetic bank robbers in this bargain basement US/German co-production for the Sci Fi Channel, cribbing ideas from Scanners, X-Men and The X-Files without ever once becoming interesting.

The hero of the tale is Zach Shefford, a humble teacher who harbors a bizarre secret – the ability to move objects with his mind. When he reluctantly uses his power to stop a convenience store hold-up his gift attracts the attention of the sinister Agent Addison (played by an alarmingly desiccated Lou Gossett Jr). Addison needs Zach’s help to infiltrate a gang of militant telekinetic criminals, led by the enigmatic Adrian Geiger. Also on the trail of Geiger’s gang is a duo of FBI agents, the skeptical female half of which comes in the form of the curiously named Jordan Ripps, played by Ms. Hatcher.

Of course, when Zach goes undercover in the gang, he learns that all is not what it seems, and Addison is in fact the head of a failed operation in the 1970s to train psychics as living weapons. Having brutally wiped out all his test subjects, he now relentlessly hunts the sole survivor – Adrian Geiger. Trouble is, Geiger himself is no angel – as he proves when he tortures and kills Jordan’s hapless partner after they’re caught snooping around. Addison kidnaps Geiger’s daughter (yes, she’s also psychic – and in love with Zach) and the action decamps to a generic Canadian location for a pitiful final showdown between the forces of evil, and the forces of a slightly different evil.

Poor old Teri Hatcher, having spent the entire movie up until this point following clumsy clues that keep her two steps behind the audience, gets psi-blasted into a van and spends the climax of the movie unconscious.

Once the dust settles (although, frankly, it’s a very small amount of dust) Jordan arranges for Zach to be reported missing, presumed dead. As the Feds arrive, he vanishes to track down Geiger’s daughter who has just toppled a bridge using her mind powers and seems hell-bent on following in her father’s Diet Magneto footsteps.

Considering she’s top billed (alongside the equally absent Lou Gossett Jr) it’s amazing how little Teri Hatcher actually does in this movie, beyond being a pale imitation of The X-Files’ Dana Scully of course. Her investigations are completely surplus to requirements, and there are numerous references to the fact that Agent Ripps is supposedly famous, even appearing on the cover of magazines, that are never explained. The end of the movie, with Zach setting off in pursuit of Geiger’s daughter, was supposedly meant to lead into a spin-off TV series. Like all the forgotten pilot movies in these pages, it never happened.

Need to know: The role of Zach was played by the marvelously named Grayson McCouch, who went on to play Dustin Donovan in As The World Turns. Also appearing fleetingly in Teri’s telekinetic adventure are Daniel Dae Kim, now best known as Jin from Lost, playing Addison’s cold-hearted assassin-cum-torturer and Zach Galligan (see: Angelina Jolie) who gets two whole scenes as some vaguely identified bureau chief in which he looks simultaneously far too old to be the kid from Gremlins yet far too young to hold any sort of meaningful rank in the intelligence community.

Honorable mentions: Many keen-eyed viewers will remember Teri Hatcher from her recurring role on the handyman adventure show MacGuyver, or her early movie role as Sylvester Stallone’s sister in the 1989 action flop Tango & Cash, although that’s probably due to the fact that her first appearance is on the stage of a strip club (don’t get excited – it’s one of those movie strip clubs where women simply wiggle in sensible underwear).

Hatcher also appeared in an episode of Tales From The Crypt as a supermodel whose agent (Miguel Ferrer, see: Martin Sheen) murders her boyfriend, only for him to rise from the grave in search of revenge. 1993 saw her co-star with Andrew Dice Clay in the oddball action comedy Brainsmasher: A Love Story, and sign up for duty at the Daily Planet in Lois & Clark, a role that would keep her busy – and famous – until 1997.

Sterling Hayden

Venom (1982)

Dave the Chauffeur (Oliver Reed) has a cunning plan. In cahoots with his sexy nanny mistress, Louise (Susan George), he’s plotting to kidnap the son of their wealthy London employer. Also in on the plan is Jacques Muller, Louise’s insane German boyfriend, played by a genuine insane German, Klaus Kinski.

Unfortunately, things don’t go according to plan. Firstly, the son suffers from potentially fatal asthma. Secondly, they’re trapped in the house by an army of cops after an anxious Dave blasts an inquisitive officer with his shotgun. Thirdly, thanks to an alarmingly incompetent pet shop (and a frankly unbelievable plot twist) there’s a lethal black mamba snake roaming the house looking for something to sink its teeth into.

The one stroke of luck for the hapless criminal trio is that the grandfather of the hostage family is Howard Anderson, a legendary safari man with lots of experience with the more savage end of the animal kingdom and thus perfectly placed to deal with the serpentine threat.
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Stepping into the bristly beard of Anderson is Sterling Hayden. The giant of an actor was best known for his work with Stanley Kubrick in classics such as The Killing and Dr. Strangelove, as well as such legendary roles as Dix Handley in The Asphalt Jungle (see: John Huston), but in the twilight of his career he found himself an unlikely 66-year-old action hero, hunting this poisonous serpent through a London townhouse like some weird British reptilian take on Die Hard.

The snake (played by a genuine and very dangerous black mamba on loan from London Zoo) is clearly a creature of firm moral fibre though, as it avoids the hostages entirely and instead sinks its teeth into the bad guys one by one.

Susan George is the first to go, bumped off before the kidnapping plot can even get underway. Chomped in the face several times by the psychotic serpent, she dies an agonising and drool-covered death, thrashing about on the floor. Poor old Oliver Reed is the next to perish. Shot in the chest by police officers who have entered the house via the cellar, he’s still trying to drag himself up the stairs when the mamba casually slides up his trouser leg and snacks on his balls.

But the most memorable demise is saved for the cold, clinical criminal mastermind played by Kinski. As the hostage drama comes to a climax, the snake launches itself out of the curtains and turns the screeching German into a veritable pin cushion. Lumbering onto the balcony, wrestling with the creature, Muller perishes in a hail of bullets from the police marksmen but not before he shoots the snake in the head by way of revenge. The pair then tumble to the street below, trussed up in the net curtains.

The clearly frail Hayden summons up much of his legendary screen presence for this silly horror thriller but, surrounded by such a buffet of hammy talent, all he can do is look vaguely disgruntled at the whole affair. His character, looking for all the world like the bastard offspring of Santa Claus and Willie Nelson, is made even more unusual by his inexplicable pirate-style dialogue, peppering even the simplest speech with interjections of “Yarrrr” and “Me laddie!”

Despite the clearly insane concept, or more likely because of it, the movie is actually an entertaining little oddity helped along by the powerhouse teaming of Kinski and Reed, and it makes for an endearingly daft way to spend 90 minutes.

Need to know: Venom was originally to have been directed by Tobe Hooper, of Texas Chainsaw Massacre fame, but he left the production days into shooting and was replaced by veteran British helmer, Piers Haggard. Other faces to look for include stalwart Brit horror icon Michael Gough, best known these days for playing Alfred in the Tim Burton and Joel Schumacher Batman movies, as a snake expert and Alan Ford, the foul-mouthed East End villain Brick Top from Guy Richie’s Snatch, as a surprisingly meek and polite policeman.

Honorable mention: Two years prior to playing chase the snake, Hayden also appeared as Jeremiah in the ambitious (and swiftly cancelled) TV sci-fi series, The Starlost, in which the remnants of humanity are adrift in space, unaware that they’re living in a vast spacecraft. Sterling Hayden died from cancer in 1986, with Venom marking his last theatrical appearance.

Katherine Heigl

Bug Buster (1998)

Grey’s Anatomy made her a household name, then pregnancy comedy Knocked Up made her a movie star, allowing her to battle for romantic comedy scripts alongside screen titans like Jennifer Aniston, Kate Hudson and Reese Witherspoon. But before Katherine Heigl was making Cameron Diaz look nervously over her shoulder, she appeared in a string of bizarre horror movies. And none are as bizarre as the micro-budget killer cockroach flick, Bug Buster.

Heigl stars as Shannon, the daughter of a downsized businessman who sinks his savings into a resort hotel. As with all screen brats relocated against their will, Shannon wants to move back to her city home as soon as possible but daddy is adamant – “I didn’t want to be downsized, but I made the best of a bad situation and you will too.” Great pep talk, Dad!

Things perk up in predictable fashion when Shannon starts making goo-goo eyes at the local mechanic, a rough diamond by the name of Steve. He’s also the target of the local hussy, Veronica, and it’s during a skinny dipping session that we get our first hint of the low budget mayhem to come. Steve senses something in the water of the lake, and Veronica is bitten by...something.

We know what the problem is, because we’ve already had it all laid out for us in an astonishingly convenient “ten years earlier” pre-credits sequence. The town mayor announces he’s approved the spraying of an experimental pesticide to prevent the town’s crops being destroyed. A Japanese scientist, who apparently enjoys attending smalltown press conferences, stands up and insists that pesticides will create giant mutant insects. Everybody laughs.

So, to the surprise of nobody, the town is plagued by mysterious deaths in which gooey corpses are found oozing with pus and cockroach larvae. Veronica’s leg wound turns into a festering mound of gory sores. A random couple is somehow turned into hamburger meat in a movie theater. The sheriff wants to close the lake, but Shannon’s dad protests. “Didn’t you see Jaws?” retorts the sheriff. Dad should’ve listened – he and his wife end up reduced to slimy skeletons after a night of passion. Quite how cockroaches are wreaking this havoc is never explained, since we never see the deaths take place. We’ll just have to take movie science’s word for it: mutant cockroachs dissolve people, apparently.

Things don’t deviate from the predictable pattern already set in place, as Shannon and Steve pinball around the small town from death scene to death scene, until the town doctor (who apparently moonlights as medic, coroner and veterinarian) finally announces that the ill-defined threat is a nocturnal amphibian mutant insect. Everyone magically knows that this means the lair can be found in an abandoned mine, and the remaining cast rushes there with a colorful local pest controller called General George to battle the flailing puppet that is the Queen Roach.

Bug Buster is one of those painful films pieced together from generic plots and bits stolen from other, better movies, all held crudely together with self-aware moments that attempt to mask the film’s general ineptitude by trying to pass as an ironic parody of bad B-movies rather than just a bad B-movie. Even so, the lumpy script and sledgehammer editing crushes whatever wit the concept might have offered.

Scenes tail off awkwardly, or linger long after their weak punchline has been spent. Padding out an already overstretched yarn, numerous scenes are even repeated multiple times, including a dream in which the insect-phobic Shannon is writhing orgasmically while cockroaches crawl all over her, an unconvincing CGI sequence of poorly animated worms wriggling out of the lake, and General George’s bellowing TV ads get reused in their entirety more times than is strictly necessary. There’s also an obnoxious reporter from “FU2 News” who pops up after every death for what is presumably supposed to be a biting satire of tabloid newsmongering. It all helps to fill the 90-minute running time, but does nothing to create a well-paced, coherent horror movie.
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As for Heigl, she survives with as much dignity as any young starlet in a movie about mutant insects can hope for. Her numerous bath/shower/sleepwear scenes are chaste and, if nothihg else, she pouts and screams with reasonable conviction as cockroaches crawl all over her.

Need to know: The roaches of Bug Buster clearly have an appetite for fading TV stars. Shannon’s dad was played by The Love Boat’s Bernie Kopell, the Japanese scientist was Star Trek’s George Takei, while the sheriff also served on the USS Enterprise: he was played by James Doohan, aka Scotty. General George, the exterminator in no way ripped off from John Goodman’s turn in the similar yet vastly superior Arachnophobia, was played by Randy Quaid in bombastic form. For more fun with him, see: Keanu Reeves, Charlie Sheen.

Heigl isn’t the only star to have had trouble with mutant insects. See also: Joan Collins, Seth Green.

Honorable mention: Pre-fame, Heigl had a whole slew of cheesy roles for us to savor. So much so that playing Steven Segal’s daughter in the wholly unnecessary Under Siege 2, and starring in the bizarrely long-lived teen sci-fi show Roswell High, actually look like fairly classy decisions.

Heigl followed Bug Buster with a starring role in the more high profile, but no less embarrassing, Bride of Chucky, which sought to take the Child’s Play franchise in a spoofy black comedy direction. Even in 2003, you could find Heigl propping up TV schlockers like Evil Never Dies, in which a mad scientist tries to bring a murderer back to life. At least she wasn’t alone in slumming for that one: Evil Never Dies was directed by Uli Edel, the German director responsible for the 1981 arthouse hit Zoo, and the critically acclaimed 1989 adaptation of Hubert Selby Jr’s Last Exit to Brooklyn. In 1993 he helmed the notoriously awful Madonna-starring erotic thriller Body of Evidence, and was swiftly (and unfairly) demoted to cheesy TV movie work for over a decade.

Barbara Hershey

The Entity (1981)

There are a great many subjects that Hollywood has traditionally shied away from. Race is still a cinematic hot potato, as is homosexuality, and even overt displays of heterosexual humping are generally still the preserve of arthouse and foreign movies. Perhaps the most under-represented social issue in film, however, is the delicate taboo of ghost rape.

Indeed, there’s only ever been one major studio movie dedicated to this terrible problem, and it’s poor Barbara Hershey who ended up on the receiving end.

Based on a supposedly true story – though the opening credits refer to the source book as a “novel” and the closing captions insist the movie has been “fictionalized” – Hershey plays Carla Moran, an attractive and smart single mother struggling to bring up her three kids. Her teenage son, Billy, is the product of a teenage liaison with a pill-popping wise guy who died in a motorbike accident, her two young daughters the offspring of an older man who simply wandered off. Stability is not her strong suit.

As the movie starts, we see Carla working diligently as a receptionist, hurrying to her typing class to improve her lot in life, before returning home to check the mail, tuck in her girls and get ready for bed herself. Then, without warning, she’s punched in the face, thrown onto the bed and violently raped by some invisible force. This is a mere five minutes into the film. Subtle it ain’t. You’ve come for the ghost rape, so ghost rape is what you’re going to get.

At the sound of her screams, Billy and the girls come running into the room but – of course – there’s nobody to be found. Everyone goes back to bed, with Carla half-heartedly believing Billy’s theory that she just had a bad dream, but moments later the bedroom starts to shake violently as the entity gears up for a second go. Evil demonic rapist it may be, but you’ve got to admire the stamina of the thing.

[image: 194_img01.jpg]

The family flees into the night, and takes temporary refuge at the home of Carla’s friend, Cindy. Being a no-nonsense Southern belle, Cindy gives Carla some sage advice: “When men who are not actually there come into your room and have intercourse with you it’s time to see a good psychiatrist”.

The good psychiatrist in this case is Dr Sneiderman (Ron Silver). He, being a man of science, attacks the problem under the assumption that the attack was a physical manifestation of some deep-seated emotional trauma, and we learn that Carla suspects her devout minister father may have harbored incestuous feelings towards her – a feeling that led her to run away from home at the age of 16, never to return. Dr Sneiderman, like all the male characters in this film, is creepy and ineffectual – a pseudo-feminist trait which is presumably meant to counterbalance the lascivious nature of all the explicit ghost rape.

Confident that her problem is being dealt with, Carla returns to normal life but the attacks soon start up again – bringing with them ever more violent and graphic rape scenes, including one vile sequence in which Carla is spread-eagled and defiled in front of her daughters. When Billy is struck down by flashes of electricity as he tries to save his mother, it becomes clear that Dr Sneiderman’s endless yakking may not be the answer after all.

A chance encounter at a book store brings Carla into contact with a trio of parapsychologists and, after the entity obligingly rattles the house during their subsequent visit, a whole swarm of hi tech ghost hunting types descend on the house and try to get tangible evidence of the creature’s existence. Once again, it obliges – putting on an electrical light show in Carla’s room, and manifesting as a rather disappointing luminous green ball. It doesn’t even have any visible genitalia, let alone anything to back up Carla’s insistence that it was “big”.

After another particularly vicious attack the scientists hatch a somewhat unlikely plan to cage the invisible beast. They build a replica of Carla’s home in a gymnasium and suspend a cannon that fires deadly freezing liquid helium above the bedroom. The idea is that when the entity arrives, Carla will run to a sealed safe area, while the cannon freezes everything else – including whatever physical atoms the ghost is using to molest her down-belows.

It all goes wrong, naturally. Dr Sneiderman bursts in, clumsily proclaiming his love for Carla, and the spirit takes control of the freeze gun. The lovestruck Doc and Carla leap out of the fake house just as the whole thing turns into a giant iceberg and explodes.

We end with Carla leaving home, shutting the door on the gravelly voice of the entity (which calls her a cunt for good measure) and driving off into the sunset with her kids. A series of closing captions inform us that not only is this a “true account”, but that the real Carla now lives in Texas where she continues to be diddled by the demon on a regular basis. Which, when you think about it, is a really shitty ending.

The real tragedy is that Barbara Hershey is fantastic in this movie. She puts genuine integrity and soul into a character that exists mainly to be a receptacle for rape, and the early scenes where you can still kid yourself that maybe the answer will be subtle and psychological in nature (or at least not involve an exploding iceberg) are quite effective. But as the rapes pile up, and the special effects get ever sillier – including one notorious scene in which rubber boobs are pounded by invisible fingers – it’s hard to avoid the fact that this is a nasty and tasteless little piece of titillating exploitation, dressed up as a serious supernatural drama.

Need to know: The Entity was directed by Sidney J. Furie, who went from directing low budget English horrors such as The Snake Woman in 1961 to the critically acclaimed spy thriller The Ipcress File in 1965. He followed The Entity with the hilariously awful Top Gun rip-off Iron Eagle, and the even worse Superman IV (see: Jim Broadbent).

Honorable mention: Hershey actually started out strongly in her career – as well as a bunch of TV work, she starred in one of Martin Scorsese’s first ever movies, Boxcar Bertha, in 1972. For a more endearingly daft entry in her filmography, try and track down a copy of Trial By Combat, a 1976 thriller in which a group of English aristocrats, led by Donald Pleasance, exact vigilante justice by offering the guilty the chance to take part in medieval duels to the death.

Philip Seymour Hoffman

My Boyfriend’s Back (1993)

Aimless slacker Johnny Dingle has got the hots for Missy McCloud. Big time. Harbouring a crush on her since the age of six, there’s one major problem: Missy’s boyfriend, Buck Van Patten. Buck is tall, handsome, athletic and played by a very young and terrifyingly smarmy Matthew Fox, over a decade away from his star-making turn as rugged doctor Jack on the TV sensation Lost. So you can see just how unfairly fate has stacked the deck against poor Johnny.

It’s only when the high school prom comes around, and he realizes this could be his last chance to win her heart, that Johnny actually does something about his unrequited passion. He’s going to win Missy, even if it kills him. Here’s a clue: it does.

Whenever Johnny tries to talk to Missy, Buck’s there to sour things – along with his mentally challenged meathead henchman, Chuck Bronski. Walking with a simian waddle, talking with a malevolent lisp and clad in dungarees and a backwards baseball cap with a Tintin style quiff peeking through the top, Chuck is a bizarre and clearly deranged character – a cross between a caveman and a children’s TV presenter.

The snuffling, swaggering nightmare of Chuck, ladies and gentlemen, is played by a 26-year-old Philip Seymour Hoffman, then a mere Philip Hoffman, and now the toast of Tinseltown for his Oscar winning role in Capote, as well as a whole raft of prestigious dramas and A-list blockbusters.

Despite Buck and Chuck foiling his romantic ambitions, Johnny has a plan. He goes to the convenience store where Missy works, and gets his best friend Eddie to burst in dressed as a masked robber. Johnny saves the day, Missy falls in love, true love conquers all. Except it doesn’t quite work out that way. A genuine armed robber beats Eddie to the checkout, and Johnny’s fake bravado earns him a bullet in the chest. With his dying breath, he asks Missy to the prom and, understandably shocked, pleasantly surprised and with seemingly little chance of having to fulfil her promise, Missy says yes.

The next day, Johnny rises from his grave as a zombie and with his life’s dream frustratingly incomplete, sets off to keep his date. Trouble is, he’s decomposing fast and if he wants his undead status to last until prom night, he’ll need to devour human flesh to keep himself going.

Strangely, nobody seems hugely freaked out by the undead Johnny. A little disgusted, sure, but the town takes this peculiar development in its stride, preferring to react with sniffy prejudice rather than bug-eyed terror. But Missy actually finds herself falling for the earnest dead boy who showers her with attention – much to Buck’s annoyance. At his master’s bidding, Chuck goes after Johnny, grabbing a fire axe to put a stop to his romantic intentions. Sadly, Chuck being a rather dim bulb, swings the axe upwards for the killer blow...and embeds the blade in his own head. Realizing there’s no point letting him go to waste, Johnny snacks on Chuck’s innards to give himself enough undead life to see him through to his dream date.
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Unfortunately, Chuck remains dead so we’re denied the chance to see a zombie Hoffman, but it’s worth staying with the movie as it proves itself to be a rather enjoyable little black comedy – a sort of Teen Zombie companion piece to the better known Teen Wolf – with plenty of witty situations and dialogue, including one priceless scene in which Johnny’s curiously upbeat parents steal a toddler for him to eat.

And does Johnny get the girl, and find a way for them to be together? Of course he does, though it doesn’t involve him eating her. Sadly.

Need to know: My Boyfriend’s Back was directed by Bob Balaban, the bearded actor/writer/director who most people will know as Francois Truffaut’s nervous translator in Close Encounters of the Third Kind. You can also see him in Altered States (see: William Hurt). In 2005, he co-starred with Hoffman in Capote, so there were obviously no hard feelings about the whole “axe in the head” thing.

The rest of the cast went on to varied success. Apart from Matthew Fox’s later success in Party of Five and Lost, Andrew Lowery (who played Johnny) went on to co-write the commendably stupid Dennis Rodman action flick, Simon Sez.

The lovely Missy McCloud, meanwhile, was played by Traci Lind who graced several fun horror flicks in the Nineties, including Fright Night 2 and Class of 1999 (see: Michael J. Fox). In another fun crap movie connection, when Johnny reaches heaven the man who passes judgement on him is Paxton Whitehead, a venerable British character actor who also appeared as Father Rosetti in the daft immaculate conception chiller, Child of Darkness Child of Light (see: Josh Lucas).

And finally, if you keep your eyes peeled during the scene where Johnny takes Missy to the movies, you may spot a baby-faced Matthew McConaughey heckling the duo and making his inauspicious movie debut as Guy #2.

Katie Holmes

Disturbing Behavior (1998)

Carrying the spawn of Tom Cruise is an unorthodox route to fame and fortune, but there’s no denying how successful it can be. Why else would there be an entry here under the name Katie Holmes and not “That Girl From Dawson’s Creek”?

But the very same year that the world was introduced to the adventures of the brick-chinned Dawson and his hormonally challenged entourage, Katie also appeared in this middle of the road horror thriller which brings to life every American teen’s worst nightmare – having to do as you’re told.

Steve (X-Men star James Marsden) is our hunky hero, a new kid in the town of Cradle Falls, his family having moved to the area from Chicago after his older brother shot himself. But strange things are afoot in this tiny coastal town – the school is dominated by a pompous bunch of jocks known as the Blue Ribbons, all members of an elite mentoring program run by Dr. Edgar Caldicott. These kids aren’t just pampered snobs, they’re given free reign over the town. The local Sheriff even turns a blind eye when one of the Blue Ribbons breaks his girlfriend’s neck mid-blowjob.

Steve falls in with school outcast Gavin (Terminator 3 star Nick Stahl) and his albino friend, UV. Gavin also introduces Steve to Rachel, his rock chick best friend. As Rachel, Katie Holmes makes for perhaps the least convincing movie punk wild child since, well, since Trancers (see: Helen Hunt). With her fake nose ring and high street grunge clothes, not to mention her cutesy puppy dog looks, Katie looks more like a Bratz doll than a high school hellion, no matter how many times she protests “I need a smoke” in her petulant whine.

Also stirred into the mix is the simple-minded janitor, Dorian Newberry, played by genre regular William Sadler (see: Jada Pinkett-Smith, Adrien Brody) who plays the role with an exaggerated limp, constant twitch and utterly baffling cod-German accent. Newberry is using high-frequency emitters to combat the school’s rat problem, a fact painfully inserted into the story without lubrication, so it’s hard not to suspect that these devices may prove useful later.

Our unlikely quartet of alienated kids soon learns the shocking – and utterly obvious – truth. Dr. Caldicott is brainwashing the kids, implanting microchips in their head, and turning them into relentlessly upbeat automatons. Upbeat except for the times when their repressed urges bubble to the surface and result in acts of sudden violence, of course.

It’s only after Gavin is inducted into the program by his own parents (they’re worried he listens to rock music and wanks too much) that Steve and Rachel twig that something drastic must be done. They investigate Caldicott’s past, and discover that he did the exact same thing in the town across the Bay, sending eleven kids to an asylum – including his own daughter. It’s not entirely clear how this scandal failed to reach the people of Cradle Falls, a mere ferry ride away, but we don’t have time to worry about stupid plot holes now – it’s time for the Big Chase At The End!

Steve and Rachel flee, but Caldicott and his now-baying mob of model pupils come after them. All seems lost, until – to the surprise of nobody – lunatic janitor Newberry comes hurtling into view, his truck laden down with squawking high-frequency devices. These send the kids crazy, and he leads them over a cliff like some demented modern day Pied Piper, which might at least explain his ludicrous accent. It’s somewhat harder to forgive his predictable dying quip – “Hey teacher, leave those kids alone!”

Steve has a perfunctory punch-up with Caldicott, and then shoves him over the cliff as well, thus tying up all the loose ends and allowing him to join Rachel on the ferry to glorious teen freedom. “Home is wherever we are” he sighs, like a big soppy ponce.

Meanwhile, somewhere in the „hood (you can tell, because there are suddenly lots of black people) a new student teacher is starting work. In a jaw-dropping final twist, it’s Gavin, suited, booted and ready to start a new urban chapter of the Blue Ribbons. Oooh. Scary.

Need to know: Disturbing Behavior was written by Con Air scribe Scott Rosenberg, and directed by TV veteran David Nutter, who helmed many episodes of The X-Files and was also the man in the hot seat for the pilot episodes of Millenium, Roswell, Dark Angel and Smallville. Steve’s sister in Disturbing Behavior was played by Katharine Isabelle, who went on to star in a much more satisfying teen horror in 2000, the full-blooded werewolf-as-puberty-metaphor romp, Ginger Snaps. The inexplicably evil Cradle Falls cop who literally lets the kids get away with murder was played by Steve Railsback, who can also be seen locking lips with Professor Xavier in the nude space vampire opus, Lifeforce (see: Patrick Stewart).

Anthony Hopkins

Freejack (1992)

Winning an Oscar, as Hopkins did for The Silence of the Lambs the year prior to making this ludicrously camp sci-fi action romp, doesn’t necessarily make you immune from making really, really stupid decisions. Decisions like hiring the lead singer of the Rolling Stones to inject you into the brain of Emilio Estevez. Stick with it. It gets even better.

Emilio plays Alex Furlong, a devil-may-care racing car driver who explodes in a fiery inferno of death on the track. Or, rather, he doesn’t. The instant before the reaper can claim him he’s snatched eighteen years into the future to the year 2009, when the ozone layer is gone, the world’s water is essentially poisonous, and deceased millionaires gain immortality by employing the services of Mick Jagger’s futuristic body snatcher.

While you’d be forgiven for thinking that maybe Mick is in the habit of snatching these virile young men in order to feast on their brains, thus keeping him young and limber for the annual Rolling Stones farewell tour, the gurning rock legend is actually in the business of providing these fresh – and pollution free – bodies for the decadent and elderly rich of the future.

Anthony Hopkins, in a role that amounts to roughly five minutes of screen time, plays Mr MacCandless, one such recently dead geezer and also the boss of the biggest corporation in the world, which also happens to be the company responsible for the “spiritual switchboard”, the afterlife matchmaking system that puts disembodied clients together with their new bodies.

Conveniently for him, the spiritual switchboard is also where his mind resides while Jagger tracks down Furlong. Time is running out – just like ripe pears, the mind can only be kept alive for a short time before it turns to useless mush.

Of course, before MacCandless can be transferred into his crisp new flesh suit, the current occupant has to be disposed of. This doesn’t go down well, and Emilio escapes into a confusing, scary and rather cheap looking dystopian future. To make matters worse, Emilio meets up with his fiancée Julie (Rene Russo), who is not only fifteen years older than him (though looking much the same) but she’s now working for MacCandless. Really, what are the chances?

After a frankly tedious number of drawn out chases, we finally learn that the reason MacCandless is so hell-bent on getting Furlong’s body is because he’s in love with Julie and as she still holds a torch for Alex after eighteen years, nicking his body seems like the quickest way to get laid.

“I was, of course, quite mad” admits MacCandless, having tricked the hapless couple into entering his low budget CGI mental domain. But the transfer is interrupted before it completes, and we’re left to wonder if MacCandless has become so much cyber-soup or if poor Alex Furlong really has bequeathed his mortal coil to the ghost of an insane Welsh billionaire. It certainly seems as if all is lost, but – cheeky scamp that he is – Furlong is just pretending to be MacCandless so he and Julie can escape to live in filthy rich freedom, zooming off over the end credits to the strains of a jaunty pop ballad.

Jagger, shamed by his inability to catch even a mid-level Brat Pack star, is forced to return once more to the marginally less ludicrous world of stadium rock, preening and galloping around on stage like a senile monkey.

Need to know: Hopkins followed Freejack with the rather more sensible Howard’s End, though 1992 did also see him engaged in a war of the hams with Gary Oldman in Coppola’s lurid Dracula remake. Thankfully, his scenery chewing turn as Van Helsing was overshadowed by Keanu Reeves’ remarkable decision to play Jonathan Harker as a wooden mannequin with a Dick Van Dyke cockney accent.

Freejack reunited Emilio Estevez with his Young Guns II director, Geoff Murphy, and was written by Ronald Shusset, one of the writers of the original Alien. It was based on a novel by Robert Sheckley, whose book The Game of X was the inspiration for the infamous Michael Crawford superhero flick, Condorman.

Also among the cast of Freejack are Amanda Plummer, better known as Honey Bunny from Pulp Fiction, as a foul-mouth, gun-toting nun and Jagger’s then- wife, Jerry Hall, as a predictably vapid TV host broadcasting from a nightclub so futuristic it’s still playing Jesus Jones records.

Dennis Hopper

Planet of Blood (1966)

The late, great Dennis Hopper enjoyed a rather curious career. On the one hand, he was one of the leading lights of the independent movie boom that overturned the old studio system in the Sixties, debuting opposite James Dean, directing and starring in the seminal Easy Rider, cameoing in Apocalypse Now and later turning in iconic performances in cult classics such as Blue Velvet, Quentin Tarantino’s True Romance and Sean Penn’s directorial debut, The Indian Runner.

On the other hand, he’s also provided unhinged villainy in bombastic blockbusters like Speed and Waterworld, and graced shamelessly commercial ventures like the ill-fated Mario Bros movie (see: Bob Hoskins). And yet then again, there are curious movies like Planet of Blood, made when Hopper was just emerging from years of bit parts in studio westerns and small roles in TV shows.

A bargain basement sci-fi potboiler with ideas larger than its budget, our story begins in the futuristic wonderland of 1990, at the International Institute of Space Technology where everyone wears nifty space age jerkins and a sign written in a zany space typeface reads “Astro Communication”. Despite the size of the building, the Institute is apparently staffed by roughly twelve people, of which only four are astronauts.

Leader of the pack is Allan Brenner (John Saxon), who is engaged to fellow space expert Laura James. Anders Brockman is their commanding officer, while rounding out their pitifully small roster are Tony Barrata and Paul Grant (played in a surprisingly understated manner by the young Dennis Hopper). In charge of the whole enterprise is Dr Farraday, a part which requires horror icon Basil Rathbone to do little but sit behind a desk.
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Two tasks dominate the proceedings – a manned trip to Mars and a mysterious radio signal from space. As luck would have it, the two overlap nicely. The radio signal is a message from an alien race, tipping us off that they’ve sent an ambassador to Earth. Unfortunately, the alien craft crashes on Mars, forcing our bold crew to make their journey earlier than planned.

It’s here that the story becomes improbably complicated – for reasons that will become apparent later. Setting off in the Oceano, Brockman, Laura and Paul are the first to reach the red planet, but the alien craft is abandoned – with just one deceased extra-terrestrial inside. Relaying this info to Farraday, the doctor reasons that the alien crew must be elsewhere on the planet – presumably in an escape pod. With the Oceano having burned off too much fuel during its descent, Allan and Tony embark on a second rescue mission. The larger Oceano II won’t be ready in time, so they instead blast off in the Meteor, a smaller craft. As they won’t have enough fuel to get to Mars and back, their plan is to launch an observation satellite to locate the alien’s escape pod, stop off on Phobos, one of the Martian moons, and from there use a short range rescue ship to reach the stranded humans.

Remarkably, luck is on their side and it turns out that the alien ship is also on Phobos, just a short walking distance from where they landed. Inside they discover a living – but unconscious alien. An unconscious female alien, no less.

This convoluted series of events is punctuated by numerous interludes depicting imaginatively painted alien vistas, outlandish spacecraft taking off and landing, plus strangely silent humanoid figures working in what appears to be a giant bubble. This is because almost all the special effects shots in Planet of Blood are lifted from the 1963 Russian movie, Mechte Navstrechu (or A Dream Come True). Armed with this knowledge, it’s easy to see how the plot of Planet of Blood was often crudely fitted around the available footage depending on how many people need to be in a location, or which spaceship they fly off in. The whole Phobos subplot is the most obvious evidence of this, since there’s no obvious reason for all this cavalier ship-swapping, although the Soviet markings on many of the external rocket shots may also tip you off.

Once the female alien is brought to the Oceano on the Mars surface, the story finally kicks into gear. Once revived, we discover that the slinky female is bright green and sports an astonishing bee-hive haircut. With her towering locks and jade complexion, she resembles nothing more disturbing that a troll doll pin-up.

It’s our pal Dennis Hopper who is given the task of looking after her. Clearly smitten, even though she looks old enough to be his mother (and is, you know, green), he coaxes her into taking a sip of water, but is unable to tempt her into sampling the Earth delicacy known as “cookies”. It soon becomes clear why she’s not keen on solids – the mute alien temptress is a vampire, and her first snack is somewhat predictably the most disposable member of the cast. Thus we bid adios to Dennis Hopper, his drained corpse discovered with the wrists gnawed open.

With the remains of Dennis Hopper duly jettisoned into the void of space, an argument breaks out between Brockman and Allan. The scientific Brockman wants to study the creature, while Allan just wants to kill her. This meaty debate on the importance of emotional detachment in scientific study comes to an abrupt end when the she-beast chomps on Brockman as her next course. Allan is next on the menu, but Laura conveniently disrupts the meal and scratches the space vampire in the process. The creature screams and runs off. A groggy Allan and Laura track her down, and discover she has bled to death, the first (and probably only) movie monster to be defeated by an acute case of hemophilia.

The movie ends with the Oceano returning to Earth, bearing a cargo of alien eggs. Dr Farraday, finally given an excuse to stand up, is giddy with excitement. The final ominous shot shows Farraday’s assistant collecting the eggs for study with due care and attention. With no gloves or protective clothing, he loads them onto a dinner tray. Way to go, science!

Hopper’s performance is one of the most fun in this obscure patchwork of a movie. From a dinner scene in which he calls John Saxon “Tony, baby” – even though Saxon’s character is called Allan – to the wide-eyed glee with which he plays his scenes opposite the alien vampire, it looks a lot like he’s often making it up as he goes along – and having a whale of time in the process. Which probably isn’t far from the truth.

Need to know: John Saxon, of course, went on to become quite a cult figure in his own right. Most famously, his black belt karate skills found him fighting alongside Bruce Lee in Enter The Dragon, while horror fans will know him best for his role as Nancy’s father in A Nightmare on Elm Street (see: Johnny Depp) and Elm Street 3: Dream Warriors (see: Patricia Arquette). Observant sci-fi fans may also recognize Dr Farraday’s assistant, who so carefully carries away the alien eggs at the end - it’s the legendary Forrest J. Ackerman, founder of Famous Monsters of Filmland magazine, and widely recognized as the Godfather of Science Fiction.

Planet of Blood has also been known by the titles Queen of Blood, Planet of Terror, Planet of Vampires and the rather self-explanatory The Green Woman. The plot is similar to that of the 1958 monster movie It! The Terror from Beyond Space, in which the crew of a mission to Mars are killed off by an alien creature. The same template would, of course, also provide the backbone for Ridley Scott’s 1979 smash hit, Alien.

For more space vampires, with the added bonus of near-constant nudity, see: Patrick Stewart.

Honorable mention: Hopper’s first ever lead role, in the bizarre 1961 cult oddity Night Tide, is also worth tracking down – especially as an excellent DVD edition exists. He plays a young sailor on shore leave at Venice Beach who falls in love with a girl who works in the pier sideshow as a mermaid. Weird thing is, everyone keeps saying she’s a real mermaid – and that her last two boyfriends ended up dead, floating in the surf. Night Tide marked the first collaboration between Hopper and Curtis Harrington, who would go on to direct Queen of Blood also. A likably quirky little independent offering, it aims for restrained chills rather than goofy horror and mostly succeeds. Except for the sequence in which Hopper dreams he’s being raped by an octopus. That’s kinda silly.

Bob Hoskins

Super Mario Bros (1993)

Decisions are made all the time in Hollywood that seem deliberately geared to baffle the minds of mere mortals. Decisions like “Ooh, let’s make three new movies about Darth Vader as a snotty kid”, or “This Police Academy idea is a goldmine – let’s make six more” or “Hey, let’s see if Arnold Schwarzenegger can do comedy!”

But all pale alongside the sheer forehead-smacking lunacy that must have gripped Tinseltown the day they decided to make a live action movie based on Nintendo’s flagship videogame franchise. The first movie to be adapted from gaming source material, it pretty much set the benchmark for this peculiar and malformed subgenre by being absolutely shit.

Lest we forget, the Super Mario Bros games involve guiding a mustachioed Italian plumber across a primary colored landscape, bashing yellow bricks with his head, collecting giant coins, jumping on turtles and popping in and out of enormous green pipes. As a videogame it’s enormous fun – but it takes a particular kind of madness to look at that concept and see a real life movie. And it takes a level of absolute thundering insanity to see Bob Hoskins as the man in the bright red dungarees, squashing cartoon monsters with his butt.
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Together with his brother Luigi (John Leguizamo), Hoskins’ Mario is reinvented as a struggling Brooklyn plumber, complete with Bugs Bunny style Noo Yoik accent. Beaten to every job by the bada-bing mobster Scapelli, they finally catch a break when Luigi bumps into Daisy (Samantha Mathis), an archaeology student who has discovered dinosaur bones on the banks of the Hudson river.

She’s also a princess from an alternate dimension where humans evolved from dinosaurs, their parallel world created when an asteroid struck the Earth killing off their reptile ancestors. Daisy also has a mysterious crystal around her neck, a missing fragment of the asteroid that has the power to merge the two worlds. This is something that King Koopa (Dennis Hopper), the sleazy ruler of the dino-dimension, wants to bring about, so he can get his hands on the bountiful resources of our world, and genetically return us all to monkey form. Try and keep up.

Daisy gets snatched into the parallel world, and the Mario Brothers follow. What they find is not the brightly colored cartoon of the videogame, but a grim urban sprawl not unlike a pre-school Blade Runner playset. There follows a mind-numbing dash through every mindless 1990s kid-flick cliché in the book, with characters hurtling from one location to another for no apparent reason, screaming and shouting every step of the way. The script, such as it is, basically involves endless variations on “Let’s go!”, “Look out!” and “WAAAAAAAAAAAARGH!”

Hoskins, an Oscar nominee and BAFTA winner by the time he slipped behind the moustache of Mario, simply makes like a real plumber and gets on with the job, even when it involves being up to your elbows in crap. He bounces on mucus trampolines, he attacks Dennis Hopper with a tiny clockwork bomb and gets to bellow immortal phrases such as “Grab that Goombah mattress!” as if his life depended on it.

At least he gets off better than poor old Dennis Hopper, who basically gives us a sneak preview of his villain performance in Speed (released the following year) while sporting bizarre crests of heavily gelled hair that make him resemble a karaoke Johnny Rotten.

Need to know: Super Mario Bros boasted no less than four directors. Officially, it was directed by Annabel Jankel and Rocky Morton, who together created the briefly famous stuttering computer gimp Max Headroom, but two other directors also helped to shape the unholy mess into something resembling a motion picture including Roland Joffe, Oscar-nominated for both The Killing Fields and The Mission.

Princess Daisy’s father, who spends the whole film as a gooey fungus, is finally returned back to his human form as Lance Henriksen (see: Giovanni Ribisi, Ally Sheedy). Henriksen is on-screen for all of five seconds, and gets precisely one line: “I’m back! I love those plumbers!”

If you can bear to sit through the entire movie, and can suffer through the credits without slashing your wrists, you’ll be treated to a final scene in which two Japanese businessmen discuss making a videogame based on the adventures of the brothers. How painfully post-modern.

For an even more blatant Nintendo pimp-flick, see: Tobey Maguire.

Honorable mention: Hoskins can also be found in the lamentable Spice World movie, in which erstwhile Ginger Spice Geri Hallilwell disguises herself as poor old Bob with hilariously lifelike results. In 1996 he also directed and starred in Fatal Caper, an episode of the Tales from the Crypt TV series (see: Teri Hatcher, Jada Pinkett-Smith, Brad Pitt).

Rock Hudson

Embryo (1976)

A true giant of Hollywood’s golden age standing at 6’4”, Rock Hudson was one of the last great matinee idols, his body of work including such classics as the Hemingway adaptation, A Farewell To Arms; the James Dean epic, Giant, for which Hudson won an Oscar, and a run of beloved frothy romantic comedies with Doris Day throughout the early 1960s.

By the time the 1970s rolled around, Hudson’s brand of studio-honed charisma was out of fashion, as a new generation of cinema literate movie brats took charge both in front and behind the camera. In the era of Brando, DeNiro, Scorsese and Spielberg, there was little need for the theatrical stylings of the old guard. So it was that Hudson went from making as many as three or four films every year, to making one film every three or four years.

He’d been absent from the silver screen since 1973 when he turned up as the lead in this lurid and tasteless sci-fi yarn that aimed to exploit public uncertainty about advances in reproductive science, and it pretty much heralded the end of his movie career.

Hudson stars as Dr. Paul Holliston, a brilliant biologist who is driven by his wife’s frequent miscarriages to help premature embryos survive by making them mature rapidly outside of the womb. When his wife dies, however, his research understandably falls by the wayside.

That is until one night, while driving home, he runs over a dog. A pregnant dog. Rushing it into his basement (which, as in all mad scientist movies, doubles as both research lab and operating theatre depending on the needs of the plot) he realizes he can’t save the mother, but that he might be able to save her pups using his research. Plopping them into those floaty tank things that scientists love so much, he manages to rear one of them to adulthood in just a few days thanks to his growth accelerant. The adult dog, imaginatively named Number One, is super-intelligent and responds to complex verbal commands such as “put your bowl in the sink and go to bed” almost instantly.

Fascinated, Holliston asks one of his medical colleagues if they have any spare human fetuses lying around. Maybe one fell down the back of the sofa? Despite being appalled at the suggestion, his friend helpfully calls him back to let him know that an expectant mother has attempted suicide and won’t last the night. Giddy as a goose, Holliston rushes over and swipes the fetus, hurrying it back to his basement lab like a teenager with a porno magazine.

Let’s pause here for a moment and picture Rock Hudson, square-jawed icon to millions, hacking open a dying pregnant woman to take her unborn child. Hold that thought. OK, let’s continue.

After a few days of baking in the Rock Hudson Lean Mean Baby Machine, Dr Holliston is the proud owner of a rapidly growing young girl. He starts bombarding her with subliminal education, pumping information directly into her developing brain. Trouble is, apparently dogs and people aren’t the same, and the doctor remembers this small but vital fact too late – the girl is aging too quickly and requires urgent doses of yet more pseudo-scientific guff to stabilize her.

At the end of all this faintly exciting laboratory action, Dr Holliston finds himself with a fully grown, and very naked, 25-year-old woman. Calling her Victoria, Holliston continues to educate her – a sort of My Fair Frankenstein Lady – and her intelligence and ability to absorb information prove just as impressive as the doctor’s new dog.

This being a cautionary tale, things don’t stop there. While their thirst for knowledge is unparalleled, both Victoria and the pooch have developed no sense of morality, and in one memorably bizarre sequence we get to see Number One murder a yapping terrier, hide the body in some bushes and lock himself in a car to create an alibi. Things take another queasy turn in an extremely uncomfortable scene in which Victoria seduces her surrogate father under the guise of wanting to learn about sex.

Let’s pause again and consider that Hollywood nice guy (and closeted homosexual) Rock Hudson is now engaged in athletic sexual relations with a fetus that he grew into a nubile woman in his basement. Classy.

No sooner has Victoria got Rock’s rocks off than she is wracked with pain, and her rapid aging begins once more. And when Holliston’s meddling sister-in-law (Diane Ladd) discovers that Victoria isn’t like the other girls, Victoria wastes no time in bumping her off. While Holliston is away at a conference, Victoria investigates her origin further and finds that she needs to ingest fetal pineal glands to arrest her decay. Before you can say “Jesus, enough with the fetus abuse already” Victoria has tracked down a pregnant prostitute and carved her up in order to eat the baby. Then she sets her sights on Holliston’s pregnant daughter-in-law...

Holliston and his son arrive just in time to see Victoria ready to chow down on the baby floating in the tank. In the ensuing struggle, Holliston’s son is stabbed with a scalpel and falls on top of the tank, sloshing umbilical juice and the tiny fetus onto the floor. Victoria screams off into the night, with Holliston in hot pursuit. There’s a car chase, and Victoria’s car overturns. As she crawls to safety, the gentle doctor wastes no time in trying to drown her in a nearby pool – though the police drag him off before he can finish the task.
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The paramedics discover that not only has Victoria’s accelerated aging left her a dessicated old hag, but she’s...having a baby. Yes, Holliston’s nocturnal tryst with his nubile Frankenstein daughter has resulted in the movie’s final punch in the chops of good taste – a withered skeleton giving birth to a super-accelerated baby. As the screen fades to black, Rock Hudson stares into the encroaching darkness and bellows “Nooooooooo!”

After suffering through this odious schlocker, you’ll know how he feels.

Need to know: As you can imagine, the womb-defiling Embryo did little to stop the downward spiral of Hudson’s career, with the movie legend reduced almost exclusively to TV work afterwards – including the serial adaptation of Ray Bradbury’s The Martian Chronicles in 1980. His final screen work was the role of Daniel Reece in Dynasty in 1984, though by that time he was already losing his battle with AIDS. He passed away in October 1985.

Barbara Carrera, who played the adult Victoria, went on to appear as the sexy female defector in Michael Crawford’s infamous superhero film, Condorman and as Bond girl Fatima Blush in the unofficial Connery 007 adventure Never Say Never Again. More appropriately for this book, she took over from fading icon Bette Davis in the risible Wicked Stepmother, making her complicit in the final degradation of not one, but two, Hollywood legends.

Helen Hunt

Trancers (1985)

What does it take to be a punk rock chick? If you’re Helen Hunt, and you’re starring in a low budget sci-fi thriller set in 1980s Los Angeles, the answer is “a very thin streak of blue hair”. That’s all it takes to define her character of Leena as a wild and crazy wild child in this cult classic.

As is often the case with these low budget gems, the premise for Trancers is openly swiped from bigger and better hits of the era. Our hero is Jack Deth (Tim Thomerson), a future cop who relentlessly hunts down Trancers, the brainwashed zombie slaves of his nemesis, Whistler. Burned out and clearly obsessed, his fondness for Raymond Chandler cliché marks him out from the start as a more affordable version of Blade Runner’s replicant-hunting hero, Deckard.

Booted from the force for continuing his crusade long after his superiors have ordered him to stop, Deth is press ganged back into active service when it transpires that Whistler has fled backwards in time and plans to murder the ancestors of the ruling council in order to erase their very existence. Deth is to be sent back to find and protect these innocents. No prize for spotting that this particular plot element bears a remarkable similarity to a certain Schwarzenegger cyborg movie that opened the year before.

Time travel in the Trancers world is by means of a drug that propels your consciousness back into the body of one of your genetic ancestors. Of course, in accordance with cheap sci-fi lore, your ancestors always look exactly like you – in much the same way that cut-price B-movie aliens always find a way to disguise themselves as ordinary humans (see: Ed Harris).

So Jack Deth jumps back into the body of the less impressively named Phil Deth, and encounters Phil’s latest sexual conquest – Leena, the feisty blue-streaked punk rock chick played by a 22-year-old Helen Hunt.
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She spends all of five minutes disbelieving his outlandish story of time travel, psychic zombies and super-villains, before enthusiastically joining him on his quest to stop Whistler from doing whatever it was he was planning on doing.

Along the way she falls in love with Jack Deth – even though he’s clearly twice her age, and insane to boot – and indulges in such heart-pounding action sequences as a fight with a zombie Santa, an escape from a deadly tanning booth and a very slow chase sequence on a small motor scooter.

The movie is impossibly cheap, visibly scrimping on even the most basic requirements and filmed on location in the backstreets of LA, probably within walking distance of the production offices. Hunt somehow emerges with her dignity relatively intact, as although she’s bogged down in the often incomprehensible script, the character gives her plenty of opportunity to showcase the sarcastic girl-next-door allure that would eventually lead her to the Oscar for As Good As It Gets, and the sitcom fame of Mad About You. Jack Deth, sadly, never got his own sitcom.

Need to know: Trancers was produced and directed by Charles Band, the no-budget impresario behind such franchises as Puppet Master and Subspecies . He also produced Parasite (see: Demi Moore) and the Ghoulies movies (see: Matthew Lillard). Trancers spawned five sequels, all starring Tim Thomerson, the most recent being Trancers 6: Life After Deth, which landed on video rental shelves in 2002.

Holly Hunter

The Burning (1981)

Let’s see. We’ve got a boyish prank that goes tragically wrong, we’ve got a mutilated psycho with revenge on his mind, we’ve got a summer camp full of horny young folk and we’ve got some sharp garden tools that are about to be used in ways the manufacturers did not intend. Yep, we’re firmly in the realms of the slasher movie for this entry, a notorious splatter flick that was among the “video nasties” removed from British shelves lest the youth of the nation be corrupted by the sight of severed rubber limbs.

Camp Blackfoot is where the story begins, with a gang of young lads plotting to put the frighteners on the camp’s tyrannical caretaker, Cropsy. Their masterplan involves putting a rotting skull with candles in the eye sockets next to his bed while he sleeps, and then banging on the windows to wake him up. The joke works – Cropsy gets quite a shock. Such a shock that he knocks the skull onto his bed sheets and transforms himself into a human inferno. He staggers out of his squalid hut and tumbles into the lake.

Five years later, and the disfigured Cropsy is dumped back into society with one thing on his mind – to get even with those pesky kids. But first he heads into New York and stabs a prostitute in the stomach with a pair of scissors. What, you thought you get to be a slasher movie villain without a little practice?

Camp Blackfoot has long since closed down, but a new camp has conveniently opened up right across the lake, and the lead counsellor, Todd, just happens to be one of the kids who plotted Cropsy’s flaming mishap. Background checks were obviously not a priority for camp staff back in the 1980s. Also present and correct are the expected array of thrusting young teens whose flagrant sexual encounters will enrage the chargrilled killer in the woods. Among their ranks are a number of familiar faces, not least of which is a 23-year-old Holly Hunter making her film debut as Sophie.
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Also along for the gory ride is future Seinfeld star Jason Alexander (playing the tubby joker in the pack, naturally) and Fisher Stevens, who most will remember as the not-really-Indian guy from Short Circuit (see: Ally Sheedy).

After the obligatory set-up scenes, during which we learn who wants to sleep with who and endure a barrage of fake scares in which ominous figures turn out to be best friends inexplicably lurking in the shadows, the core group of older kids set off on a three day canoe trip – and Cropsy begins his rampage in earnest. While the boys try their best to date rape as many girls as possible, the frazzled psycho gets to work with his weapon of choice – a pair of garden shears.

The special effects come courtesy of Tom Savini, who upped the gore ante the year before in Friday the 13th (see: Kevin Bacon), and he does his utmost here to top even that display of crimson slaughter. One sequence in particular, in which some of the kids try to escape on a makeshift raft only to be massacred midstream by Cropsy, remains one of the most startling and memorable in slasher history.

Lunging out of a canoe, the killer dices his way through the teens with admirable efficiency, lopping off extremities and sinking his blades into throats with real enthusiasm. Sudden and shocking, the scene has been the focus of many censorious snips over the years.

By the time the trembling survivors have been ferried back to camp (Holly Hunter and Jason Alexander among them) only Counsellor Todd and shy nerd Alfred remain to confront Cropsy in the ruins of his old hut. Between them they manage to impale the killer with his own shears, sink an axe into his face and then set him on fire, again, just for good measure.

It’s actually quite hard to pick out Holly Hunter in this movie. Unlike Jason Alexander and Fisher Stevens, who both have sizable speaking roles, Hunter’s character spends most of the movie in the background and only gets to utter a few lines, one of which just involves shouting “Todd!” Of course, by 1984 she was working with the Coen brothers, and four years later she was nominated for an Academy Award for Broadcast News, so maybe there’s something to be said for staying clear of the slasher limelight after all.

Need to know: The Burning was written and produced by Bob and Harvey Weinstein, their first venture into filmmaking under the Miramax banner. They would, of course, go on to become two of the most powerful and notorious men in Hollywood, producing flicks as varied as Clerks, Pulp Fiction, Scream, Cold Mountain and Chicago.

The Burning was directed by Tony Maylam, who would also bring us the Rutger Hauer clunker Split Second (see: Pete Postlethwaite), while the editor on the project was Jack Sholder, whose own directorial career includes such staples of 1980s horror as Nightmare on Elm Street 2 and The Hidden. Fisher Stevens can also be found in Super Mario Bros (see: Bob Hoskins).

The soundtrack for The Burning was composed by bonkers prog rock demi-god Rick Wakeman, and his epic electronic soundscapes make for an unusual – and surprisingly effective – backdrop to the queasy bloodshed on screen.

Elizabeth Hurley

Beyond Bedlam (1993)

It’s rather hard to describe someone as an actress when the highlight of their career is not being completely terrible in Austin Powers, but Liz Hurley has somehow managed to find and maintain a niche in the celebrity pantheon. Her continued fame certainly has nothing to do with this utterly preposterous Brit horror, which followed her hardly auspicious Hollywood debut in the Wesley Snipes plane punch-up, Passenger 57.

Hurley stars as Stephanie Lyell, a genius neurologist (no laughing at the back, please) working on a drug that would fix the broken bits of psychopathic brains. Or something like that. She is, predictably, rather vague on the details. Just to set the scene, the lab where she’s working on this ground-breaking project, at the supposedly prestigious London Institute of Neurology, is a dark room with one table and some test tubes. Even if you attended St. Hooligans School for Glue Sniffing Apes, your old chemistry classroom was better stocked – and better lit – than this obvious movie set.

In keeping with this low rent approach to research, Stephanie has just two test subjects for her wonder drug – Gilmour, an imprisoned serial killer known as The Bone Man (played by Keith Allen, hamming it up with all the drama school malice he can muster) and, in a rather unscientific twist, herself. Yep, Stephanie has been shooting up with an experimental brain compound and as a result the barking mad Gilmour now has the ability to enter and manipulate her dreams. And, for no apparent reason, this ability also extends to the people who live in her apartment block.

This is supposed to explain why a noisy neighbour dives out of his window and bursts into flames, and why an elderly woman hangs herself after dreaming of giving a young man a blow job. And, believe it or not, octogenarian oral isn’t as low as this film sinks.

Called in to investigate these mysterious and ludicrous demises is Terry Hamilton (Craig Fairbrass), a lumbering cockney copper with a tragic past – he accidentally shot his own wife when Gilmour took her hostage. The enormously muscled Fairbrass makes for a wonderfully unconvincing detective, looking for all the world like he’d be more at home delivering kissograms rather than arrest warrants.

As plot devices crash into each other like drunken wasps, Terry and Stephanie find their reality being turned upside down as Gilmour messes with their minds from the comfort of his cell. This does at least give us another of the more memorable images from the movie – after the cocksucking pensioner, of course – in the shape of Terry’s dead wife, calmly serving tea while bleeding from a bullet wound in the chest. And it’s through this bizarre interlude that we discover the downside to Gilmour’s power – if you tell the visions to go away, they do. Freddy Krueger he ain’t.

With nothing else left to pad out what little plot the movie has, Terry and Stephanie set off to the Institute to kill Gilmour – stopping along the way to fight a bunch of riot cops for no obvious reason. There follows a protracted and astonishingly dull series of fake scares, crap mind games and a long fist fight during which Gilmour (or a mental projection of Gilmour that can take and receive punches, it’s not entirely clear which) returns from apparent death no less than three times.

By the time our wooden heroes finally dump Gilmour’s bloody corpse back in his cell, only for it to vanish as they close the door, three questions will be dominating your mind: What just happened? Why did it just happen? And why couldn’t I have spent the last eighty minutes doing something more entertaining, like slamming my genitals in a car door?

Need to know: Beyond Bedlam was based on a novel by Harry Adam Knight, who also wrote the book which inspired Carnosaur (see: Diane Ladd), and was directed by Vadim Jean, who won several prestigious awards in 1993, though they were for his critically acclaimed comedy, Leon the Pig Farmer, and not this incomprehensible turkey.

Craig Fairbrass can be found in Stallone’s Cliffhanger, as well as countless Z-grade action movies, but he does have the distinction of working on one of the most successful entertainment products of all time – he provides voices for the blockbuster Modern Warfare videogame series. He also starred in British TV soap, Eastenders. His dead wife in Beyond Bedlam, coincidentally, is played by Anita Dobson, another alumni of the long-running show.

Beyond Bedlam was released in the US under the even more laughable title Nightscare. For some more dream-based Brit horror, see: Timothy Spall.

John Hurt

The Ghoul (1975)

Through the Fifties and Sixties, horror cinema was dominated by the arch gothic style popularized by Hammer, and perpetuated by smaller studios such as Tigon and Amicus. Even Roger Corman got in on the act, filming his later horror flicks – and in particular his Edgar Allen Poe adaptations - in a lurid flamboyant style that owed much to the Hammer template (see: Jack Nicholson).

But by the 1970s, the public’s appetite had changed as gritty, nihilistic Vietnam-era flicks such as Night of the Living Dead offered terrors far removed from fog-shrouded castles and genteel Edwardian protagonists. The Ghoul marked an interesting halfway point between the two styles – written by Hammer boss Anthony Hinds, directed by Hammer regular Freddie Francis and starring Peter Cushing, it combined the setting and style of classic British horror with the ambiguity and bleak American tone that was creeping into the genre. In fact, in a surprising number of ways, it actually plays like a Hammer version of Texas Chainsaw Massacre.

Set in the Roaring Twenties, the story opens with a bunch of boisterous London socialites chugging champagne and jigging about to a gramophone. With their cut-glass accents and braying laughter you’re thankful this is a horror film, as within two minutes you’ll be hoping these people die horribly. Rest assured, they do.

Having drained all the bubbly, and with “drunk driving” still considered a jolly wheeze rather than a lethal social stigma, four of the gang decide on a whim to have a road race to Cornwall. Headstrong party girl Daphne chooses the flashy and callow Billy as her passenger (even though it’s his car), while her other potential suitor, stiff Army man Geoffrey, is forced to take Billy’s whining sister, Angela, along for the ride.

The two cars become separated, and Daphne and Billy race into the lead. In the depths of the countryside, fog rolls in and they run out of petrol – just yards before a sheer drop. Sending Billy into the mist to find more fuel, Daphne huffs and puffs for a bit and then wanders off to find some help of her own. And waiting for her in the fog is Rawlings, a greasy and creepy pervert played with unnerving aplomb by the young John Hurt, still four years away from international fame as the crewman from Alien with a nasty stomach bug.

Rawlings is the gardener and groundsman for Doctor Lawrence (Cushing), but he warns her not to go up to the main house. When she refuses to listen to his leering advice – kindly kneeing him in the nutsack to punctuate her point – he knocks her out with a rock. She awakes in the house, where the kindly Lawrence offers her comfort and hospitality – but firmly insists that she shouldn’t leave until the fog has cleared.

Spying the obligatory family portrait on the mantelpiece, Daphne asks about his wife and son. Lawrence explains that his wife died, and that his son was “corrupted” while they were living in India as missionaries. “I don’t see him anymore” he whispers, and right away we know that he really should add “because he’s a flesh-eating monster that lives in the attic”.
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Sure enough, while this is going on Rawlings has shoved poor Billy and his car into the ravine and, later that night, Lawrence’s Indian housekeeper Ayah (played by white actress Gwen Watford in shocking brown-face make up) unlocks a spooky door at the top of the stairs. We get glimpses of a shambling, rotten form coming down the stairs and, in a Psycho-style twist, our heroine Daphne is cut to ribbons in her bed by the mysterious ghoul.

The next day, Rawlings watches mesmerised as Ayah butchers the corpse. As she salts the meat in the pantry, the disturbed gardener swipes the dead girl’s knickers and spirits them back to his shack. The mucky pup.

Of course, Geoffrey and Angela are soon on the scene when news of Billy’s “accident” reaches them. While Geoffrey searches the marshland for signs of Daphne, Angela falls prey to the demented but commendably dedicated Rawlings, who fells her with a ferocious kung fu bitchslap that belies his scrawny frame. This time, however, Geoffrey is able to trace the missing woman back to the house where he realizes that the doctor’s congenial manner is masking some seriously screwed up behavior. Barging into the upstairs room, he emerges almost immediately with a ceremonial knife embedded in his face.

“I’m all you’ve got now” drools Rawlings to the terrified Angela, though his glee is shortlived. She clobbers him with an ornament, knocking him onto the bed just as the ghoul shuffles in, knife gleaming and ready. Through sheer force of habit, the diseased monster hacks Rawlings to death and then raises its blade to finish off Angela.

Just before the ghoul can deliver the fatal blow, a shot rings out and it drops down dead. It’s Doctor Lawrence to the rescue, finally wising up to the notion that keeping your cannibal son in the attic and letting him feast on stray women isn’t sporting or gentlemanly conduct. He puts another slug into his moaning offspring’s body, and then turns his gun on himself.

Angela, much like Sally in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (released the year before) flees screaming into the night. The reason for the ghoul’s terrible affliction is never explained, and we’re left with the sight of Lawrence, blood dripping from his head wound, slumped next to the picture of his wife, a memorably bleak ending in a genre previously known for its neat resolutions.

Need to know: The Ghoul of the title was played by Don Henderson, a popular British TV actor. He was reunited with Peter Cushing two years later when he played one of Grand Moff Tarkin’s Imperial officers in Star Wars.

Cushing’s wife of 32 years died in 1971, and his haunted performance as the bereaved doctor is due in large part to the legendary actor’s inconsolable grief over the loss. “Since Helen passed on I can’t find anything; the heart, quite simply, has gone out of everything”, he said in a 1972 interview, making the suicidal conclusion to The Ghoul all the more poignant. “Time is interminable, the loneliness is almost unbearable and the only thing that keeps me going is the knowledge that my dear Helen and I will be united again someday.”

Honorable mentions: Other cheesy genre offerings in the Hurt filmography include the 1993 alien invasion flick, Monolith, and Roger Corman’s Frankenstein Unbound (see: Jason Patric).

William Hurt

Altered States (1980)

You know you’re watching a Ken Russell film when, in the afterglow of some tremendously sweaty sex, William Hurt confesses that while pumping away he was actually thinking of Christ. And crucifixions. Just to underline the perverted point, the viewer is then treated to a drawn-out hallucination featuring the Shroud of Turin bursting into flames, sexy schoolgirl uniforms, a sheep’s head with seven eyes perched on top of the body of Christ...and lots more sweaty sex.
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Yes, much like Ken Russell’s other entry in this tome (see: Hugh Grant), Altered States is a delirious ride, stomping along with one foot firmly planted in pretentious high art and the other dipping a sequinned toe in the waters of high camp.

William Hurt, in his first ever movie role, is Professor Eddie Jessup, a scientist fixated on human consciousness. Specifically, he believes that our cells contain memories of not just past lives, but of all life. “Our atoms are millions of years old”, he reasons, and he sets about trying to find a way to unlock the neurological gateway that will grant him access to this domain of accumulated ancient experience.

Starting out with lengthy stays in isolation tanks, he finds the key he needs when he travels to Mexico to take part in an ancient shamanistic ritual involving psychedelic soup. Another trippy hallucination sequence follows, during which he apparently kills and eats a lizard, and he excitedly brings back some of the psychoactive brew for study.

Through a combination of sensory deprivation and consumption of this untested (and filthy looking) organic LSD, he begins to regress back through human evolution, describing wide open plains, populated by short upright simian beings, hunting for food with their bare hands. Then Jessup goes one better and describes how he is actually becoming one such troglodyte.

But this is no whacked-out hippy fantasy. It’s a Ken Russell film, by thunder, so Professor Jessup really is becoming a caveman. Genetically. Physically. It’s a literal transfiguration bringing his atomic subconscious into the waking world. Jessup is understandably elated. After all, who wouldn’t be excited by the ability to transform into a tiny hairy man? Well, apart from Danny DeVito, for whom the experience would obviously be somewhat pointless.

Of course, being an obsessed fringe scientist, Jessup can’t resist going back again and again, blurring the lines of research and personal gratification, eventually breaking out of the tank in his prehistoric state and going on a naked ape-man rampage through the halls of Harvard before heading for the zoo where, having worked up quite an appetite, he snacks on an antelope.

It’s the sort of behavior that can put a strain on a marriage, and his wife – also a scientist, and conveniently just returned from Africa where she studied apes – is torn between the realization that her husband has made a world-changing breakthrough and the knowledge that he’s clearly as crazy as a badger in a sack. Of course, he did confess to fantasizing about Christ and crucifixions during sex, and she still married him, so it’s perhaps a little late for second thoughts.

Attempting one final trip in the tank to break through the subconscious barriers preventing him from truly comprehending the oneness of all creation (or something), Jessup succeeds in releasing so much cosmic energy that he blows up the isolation tank, creating a swirling anti-matter vortex in his lab and setting his molecular structure into complete meltdown for good measure.

Transformed into a sort of gooey blob with the face of William Hurt, all seems lost as his very touch turns his wife into a red and black glowing optical effect, before their love for each other pulls them back from the brink of infinite atomic implosion. Or whatever. They hug. The credits roll.

As you can probably guess, Altered States isn’t just the name of the movie, it’s also a serving suggestion of sorts. Heavily inspired by academic drug gurus like Timothy Leary and Alex Shulgin – who both pioneered the psychological study of hallucinogenic trips – Ken Russell throws everything into this one, with epic 2001-style sequences of wordless cosmic kaleidoscopes punctuated by random and esoteric imagery.

And while it’s undeniably bizarre to see the 6’2” William Hurt turn into a tiny caveman (played by a different actor, sadly) or howling as he turns into a gloopy pile of DNA, there’s no getting around the fact that the role of Jessup is ideal for Hurt’s peculiar brand of detached, frigid strangeness. Though Altered States was a box office disaster, it did his career no lasting harm – he followed it up with Lawrence Kasdan’s erotic drama Body Heat in 1981, and reteamed with Kasdan for the seminal 1983 ensemble piece, The Big Chill (see: Kevin Costner).

Need to know: The X-ray technician who discovers that Jessup’s skeletal structure is taking on distinctly prehistoric qualities was played by George Gaynes, best known to survivors of the 1980s as the absent-minded Commandant Lassard from the infernal Police Academy series. Altered States also saw the movie debut of Drew Barrymore, visible for all of three minutes as one of Jessup’s two daughters. The girls are crudely introduced into the story, and completely vanish from the plot altogether long before the end – the mundane requirements of hiring a babysitter apparently too much to ask for drugged up scientists diving into the space-time gene pool.

Angelica Huston

The Ice Pirates (1984)

Born into one of Hollywood’s most respected movie families (see: John Huston) and also Jack Nicholson’s partner for sixteen years, it’s rather surprising that Angelica Huston didn’t really find on-screen fame of her own until 1985, when she picked up the Academy Award for Best Supporting Actress for her role opposite Nicholson in Prizzi’s Honor, directed by her father. She then, of course, went on to great acclaim in highly praised thrillers like The Grifters, witty blockbusters like The Addams Family and quirky Wes Anderson dramas The Royal Tenenbaums and The Life Aquatic.

Prior to all of this Angelica mostly restricted herself to small supporting roles or unbilled cameos in Nicholson’s The Postman Always Rings Twice and One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest, as well as minor parts in This Is Spinal Tap and forgettable fluff like the 1976 TV movie, Swashbuckler.

And then there’s The Ice Pirates, an astonishingly bad Star Wars knock-off that wants desperately to be a ribald spoof of George Lucas’ galaxy far, far away but ultimately comes across as a witless cross between the old Buck Rogers TV series and the high camp of the 1980 Flash Gordon movie.
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Huston, onscreen for all of ten minutes, plays Maida, just one of a merry band of deep space buccaneers intent on liberating ice from the evil Templar army in a future universe inexplicably devoid of water. Also along for the ride are Ron Perlman (Hellboy) and John Matuszak (Sloth from The Goonies), while Robert Urich stars as the wannabe Han Solo hero, Jason.

In keeping with the title (and for no other logical reason) every inhabitant of this distant solar system dresses and acts like pirates. Well, all except for the ones who, defying logic even further, spend their time dressed as medieval knights. There are laser guns, yet people still carry old-fashioned swords. There is an abundance of chainmail and suits of armor, yet it seems to provide zero protection from any weaponry whatsoever.

There’s even a princess (played by future Dallas star Mary Crosby), some bikini-clad amazons, a horny frog lady, a whole squadron of slapstick robots, endless chases that pad out the interminable running time and enough crudely made rubber alien masks to fill a dozen Star Trek conventions. And let’s not forget a completely redundant and hastily discarded subplot about a rampant slug which infects the crew with incurable “space herpes”.

And finally, after this cavalcade of pointless nonsense, there’s a myth of “the seventh planet”, a fabled place which contains enough water to solve the problems of the galaxy instantly, if only some plucky band of adventurers could find it...

Which of course they do, but the movie betrays its ultra-cheap roots by not even delivering a proper ending. Upon finding the planet – with the princess’s long lost father waiting for them on the surface –the movie simply ends before we get to see anything as interesting (or expensive) as an actual landing on the surface, a resolution to the galactic crisis or a reunion between father and daughter, even though this sought-after moment has been the driving force behind the whole ludicrous adventure.

Dressed in a dizzying assortment of black and silver space-bondage outfits, and with her hair violently gelled into what passed for futuristic hairstyles back in the early 1980s, Huston doesn’t have to do much except take part in some of the least convincing sword fights in cinema history (though she does deliver one surprisingly gory decapitation considering the movie’s PG rating) and while her deadpan delivery is presumably meant to suggest a cool and cynical tough-as-nails rebel, it could equally be due to utter boredom. It’s something the audience for this directionless farce can easily sympathize with.

Need to know: The Ice Pirates was directed by Stewart Raffill, who would go on to bring us such highbrow delights as the McDonalds sponsored E.T. rip off, Mac & Me, in which a wheelchair-bound boy introduces his alien friend to the nutritious joys of fast food, and Mannequin On The Move, the risible sequel to the hardly inspiring 1987 Kim Cattrall comedy about a shop window dummy that comes to life and has sex with Andrew McCarthy.

Raffill co-wrote The Ice Pirates with Stanford Sherman, who recycled many plot devices from his 1983 fantasy offering, Krull (see: Liam Neeson), which was hardly a work of dazzling originality to start with. Robert Urich, our bargain basement Harrison Ford surrogate, was best known as the star of the short-lived 1975 US cop show, S.W.A.T. His role of Jim Street was taken by Colin Farrell in the tedious 2003 movie remake.

John Huston

Tentacles (1977)

This is actually quite depressing. This is no mere up-and-coming celebrity taking crap roles to put bread on the table before fame came a-knocking. This is John Huston, a genuine genius of cinema and a world class actor to boot. This is John Huston, the man who directed Bogart in some of his greatest flicks, the man who brought us The Maltese Falcon, Key Largo and The African Queen. This is John Huston, father of Oscar winning actress Angelica Huston and son of Oscar winning actor Walter Huston. This is John Huston...in a movie about a giant octopus.
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Even within the narrow confines of the giant octopus sub-genre, this is still a spectacularly risible effort. It’s certainly no coincidence that Tentacles hit US cinemas the year after Jaws, as it tries (and fails) to imitate pretty much every successful moment of Spielberg’s blockbuster smash, swapping fins and fangs for flapping tentacles.

Huston is the nominal star as crusading journalist Ned Turner, a man convinced that the numerous missing and mangled tourists on the imaginatively titled Ocean Beach are being chomped by a freak octopus, roused from the depths by the dubious aquatic dealings of Trojan Construction. He’s right, of course, though the movie takes an agonizing amount of time proving this.

Along the way we get to see various secondary characters fall foul of the creature including, in one particularly stark scene, a newborn baby snatched from its stroller. Even Turner’s own nephew nearly winds up tentacled to death when the monster runs amok (while remaining largely unseen) at a gala boat race.

Filmed in the US, but made by an Italian production outfit, this is the sort of movie where literally no expense was spent in the quest to realize the spectacle of a huge octopus terrorizing a seaside town. The creature almost never appears in the same shot as a human actor, preferring instead to restrict its appearances to stock underwater footage of a clearly normal-sized octopus, clumsily intercut with panicking extras. To add to the comedy value, some of the cast were non-English speaking members of the Italian crew who had to be dubbed (badly) after the fact.

Even more bizarrely, the character of Ned Turner – and, indeed, pretty much every other character – vanishes halfway through as the film suddenly switches focus to the octo-slaying efforts of Bo Hopkins’ troubled marine explorer, until now merely a supporting player, who sets out to avenge his wife’s octopus-related death.

Think it couldn’t get any stranger? He eventually defeats the creature thanks to the last minute intervention of his two tame killer whales, which swim to the rescue and simply eat the octopus.

Easily one of the weirdest, most incomprehensible movies ever made, Tentacles is almost worth seeing just for the sheer baffling incredulity of it all. Almost.

Need to know: John Huston isn’t the only aging Hollywood legend to cash a paycheck in this ridiculous flick. The head of Trojan Construction is played by none other than Henry Fonda, though his handful of scenes all take place sitting on the veranda of a luxury beach condo, so it’s entirely possible he filmed his contributions in one day without ever leaving home or even standing up. Also along for the ride is Shelley Winters, who plays Ned Turner’s sister. She provides the brash comic relief in a series of interminable scenes of her chasing toy boys and trying to get her son, Tommy, to the boat race on time. For more Shelley Winters fun, see: Robert De Niro.
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From Samuel L. Jackson to Tommy Lee Jones




Samuel L. Jackson

Def by Temptation (1990)

It was the one-two punch of Jurassic Park and Pulp Fiction that finally pushed Samuel L. Jackson out of the “That Guy” category and into the public consciousness. Prior to those box office hits he’d been a regular face in Spike Lee’s movies, but mostly earned his crust with small roles as junkies or hoodlums in movies as diverse as Coming to America and Goodfellas. He also found time to appear in this confused urban erotic-horror, in which a God-fearing country boy is tempted by a sensual female vampire in the big, bad city of New York.

The country boy in question is Joel, played by writer and director James Bond III, perhaps best known to TV audiences as Doc, leader of the Red Hand Gang in the cult 1970s kid’s detective show. On the verge of becoming a minister, Joel decides he needs to see something outside of his sheltered religious life, and heads to the Big Apple to visit his brother, K, who is a moderately successful actor in low-rent action movies. In a delicious stroke of ironic genius, the role of K is played by Kadeem Hardison, one-time star of the Cosby Show spin-off A Different World, and a moderately successful actor in low rent action movies such as Drive and Biker Boyz.

Joel is promptly taken to K’s neighborhood bar where he meets a seductive yet apparently sweet-natured woman who opens his eyes to the sexually-satisfying possibilities of life outside the church. Of course, the audience knows better – we’ve already seen her devour several hapless suitors during the treacle-paced first act – and K is alarmingly quick to realize that she’s a creature of the night.

The movie, which can’t seem to decide if it wants to be an upbeat affirmation of gospel-fuelled spirituality or a sleazy sex-and-gore shocker, wallows in early 1990s black cinema cliché, the soundtrack oozing a steady stream of forgettable New Jack Swing R&B, while the fashions veer between the non-threatening vanilla hip hop stylings of the Fresh Prince and the jheri curl silk shirt grooming of a Luther Vandross video.

The supposedly sexy scenes of seduction and murder spare no expense in the smoke machine or blue and red lighting departments, and the sporadic plot hinges on an unfathomable scene in which the bar’s hopeless lothario (Bill Nunn) inexplicably turns from a lame running gag into a member of a secret government unit that deals with supernatural threats. Quite why he spends every night watching the vamp go home with a new victim without bothering to follow or stop her is just one of many glaring plot holes that remain unresolved as the film lurches towards its random conclusion.
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And Sam Jackson’s role in all this quasi-hip nonsense? He’s Minister Garth, Joel and K’s father, who we see preaching fire and brimstone from the pulpit in a flashback scene which immediately calls to mind Jules Winfield’s Bible misquoting hitman from Pulp Fiction. We then see Minister Garth killed in a car crash, after a vague (and never explained) suggestion that the same temptress vampire had previously tried to get her claws into him.

Jackson turns up once more, during the climactic stand-off between Joel and the fanged slut, first as a distracting vision conjured up by the harpy, and then as an inspirational speaker from beyond the grave, helping Joel embrace the monster-slaying power of Jesus, thus exploding the damned hell-queen in a gory mess of reverential spiritual awakening.

Jackson’s screen time totals maybe three minutes, encompassing about ten lines, which makes his looming prominence on the inevitable video and DVD re-releases all the more misleading.

Honorable mention: Jackson also put in a brief appearance in the much maligned Exorcist III. Other than that, and not counting big blockbusters like Deep Blue Sea, he’s steered clear of the horror genre - quite a feat for someone with over 100 movie credits to his name.

Famke Janssen

Model by Day (1994)

If you thought that the role of telepath Jean Grey in the X-Men trilogy marked Dutch darling Famke Janssen’s first venture into the world of superheroes, you’d be dead wrong. The year before her breakout role as GoldenEye’s thigh-crushing Bond girl Xenia Onatopp started her on the road to Hollywood success, she headlined this laughable vigilante romp as Lex, a supermodel with justice on her mind.
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While most superheroes are spurred to action by some fatal calamity striking painfully close to home, such as the murder of a close relative, Lex’s motivation is somewhat less urgent. Her roommate, Jae, hurts her eye after getting carjacked in Central Park, and this really ticks Lex off. After being scolded by her wheelchair-bound Tae Kwon Do teacher for allowing her anger to become a distraction, Lex bumps into Shannon – a high-kicking self defence tutor who casually remarks that had she been in the park that fateful night, Jae wouldn’t be the one in hospital.

Remember this seemingly random snippet of dialogue, it proves useful later.

A friend’s minor eye injury is apparently enough to tip Lex over the edge from feisty photogenic starlet to costumed nocturnal avenger, and a Chanel fashion show in which all the models wear blank masks gives her the bright (and somewhat obvious) idea of disguising her famous features while prowling the city streets.

The result? She becomes Lady X, girl powered defender of lone women everywhere. And what is the well-dressed superheroine wearing this season? Purple, mostly. To be more precise, a tight leather purple bustier, purple hotpants and thigh-high purple leather boots with purple suspenders all form the basis of the ensemble, while the crowning glory is a shiny round purple helmet and purple sunglasses. Quite how she’s even able to navigate the night time streets of Manhattan in this get-up, let alone fight street thugs to a standstill, is a mystery. The effect is less “comic book hero” and more “bondage-obsessed synchronized swimmer”.

On her first foray into the night Lady X miraculously manages to find and defeat the exact same carjackers who so cruelly hurt her friend’s eye (the heartless bastards), and she goes on to hammer the crap out of a sleazy nightclub owner – his crime being a lousy pick-up attempt. Sadly, the nightclub owner turns up dead the next day and Lady X is in the frame for his murder. To complicate things even further, Lex is falling in love with the detective assigned to the case. Women, eh?

As more dubious underworld figures are apparently slain by the victorious vixen, it becomes clear that there’s a fake Lady X at work. Remember Shannon’s apparently random dialogue from earlier? Now would be a good time to recall it.

Yes, Shannon, the fervent evangelist for self defense, is the murderous Fake Lady X and after a sexy tussle with the real Lady X, she does the decent thing and plummets to her death from the top of a building. As far as the cops are concerned, the case is closed...but Lex’s cheeky pre-credits grin suggests that she isn’t ready to hang up her purple helmet just yet. The saucy minx.

This is hardly a role to stretch or even showcase the talents of Miss Janssen, but she does a better job of making Lex a rounded character than the script ever does. Despite this, there’s no way on Earth that the clumsy leg-waving on display in her fight sequences is the work of a black belt Tae Kwon Do expert. Regardless, this movie is worth seeking out just to see how hilariously stupid Famke looks in her Lady X costume. The worst superhero outfit ever? Oh, yes.

Need to know: Model By Day was based on a justifiably obscure comic book, and was adapted for the screen by Jeph Loeb, a writer who would go on to much critical acclaim in the comic book industry for his stately modern takes on the origins of heroes such as Spider-Man, Daredevil and Hulk, as well as the Batman epic, The Long Halloween. Loeb was also one of the driving forces behind TV hits like Lost, Heroes and Smallville. Other movies to spring from his pen include the early Arnie romp Commando and the seminal 1980s Fox-fest, Teen Wolf.

The role of Shannon was played by Shannon Tweed, Playboy Playmate and star of countless softcore erotic thrillers with titles such as Indecent Behaviour, Victim of Desire, Illicit Dreams and, of course, Body Chemistry 4: Full Exposure. Remarkably, despite several utterly gratuitous scenes of full-frontal nudity in Model by Day, none of them involve Tweed’s infamous assets. Or Famke’s for that matter. Shame on you.

Angelina Jolie

Cyborg 2 (1993)

Imagine the barrel-scraping depths to which you’d have to sink in order to mount a sequel to a minor Jean-Claude Van Damme movie without the services of Jean-Claude Van Damme. And yet, somehow, Cyborg 2 not only vastly improves on the original, it even features a pretty decent cast – including the debut performance of an 18-year-old Angelina Jolie, as a high-kicking cyborg seductress with an explosive secret.

It is the year 2074, and cyborg technology dominates the derelict husk of the Earth. Two major corporations battle for supremacy in the realm of biotechnology – the Japanese firm Kobayashi, and US conglomerate Pinwheel. It’s the yanks who gain the upper hand though, when they perfect the formula for the ultimate assassin – beautiful female cyborgs, programmed with human emotions, which carry a powerful liquid explosive in their artificial veins.

Angelina plays one such creation – Casella “Cash” Reese – and unknown to her she’s destined to be smuggled into Kobayashi’s HQ and detonated, thus handing control of world’s cybernetic market to Pinwheel.

She’s made aware of her planned fate thanks to the constant intervention of a mysterious benefactor, Mercy (Jack Palance) who appears only as a mouth or an eye on conveniently located video screens. He teams her up with Colson “Colt” Ricks (Elias Koteas), her human combat instructor, and helps her escape into the world outside. Pursued by a deranged tracker and a lethal female robot, the pair fall into forbidden love and fight for the right to live out their days together. Bless.
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The price for their freedom is that, after a lot of running around and shooting, one of them must fight to the death in an illegal arena to earn the money for their passage to Mombasa, the last free place on Earth where cyborgs and humans can tweak each other’s diodes in peace. For reasons that are never explained this highly hazardous task falls to Colt, the soft and fleshy human, rather than Cash, the super-tough robot.

A cheesy mixture of Blade Runner and The Terminator, Cyborg 2 avoids the pitfalls of complete crappiness largely thanks to the quality of the lead actors. The part of Cash plays to Jolie’s already obvious strengths – she’s tough but vulnerable, sexy but deadly – and Elias Koteas is one of those underrated leading men whose tight-lipped scowl calls to mind a younger, more muscular DeNiro. He turned in another solid leading turn in The Prophecy (see: Viggo Mortensen) and was even the human sidekick in the first Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles movie.

Although both acquit themselves reasonably well in the action stakes, neither has the limb-flailing prowess of a Van Damme and so the story wisely stacks its deck in favour of the areas where they’re considerably stronger than the Muscles from Brussels – basically everything but the limb-flailing prowess. The movie ends with a still young and gorgeous Cash cradling the now-ancient Colt as he dies of old age in their desert love nest, though the poignancy is somewhat marred by the rubbery make-up that makes Colt look like a giant pink raisin.

Despite its guilty pleasures, you simply can’t escape the fact that Cyborg 2 is a movie in which Angelina Jolie stars as a sexy exploding fembot and this cheesy charm is heightened further by Jack Palance’s turn as their mysterious benefactor – a performance that doesn’t so much chew the scenery as devour it in one gulp. “If you want to dine with the devil, you better bring a long spoon” he barks inexplicably as Cash and Colt make their final break for freedom. Quite.

Need to know: In the original Cyborg, all the major characters were named after makes of electric guitar, leading to such priceless titles as Fender Tremolo, Marshall Strat and Van Damme himself as Gibson Rickenbacker. Sadly this pointless but hilarious conceit was not carried over to the sequel.

There was one more Cyborg movie, released in 1994, aptly named Cyborg 3: The Recycler. The character of Cash returned in this entry, though Jolie was replaced by the dubiously named Khrystyne Haje. Her leading man was played by Zach Galligan, the nerdy hero from Gremlins, and if you plot a chart with Van Damme at one end and Galligan at the other, it paints a rather shitty picture of the future evolution of the male gender. For another barking mad Jack Palance cameo, see: Oliver Reed.

James Earl Jones

Blood Tide (1982)

The late 1970s and early 1980s were a busy – and prosperous – time for James Earl Jones. Not only were his signature rumbling tones giving kids nightmares as Darth Vader, he was also pitted against Arnold Schwarzenegger as the evil Thulsa Doom in Conan the Barbarian and found time for some rather more uplifting work as Alex Haley in the TV mini-series Roots: The Next Generation.

With so much going on, it’s understandable that he’d welcome the chance to spend a working vacation relaxing in glorious sunshine amid the scenic beauty of the Greek islands. Of course, the downside is that he had to star in this absolutely terrible monster movie which manages to make a mere 80 minute running time feel three times as long.

After an interminable opening flashback in which the obligatory virgin is sent into a dank temple to be devoured by an unseen beast, we zip forward to the present day and two bronzed Americans – Neil and Sherry – who are mooring their yacht at a remote Greek island. They’re upbeat and jovial as they wander through some ruins, and even manage to maintain their generally cheery demeanor when the local kids inexplicably throw a cat at them. Enter Nereus (Jose Ferrer), the mayor of this tiny island town, who greets them with the usual warmth and hospitality expected from small rural communities in shitty horror movies – that is to say, none.

It turns out that Neil is looking for his sister, Madeline, who vanished in the area some months previous – a fact which makes his earlier carefree attitude seem rather odd. As is traditional in these sorts of tales, it’s obvious the shifty locals know something, but they ain’t telling. As they return empty-handed to the yacht, Neil sees someone in the dusk who looks a bit like Madeline and sets off in pursuit. What do you know? It is Madeline, and Neil finds her shacked up with a barking mad treasure hunter named Frye – played with booming glee by James Earl Jones. Also present is Frye’s ditzy girlfriend, Barbara, who he treats like dirt.
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Bear in mind, the movie is almost halfway finished by the time we get to this point and so far it’s only made good on one half of its title. We’ve seen a lot of the tide, but precious little blood. In fact, the closest we’ve come to action is the scene pictured, in which James Earl Jones heroically punches a melon to pieces.

Things start to pick up once Jones slips into a wetsuit (a remarkable sight in itself) and takes a nocturnal scuba dive down to a sunken temple – the same one from the tiresome prologue, of course – where he guzzles a bottle of Jack Daniels and blows open the entrance to the temple. Explosives, liquor and scuba diving. Quite the combination. Having gained access to an ancient site, doubtless loaded with priceless artefacts, this determined treasure hunter promptly leaves rather than investigate further.

It doesn’t take a genius to work out that something has been freed from the underwater ruins, and soon people are mysteriously vanishing from the sea – including poor old Barbara. The villagers seem less than perturbed. Once the mangled remains are buried, they simply throw a huge beach barbecue. Our American heroes are not in the mood for flame-grilled albatross though, especially when Madeline goes missing. Again. Having acted slightly loopy all through the movie, Neil figures out (somehow) that she plans to sacrifice herself to the creature. A creature which, it should be pointed out, warrants a mere two seconds of screentime, during which its origins as a crude rubber sock puppet are all too apparent.

Neil and Frye dive down to the temple and as her brother drags the insane Madeline back to the surface, good old James Earl Jones concocts an enormous bomb from his leftover explosives, utters one last random dose of gibberish – something to do with castrating dogs – and swims into the clutches of the unseen beast. Then he blows himself up.

Need to know: Neil was played by Martin Kove, who most people will remember as John Kreese, the brutal sensei of the Cobra Kai karate school in The Karate Kid. Jose Ferrer, who played Nereus, is the father of Miguel Ferrer (see: Martin Sheen) and uncle of George Clooney. He won the Best Actor Oscar for Cyrano De Bergerac in 1950 and went on to appear in the likes of Lawrence of Arabia and The Greatest Story Ever Told. Like so many of his generation, he ended up taking roles in silly horror movies once the 1970s and 1980s swept away the grandeur of the old studio system, and Blood Tide sits alongside movies such as Bloody Birthday and The Sentinel (see: Christopher Walken) in his later work.

Honorable mentions: James Earl Jones can also be found sporting a variety of hilarious afro wigs in the well-intentioned superhero romp The Meteor Man (see: Don Cheadle) and starred in the “true life” alien abduction TV movie, The UFO Incident.

Tommy Lee Jones

Eyes of Laura Mars (1978)

After clinching the Oscar for Best Supporting Actor for his turn as the dogged Harrison-hunting US Marshal Sam Gerard in The Fugitive, Tommy Lee Jones finally broke into the mainstream consciousness and clocked up an enviable run of hits, almost always playing a stone-faced no-nonsense lawman.

Zip back to one of Jones’ first major movie roles, however, and you’ll discover him in this almost respectable supernatural slasher movie as...well, a stone-faced no-nonsense lawman. Those famous Easter Island features are slightly softer, and the hair is a lot more voluminous and bouncy, but it appears that Tommy Lee Jones was actually born craggy.

He plays Detective John Neville, the idealistic cop assigned to investigate a series of grisly murders surrounding controversial fashion photographer Laura Mars (Faye Dunaway). Her images of semi-clad women in violent poses has made her the enfant terrible of the New York art scene, but her success is blighted by the fact that people close to her keep getting bumped off by a psychotic maniac. To make matters worse, Laura has developed the inexplicable ability to see through the killer’s eyes as they commit their gruesome deeds. Haunted by these visions, and with her work and sanity imperiled by the ordeal, Laura finds comfort in the arms of Tommy Lee’s hunky gumshoe.

Eyes of Laura Mars hails from that post-Exorcist period during which big stars and major studios were pumping out glossy horror flicks in the hope of capitalizing on the public’s thirst for vaguely respectable horror and while it certainly isn’t the worst of this period (see: Kirk Douglas), nor does it deserve the mostly positive reputation it has since developed. Really nothing more than a rather clumsy whodunit, enlivened by nasty murders and some star quality, the movie presents such an outrageously obvious parade of characters as potential suspects that any savvy moviegoer soon realizes that the actual culprit must be the only main character not being portrayed as an unstable lunatic.

The twist (which I’m about to spoil, so run for your life if you wish to remain unsullied) is revealed when the killer comes for Laura, and she sees herself from his point of view. Of course, the only person around is... Tommy Lee Jones. Yes, her sour-faced cop lover has been the knife-wielding loon all along, his flimsy motive for slaughtering her colleagues rather hastily explained via a rambling confession about an abusive childhood and the sanctity of death. Sadly, we never learn quite why this outrageous psychosis never came up before during his many years as a New York homicide detective.
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His exposition delivered, Tommy Lee begs Laura to shoot him, a task which she understandably performs through a veil of tears before fleeing into the Manhattan night. Thus exits Tommy Lee Jones, and thus ends his only venture into the clammy embrace of slasher movies.

Need to know: The song which plays over the end credits is the chilling ballad “Love Theme from Eyes of Laura Mars (Prisoner)” sung by that obscure horror icon, Barbra Streisand. Eyes of Laura Mars was co-written by John Carpenter, then a hot property thanks to the runaway success of Halloween, and the film makes obvious use of his fondness for crafting murder scenes from the killer’s point of view. The director was Irvin Kershner, who followed Laura Mars with a little known sci-fi flick called The Empire Strikes Back and the “unofficial” Bond film Never Say Never Again, in which Connery returned to the 007 role after a twelve year absence.
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From Harvey Keitel to Mila Kunis




Harvey Keitel

Star Knight (1985)

While Keitel is not above appearing in unlikely movies – witness the mawkish 1994 kids-and-animals comedy Monkey Trouble – his reputation as a ferociously focused and deadly serious Method actor remains largely unharmed, largely thanks to his long-time association with Martin Scorsese and his soul-baring performances in lauded independent flicks like Bad Lieutenant and The Piano.

Considering he’d already made four films with Scorsese by 1985, including the seminal Mean Streets and Taxi Driver, this makes his starring role in this utterly bizarre Spanish sci-fi fantasy all the more confusing, and all the more rewarding for connoisseurs of thespian embarrassment.
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Keitel stars as Klever, a castle guard in love with Princess Alba, the daughter of the king. Unfortunately for Klever, she’s already in love – with an androgynous alien called IX, whose spaceship is mistaken for a dragon by the medieval townsfolk. The course of true love never runs smoothly though, and not only can IX not remove his armored spacesuit in Earth’s atmosphere, he also can’t speak, emitting only a disturbing array of high-pitched dolphin noises and communicating his otherworldly desires via telepathy. Despite this, a relationship of sorts manages to flourish, much to the annoyance of Klever.

The local alchemist, played with bug-eyed zeal by the always-insane Klaus Kinski (see: Sterling Hayden), is the only one to realize the true origin of the alien spacecraft. Reasoning that it might hold the secret to eternal life, he sets about manipulating Klever’s romantic intentions in order to find, and seize control of, the alien ship.

In the midst of this already awkward combination of broad farce, cheesy 1980s sci-fi and low-rent swords and sorcery fantasy, Harvey Keitel blends in like a break dancing grizzly bear in a supermarket. Clad in armor, but swaggering like a mobster, he doesn’t even bother to mask his native Brooklyn accent, rendering the already-clumsy dialogue, dripping with “thee” and “thou hast” clichés, even more bizarre by virtue of his no-bullshit wise guy delivery. It’s as if Sport, Keitel’s odious Taxi Driver pimp, fell into a time warp on his way to a fancy dress party, and is a mere heartbeat away from unleashing some old fashioned New York baseball bat justice on these rag-wearing, castle-dwelling mooks.

The movie ends with Klever conjuring the alien armor onto himself, leaving IX dying in Earth’s atmosphere. In what is surely one of the strangest endings you’ll ever see, Kinski’s barking mad alchemist now becomes the good guy, reviving the mute extra-terrestrial with a magic potion - which also makes his head glow blue.

Meanwhile, Harvey Keitel, now clad in the not exactly flattering body-hugging rubber spacesuit, enters the alien craft and is promptly whisked into outer space, where the ship transforms into a transparent bubble before zipping out into the unknown. Whether this was meant to set up a Keitel In Space movie franchise is a mystery that may sadly never be solved.

Honorable mention: Keitel also ventured to the stars five years earlier in the slightly more respectable, though no less crappy, sci-fi thriller Saturn 3. Written by esteemed novelist Martin Amis and directed by veteran musical director Stanley “Singin’ in the Rain” Donen, this infamously awful movie found a psychotic Keitel intruding into the cozy orbital love shack of scientists Kirk Douglas and Farrah Fawcett. And just for good measure, Keitel brings along Hector – an eight-foot lunatic robot that takes a fancy to Fawcett, and vows to kill any human that gets in its way. The scariest thing in the film is actually the sight of a naked 64-year-old Kirk Douglas getting randy in the shower with the 33-year-old Farrah Fawcett. His son Michael was clearly taking notes.

Nicole Kidman

Nightmaster (1987)

Nicole Kidman as a feisty teenage ninja. Admit it. That’s something you’ve always dreamed of seeing. And see it you can, in this confusing Australian sci-fi thriller about a rogue martial arts teacher who tries to kill his star pupil.

Kidman plays Amy, just one of a gang of high school kids who while away their free-time in The Game, a sort of paintball-infused assault course where the acrobatic youngsters dress all in black and sneak around an abandoned power station. Get tagged by an opponent and you’re out. First to ring the bell dangling precariously at the top of the derelict building is the winner.

The current champion of The Game is Robby, an earnest and decent sort of a lad, who is falling dangerously under the influence of Steve Beck, his alarmingly deranged karate teacher and an ex-soldier who spouts survival of the fittest clichés whenever possible. This is a source of concern for Miss Spane, apparently the school’s only other teacher who confusingly takes classes about Shakespeare in a science lab. She used to date Beck and has now developed a rather dubious Oedipal relationship with Robby.

The big secret is that Beck is addicted to performance enhancing drugs, supplied by the school’s resident bully who delights in winding our young hero up. It all goes horribly wrong when the final of the local martial arts championship takes place on the same night as the final match of The Game. Denied the drugs that will guarantee him victory, Beck kills his dealer with a swift chop to the nose.

Robby witnesses the murder and, foolishly, admits as much to Beck when they inevitably face off in the final round. Beck then mercilessly pummels Robby and, when the match is abandoned following the discovery of the dealer’s body, he stalks Robby to the remote location of The Game and tries to bump him off in this not-exactly-safe environment.

A mostly incoherent film, Nightmaster is stuffed full of terrible 1980s synth music (including numerous agonising scenes in a bar where a low-rent Oz version of The Pet Shop Boys seem to play a never-ending set) and other trappings of the era that taste forgot.

The movie also contains vague hints that the story takes place in some Orwellian dystopia of the future. Robby receives a message from his mother on what can only described as a prototype DVD player, ominous loudspeakers announce the start of a national curfew, and the school tannoy refers to the students by number, and demands they report to the “Control Room”. Yet apart from these fleeting and unexplained futuristic flourishes, everything else looks and acts exactly like an episode of an old Australian soap opera.
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Flitting in and out of this story, Kidman’s Amy is both Robby’s main rival in The Game, and also his budding love interest. With her chubby, rosy cheeks and enormous mass of curly red hair, she’s a far cry from the chiselled ice maiden we know today, and also a rather unlikely candidate for ninja success. For one thing, there’s no way she could contain that unruly mop under the regulation ninja hood.

It’s also worth noting that we never once see her performing anything that might pass as martial arts, something that you’d think would somewhat hamper her aspirations, but no. The movie ends with Amy and Robby in the throes of love, and the revelation that Amy is now champion of The Game and a fully-fledged ginger ninja.

Need to know: Nightmaster was originally released under the title Watch The Shadows Dance, a title that makes even less sense. Miss Spane was played by Joanne Samuel, best known for her role as Mel Gibson’s doomed wife in Mad Max. The rest of the cast, like so many Australian movies of this period, went on to appear in a whole host of soap operas such as Sons & Daughters, The Flying Doctors and The Sullivans.

Val Kilmer

Murders in the Rue Morgue (1986)

Although he’d already headlined the wartime spoof Top Secret and the George Lucas/Ron Howard fantasy flop Willow, for most people Val Kilmer’s career really took off – ho ho! - when he played Tom Cruise’s hair-gelled rival in Top Gun. However, the same year that he took to the skies in homo-erotic aerial combat with Maverick, Kilmer also played a supporting role in this rather dry - and rarely seen - Edgar Allen Poe TV adaptation.

Staying reasonably close to the particulars of Poe’s frankly silly Parisian yarn, the movie still finds room to crowbar in unnecessary characters – such as Kilmer’s Phillipe Huron, godson and protégé to retired detective Auguste Dupin, a man continually referred to as “AAH-GOOSE” by the largely American cast.
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Dupin is called back to into action to solve an impossible murder – an elderly seamstress and her daughter, brutally mutilated in a locked attic room – when the pompous Prefect of Police (a pre-Deadwood Ian McShane) promptly arrests a bank clerk for the crime. Trouble is, the bank clerk is the fiancé of Dupin’s daughter (Rebecca DeMornay), an anachronistically forthright young lady who has also caught the eye of Phillipe.

If this sounds like a rather contrived pile of soap opera nonsense to ladle on top of Poe’s fairly streamlined 25-page story, you’d be right. But then, the mystery itself is swiftly solved. Dupin works it out almost immediately, as you’d expect from a fictional detective predating even the mighty Sherlock Holmes, and the audience is left trailing in his wake as he drags poor Phillipe from place to place, setting him obtuse tasks, blathering on about logic and deduction, but never actually explaining what’s going on.

Of course, for everyone who has read the original story, this is all just a preamble to the big reveal at the end, when we discover that the culprit in the baffling crime is a monkey. What works on the page – or at least works as a quirky gothic potboiler – is rendered laughable on the screen, as the deadly serious tone gets squashed like a banana at the sight of Val Kilmer defending Rebecca DeMornay by hitting a monkey with a stick. There’s not even much drama in this abrupt final confrontation – once Val has demonstrated his ape-bashing bravery, they simply throw a net over the thing and put it back in its cage.

Need to know: The central role of Dupin was played by the late, great George C. Scott, then a long way from the Oscar-winning glory days of Dr. Strangelove, The Hustler and Patton, slowly fading back into the netherworld of TV movies. His performance is predictably strong, though hamstrung by the lurid screenplay which struggles to pad out Poe’s prose in any meaningful way, this marking the fifth movie adaptation of the yarn. The first was a silent era quickie released in 1914. Bela Lugosi appeared in a 1932 version, which played up Universal’s then-popular mad scientist angle, while Karl Malden and Jason Robards both starred in versions in 1954 and 1971 respectively.

Kilmer’s 1986 update was directed by Jeannot Szwarc, a French-born director who cut his teeth on episodes of Night Gallery, Kojak and The Six Million Dollar Man (see: Sandra Bullock). He went on to enjoy a few flirtations with the big screen – including such timeless classics as Jaws 2, Supergirl and Santa Claus: The Movie – but is now back on TV, as a regular director on shows like JAG, Without A Trace and Smallville.

Honorable mentions: More cheesy Kilmer fun can be had by investigating his post-Batman Forever period, which spawned the absolutely ludicrous HG Wells adaptation, The Island of Doctor Moreau (see: David Thewlis) and the enjoyably preposterous killer lion adventure, The Ghost and the Darkness.

Keira Knightley

The Hole (2001)

A traumatized and malnourished teenager (American Beauty’s Thora Birch) staggers out of an English forest and back to her snooty private school. She’s Liz, one of three kids who have been missing for eighteen days, and only she knows what has happened to the others.

Among those friends is Mike Steel, the bad boy son of an American rock star; Geoff, Mike’s posh rugby-playing roommates, and Frankie, a slutty rich bitch played by the young Keira Knightley. It doesn’t end well for her.

It turns out that the unfortunate quartet spent the last two and a bit weeks locked inside an abandoned wartime bunker in the school grounds. They were hiding out from a boring three-day field trip, and paid the school’s creepy fix-it guy Martyn to squirrel them away underground in the woods. Trouble is, Liz has an ulterior motive. She wants to be bunkered up because she has the hots for Mike, and believes that a spell of voluntary incarceration in his vicinity will win him over.

But, oops, we also learn that Martyn harbors a lifelong creepy crush on Liz, so his willingness to help her get close to Mike, who he loathes, seems rather strange. Sure enough, when the appointed time comes for Martyn to set them free, the door remains firmly locked. Panic sets in. Bad things happen.

Or do they? One of the biggest problems with The Hole is that it tells its slim story through a series unreliable flashbacks as Liz is quizzed by a police psychologist. Although her therapeutic technique seems to involve nothing more complicated than pointing a video camera at Liz and waiting for more exposition to tumble out.

Each time, facts change and motivations shift, but rather than creating a fascinating mystery, it just becomes confusing and muddled. It’s pretty clear that it’s all building to a big twist, but with such a limited cast and only one survivor, it’s not hard to work out where the tale is going.

But what of the young pre-fame Miss Knightley? Shoved to the back on the original movie poster (but front and center for subsequent DVD releases) she plays the sort of role that would be more typical in an American slasher movie than a grimy Lord of the Flies ripoff. She’s a coquettish tease, she drinks and smokes dope, she flashes her boobs at the boys and she’s therefore inevitably the first to die, literally vomiting herself to death after drinking tainted water. This sets in motion an ugly chain of events that leads to everyone else, bar Liz, meeting sticky ends involving bashed brains and skewered chests.
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Need to know: The Hole was directed by Nick Hamm, who went from directing stage productions for the Royal Shakespeare Company to churning out silly mid-range horror trifles like the creepy clone kid effort, Godsend (see: Robert DeNiro). Mike Steel was played by Desmond Harrington, who has since found some measure of fame as Joey Quinn on TV’s Dexter. Posh Geoff was played by Laurence Fox, who trained at the posh RADA theater school and is the son of posh actor James Fox. The police psychologist was played by Embeth Davidtz, who worked with Steven Spielberg on Schindler’s List and Robert Altman on The Gingerbread Man. She’s most recently been seen on TV’s Mad Men and Californication.

Honorable mention: Just prior to The Hole, Knightley had a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it role as one of Natalie Portman’s lookalike handmaidens in Star Wars Episode I: The Phantom Menace.

Lisa Kudrow

The Unborn (1991)

Brad and Virginia Marshall are desperate for a child. Sadly, her baby bits aren’t up to the job and every conventional doctor has told them that conception is impossible. Cue their disturbingly eager friends, who recommend they pay a visit to the doctor who helped them conceive.

The Marshall’s dutifully turn up at the clinic of Dr. Richard Meyerling to see what can be done. And who’s there to greet them at the reception desk? Why, that would be Lisa Kudrow, aka Phoebe from Friends, acting pretty much exactly like Phoebe from Friends. Except her hair is black. That’s, like, method acting or something.

You know something is amiss just from her overly cheery demeanour, and from the beaming aplomb with which she handles a plastic cup just begging to be filled with Brad’s ejaculate. “I hope you’re in the mood” winks the ever-inappapropriate Dr Meyerling as Brad is led away by Kudrow to squeeze out some seed. Make the most of this fleeting meeting, as we won’t be seeing Lisa Kudrow again, but it’s already too late – the damage is done.
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Virginia is impregnated with her husband’s sperm, though the dubious doctor has added an extra genetic kick to the mix to make the baby stronger and smarter. And we all know what that means. Yep. Psychotic mutants.

Sure enough, as the bump gets bigger, the signs that Dr Meyerling is up to no good also begin to grow. All the women undergoing his treatment develop an oozing rash on their necks. One of his patients stabs herself in the stomach rather than give birth. The relaxation tape he hands to Virginia contains subliminal messages directed at the baby. A lesbian who used his technique to conceive bludgeons her partner to death with a hammer.

Finally convinced that something is seriously amiss in her down-belows, Virginia is forced to visit a backstreet abortionist (who apparently drums up trade by hanging around a legitimate abortion clinic waiting room) where the genetically altered foetus is removed. Upon learning of the termination, Brad is horrified and storms out of the house.

And if you thought a pregnant woman ramming a knife into her stomach to kill her baby was sick, be warned - things nosedive into seriously repulsive territory from here onwards. You see, the aborted baby survives the procedure. Yep. It survives being aborted. Drawn by its psychic cries, Virginia makes her way back to the grotty back alley where she is greeted – for no reason – by a deformed dwarf on a skateboard. As he wheels himself off, she opens a dumpster and the foetus bursts out in one of the most bizarre jump-scares in horror history.

Overcome with maternal instinct, Virginia takes her offspring home. Brad returns to make peace and finds her breast-feeding a goggle-eyed rubber puppet. “It’s horrible”, he says, stating the obvious just a tad, and the mewling foetus retorts by jamming a knitting needle into daddy’s eye.

It’s this, rather than the fact that she just fished her still-living foetus out of the trash, that makes Virginia realize that Dr Meyerling still has a few questions to answer. She bursts into his clinic in the dead of night, spluttering and brandishing a pistol, and forces Meyerling to explain what the baby-making heck is going on. “Just in time!” he smirks. “We don’t even need mothers any more...” Yes, he’s now growing them in big glass baubles like a proper mad scientist should.

Virginia, understandably, puts a bullet in Dr Meyerling and then uses the incubators as a shooting gallery, showering the dying doc in amniotic fluid and chunks of exploded foetus. Despite this subtle climax, the movie ends with Virginia cradling her evil foetus and enjoying a lovely sunrise.

And while Lisa Kudrow may not have a large role in this supremely tasteless gore-fest, she’s impossible to miss and, let’s face it, none of this gynaecological carnage would have even happened without Phoebe from Friends and her jubilant way with a cup of baby batter.

Need to know: The villainous Dr Meyerling was played by James Karen, a great character actor who you may remember as the property developer in the original Poltergeist who created all sorts of supernatural havoc when he moved the headstones but left the bodies. More in keeping with this book, he also played Professor Camden in the risible Hercules In New York (see: Arnold Schwarzenegger).

Martha, Virginia’s useless and alcoholic mother, was played by K Callan. She went on to play a rather more famous Martha – Martha Kent, adopted mother of Clark Kent – in the 1993 TV series, Lois and Clark: The New Adventures of Superman.

The Unborn marked the directorial debut of the boldly named Rodman Flender, who would later bring us Leprechaun 2 (see: Jennifer Aniston) and Idle Hands (see: Jessica Alba). And if you wonder why this tale of womb raiding features such a pounding electro-synth accompaniment...the soundtrack is by one Gary Numan. The Unborn II followed in 1994.

For yet more bad taste baby horror, see: Rock Hudson.

Mila Kunis

Piranha (1995)

Mutated killer fish menace the backwaters of the American Midwest in this rather soggy creature feature, with a buffet of TV actors and B-movie stars lined up as the main course.

Baywatch star Alexandra Paul stars as a private detective hired to track down the missing daughter of regional property baron J.R. Randolph. We already know what’s happened to the flighty teen in question – she’s been munched by the titular aquatic terrors while skinny dipping with her boyfriend in a water tank at a remote military lab. The military, as always in crappy monster movies, have been tinkering with nature to create carnivorous super-fish because...well, just because. The fact that they gave this dubious research the not-very-cryptic codename Operation Razorteeth suggests there wasn’t a lot of inspiration flying around at the time.

At least the piranha are safely trapped in their pool, that is until our sultry gumshoe heroine accidentally drains them into the river with some assistance from genre veteran William Katt, here playing a failed novelist who tags along for no good reason.

Once the fish are in the wild the stage is set for lots of scenes of people dangling toes and fingers in the water, only to be savaged in quick-cut flurries of splashing water, foaming blood and rubber fish wobbling past the camera. Needless to say, there’s a big resort opening that very day and the ravenous fish make their way there for an enormous feast.
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And what part does Mila Kunis play in all this? The twelve-year-old actress plays the daughter of William Katt’s reluctant hero, conveniently away at the local summer camp when the flesh-munching fish are released. Her fear of the open water is understandably exacerbated by the sight of her peers being nibbled to pieces, but she pulls it all together in time to set sail in a dinghy to try and save her favorite camp counselor. In fact, she’s one of the few cast members to escape the low budget slaughter, emerging from the river with nary a scratch while all about her are covered in sticky red bites or have limbs and faces hanging off.

Kunis, still many years away from fame on That 70s Show, Family Guy and movies like Forgetting Sarah Marshall, Extract and The Book of Eli, is easily one of the best things in an otherwise terrible movie. She doesn’t have much to do, but there’s a quiet soulfulness in her performance which can’t help but stand out against the screeching B-movie histrionics from everybody else, not least Alexandra Paul, who goes from tough detective to screaming damsel in the space of an afternoon.

Need to know: Among the vaguely recognizable faces getting smeared in blood are Soleil Moon Frye, better known as the star of hit 80s show Punky Brewster, and Leland Orser, who would later find fame in ER, as a lascivious video director. There’s even a small cameo for the great character actor James Karen (see: Lisa Kudrow) as the State Governor who attends the blood-soaked resort party, and foolishly reassures the TV news that the danger is over, even as we cut to ominous shots of people at the beach, with the sound of chomping piranha as the credits roll.

This Roger Corman production is a remake of the 1978 cult classic, which marked the directorial debut of Joe Dante. With a witty script by indie legend John Sayles, the original movie is a sly pastiche of the nature-bites-back subgenre, clearly taking aim at Jaws which had been a global smash several years before. The 1981 sequel, Piranha 2: The Spawning, was James Cameron’s first directing gig. Another remake, this time in 3D and helmed by French director Alexandre Aja, was released in 2010.

Honorable mention: The only other dubious entry on Kunis’ filmography is the utterly redundant direct-to-video American Psycho II: All American Girl, which swaps the gender of Bret Easton Ellis’ satirical shocker but adds nothing else of interest. Consider this: it co-stars William Shatner and boasts the tagline “Angrier. Deadlier. Sexier”.
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From Diane Ladd to Josh Lucas




Diane Ladd

Carnosaur (1993)

The one time darling of the new wave of movie brats of the Sixties and 1970s, Diane Ladd starred alongside the likes of Peter Fonda, Jack Nicholson and Bruce Dern in biker flicks like The Wild Angels and The Rebel Rousers before graduating to classics like Chinatown and Martin Scorsese’s 1974 drama, Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore.

She married co-star Bruce Dern in 1960, and though they divorced in 1969, their union did produce a daughter – Laura Dern. In 1993, Laura starred in Spielberg’s dinosaur blockbuster, Jurassic Park and, clearly not wanting to be left out, Diane got in on the action as well – starring in Roger Corman’s wonderfully shameless low budget rip-off, Carnosaur.

Using a similar genetic engineering hook to justify the reptile rampage, Carnosaur differentiated itself from Jurassic Park by veering into outright mad scientist territory...and by costing about as much to produce as Sam Neill’s hat.

Ladd stars as Dr. Tiptree, a brilliant geneticist who has been working away in secret for the Eunice Corporation. She’s supposed to be helping them build a better chicken, but she’s actually working to her own agenda – the accelerated extinction of mankind to make way for her new breed of genetically recreated dinosaurs.

Why does she do this? She’s spectacularly insane. How does she do this? By sending out batches of infected chicken eggs which spread a virus that makes all human females become pregnant with dinosaur babies, that’s how. Don’t even ask how it works – it just does, OK?

To confuse matters, she’s even got a few fully-grown dinosaurs roaming around already – one of which has got loose. As the rogue lizard starts chewing on various locals, it falls to the unlikely combo of a disgraced doctor turned night watchman and a feisty eco-warrior (yes, they fall in love) to solve the mystery.

You probably won’t be surprised to learn that Carnosaur’s special effects don’t quite match up to those of Spielberg’s hit. No CGI for this masterpiece of cheese. No, instead you get some bargain basement animatronics that move with all the grace and realism of pinball machines. As you can guess, the climactic battle – which takes place between what is clearly a toy model of a bulldozer and a jerky mechanical dinosaur - is truly a sight to behold. Where Carnosaur does outdo Jurassic Park is in the use of gore – the red stuff is splattered around with cheery abandon, with plenty of severed limbs, disembowelling and even a couple of decapitations.
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In keeping with this over the top style, Ladd’s exit is suitably gruesome and hilarious. Having infected herself with her own inexplicable chicken/dinosaur pregnancy virus, she happily lies back on the floor of her secret hideout, spreads her legs and coos maternally at the stiff plastic monster that suddenly bursts out of her stomach, even as her intestines are splattering against the ceiling. Then she dies. Did Spielberg dare to cross that line? No sir, he did not.

Need to know: Carnosaur reunited Ladd with her Wild Angels director Roger Corman, though his involvement in the dino-pic was limited to producing. The director was Adam Simon, who also put together the excellent horror documentary The American Nightmare in 2000.

Like Jurassic Park, Carnosaur was based on a novel – this time by Harry Adam Knight, who also wrote the book on which Beyond Bedlam was based (see: Liz Hurley). The US VHS edition of Carnosaur is notable for being the only place you can find the trailer for Corman’s never-released Fantastic Four movie. Two more Carnosaur movies followed – Carnosaur 2 debuted in 1995, with Carnosaur 3: Primal Species hitting video in 1996.

Honorable mention: Ladd met another ridiculous demise in the gynaecological sci-fi film, Embryo (see: Rock Hudson).

Martin Landau

Firehead, 1991

Though most probably still know him as Commander Koenig from Space 1999, Martin Landau had already been nominated for the Best Supporting Actor Academy Award two years on the trot by 1990, once for Coppola’s 1988 auto industry biopic Tucker and again for Woody Allen’s 1989 comedy drama, Crimes and Misdemeanours.

The versatile character actor finally got his hands on a gold statue in 1994 for his sympathetic and heartbreaking turn as Bela Lugosi in Tim Burton’s Ed Wood, but in between these career highs he made the baffling decision to put in a “special appearance” in this near incoherent glasnost superhero yarn, made with all the scope and ambition of a school play.

Of course, his “special appearance” generously extends to two scenes in which he sits down with a piping hot cup of coffee and enormous cigar, so it probably wasn’t a huge drain on his time.

The Firehead of the title is Ivan Tigor, a Soviet demolitions expert who also has the utterly random ability to shoot beams of blue energy from his eyes. A mere thirty seconds into the movie, and he decides to defect because his Evil Communist Overlords command him to kill innocent children – but also because the audience is in real danger of spotting that war torn Estonia looks a lot like suburban Alabama.

We then lurch awkwardly forward in time, and to America, where we discover that not only did Firehead defect, he’s already been teamed with a germ warfare expert, done some secret government work, and has now gone rogue once again, blowing up two seemingly harmless factories along the way. This great steaming pile of information is delivered in roughly ten seconds of clumsy exposition, accomplishing the remarkable task of leaving the audience angry, disorientated and confused less than five minutes into the movie.

Department of Defense Chief, Colonel Vaughn (Christopher Plummer) turns to Firehead’s old partner, Dr. Warren Hart (Chris Lemmon) to track him down. Hart is then introduced to what appears to be an enormous transvestite, but is in actual fact the supposedly sexy female agent assigned to join the hunt for Firehead. When she seduces Hart later on in the story, via a stilted and eerily robotic striptease, you can’t help but be reminded of Buffalo Bill in Silence of the Lambs, pouting for his video camera with his todger tucked between his legs.

Also helping the remarkably stupid doctor in his quest is the twelve-year-old girl who lives next door, who provides him with the first vital clue when she works out that the factories Firehead has been attacking could all produce components for MX rockets. Yep, it takes a schoolgirl to figure that one out.

The hopelessly dim Hart still needs more info, and the only way to get it in a film like this is to break into a top secret installation and magically extract it from “the computer banks”. And to do that, Hart needs help from an old friend – Admiral Pendleton, US Navy, retired.
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We know immediately that he’s a good sort, because the first time we see him he’s chopping wood in the yard of his idyllic retreat, and because he’s played with avuncular warmth by Martin Landau.

Pendleton delivers another convenient lump of exposition, while enjoying his first cup of coffee and cigar, and thus informed Hart is finally ready to do something for himself. Using Pendleton’s ID card to gain access to the secret files, he discovers that Colonel Vaughn is a member of the sinister Upper Order, an Illuminati-style organisation intent on kickstarting World War III. Cleverly deducing that Firehead is actually trying to stop this scheme, rather than being a part of it, Hart sets off to save the day.

Of course, by using Pendleton’s ID card, Hart has put his old friend firmly in the frame and in the second of Landau’s scenes, he’s paid a visit by some hired goons while enjoying more coffee and yet another cigar. Just before they put a bullet in his skull, he blurts out some memorable last words – “Tell Vaughn he’s a horse’s ass” – and then he sensibly dies and leaves the viewer with precious little to look forward to for the next hour.

Suffice to say that the remainder of this sorry yarn involves several high security installations guarded by an economical four guards, many over eager stuntmen hurling themselves into the air seconds before carefully placed barrels explode behind them and countless gunfights in which people fire wildly while standing five feet from each other.

And as for Firehead himself? He’s almost entirely pointless. His superpower is never explained, and he spends most of the movie shooting guns and throwing bombs despite being able to shoot frickin’ laser beams out of his eyes. His contribution to the gripping climax is to lie unconscious on the floor while Hart takes on the tricky job of deactivating dozens of bombs rigged to blow up the President by simply pressing the solitary big red button on the detonator.

All things considered, having received two cups of coffee, two cigars, a bullet in the face and an early exit, Landau gets off very lightly.

Need to know: Chris Lemmon is the son of comedy legend Jack Lemmon, though his most high profile work was as Hulk Hogan’s sidekick on the shortlived series of TV movies, Thunder In Paradise. Christopher Plummer is, of course, most famous as the Von Trapp patriarch in The Sound of Music, though his list of credits both before and since is long and illustrious. He can also be found as another evil government spook in Dreamscape (see: Dennis Quaid) and, just for a change, on the receiving end of evil government spookery in the whimsical robot tragedy Prototype (see: David Morse).

Honorable mentions: Other noteworthy oddities in the Landau filmography include the 1980 creature feature Without Warning (see: David Caruso), the 1981 crossover comedy Harlem Globetrotters on Gilligan’s Island, and Cyclone, a 1987 superbike sci-fi flick from Fred Olen Ray (see: Jennifer Love Hewitt). Landau also had a voice role on the 1996 animated Spider-Man show, playing the villainous Scorpion.

Taylor Lautner

Shadow Fury (2001)

If you were being hunted by a ruthless ninja clone, who would you turn to for help? If you said “a burned out mercenary dying of liver failure” then congratulations, you’re just as stupid as the scientists in this guilty pleasure chop-socky action flick.

The mercenary in question is Mitchell Madsen, and his shaggy hair and craggy stubble should tip you off immediately that he doesn’t play by the rules. He’s hired by a trio of genetic scientists, led by the impressively moustachioed Dr Hiller, who are being stalked by Takeru, a super-powered ninja clone created by their disgraced former colleague, Dr. Oh.

Madsen proves inevitably hopeless at this task, literally spending the entire movie staggering around clutching his stomach and talking in awful tough guy clichés like “Give it up! Time to die!” The only reason he perseveres is because, for no good reason, apparently only Takeru’s clone liver will save his bleary flop-sweat life.

Luckily, it turns out that it’s Dr Hiller who is the real villain. Not only was he somehow responsible for the chemical weapon that wiped out Madsen’s squad and sent him spiraling into alcoholism, he’s also been developing the ominously titled Alpha Phase, which turns out to be just a fancy name for yet another super-powered clone.

And it’s thanks to this new clone, Kismet, that we get an early yet memorable look at Taylor Lautner, the young actor whose chiseled statuesque body and bewildered seal pup face made girls go all squiffy in the Twilight movies.

He plays the nine-year-old Kismet in just one scene, during which we learn that this pint-sized assassin has been genetically engineered with the agility of a Russian athlete, the strength of a heavyweight boxer and – somehow – the DNA of Jack the Ripper. He proves this by poking a clone bodyguard in the eye, softening him up with some martial arts and then stabbing him to pieces. It helps that Lautner was a world class karate black belt before he even turned 12-years-old, of course.
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Sadly, that’s the last we see of the doe-eyed pre-pubescent hunk, as the next time we see Kismet he’s already grown into a teenager and is played by a different actor, who looks nothing like Lautner. He’s replaced yet again in adulthood, and the only way to recognize that it’s supposed to be the same character is by his signature “thumb in the eye” attack. Clearly a master of Stooge Fu.

Everything turns out OK in the end, you’ll be pleased to learn. Takeru learns that he doesn’t need to be a killer, thanks to the tender attention of a hooker with a heart of gold, and teams up with Madsen to destroy Kismet and Dr Hiller. Takeru then sacrifices his life to save the day, so that the utterly undeserving Madsen gets his liver, and embarks on a new life with the pretty-but-dim German scientist lady who has inexplicably fallen in love with him.

Need to know: Shadow Fury was directed by Makoto Yokoyama, whose most notable work was as a second unit director on Power Rangers. He puts that experience to good use in Shadow Fury, giving the fight scenes a cartoon energy that the dreary script doesn’t really deserve.

Madsen was played by the marvelously named Sam Bottoms, whose career got off to a fantastic start in the 1970s, with major roles in classics like Peter Bogdanovich’s Last Picture Show, Clint Eastwood’s The Outlaw Josey Wales and the seminal Apocalypse Now. It all came to a halt in the 1980s, and by 1991 he was reduced to starring in cheesy schlockers like the murderous toy clunker Dolly Dearest.

Clone ninja Takeru was played by Japanese actor Masakatsu Funaki, He seems to be speaking all his lines in phonetic English, leading to the unfortunate admission that he feels no pain because “I am a clown”.

The teenaged Kismet is played by John Stork, whose only other notable screen work was appearing on the second season of Stan Lee’s Who Wants To Be A Superhero as Hyper-Strike. As a hulking adult, Kismet was played by MMA champion Bas Rutten, who looks completely different to both the actors who played the younger Kismet. Nobody seems to care.

Other recognizable faces in Shadow Fury include blaxploitation legend Fred Williamson as Madsen’s weapons dealer, Dr Hiller was played by Donald Sutherland lookalike Allan Kolman, who first came to cult prominence in David Cronenberg’s Shivers, and we also get a cameo from Mr Miyagi himself, Pat Morita, as Dr. Oh. He plays his brief scenes with his hair swept back from his head, making him look suspiciously like Dr. Wily, the villain from the MegaMan videogames.

Shadow Fury can also be found under the even more generic title of Shadow of the Dragon.

Honorable Mention: Lautner’s only other appearance of note can be found as the aquatic lead in the justifiably obscure Robert Rodriguez kiddy adventure flick, The Adventures of Shark Boy and Lava Girl.

Jude Law

The Wisdom of Crocodiles (1998)

Steven Grlscz (Law) is a strange fellow. Quite apart from that name, he’s also artistically ambidextrous, given to writing poetry with one hand while sketching upside-down portraits with the other, and has a fondness for squatting on the floor like a frog, inspecting his surroundings with oddball curiosity. When we first meet him he’s passively surveying a smashed car lodged halfway up a tree, blood trickling down the trunk. In voiceover, he relates a tale of falling from a similar tree as a young boy. Inside the car is the mangled body of Steven’s fiancé. He goes home and writes the word “despair” in a notebook.

A resilient sort of chap, he’s soon wooing anew, saving a depressed young woman from throwing herself under a tube train and then slowly and deliberately seducing her. Once she’s fallen in love with him, he pushes her onto his bed, sinks his teeth into her neck and drinks her blood. Having calmly wrapped up the body in a plastic sheet, he then writhes in agony, heads to the bathroom and pisses out a long, thin orange crystal. He tastes it, winces at the flavour, pulls out another notebook and writes the word “disappointment”.

[image: 266_img01.jpg]

He’s a vampire, you see. Or at least what passes for a vampire in this achingly pretentious British arthouse horror movie – a character meant not so much as a full-blooded fiend, and more as a rather obvious and crude metaphor for the parasitic nature of love, or some such piffle.

He dumps the body in the Thames estuary, but a rogue Spanish trawler snags the poor girl’s corpse and a murder hunt ensues, headed up by Inspector Healey (Timothy Spall), a sort of Cockney Columbo, and his snotty deputy, played by Jack Davenport (see: Gerard Butler).

With one lover already mangled up a tree, Grlscz becomes their prime suspect, which is unfortunate for him as he’s already set his sights on his next victim – an asthmatic structural engineer called Anne. Luckily, Grlscz is able to get on the policeman’s good side by saving him from possibly the least threatening street gang in British cinema history. With their exaggerated working class accents, brightly colored baseball caps and dungarees, they look like they’d be more at home presenting children’s television than threatening to rape Timothy Spall.

There follows a lot of ponderous conversation between Grlscz and Anne, Grlscz and Healey and, indeed, Grlscz and pretty much anyone who’ll listen to his apparently endless pompous philosophizing. Dialogue gems such as “the line between good and evil cuts through every human heart” are uttered in everyday conversations with straight faces, while Grlscz keeps returning to the idea that there are three levels of consciousness – the intellectual human, the emotional mammal and the voracious reptile. “When the psychiatrist asks you to lie down on the couch...” he intones, “...you’re lying down with a horse and a crocodile.”

No prizes for guessing which one he considers himself to be. The movie’s not called The Wisdom of Horses, after all.

Things inevitably unravel for poor old Grlscz. His problem, as he explains at tedious length, is that he must live off the emotions that his lovers carry in their blood. These emotions then turn into crystals in his kidneys, but are always soured by negative thoughts. And, presumably, by the fact he has to piss them out. Thus he searches for that perfect love that will satiate his hunger once and for all. Except, irony of ironies, when he finally finds that love with Anne, he cannot bring himself to kill her and he begins to die. As the film obviously isn’t ridiculous enough already, this process makes him smell of pear drops. “The body produces acetone when it consumes itself” he helpfully explains.

Anne is remarkably understanding about her boyfriend being a vampiric serial killer, and tends to him as he withers away. Of course, his desperate hunger eventually gets the better of him and he attacks, pursuing her up and down the stairs of his fancypants loft apartment, before she tries to throw herself off the roof. Grlscz grabs her and pulls her to safety, but not before she’s stabbed him through the hand with a chopstick that she conveniently keeps in her hair. As she flees into the London night, Grlscz endures a shuddering spasmodic demise, bleeding to death surrounded by the notebooks he kept of all his women. His voiceover returns to once again regale us with the story of how he hung from that tree as a child, before plummeting to earth. It wasn’t the fall he remembers, he informs us in a hushed whisper, but the blissful release of letting go. Just like dying, you see. Which is what he’s doing. Yeah.

For all its overblown symbology and stylistic affectations, The Wisdom of Crocodiles isn’t without merit. Spall is great fun and Law does a decent job as the tragic killer – essentially playing a more sociopathic version of the louche sexual predator he would later perfect in films like Alfie and Closer. But you still have to take into account that this is a movie in which Jude Law plays a bohemian yuppie vampire who pisses crystals of pure emotion. And, as you can imagine, it’s very hard to take something like that even remotely seriously.

Need to know: The Wisdom of Crocodiles was released under the more horror-friendly tag of Immortality in the US. It was directed by Po-Chih Leong, whose most recent movie was the rather less pretentious Wesley Snipes direct-to-video action flick, The Detonator. British viewers should keep an eye open for Brit-flick regular Colin Salmon as Anne’s former boyfriend, and Cliff Parisi, aka Minty from EastEnders, as an alarmed workman during a gruesome tracheotomy scene.

The Wisdom of Crocodiles also marks the only recorded movie appearance of the fantastically named Hitler Wong, who played the entirely missable role of “Noodles Chan”.

For more pompous horror guff, see: Sam Neill.

Matt LeBlanc

The Killing Box (1993)

Two years into the American Civil War, and something mysterious is afoot. A brigade of Union soldiers is discovered murdered, mutilated and crucified upside-down. Shoved into the mouth of one of the men is a belt buckle from a long-since slaughtered Confederate unit.

Seeking answers, General Haworth (Martin Sheen) takes time out from posing for his portrait to order Colonel Thalman and priest-turned-tracker Captain John Harling (Adrian Pasdar) to find out what the unholy dickens is going on. To aid them in their quest, Harling seeks out the help of his old military academy professor, the alarmingly titled Nehemiah Strayn (Corbin Bernsen) who is now a prisoner of war, having fought for the South. Conveniently, it’s his decimated platoon that is implicated in the slaughter by the rogue buckle. Also pressed into service is Rebecca, a mute slave girl who was the only one to survive a recent attack. This motley crew head off into Confederate territory to try and find these violent rogue soldiers.

Of course, the problem isn’t just nutty soldiers. Oh no. What we have here is a platoon of zombie vampire soldiers, possessed by an evil African spirit, brought to America by slave traders. Led by Strayn’s second in command, this demonic troop is scouring the land, killing at will, turning the strong to their cause and crucifying the weak.

Thankfully Rebecca the slave girl, like all poor black folks in lazy horror movies, has ooga-booga mind powers. She’s a descendent of the African tribe that first bottled up the menace, and it’s through her clairvoyant advice that the embattled humans learn to fight back with silver bullets.

For such an obscure movie, The Killing Box is an absolute all-you-can-eat buffet of short and odd cameos from people of varying degrees of fame. Martin Sheen’s one scene requires him to stand upright in a neck brace and drink whiskey. Billy Bob Thornton is in it for about three minutes as one of the evil voodoo squadron. David Arquette hides under some bananas and blows his brains out rather than join them. And you also get to see LA Law star Corbin Bernsen piss in a bucket and stumble around a cave in the nude, which is a fairly unique sight in itself.

So why is this film listed under the name of Matt Le Blanc? Because his appearance is perhaps the most hilarious of all, that’s why. Matt’s turn as a young soldier called Terhune was brutally excised from the movie – with the exception of one solitary scene. Remember the crucified bodies that kickstarted the whole sorry story? The first of them we see is the young Le Blanc, one year before Joey Tribbiani came along and jumpstarted his career. You don’t even get to see his face, just his gruesomely violated and inverted corpse nailed to a wooden cross. So, Joey, how you doin’?

Need to know: The “killing box” of the title is a military term for a situation where soldiers are trapped on all sides by enemy forces. This sort of massacre is apparently what led to the demise of the voodoo soldiers, though when we see it in flashback they’re clearly only attacked on one front. The movie, originally released as Grey Night and also known as Ghost Brigade, was heavily recut prior to release, rendering most of the film even more incomprehensible than the plot suggests. As well as adding over the top “horror movie” music, the edited version also removed all references to Harling’s morphine addiction (though it leaves in the shots of him sitting stoned under a tree). Adrian Pasdar, probably most famous for his role of Caleb in Kathryn Bigelow’s vampire western Near Dark, can also be seen in the sci-fi rollerskating adventure, Solarbabies (see: Jason Patric).

Janet Leigh

Night of the Lepus (1972)

The “nature bites back” subgenre enjoyed its brief but wonderful moment in the movie spotlight during the brave new scientific wonderland of the Fifties, as audiences thrilled to the mutating potential of the mighty atom. Ants, scorpions and spiders were the usual culprits, grown to enormous size, though the growing environmental movement in the early 1970s also inspired a few spins on the subject.

One such movie, Frogs (see: Sam Elliot), suffered for choosing a rather docile animal protagonist – though amphibians did at least offer some level of slimy discomfort for the viewing public. Released the same year, Night of the Lepus doesn’t even have that going for it. The terrifying menaces at the centre of this monster story are... rabbits. Giant flesh-eating rabbits, no less.

Facing off against the furry apocalypse is Janet Leigh - wife of Tony Curtis and mother of Jamie Lee Curtis - who went from working with the likes of Orson Welles in Touch of Evil, Kirk Douglas in The Vikings, Alfred Hitchcock in Psycho and Frank Sinatra in The Manchurian Candidate to battling bloodthirsty bunnies in just ten sad years.
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She stars as Gerry Bennett, one half of a husband and wife science team investigating non-lethal ways of dealing with pest control. Along with hubby Roy she’s called in to help a local farmer whose land is being overrun by rabbits – the Latin name for which is “lepus” we’re helpfully informed.

Their rather foolhardy solution to the problem is to inject a test rabbit with an experimental hormone – “I wish I knew what the effect of this serum will be” mutters Roy, as he injects the thing anyway - but their scallywag moppet of a daughter swaps the infected bunny for a normal one and takes him home as a pet. To the surprise of nobody, it gets loose and before you can say “What’s up, doc?” enormous and carnivorous rabbits are tearing a bloody swathe across the American heartland.

Unlike most movies of this type – and surprisingly, given the completely stupid nature of the threat – it doesn’t take the Army long to get their act together. Some off-screen boffins run some tests, the results come back as “Giant Rabbit Attack” and the stage is set for one of the strangest climaxes imaginable, as hundreds of stuffed toy bunnies are electrocuted in slow motion, their charred, furry corpses piled high on a desert railroad. “Survival of the fittest” muses Roy as the air fills with the aromatic scent of roast rabbit, though it’s doubtful that Darwin thought to include the military electrocution of hormonally super-charged bunnies in his theory of natural selection.

Janet Leigh grits her teeth throughout the proceedings, clearly happier with the bunny-free dramatic scenes where she can pretend she’s in a respectable thriller rather than, say, the scene that requires her to defend a camper van from growling rabbits by throwing road flares at them like a demented Elmer Fudd.

The bunnies themselves are simply stock footage of normal rabbits, slowed down to give them at least some element of ominous threat. Guttural animal snarls are played over the top of their squeaks, but there really is no escaping the fact that, no matter how much fake blood they paint on their adorable little faces, these are cute ickle cuddly wuddly bunny wabbits. Aww.

Need to know: The cast also includes DeForrest Kelly, aka Dr “Bones” McCoy from the original Star Trek TV series, and Rory Calhoun, star of dozens of classic westerns such as The Treasure of Pancho Villa. The working title for the film was simply Rabbits, until some bright spark in the marketing department realized they’d get more people through the door if audiences didn’t know they were going to see a killer rabbit movie until it was too late. Amazingly, Night of the Lepus was based on an Australian novel with an even more stupid title – Year of the Angry Rabbit.

Eugene Levy

Cannibal Girls (1973)

It’s difficult to recognize Eugene Levy as the unlikely star this oddball Canadian horror comedy, especially if your only exposure to him has been as the embarrassing dad from the American Pie movies. Here he’s buried under a nest of frizzy black hair, a drooping handlebar mustache covering the lower half of his face, while sunglasses do the same for his eyes. He looks, quite frankly, like one of Gilbert Shelton’s Fabulous Furry Freak Brothers.

Freaks of a different sort are on the menu, however, as the title slyly suggests. Levy stars as Clifford, an amiably frazzled hippy type taking a rather vague road trip with his girlfriend, Gloria. For reasons unknown, they stop in a small town where the only claim to fame is a legend of three nubile women who lure men to their farm and feast on their flesh.
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The farm is now a restaurant – or so the suspicious locals claim – so Clifford and Gloria head over, and are dumb enough to stick around when they’re the only customers, the owner is Reverend Alex St. John, a creepy man in a top hat and cape, and his waitresses are three nubile young women who look a lot like they’d enjoy luring men and feasting on flesh.

Despite the lurid concept, it’s a slow, ponderous movie, made with all the urgency of a heavy dope fugue and enlivened only by sporadic bursts of cheap gore and sleazy nudity. There’s a lengthy flashback to three previous victims of the titular cannibal girls, and a completely pointless subplot in which a man tracking down his sister (now one of the cannibals) is beaten to death by the corrupt sheriff and his lackeys. For the most part, however, we just get Clifford and Gloria having occasionally funny conversations as they amble around – though it’s never clear if you’re laughing because of the actors’ natural humor or because the script is actually supposed to be funny.

The plot falls completely to pieces in the final half hour, which is not coincidentally when Clifford and Gloria finally get to the farm-cum-restaurant. They’re attacked, Gloria is hypnotized and tries to kill Clifford, who’s been handcuffed to the bed. Gloria escapes, blunders into the arms of the local doctor (who is also evil) and then wakes up back in their motel.

Was it all a dream? Well, no. Things get utterly nonsensical as events hurriedly tumble towards the end credits. Clifford takes Gloria back to the restaurant, where he is congratulated for retrieving her. Then she gets hypnotized again, Clifford’s stomach explodes and the credits roll as Gloria hungrily tucks into his guts. Confusing doesn’t even begin to cover it.

Need to know: Cannibal Girls was the third movie from Ivan Reitman, who would go on to blend horror and comedy rather more successfully in 1984 with Ghostbusters. Gloria was played by Andrea Martin, who co-starred with Levy in the hit Canadian comedy SCTV, which also brought us John Candy, Harold Ramis, Rick Moranis and Shelley Long.

Juliette Lewis

Meet the Hollowheads (1989)

Within the first fifteen minutes of this head-scratching sci-fi farce, you’ll have seen the following sights: a frog-like creature skewered and sliced into pieces while still alive; a creature that appears to be nothing more than an eyeball on the end of a bloody intestine; a musical instrument which is part trumpet, part piano and part chicken; a dog with a sinister human face; over-sized fleas catapulted against a wall where they explode in tiny geysers of gore and what can only be described as a long, thin sentient penis flapping through a chute at a housewife’s face until it’s brutally amputated.

Meet The Hollowheads, by the way, is a family comedy and this is apparently how we will prepare dinner in the future.

This future, if the film is to be believed, will find the human race living for no apparent reason in a series of tubes, talking to each other through tubes and having their brightly colored gloopy food delivered into their homes through tubes. Tubes, tubes, tubes. You half suspect that the makers stumbled across a warehouse full of industrial tubing, built the sets and then tried to come up with a movie that would take advantage of their good fortune.

The plot, such as it is, goes like this: Mr Hollowhead (Smallville’s John Glover) works for United Umbilical, the company that manages all these tubes and he’s been forced to invite his slimy and lecherous new boss, Marty Crabneck, home for dinner. That’s it. Yes, a story that struggled to fill most half hour sitcoms in the 1970s is here stretched out to ninety minutes and bludgeoned to death with hundreds of meters of plastic tubes. It’s a broad farce of the “Whoops, it’s the vicar, where are my trousers?” variety, served up with a self-referential and smug streak of Nineties nihilism.

[image: 275_img01.jpg]

A pre-fame Juliette Lewis co-stars as Cindy Hollowhead, the ditzy and rather slutty 14-year-old daughter of the family. She’s got a big party to go to, and in order to impress a certain young stud she goes all out to tart herself up, using such potentially nauseating (and thankfully unseen) beauty treatments as the forbidden “softening jelly” and the alarming sounding “Femstick”. There follows a dubious montage in which the nubile adolescent, her face painted like a saloon hussy from some old western, cavorts in front of her mirror in a variety of form-hugging outfits, the camera lingering on her buttocks and gusset with disturbing relish. Don’t forget, she’s just fourteen.

Mr Hollowhead’s boss, Mr. Crabneck, clearly approves. There’s yet another queasy scene in which he drools all over the pubescent girl, pawing her and slobbering over her body. Once again: she’s fourteen and this is a family comedy. Cindy is hastily packed off to the party by her spineless father.

The dinner is a disaster, of course, largely because Mr Crabneck turns out to be a psychotic sexual deviant who delights in making inappropriate advances towards Mrs Hollowhead while belittling her nebbish husband to his face. It all escalates to a rousing finale of wholesomely traditional attempted rape (“No means yes!” bellows Crabneck as he tries to force himself on Mrs Hollowhead) and a lengthy and violent fight during which the Hollowhead’s mutilate and assault the rampaging Crabneck. His back is cooked into an oozing, bleeding mess. He’s stabbed in the neck with a fork. Two of his fingers are hacked off. And his face is melted using some sort of microwave device.

With Crabneck’s mangled (yet still living) body lying in the kitchen, the cops then bring home Cindy, stoned out of her mind on “vapours”. Just in case you weren’t already creeped out enough by the movie’s constant undercurrent of molestation and pedophilia, we then learn that Cindy has been “violated” and it’s implied in a dubious nudge-nudge aside that one of the cops – an overweight buffoon – is the guy responsible. See, the fat cop has taken advantage of a stoned 14-year-old! Oh, how we laughed!

Meet The Hollowheads is about as incoherent and painful as movies can get, and particularly unsettling for a PG-rated comedy. Filled with unexplained gadgets and slang, the intent was presumably to create some sort of Tim Burtonesque spin on The Jetsons’ futuristic playground, but the obsession with day-glo ooze, sexual deviancy and those ever-present tubes kill any attempts at genuine satire or wit stone dead. Still, the slurred stylings of Juliette Lewis are an almost perfect fit with her ditzy character, and if you’ve ever fantasized about the star writhing around while dressed as a miniature jailbait version of Cyndi Lauper then by all means, jump right in.

Need to know: Meet The Hollowheads was co-written and directed by Tom Burman, a special effects make-up artist whose more famous creations include such touchstones of 1980s fantasy as Sloth in The Goonies and Teen Wolf, which probably explains the amount of rubbery splatter on display. Burman was also a make-up artist on Frogs (see: Sam Elliot) and Prophecy (see: Talia Shire).

The role of the eldest Hollowhead brother, Bud, was played by Lightfield Lewis, Juliette’s real life brother. His most high profile role since was as a waiter in Jerry Maguire. The cop who didn’t get the privilege of taking Cindy’s cherry was played by Bobcat Goldthwaite, the raspy voiced star of the Police Academy movies and now an accomplished director of excellent dark comedies. His unbilled cameo is actually one of the high points of the film, which pretty much says it all.

Honorable mentions: The year before Hollowheads, Lewis had a supporting role as Lexie (aka Jessie’s Friend #1) in another tonally wayward sci-fi comedy, the Dan Ackroyd and Kim Basinger effort, My Stepmother Is An Alien.

Matthew Lillard

Ghoulies III: Ghoulies Go To College (1993)

Lest you were under the illusion that a movie called Ghoulies Go To College might in fact be a subtle treatise on the aching existential loneliness at the heart of the human condition, the opening montage features a zany student loosening the end of a janitor’s mop so that the janitor falls into his bucket and careens down some steps, crashing into a professor, who hurls his books in the air, which land on the head of another student, pushing his face into a big ol’ slapstick cream pie.

And it’s all downhill from there.

Our setting is an All-American college and, worse, it’s Prank Week. As witnessed in the opening scene, this is a particularly zany seven days during which the Gamma and Beta fraternities try to out-do each other with evermore elaborate practical jokes.

The Beta house is ruled by Skip, the reigning Prank King. He’s an obnoxious and smug little turd who is also, unfortunately, the hero of the movie. Pitted against him are the obnoxious posh fascists of Gamma house, led by the subtly named Jeremy Heilman. There’s a girlfriend caught between them as well, but we really don’t need to waste any time on her woefully redundant romantic subplot. She’s not obnoxious, but she is boring as hell.

Let’s not forget the other campus comedy cliché, the uptight dean who just hates those rowdy pranksters. He’s here too, as Professor Ragnar, and he conveniently doubles as the tutor of a class that seems to be vaguely about mythology and stuff. It’s he, of course, who discovers the means to unleash the Ghoulies (via a comic book, for no apparent reason) and decides to use their malicious ways to spark an all-out frat war, thus allowing him to end Prank Week forever, and expel all his problem students.

For those who have never seen a Ghoulies movie, first of all – congratulations. Secondly, you should know that they lie somewhere below Critters on the scale of cheap Gremlins rip-offs. In the previous two movies there were lots of them, and they were nasty and violent. In this movie there are only three of them, and they talk. And by “talk” I mean “make endless jokes and rarely get round to actually doing anything”.

To cut a crap short story even shorter, it ends with Ragnar trying to sacrifice Skip’s dull girlfriend and, for some reason, physically merging with the Ghoulies to create a giant hybrid monster. This seems a tad excessive just to put an end to Prank Week, though you can’t help but admire his commitment to academic decorum. Skip finally defeats Ragnar by flushing the comic book down the ornamental toilet from which the Ghoulies first appeared, and if there’s ever been an ending that doubles as a meta-textual commentary on the quality of the movie itself, it’s this.

So where does Matthew Lillard, star of Scream and the Scooby Doo movies, figure in all this? In the background, that’s where. He plays a cartoonishly geeky character called Stork according to the credits, though he’s never referred to by name in the movie. In fact, nobody speaks to him at all. And he doesn’t speak to anyone else.

He’s just one of Skip’s crazy crew of Beta House japesters, and can be seen loitering over the shoulders of the main characters in most scenes, complete with pudding bowl haircut and thick glasses. As such, it’s hard to gauge how good Lillard’s performance is but he does seem very proficient at pulling exaggerated faces to convey such complex emotions as “shock”, “anger” and “hilarity”.
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So is it worth sitting through 94 minutes of witless rubber puppet horror just to see Matthew Lillard gurning in the corner? Even if you’re his biggest fan – hell, even if you’re his mother - the answer is clearly a resounding no. This is an obnoxious movie with an obnoxious hero battling obnoxious monsters to save a girl nobody gives a shit about. Yay!

Need to know: For this, his first movie role, Lillard was actually credited as Matthew Lynn (his full name is Matthew Lyn Lillard). Also in the movie is Jason Scott Lee, best known for his lead turn in Dragon: The Bruce Lee Story. He’s cast as a stereotypical Chinese technology nerd but, unlike Lillard, he actually gets to speak on several occasions. Lillard went on to movie success, while Lee remains trapped in straight-to-video hell (see: Gerard Butler). Coincidence? Probably not.

The Ghoulies franchise managed to limp along to one more entry in 1994, directed by Jim Wynorski (see: Jennifer Love Hewitt). Ghoulies IV was largely made up of footage from the first movie, and the franchise hasn’t been seen since. Nobody seems terribly bothered.

Julia Louis-Dreyfus

Troll (1986)

How do you go from cavorting half-naked as a spaced-out wood nymph to starring in one of the top-rated sitcoms of all time? Ask Julia Louis-Dreyfus – she went from an incomprehensible debut role in this deeply odd comedy-horror to playing Elaine in Seinfeld in just four years.

Back in 1986, and fresh from a stint on Saturday Night Live, she played Jeanette Cooper, just one of the inhabitants of that timeless cheap horror movie plot device – an apartment block where something weird is happening. The story revolves around the Potter family (and, yes, both father and son are called Harry) who move into their new home unaware that a banished troll called Torok has chosen this particular tenement building as the nexus point for the recreation of his otherworldly kingdom.
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To do this he first possesses the Potter’s young daughter, and uses her to begin taking control of the other tenants. Jeanette is one of the first to go, her apartment transformed into a lush forest in which she prances about, wearing just conveniently placed foliage, while Torok sets about reviving his troll brethren.

That’s pretty much all Julia does in the movie, so she gets off rather lightly. It’s up to plucky Harry Potter Jr to figure out that the kindly old lady upstairs is actually a good witch (whose wizard husband was transformed into a sentient mushroom by Torok) and that the troll himself just might have something to do with the dwarf professor of mythology who lives right at the top of the building. Quite the mystery, eh?

Need to know: Troll was directed by John Carl Buechler, who also helmed Ghoulies Go To College (see: Matthew Lillard) as well as providing make-up effects for Halloween 6 (see: Paul Rudd) and Cyborg 3 (see: Angelina Jolie). An Italian made sequel to Troll was released in 1990, though it bears little relation to this movie and is the cinematic equivalent of being kicked in the eyes by Satan himself.

Jennifer Love Hewitt

Munchie (1992)

It’s 1970 and a car screeches down a desert road, the cops in hot pursuit. Driving the car is a man on a mission, and what a mission it is. There’s a wooden chest on the seat next to him, and it sounds like he’s got Cannonball Run star Dom DeLuise locked inside.

Thankfully, the man is able to ignore the stream of awful wisecracks emanating from the box, and he succeeds on his quest. He loses the cops and throws the chest into a bottomless pit. Everyone in the world – apart from Burt Reynolds, presumably – is filled with a warm comforting sense of relief.

Flash forward to “today” – today in this case being the early Nineties – and we meet Gage Dobson, a toothsome young loner who has just started at a new school. His only friend is the kooky old professor across the street, he’s being picked on by the school bullies, the principal has got it in for him, his math grades are slipping, his mother is dating a sleazy vivisectionist and on top of all that, he’s got the hots for Andrea Kurtz, the cutest girl in school. Hey, can you guess who Jennifer Love Hewitt plays? Clue: not the vivisectionist.

So, all in all, life pretty much sucks for Gage. Why, if only he could find some magical friend who could solve all his problems via the use of camera trickery and cheap optical effects...

One day after school, and for no real reason, Gage wanders into an abandoned mine where he discovers the mysterious chest that our man from 1970 so kindly disposed of. And, lord help us, the voice of Dom DeLuise is still coming from inside. Opening it up, Gage is introduced to Munchie – a barely animated mannequin whose twitchy movements, jittery eyes and rigor mortis smile easily make him the most sinister looking creation ever to grace a kid’s film.

The voice of Dom DeLuise is still coming from somewhere, and even though the puppet’s stiff lip movements don’t even begin to match the words, we have to assume that Munchie is the one doing the yakking. And what yakking it is – an unending stream of lame puns, clumsy pop culture gags and vaudeville wisecracks that are less Bugs Bunny and more Open Mic Night at the Shitty 1970s Stand-up Club.

Munchie immediately sets about righting all the wrongs in Gage’s life, using wacky slapstick and slide-whistle sound effects wherever possible. The principal is humiliated, school grades are altered, the bullies are defeated and ridiculed and mum’s suitor is revealed as the odious cock he blatantly is - though it’s not clear why Gage’s mother needs the assistance of hilarious dinner time pratfalls to realize this stunningly obvious fact. All that’s left is to win over the heart of fair Amanda, something that Munchie achieves by throwing that classic final act blow-out of all thinly plotted kids movies – the forbidden house party.

There’s not much drama to it – Amanda likes Gage anyway, and all he needed to do was talk to her to discover this, which renders Munchie’s assistance somewhat redundant. But there’s no time to consider that, because we’ve just got time for the obligatory car chase as mum’s spurned suitor tries to capture Munchie and take him to the lab. Of course, Munchie simply makes their car fly through the sky (in one of the cheapest special effects shots in the whole movie) and delivers everyone to safety.

We end with Gage, Amanda and their respective mother and father waving Munchie and the kindly professor off at the airport, as they embark on a tour of ancient ruins. Amazingly, nobody in the departure lounge seems at all disturbed by the presence of a pint-sized wisecracking rubber monster with a fixed latex grin that seems to say “I will swallow your children’s brains”. Munchie then makes like a terrorist, hijacks a plane and jets off into the sunset. Oh, Munchie. You rascal.

Need to know: The 13-year-old Jennifer Love Hewitt was credited in Munchie simply as Love Hewitt, a cutesy moniker that she later changed to Jennifer “Love” Hewitt for Sister Act 2 in 1993, until dropping the punctuation and settling on the name we now know.

Munchie was a kid-friendly sequel of sorts to Munchies, a 1987 Gremlins knock-off produced by Roger Corman. The B-movie impresario also executive produced Munchie, with directorial duties falling to Jim Wynorski, a low budget schlock merchant whose other films include Chopping Mall, Scream Queen Hot Tub Party and Ghoulies IV (see: Matthew Lillard). Wynorski recently brought us delights such as The Bare Wench Project and The Witches of Breastwick.

This grounding in cheap exploitation and horror probably explains why this upbeat kid’s flick features cameos from the likes of Angus Scrimm (star of the Phantasm series) and Fred Olen Ray (director of Hollywood Chainsaw Hookers).

Munchie Strikes Back blessed video shelves in 1994, though not even Dom DeLuise bothered to return for that one.

Josh Lucas

Child of Darkness, Child of Light (1991)

Virgin births. You wait two thousand years and then two come along at once. That’s the situation facing Vatican investigator Father Justin (“I’m like a church cop” he helpfully explains) when he’s tasked with picking up where his mentor, Father Rosetti, left off - verifying a pregnant virgin in Pennsylvania to see if she fulfils a secret prophecy.

Virgin inspection might be a job quite high on many men’s wishlist, but not these Catholic priests – Father Rosetti was driven off the road by two mysterious motorcyclists who then turned into ravens, and is now a drooling basket case. No, virgin testing isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. “I’d rather play ice hockey blindfolded” quips Father Justin inexplicably, because despite the dog collar he’s clearly one of those ruggedly handsome and witty movie priests that always end up teamed with a sexy and feisty nun.

Having verified with the local doctor that the girl is indeed a virgin (in a conversation that makes more use of the phrase “vaginal tissue” than you really expect in a TV movie) the second part of the prophecy comes into play – there’s another knocked-up virgin in Boston, and according to legend one of these kids will be the Second Coming of Jesus, the other will be the Anti-Christ. It’s now up to Father Justin, now teamed up with a sexy and feisty nun, to figure out which is which before it’s too late.

It’s via the second virgin that we meet our rising star, the 20-year-old Josh Lucas in his first acting role, long before the likes of Sweet Home Alabama, Hulk and Poseidon put him on the fast track to blockbuster status. He plays John Jordan, the arrogant school cocksmith who claims to have impregnated virgin number two on prom night. Of course, it transpires that not only did she refuse to have the Lucas length anywhere near her; he couldn’t even get it up to start with.

But, with a reputation to protect, he happily takes the credit for the mysterious seed that ends up doing the deed anyway.

[image: 284_img01.jpg]

The punishment for this fib is rather severe, as the movie has to spice up its trudging storyline by inflicting seemingly random deaths on the supporting cast. Swaggering John gets cut down in his prime by a brutally severe infection of both polio and multiple sclerosis. At the same time. With instantly fatal results. In the middle of a lacrosse game. Maybe fate has a sense of humor after all.

As he croaks his last on the pitch, fake blood carefully painted on his cheek, he confides in Father Justin. “It feels like charley horses all over my body” he gasps. A rather unlikely epitaph, but an epitaph it is, for we never see Josh Lucas again, his charley-horsed corpse pronounced dead in an off-screen hospital moments later.

Even stranger, it’s at this point – about fifteen minutes from the end – where the movie goes insane. In a radically leftfield plot twist, it turns out that Father Justin, the hero of our tale, is actually the villain and is in league with Lucifer. Father Rosetti, the elderly basket case, is the real hero and he faked his mental breakdown in order to flush Justin out.

Things get weirder still when Justin is killed by a bolt of lightning, and the doddering Rosetti embarks on a car chase to catch the feisty nun. She’s been turned to the dark side by Justin, and is escaping with the newborn Anti-Christ (born to the virgin in Pennsylvania, should you still care) in a transit van. They chase, they crash and Rosetti, the nun and the infant Anti-Christ all perish in the ensuing inferno. Or do they?

Heaping yet more hilarity upon an already demented denouement, we then leap forward ten years to a Catholic school. A portly nun is helping some children cross the road, when one of the boys stares at her with glowing red eyes, making her step in front of a speeding car. As the nun lies dying, another child – a girl this time, starts glowing yellow. The nun, bathed in the golden glow, comes back to life. Yes, not only is the Second Coming of Christ a girl, but she’s at the same Catholic school as the Anti-Christ. The sitcom potential alone is enormous.

Need to know: As Josh Lucas is gasping about charley horses on the lacrosse field, keep your eyes peeled for a familiar face in the crowd of concerned school friends gathered around. Whose furrowed brow do we glimpse for all of two seconds? Why, it’s a young Brendan Fraser, also making his movie debut.
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From William H. Macy to Viggo Mortensen




William H. Macy

Evolver (1995)

A crowd of hipsters, punks and assorted nightclubbers whoop and holler as they crowd around a teenaged nerd in a giant plastic helmet, cheering him on as he gesticulates his way through what looks like the dullest computer game in the world: Evolver, a VR shoot-em-up in which the aim is apparently to slowly chase a crudely animated droid around a featureless maze.

Yes, we’re in that giddy mid-Nineties period when the jerky polygons of virtual reality were going to change entertainment forever, uniting the warring youth tribes of the world in polygon-blasting awe.

The nerd immersed in the game is Kyle Baxter, and he’s chasing the high score of 100,000 points. Topping this total will guarantee him victory in the competition being run by the makers of Evolver. The prize? A real-life Evolver robot to play against.

Unfortunately, Kyle’s winning streak is broken by the intrusion of Jamie, a feisty minx who blunders into his game and steals his vital kill at the last second. Not to be deterred, and egged on by scheming best mate Zach, Kyle simply uses his magic pre-internet movie computer to hack into the company’s databanks (which takes all of two minutes) and nudge his score up a notch.

With his victory guaranteed, Kyle sits back and waits for his prize. Sure enough, he soon takes delivery of a nuts-and-bolts Evolver, the prototype of the coolest new toy around. The designer of the robot explains that the robot works just as it does in the VR game – you have to shoot its targets with a harmless laser beam, and in turn Evolver tries to tag you by firing soft pellets. Each time it’s defeated, it evolves to the next level. There are four such levels, and nobody has ever beaten the last setting.

Naturally, the robot turns out to be psychotic and evil – let’s face it, it’d be an even worse movie if it wasn’t – as it takes the “game” rather more seriously than intended.

Before long the school bully has been shot in the eye with a ball bearing and shoved down some stairs to his death, poor old Zach has been crushed underneath a car, two stoned buffoons have been fried while playing the VR game and even Kyle’s little sister has almost been knifed and electrocuted in the family swimming pool.

Realising that these sorts of glitches should probably be covered by the manufacturer’s warranty, Kyle calls in Evolver’s designer who is all apologies. He carts off the deactivated droid, but Evolver isn’t going down without a fight. It reboots itself, forces the van to crash and incinerates the whole lot – creator included – before heading back to the Baxter homestead for the final level.
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Holding Kyle’s mother and sister hostage by somehow cobbling together a laser cage from household items, Evolver battles Kyle to the death – though our plucky teen hero calls in a little help from feisty Jamie. Kyle plants a laser blast on Evolver’s target, winning the game fair and square. Unable to cope with the concept of losing, Evolver breaks down and Kyle gives it a good few smacks with a baseball bat for good measure.

Think that’ll be enough to destroy a killer robot in a dumb horror movie? Of course not. Evolver comes back yet again – proclaiming “bonus round!” as the dubious reason for its miraculous resurrection. This time Kyle turns its own laser weapons against Evolver, and the wretched thing finally explodes into tiny pieces.

Now, you may have noticed that the name William H. Macy hasn’t cropped up yet – and with good reason. He’s not actually in the film, or at least not in any visible way. That’s right, William H. Macy, star of such acclaimed dramas as Fargo, Boogie Nights and Magnolia, is apparently the voice of Evolver the killer toy robot. And so, as the rather stupid looking droid wobbles precariously after its prey on its plastic wheels, you get to hear Macy (credited rather coyly here as W.H. Macy) utter such classic computerised dialogue as “Delete this!” and “Game not over!”

The final shot, in predictable crap movie style, suggests that Evolver may yet rise again – “Kill not confirmed” reads the flickering screen - though as it’s been reduced to a small piece of glowing plastic by this point, it’s hardly the most ominous ending in cinema history. Needless to say, a second reboot never happened.

Need to know: Writer and director Mark Rosman started his career with the grisly slasher The House on Sorority Row, but more recently brought us fluffy teen romcoms such as A Cinderella Story and The Perfect Man. Evolver itself was created by special effects man Steve Johnson, whose credits include working as a puppeteer on Freaked (see: Keanu Reeves) and more recently such big budget fare as Spider-Man 2 and Spielberg’s War Of The Worlds, for which he created dozens of dead bodies. Nice.

Virginia Madsen

Zombie High (1987)

Sister of Reservoir Dogs ear-slicer Michael Madsen, Virginia was one of the few B-list starlets of the 1980s who managed to evolve her image from blond strumpet to middle-aged sexbomb with some success.

Most recently she was showered with accolades for her performance in Alexander Payne’s ode to male bonding and posh booze, Sideways, and she also earned critical praise for her work in such respectable thrillers such as the segregation drama Ghosts of the Mississippi and the John Grisham adaptation, The Rainmaker.

But to see Ms. Madsen at her cheesy best you need to seek out this 1987 opus in which she plays one of the first female students at Ettinger High, a previously all-male private school. As the title subtly suggests, all is not well at this seat of higher learning – something Virginia soon discovers after she starts shagging her history teacher, the freakishly named Dr. Philo.

The reason so many of the students appear to be mindless drones is, of course, because the faculty members are hundreds of years old, and extract the brain-juices from their students to prolong their life. Not only do they devour the brain juices, but they replace them with a crystal that allows the teachers to control the kids via remote control. Why do they do this? Presumably so smart-ass writers can crack gags about Undead Poets Society twenty years later. It also leads to an amusing (possibly deliberately so) scene in which the zombified students perform a synchronised dance routine at the prom.
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There’s no shortage of “monstrous teachers preying on kids” horror flicks out there, from the outrageously offensive (Class of 1984 – see: Michael J. Fox) to the blandly serious (Disturbing Behaviour – see: Katie Holmes), and Zombie High falls squarely on the daft end of that scale. It’s an awful movie, but not without its charm – largely because young Virginia (then a fresh-faced 24-year-old ingénue) puts in more effort than the writer or director ever did.

Need to know: Zombie High is also known as The School That Ate My Brain, a title that makes Zombie High look like the height of poetic restraint. It also starred Sherilyn Fenn (see: Charlie Sheen) an actress who has counterbalanced her well-received work in Twin Peaks with an absolute cavalcade of shit both before and since.

Honorable mentions: Virginia is no stranger to crap, having starred in the execrable Highlander 2: The Quickening, scientifically proven to be one of the worst films ever made. She’s even dipped a toe in decent horror once or twice with starring roles in the Clive Barker movie Candyman and The Prophecy (see: Viggo Mortensen).

Tobey Maguire

The Wizard (1989)

For anyone wanting to witness the life-affirming sight of Beau Bridges connecting with his estranged kids thanks to the joys of videogaming, there’s really only one option – this shameless feature length infomercial for the Nintendo Entertainment System, which arrived in theaters cunningly disguised as a saccharine family drama.

Young Jimmy Woods is a withdrawn and troubled lad. Ever since his twin sister died in a freak drowning accident he’s stopped talking and taken to running away from home at every opportunity, attempting to walk from his home in Utah to the magical land of California.

His fragmented family hasn’t fared much better. Mum has remarried an uptight prig, while Dad (Beau Bridges) struggles to keep his other two sons Corey (Fred Savage) and Nick (Christian Slater) on the straight and narrow. When the decision is made to put Jimmy in a care home for his own good, Corey wanders into the clearly understaffed establishment and busts his brother out, promising to finally get him to California.

Kid road movie hijinks promptly ensue, and along the way Corey discovers that Jimmy has a natural gift for playing videogames. “50,000 on Double Dragon!” he gasps, as Jimmy effortlessly clocks up a high score on the classic fighting game. Teaming up with a streetwise young girl called Haley, they formulate a plan – to get Jimmy to Los Angeles to compete in Video Armageddon and win fifty large. The trio then embark on an adventure best described as Rain Man Jr, with a parade of exciting new Nintendo products in place of gambling and the kid from The Wonder Years instead of Tom Cruise.

Hot on their trail is Putnam, a sinister runaway-catching bounty hunter, and an unspeakably cocky rival videogame expert named Lucas who reveals just how awesome he is by using the new Nintendo Powerglove to dominate his chosen field. Also tracking the plucky kids are Jimmy and Corey’s Dad and Nick, both of whom bond on the road because – hey! – they also happen to have a Nintendo Entertainment System stashed in their pick-up truck.

After surviving the usual array of kid flick setbacks, and making a point of practising all of the 97 Nintendo games available from all good stockists (a montage that also makes a point of showcasing the usefulness of the Nintendo tips hotline) Jimmy, Corey and Haley arrive at Universal Studios where the videogame showdown is taking place. Naturally, Jimmy waltzes into the final round with ease – but the organisers have a trick up their sleeve. The final game will be one that nobody has played before.

As everyone converges on the theme park, Lucas – that arrogant little bastard – tips off Putnam to Jimmy’s whereabouts. Our pint-sized heroes flee into the wonderland of Universal Studios (which also gets a prolonged advertisement as their chase conveniently takes them through just some of the wonderful sights awaiting eager tourists on the Studio Tour) as time ticks away to the start of the big $50,000 showdown.
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But wait. Let’s rewind a little. Just as Lucas is gleefully attempting to remove his only serious rival from the contest (the other finalist is, after all, just a girl) let’s hit the pause button and pay special attention to the fresh-faced accomplice to the left of the screen. Yes, in a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it big screen debut, it’s here that we find an impossibly tiny 14-year-old Tobey Maguire, his feeble teenaged torso almost lost in a voluminous pink t-shirt, his flyaway fringe flapping gently in the breeze. He doesn’t speak, he doesn’t move, and he doesn’t appear in the credits – but there he is all the same, the future Spider-Man, involved in outrageous skullduggery at a noble videogames tournament.

It won’t come as a surprise to learn that Jimmy escapes the clutches of Putnam, and makes it to the stage just in time to battle Lucas on the secret climactic game – the newly released Super Mario Bros 3, the playing of which takes up a hefty uninterrupted five minute chunk of the film. Any subsequent boost in sales for this just-released title was surely unintentional.

Jimmy, of course, wins the match (he finds the magic flute and warps to level 8, fact fans) and his prowess on the joypad is enough to instantly eradicate bitter rivalries, spark romances and heal family wounds, as the once-fractured Woods clan is reunited via the transcendental power of being totally rad at Nintendo.

Need to know: When The Wizard opened, theaters were even given special editions of Nintendo Power magazine to hand out to eager young consumers - sorry, audience members – just in case they missed the subtle Nintendo Is Awesome subtext. Jenny Lewis, the young actress who played Haley, would go on to spend a little more screen time with Tobey Maguire – she appeared in Pleasantville with him in 1998. For an even more embarrassing Mario encounter, see: Bob Hoskins.

John Malkovich

Making Mr. Right (1987)

Actors don’t come much more serious than John Malkovich, a theatrically-trained thespian whose icy, aloof and obtuse demeanour has graced many well respected dramas. Even his sporadic diversions into more populist popcorn, such as Con Air, hinge on his deliberate air of calculated disdain. He’s also probably the only actor alive whose public persona is impenetrable enough to inspire a hit genre-bending movie all of its own, in the shape of Being John Malkovich. He is, let’s face it, the last guy you’d expect to see as the romantic lead in a broad 1980s comedy about a wacky lovesick android from the director of Desperately Seeking Susan.

And yet here we are.

Frankie Stone is our plucky heroine, and we know she’s a ker-azy 1980s chick right from the start, because she shaves her legs while driving and wears enormous plastic bangles that look like they belong in a modern sculpture installation.

She’s in PR, unsurprisingly, and when we meet her she’s just ditched her latest client – Congressman Steve Marcus – because he also happens to be her boyfriend, and a shitty philandering one at that. She’s also dreading her sister’s wedding (especially as Steve is also invited) and is putting a roof over the head of Trish, her ditzy best friend who has just split up with her himbo soap star boyfriend. Frankie’s life is an emotional mess, in other words.

Luckily, as Frankie strides purposefully down the hallway of her zany and colourful office, there’s a conveniently distracting project waiting for her in the boardroom, in the form of ChemTech. The secret research facility has created Ulysses, an advanced android designed to pilot a seven year deep space mission, but the government is going to cut their funding (though, as they’ve created a working artificial human, that doesn’t make much sense) and they need Frankie to make America fall in love with Ulysses (though as it’s a secret government project, that doesn’t make much sense either).
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Frankie takes the job, naturally, and heads over to ChemTech where she discovers that Ulysses is incredibly lifelike – he gropes her tits as soon as he meets her – and looks a hell of a lot like a young John Malkovich. Also looking like Malkovich is Dr. Jeff Peters, the repressed and geeky scientist who created Ulysses in his own image, and is also trying to fend off the advances of psychotically needy co-worker Sandy.

As Frankie sets about teaching the clumsy and childlike Ulysses to be the ideal man, Jeff becomes increasingly incensed at the pointless fluffy twaddle she’s putting into the head of his perfect android. Responding extremely well to Frankie’s human attention, Ulysses rebels and follows her into the outside world. There follows a painfully farcical morass of misunderstandings as Frankie passes Jeff off as her new boyfriend to make Steve jealous. Steve mistakes Ulysses for Jeff, Sandy mistakes Ulysses for Jeff, and – when he finally finds his way to Frankie’s apartment – the sex-mad Trish has sex with Ulysses thinking he’s Frankie’s cousin. Yes, the android Malkovich has a large (and apparently fully functional) synthetic penis.

By the time Frankie’s sister’s wedding rolls around the audience is smothered by yet more mistaken identities and contrived coincidence as Steve once again mistakes Ulysses for Jeff, while Trish’s soap star boyfriend turns up and shoves Ulysses into the band’s electrical equipment, short circuiting him and sending him toppling into the swimming pool.

Cut to a few days later, and this apparently minor incident at a private function has made the front page of every newspaper in America and Ulysses fever is suddenly gripping the nation for no good reason. This is no comfort for Frankie, as Ulysses blasts off into space that very day, and judging from his cold performance at the launch press conference, all her hard work putting the soul in the machine has been erased. As the rocket sets off into the stratosphere, her feeble sobs are interrupted by someone at the door. Crivens! It’s frosty Dr. Jeff, proclaiming his love! Or is it?

That’s right, the cold human and the love struck android have found the solution to everyone’s woes: they’ve swapped places. Jeff gets to spend the next seven years strapped inside a small metal box, hurtling through the vacuum of space, slurping protein paste and presumably sitting in a growing pile of his own excrement, while Frankie gets to spend the rest of her life with a mentally inept artificial man-child and his enormous synthetic cock.

Hey, it was the 1980s. That’s what passed for a happy ending back then.

Need to know: The role of Don, Trish’s alarmingly hairy soap star boyfriend, was played by Hart Bochner who can also be seen as the irritating jock boyfriend of Jamie Lee Curtis in Terror Train (see: David Copperfield). You may know him better as the oily yuppie Ellis in Die Hard.

Honorable mention: In what is surely one of the most surreal casting choices ever, John Malkovich also supplied the voice of Santa Claus in the animated TV movies, Santabear’s First Christmas and Santabear’s High Flying Adventure. The final part of the trilogy, Santabear’s Remorseless Reign of Cold Calculated Evil, was never released.

Matthew McConaughey

Texas Chainsaw Massacre: The Next Generation (1994)

This is a real “buy one, get one free” bargain of a movie, giving you the opportunity to see two award-winning A-list stars debase themselves thoroughly in the name of cynical franchise milking.

Not only do you get Matthew McConaughey following up the acclaimed Richard Linklater indie hit Dazed & Confused with a staggeringly awful horror flick, you also get Renee Zellweger, two years away from being rescued by Jerry Maguire, screaming incessantly for about forty five minutes while being pursued by a power-tool wielding hillbilly.
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Written and directed by Kim Henkel, who also penned the original 1974 classic, Texas Chainsaw Massacre: The Next Generation is bizarre in so many ways it’s hard to know where to start. How about the small fact that nobody actually gets hurt, let alone massacred, by a chainsaw? Right off the bat, that rather undermines the entire premise of the series. And what about the way it reinvents Leatherface, the shambling saw-loving maniac whose animalistic savagery so terrified audiences in the 1970s, as an inept, fat, wailing transvestite?

Still not strange enough for you? OK, let’s consider that McConaughey’s character, Vilmer, is the de facto head of a clan of sadistic killers and has a robotic leg that he moves using a collection of faulty TV remote controls. Or how about the fact that his dimwit brother speaks only in quotes from famous writers and politicians? Hungry for more pointlessly weird plot devices? Try this on for size – Leatherface and his cannibalistic clan are actually working for the secretive cabal known as The Illuminati, and are visited by an unexplained European gentleman in a smart suit who berates them for not showing enough people “the horror” before showing off his pierced and scarred belly. It’s even suggested that Vilmer might be from outer space and, such is the weirdness of the film, you half suspect it’s not a joke.

In fact there’s so much strangeness afoot in this movie that it’s easy to overlook the fact that it’s also a really crap horror film, virtually devoid of tension or gore, and plagued by unexplained narrative leaps that shuttle mortally wounded characters from one location to another with no rhyme or reason.

If it weren’t made with such a cavalier attitude towards common sense, it would be almost tempting to consider it a work of sly genius, a willfully perverse spoof designed to infuriate obsessive Leatherface fans rather than placate them. But even then you have to factor in that it’s achingly dull. It takes a mere twenty minutes to get a quartet of wooden teen characters lost in the backwoods of Texas, after which you have to endure a full hour of old dark house clichés and a protracted chase scene in which Zellweger runs around, screams, gets caught, screams, escapes, screams, gets caught...and so on, until you’re actively rooting for McConaughey to just finish her off, as violently as possible. Please.

It’s actually McConaughey who supplies the only real reason to watch this clunker, playing the psychotic Vilmer with a bug-eyed zeal that becomes worryingly hypnotic. It’s almost a shame when, in yet another inexplicable plot twist, a crop-dusting plane swoops from the sky and kills him stone dead for no apparent reason.

The movie ends with a distraught Zellweger being comforted in hospital by an old cop (played by John Dugan, the withered Grandpa from the original). A traumatized patient is wheeled past (played by Marilyn Burns, the sole survivor of the original), mouthing silent screams at the pair, causing the cop to ponder aloud “What the hell is going on?”

Good question, Gramps. Bloody good question.

Need to know: The Next Generation (also released as Return of the Texas Chainsaw Massacre) was originally planned as a direct sequel to Tobe Hooper’s 1974 movie, and the second and third sequels (see: Viggo Mortensen) are still mentioned in the opening narration as “minor, possibly related, incidents”. The movie was also cut down from 95 minutes to 83 minutes, although the excised material was made up of yet more squabbling between the teens, and a pointless subplot about Zellweger’s character being abused by her stepfather, rather than any long lost gory bits.

Honorable mention: McConaughey actually made his movie debut as Guy #2 in the teen zombie comedy, My Boyfriend’s Back (see: Philip Seymour Hoffman).

Ewan McGregor

Nightwatch (1997)

On the surface, Nightwatch is one of those movies that really shouldn’t find its way into a book like this. For one, it’s a remake of fairly well regarded foreign movie – Nattevagten, a Danish thriller from writer and director Ole Bornedal. It was produced by the Weinstein Brothers’ Miramax studio, then the hottest independent outfit in Hollywood, with filmmakers like Quention Tarantino, Robert Rodriguez and Kevin Smith all shaking up the American movie scene under the Miramax banner. Bornedal even came to the US to remake his own movie, and the man helping him adapt his screenplay to American tastes was none other than indie wunderkind Steven Soderbergh.

Then there’s the cast, an impressive array of upcoming talent that would cost more today than the entire production budget of this film. At the top, there’s Ewan McGregor as law student Martin Bells. Hot from the British hit

Trainspotting but a long way from becoming an established name, Nightwatch offered an early stab at Hollywood leading man status. This, sadly, means that it’s one of those movies where Ewan attempts an American accent with distracting results.

McGregor is joined by Patricia Arquette as Katherine, Martin’s girlfriend, and Josh Brolin as his slightly unhinged best friend, James. They’re concerned and amused respectively when Martin takes a job as the nightwatchman at the local mortuary to help pay for his studies.

It’s a creepy job, of course, a fact that is rammed home by the sinister tour given by the outgoing watchman. “There’s nothing to be scared of”, the old coot intones scarily, while detailing the numerous reasons Martin should be scared. The pull-cord alarms hanging over the dead bodies, for example, in case anyone wakes up. Or the legend of the former employee who was caught pleasuring himself with the corpses. Or the inexplicable picture of a death row inmate, tacked to the corkboard in the watchman’s office. The attendant night doctor is even played by King Creepy himself, Brad Dourif (see: Angela Bassett, Rachel Weisz).

Sure enough, things get weird pretty damn quickly. There’s a necrophiliac serial killer stalking the city, and we get a glimpse of his handiwork before the opening credits. He likes to pay prostitutes to pretend to be dead, before he turns fantasy into reality by stabbing them, cutting out their eyes and raping their still-warm bodies. The victims are brought to Martin’s morgue, and their bloody remains soon start turning up in strange places and generally driving him to the edge of panic.

These lurid killings are being investigated by lumbering, growling Inspector Cray, played by the Easter Island features of Nick Nolte. He’s supported by a young John C. Reilly, who meekly hangs around in the background, solemnly lifting sheets from corpses.

So it becomes another game of Guess the Killer, as we work out which of the likely candidates is the one wielding the knife. Is it Martin himself, driven to psychosis by his bizarre new job? Is it Brad Dourif’s skin-crawling self-medicating doctor? Or what about James, an unpleasantly unhinged asshole whose college ennui has manifested in a series of increasingly dangerous dares, often involving bar room violence and bullying prostitutes?

Fair warning: the twist is about to be spoiled, so flip ahead now if you’d like to enjoy the slim charms of Nightwatch for yourself.

Ready? It’s Nick Nolte. For reasons that are never explained, the cop investigating the killings is the killer, and he’s decided to frame Martin for the crimes because...well, that’s never really explained either. He even goes so far as to demand a semen sample from Martin, which he later pours into the ass-crack of his latest victim. He’s nothing if not thorough.

The film reveals this twist a good thirty minutes before the end, and immediately topples into silly horror nonsense. Up until Nolte is unmasked, it’s been a moderately successful thriller, but with nothing left to hide it takes a rapid detour into dumb cliché as everyone convenes at the mortuary so Nolte can menace Ewan and Patricia Arquette with a bonesaw, cave in John C. Reilly’s head with a baseball bat and handcuff Josh Brolin to a pipe, forcing him to cut his own thumb off to escape.
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It ends with Brolin gunning Nolte down just as he prepares to carve himself a filet de Ewan, after which everyone lives happily ever after. Apart from poor John C. Reilly, whose head sadly remains smashed to bits. And all those murdered prostitutes. And Martin’s rogue sperm.

Need to know: The film’s original cut ran an hour longer than the version that was eventually released. Chopped from the narrative were scenes developing the relationship between Martin and doomed prostitute Joyce, whose murder was also more grisly and detailed, and an extended ending featuring a double wedding, as Martin and Katherine tied the knot alongside James and his girlfriend, Marie (played by Gilmore Girls star Lauren Graham).

Nightwatch limped its way to just over one million dollars at the box office, and then vanished to the netherworld of home video.

Ian McKellen

The Keep (1983)

It’s 1941, and a platoon of German soldiers under the command of Captain Klaus Woermann (Jurgen Prochnow) enters a small Romanian village at the base of the Carpathian Mountains with orders to take over the ancient stone keep at the head of the town and turn it into a Nazi fortress.

Upon entering they’re greeted by a mysterious old codger, the caretaker of the site, who warns them not to set up camp inside the keep. The villagers refuse to enter, and those travelers who do enter never last the night before fleeing in terror. The walls are lined with hundreds of metal crosses, and the building seems designed to keep something in, rather than to keep intruders out.

Ignoring the superstitious advice (after all, where would horror movies be if people heeded warnings from crusty old locals?) the Germans start to transform the keep into their base of operations. But rumors start to fly that the metal crosses on the wall are silver, and that more riches are hidden within its walls. While on night patrol, two guards succeed in prying one cross away, bringing the stone with it. This opens up a gaping chasm from which blasts a supernatural gale and a thick blue mist. The two guards die, messily torn in half by forces unknown.

At this precise moment, over in Greece, the outrageously named Glaeken Trismegestus (Scott Glenn) awakes with glowing blue eyes, picks up an enigmatic crate and sets off to Romania. We never find out what this means, so don’t worry about it.

Meanwhile, back in the keep, more soldiers die each night, weird writing appears on the walls and the sympathetic and reluctant Woermann requests permission to move his men to a safer location. No such luck. The Nazi high command responds by sending in a cruel and brutal SS brigade, led by Major Kaempffer (Gabriel Byrne, who seems to think he’s in an episode of Hogan’s Heroes).
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After warming up by executing a few locals, Kaempffer sends for Dr. Theodore Cuza (McKellen), a Jewish history expert who lived in the village but is currently awaiting deportation with his daughter to the concentration camps.

The terminally ill Cuza swiftly deciphers the message – “I will be free” – but it’s the presence of his daughter, Eva, which inflames the German barracks. While fetching food for her father, Eva is attacked by two randy soldiers who try to rape her. She’s saved by the intervention of the mysterious force, which manifests this time as a boiling wall of mist with glowing red eyes, a sight which makes Eva’s attacker’s heads explode. The wall of mist then carries Eva back to her father. Reaching out with a phantom arm made up of glowing red veins, it touches Dr. Cuza and cures him of his illness.

Eva is removed from the keep to the local inn (where she immediately and inexplicably strips off and shags Trismegestus, who has made his way to the village with improbable speed) and Dr Cuza is visited once again by the monstrous presence – now appearing as a man in a rubber muscle suit, with a skull for a head. The beast is outraged when Cuza describes the plight of the Jews – “My people!” it cries – and it promises the doctor that if he can find a talisman buried in the keep and take it into the mountains, the monster will be free to destroy the Nazi menace.

Glaeken Trismegestus is arrested by the Germans, but when he fights back with superhuman strength, they shoot him (his blood is bright green but nobody seems to mind) and he falls into a ravine.

Meanwhile, yet more soldiers are slaughtered within the keep, until only the murderous Major Kaempffer remains. Facing the creature with a crucifix, the monster (now changed once again into what looks like a statue made of polystyrene) laughs at his pitiful attempts to ward it off. “What are you?” cries the Major, somewhat understandably. The beast responds with a simple and chilling “I am you”.

It’s a metaphor for the evil in all of us, you see. Not just a dumb rubber monster.

Metaphor or not, Dr Cuza is still hot to trot on this talisman scheme and emerges amid the carnage ready to take the magical emblem away so the beast can be freed. Eva pops up and tries to make her desperate father realize that the creature is as evil as the Nazis, if not more so, and there’s not much to be gained from trading one for the other. The beast demands Cuza kill his daughter, at which point the doddery doctor figures out that – oy vey ! - the bloodthirsty demon isn’t really Jewish after all. The beast blasts him with a sort of infernal mind ray, returning him to his wrinkled, diseased state.

Just then, our old friend Glaeken Trismegestus returns from the dead. He opens his mysterious box, removes a magical staff and attaches the talisman to the end, at which point it transforms into what can only be described as a biblical laser rifle. He blasts the demon with it – a lovely mauve beam, by the way – and sends it back into the walls of the keep in its original foggy state. In the ensuing tempest, Glaeken himself (who may well be an angel, or even Jesus, it’s not entirely clear) is also trapped forever deep within the stone. Cuza and Eva hobble into the arms of the perplexed villagers, who presumably want to know whose idea it was to hold an apocalyptic light show in the middle of the night.

While it would be spiteful to deride The Keep as a truly bad movie, there’s no getting away from the fact that for all its lofty intentions it’s deeply, deeply silly. The intriguing premise and chewy “nature of evil” subtext are somewhat hampered by the laughably daft monster effects and the eye-watering 1980s style. Delivered with lashings of dry ice, slow motion and lots of moody backlighting, the whole enterprise often resembles a pretentious commercial for some new perfume called Evil Reich.

As for poor old Sir Ian McKellen, he’s saddled with a hilarious wispy white wig and an accent which seems to arrive at East European via the Wild West. Plus, of course, his co-star is a big rubber monster.

Need to know: The Keep marked the second big screen outing for writer and director Michael Mann, who would go on to create TV series Miami Vice the following year, and later bring us Heat, Ali and Collateral. To make matters even more pompously cheesy, the soundtrack comes courtesy of electro pioneers Tangerine Dream, and their squelching and parping epic disco sound somehow fails to capture the misty dread of wartime Romania. It’s worth noting that, for an added surreal touch, the main theme tune is a synthesizer reworking of the perennial Aled Jones Christmas fave, Walking in the Air.

The Keep was based on the novel by F. Paul Wilson, though the author was less than pleased with the result, branding it “incomprehensible” on his website. While most of it is obscured by the ever-present fog spewing from Michael Mann’s beloved dry ice machine, the rugged Romanian countryside was actually a Welsh quarry, and the rubbery monster was played by Michael Carter. He had another, more popular, movie role in 1983 - he played Jabba the Hutt’s weak-minded lackey, Bib Fortuna, in Return of the Jedi.

Honorable mention: McKellen’s theatrical roots have helped him avoid many more dodgy curios during his career, though his pantomime turn as a scatterbrained professor menaced by a rolling atomic bomb in the 1994 comic book film The Shadow is always good for a giggle.

Steve McQueen

The Blob (1958)

Though he was pushing thirty by the time he broke into movies, that didn’t stop Steve McQueen making his debut as the world’s least convincing 17-year-old in this quintessential atomic age monster movie.

The film opens with a clearly middle-aged McQueen (conveniently playing a character called Steve) enjoying that timeless post-war teenage pastime of necking in the woods with his girlfriend, Jane. Their moonlight passion is interrupted by both Jane’s prudish demeanor and the sudden arrival of a shooting star, which seems to land nearby. Realizing that hot space rock is the most exciting thing on the menu for the evening, Steve drives off to find the crash site, with Jane somewhat reluctantly in tow.
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The meteorite has already been found though, by an old man who lives in a shack in the woods. When prodded, the rock cracks open and out oozes a gooey mass. The gloop quickly attaches itself to the old man’s arm, and it’s as he staggers into the road in agony that his path crosses with that of Steve and Jane.

They take him to the local doctor, who is understandably baffled. Before he can solve the mystery, the blob has consumed the old man and turns its attention to the doctor and his hapless nurse. Steve and Jane try to warn the cops that something sticky is afoot, but being small-town police officers in a Fifties teen horror flick, the long arm of the law is in no hurry to believe them.

The plucky duo opt to investigate by themselves and, after a close encounter in a supermarket during which the blob retreats rather than follow them into the freezer, the “kids” round up all their middle-aged teen chums and set about waking up the town to warn them of the menace. Luckily, as Steve tries to convince the assembled – and pissed off - townsfolk and authorities, the blob bursts out of the local cinema.

Having grown to enormous size, it traps Steve, Jane and her little brother in the local diner, smothering the building with its undulating pink form. The cops bring down the power lines on the malevolent mass, but succeed only in setting fire to the diner. Of course, it’s not entirely clear why the blob persists in trying to reach a handful of people in a burning cellar while a veritable buffet of delicious onlookers is waiting right across the street, but nobody ever said that ravenous space jellies were terribly clever.

It’s while trying to put out the fire that Steve stumbles on the answer – the cold spray of the extinguisher makes the ooze recoil. Soon the whole town is collecting fire extinguishers and squirting them all over the blob. The menace duly frozen, the army drops it in the North Pole where it can remain inert and harmless – “So long as the Arctic stays cold!” quips Steve, eerily predicting the onset of global warming. The movie signs off with a stock shot of a crate being parachuted into the snowy wastes. The words “The End” slither onto the screen, before spookily reforming into an ominous question mark.

Although it was one of the first sci-fi movies to be shot in Technicolor, The Blob is an incredibly cheap movie. Pivotal scenes – such as the diner catching fire and the army flying the blob to safety – aren’t even shown, but are instead described by characters watching the action. It’s also a rather uneventful movie, as the town is populated by some of the smartest, most polite teen rabble rousers in movie history, and they’re helped by a police department run by a kindly fellow known as Lt. Dave, who is openly and enthusiastically on the side of the kids. Despite this, the special effects for the blob itself are actually quite good – a fun mixture of stop motion and reverse photography was used to make the slimy ball of silicone move with surprising conviction.

As for Steve McQueen (credited here as Steven), he plays the whole thing completely straight, his strict Method training resulting in a performance that is far too sincere and serious for a movie about killer slime.

Need to know: The Blob opens with a hilariously inappropriate theme song, all jazzy trumpets and funky handclaps, written by none other than king of swing, Burt Bacharach. Certainly the only time a legendary songwriter has penned an ode to the perils of flesh-eating jelly monsters, the fantastic lyrics are as follows:

Beware of The Blob, it creeps

And leaps and glides and slides

Across the floor

Right through the door

And all around the wall

A splotch, a blotch

Be careful of The Blob

A belated sequel, Beware! The Blob, followed in 1972. This rather limp follow-up (released in the UK as Son of the Blob) was directed by none other than Dallas star Larry Hagman. The Blob was also remade in 1988 by director Charles “Chuck” Russell (see: Patricia Arquette). The remake was surprisingly faithful to the original story, though the special effects were a lot gorier, with the gruesome effects of the blob’s acidic embrace lovingly portrayed in lurid detail. Another remake is currently planned.

Eva Mendes

Children of the Corn V: Fields of Terror (1998)

In this, yet another of the apparently infinite Children of the Corn movies, we follow a bunch of rowdy American youths as they head deep into the heartland of their great nation in order to scatter the ashes of their mutual friend, Kurt, who died in a bungee-jumping accident. Despite what this hilariously random scenario might suggest, the movie is utterly serious. Tediously so, in fact.

Leading the way on this giddy voyage into corn country is bawdy cowboy type Laszlo and his giggling girlfriend. They strap inflatable sex dolls to signposts and petrol pumps along the way to guide the other four merry travelers who are following behind with the desiccated remains of Kurt in an urn. Obviously, flagrant misuse of sex dolls doesn’t go down too well with the creepy corn-worshipping kids who live around these parts, and before you can say “cheap shot to get the audience’s attention” both Laszlo and his lady friend have been hacked to death with scythes.

We then cut to car number two, which contains Allison (a sensible girl, and therefore the one who’ll survive the movie), Greg (sarcastic guy), Tyrus (dumb hunk with bizarre name) and Kir (Dead Kurt’s vain girlfriend). It’s Kir who gives us our first glimpse at the up and coming Eva Mendes, then a tantalizing three years away from finding fame opposite Denzel Washington in Training Day. She’s sassy. She’s selfish. She’s so very doomed.

The bickering foursome come off the road in the middle of a huge cornfield and are swiftly pointed in the direction of the nearest town by the creepy corn-worshipping kids – who have now inexplicably decided not to murder people with scythes the minute they find them.

In the town – which used to be Kurt’s old stamping ground – the quartet manage to offend the local bartender by pointing out the horrendous smell lingering in the air (the result of a fire burning in a nearby corn silo for the past few months, he explains with an unusual level of detail) and cross paths with the local sheriff, who rather unhelpfully points them to a bus stop where the last bus out of town is just leaving.

They head back to the car, only to find it on fire, and so set up camp – oh dear - in an old abandoned house nearby. It’s now that Allison reveals that her long lost brother Jacob took up with a corn-worshipping cult round these parts, a revelation that makes you wonder if the name of this town isn’t Coincidenceville USA. Unperturbed by the destruction of their car, the nighttime discovery of Laszlo’s mangled corpse, or by the fact that Kir happily hops into bed with Tyrus, the gang set off the very next day to find the creepy corn kids and Allison’s brother.

It’s while Allison meets with the cult leader, Luke (David Carradine) that Kir is chatted up by a strapping young corn-worshipping stud. He suggests the answer to her terrible grief would be to worship He Who Walks Behind The Rows, the ill-defined agricultural deity that ties this woeful franchise together.

Allison comes away without her brother, but he gives her a copy of the Corn People Holy Book (which seems as good a name as any) in which he’s scribbled a hasty note – and the first letters of each line spell “HELP”. It’s his 18th birthday the very next day and, according to Corn People Law, you must celebrate this milestone by throwing yourself into the blazing corn silo. It’s at this point that Jacob realizes this whole “worshipping corn” deal isn’t working out for him, and he legs it into the cornfield, pursued by howling scythe-wielding kids.

But He Who Walks Behind The Rows must be appeased – who will turn eighteen next? Up steps Kir who, having flicked through the book is now a willing and inexplicable convert to the ways of the corn. She’s also clearly a lot older than eighteen but, with five films under his belt, the Corn God clearly ain’t that fussy. So Kir ascends the silo, peers down into the inferno beneath – and jumps.
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Thus ends Eva Mendes’ journey into shitty Stephen King sequel territory, while the audience must endure a further twenty minutes of people running around and screaming in dark barns and fields, a lot more scything and a very stupid finale in which Allison finally defeats He Who Blah Blah Blah by blowing up the silo. Doesn’t this actually make the fire – and therefore the corn demon – spread? Well, yes. In theory. It’s a Children of the Corn sequel. You were expecting logic?

Need to know: Children of the Corn V features a smattering of peripherally famous people in small roles. Greg is played by Alexis Arquette, brother of Rosanna, Patricia and David, who he briefly appeared with in The Killing Box (see: Matt Le Blanc). The town sheriff is played by blaxploitation legend Fred Williamson (see: Taylor Lautner), while the bartender is Kane Hodder, the stuntman turned actor who played Jason Voorhees in the later Friday the 13th movies. Also lurking in the cast are two of Frank Zappa’s kids – Ahmet Zappa plays the scythe-bound Laszlo, while Diva Zappa plays “Drill Girl”.

Honorable mentions: Eva Mendes followed Fields of Terror with the equally ridiculous Urban Legends: Final Cut and an episode of the Mortal Kombat TV series. Once she broke through with Training Day, she never looked back and clocked up turns in hits like 2 Fast 2 Furious, Once Upon A Time In Mexico, Stuck On You and finally made it to the big leagues when she starred opposite Will Smith in Hitch.

John Mills

Dr. Strange (1978)

1978 was a busy year for Marvel Comics. Not only did it see the TV debut of both The Incredible Hulk and Spider-Man live action shows, the legendary comic company also churned out two Captain America TV movies (the second featuring Christopher Lee as a terrorist called Miguel) and this curious TV pilot, based on their supernatural comic crusader.

We open in Hell – or at least a plastic cave that looks a bit like a really cheap ghost train. The evil enchantress Morgan Le Fay is communing with the gigantic demon Balzaroth, whose glowing eyes and shroud of red mist aren’t quite enough to disguise the fact that he’s clearly been hewn from the same rigid polymer resin as the rest of the set. The demon orders Morgan to return to Earth for the first time in 500 years and take revenge on Thomas Lindmer, the sorcerer who foiled Balzaroth’s plan for world domination, and banished Morgan to the netherworld into the bargain. The sorcerer in question is, sadly, Sir John Mills, one of the greatest English actors of all time.

You see, Lindmer’s powers are weakening and his time as Earth’s sorcerer supreme is coming to an end. His replacement – the Dr. Strange of the title – must accept his destiny or the planet will be at the mercy of the bogus beasties currently scheming in polystyrene Hell. Trouble is, Dr. Strange is a gregarious psychiatric resident at the local hospital, boasting a perm and moustache combination that makes him look more like an extra from Deep Throat than mankind’s mystical savior, and he’s not easily convinced that spooks and specters are real.

As part of her plot to destroy Lindmer, Morgan possesses the body of a young student, Clea Lake, and uses her to shove the old man off an overpass into speeding traffic. Despite being clobbered by cars, Lindmer simply limps off – healing his crumpled legs by making his hand glow bright yellow.

It’s worth mentioning at this point that there are precisely three sorts of special effect in this TV movie – red glow (evil), yellow glow (good) and a sort of fizzy blue thing (miscellaneous). You can tick them off as we go along.

Reeling from the psychic assault of Morgan’s possession, Clea wanders into the care of Dr. Strange and that’s all the excuse Lindmer needs to broach the subject of ditching the hospital gig and becoming an immortal magician. Strange is cynical at first, but when Clea slips into a coma and won’t respond to conventional medicine he agrees to let Lindmer send him to the astral plane to bring her back.

One swirling 1970s kaleidoscope sequence later and the task is complete. Bizarrely, it’s at this point – having travelled beyond the veil of reality itself – that Strange decides that all this magic stuff really is a load of old bullshit, and he visits Lindmer’s spooky old house to tell him so. Unfortunately, as he leaves, he sees a black cat and, assuming it belongs to Lindmer, lets it inside. Big mistake. The cat is Morgan Le Fay, and now that Strange has helped her past the enchanted barrier that kept her from her prey, she’s free to zap poor old Lindmer with an extra large dose of evil red glow.

She then summons Dr. Strange to the netherworld (he now believes in all this stuff again – the fickle bastard) and tries to seduce him to serve her instead. Upon seeing Lindmer strung up in a giant web, his face painted like a cheap Halloween zombie, Strange fights back (yellow glow) against Morgan’s assault (red glow) and – by doing something that is never really explained – Strange manages to transport himself and his mentor back to Earth. As the sun rises, Lindmer passes his powers over to Strange (red and yellow glow, plus the blue zappy thing) and promptly collapses, a mere mortal once again. In one final act of indignity, the unconscious John Mills is then carried off screen like a sleeping baby.
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The movie ends with Strange assuming the mantle of the sorcerer supreme, and Morgan reinvented as a self-help guru, ready to begin their rivalry in the ensuing TV series. A series which, inevitably, never happened.

Though Dr. Strange is undoubtedly a steaming pile of cheap old nonsense, and certainly not the sort of thing someone like Sir John Mills should have ever been involved with, it’s actually more entertaining and more true to the comic character than either of the more successful Hulk and Spidey TV shows. Like all trusty screen warhorses, Sir John just keeps his chin up, delivers his lines with conviction – even when guffing on about psychic bonds, astral planes and demonic beings – and just about manages to add a much needed touch of class to the otherwise bargain basement proceedings.

Need to know: In Arthurian legend Morgan Le Fay was the evil nemesis of Merlin, a fact which presumably explains Lindmer’s curious name. The voice of Balzaroth came courtesy of Ted Cassidy, best known to most people as Lurch in the original Addam’s Family TV show. A talented voice artist, he also supplied the voice for The Thing in the 1978 Fantastic Four cartoon, as well as the roars and growls of Godzilla in his Hanna Barbera animated series. The pornographic synth-and-sax soundtrack for Dr. Strange was provided by Paul Chihara, who also composed the music for Death Race 2000 (see: Sylvester Stallone) and another short-lived TV clunker, Manimal.

Honorable mention: A far more appropriate, though no less supernatural, TV appearance for Sir John Mills came the following year in 1979, when he took on the role of Quatermass in the apocalyptic final mini-series for Nigel Kneale’s critically acclaimed grumpy scientist.

Demi Moore

Parasite (1982)

The best way to describe this micro-budget monster movie, which marked Demi Moore’s first starring role, is to allow the lurid blurb from the original video case to do the talking.

“It is 1992”, it boasts – a claim that must have seemed insanely futuristic in an era of Rubik’s Cubes and day-glo pop sox. “The nightmarish netherworld of superscience creates a squirming, oozing, pulsating PARASITE – a deadly demon designed to decimate a panicked population.”

“It feeds on flesh and blood!” it boasts. “Rows of razor sharp teeth that slice and slash! Silent and sinister, it sleeps inside you! When it wakes there is nowhere to hide from the gaping jaws!” It even adds one last cry of “PARASITE!!!!!” just for good measure. Unfortunately, the end result isn’t even deserving of one exclamation mark, let alone five plus capital letters.

The parasite in question is a lab-created monstrosity concocted by Dr. Paul Dean, who looks like the unholy offspring of Che Guevara and Jeff Goldblum, and is therefore the least likely leading man in the history of cinema. Repulsed at what he has made, he destroys the specimens and flees into the post-nuclear wastes of America. But he’s also got a parasite growing in his own stomach. Oh, and another one in a flask, with which he hopes to research a cure before it’s too late. Oops.

He rolls into a baffling wasteland community which seemingly consists of one boarding house run by a daffy old slut, one diner run by the token old black dude and – naturally - a lemon farm, run by cherubic heroine Demi Moore. This tiny conurbation also boasts a cyberpunk street gang which, with only six members, still outnumbers the townsfolk by two to one. There’s also a shady government man-in-black on the trail of Dr. Dean, though he spends most of his time wandering around punching people, or slicing their limbs off with what looks like a golden fountain pen.

As you’ve probably already guessed, the gang steals the flask containing the parasite and unleashes the beast. Remember? The deadly demon designed to decimate a panicked population? In reality, it’s a rubber slug that spends most of its time utterly motionless while the cast point and scream at it.
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With the terrifyingly inert parasite on the loose, Dr. Dean teams up with Demi the lemon farmer and together they destroy the creature inside his stomach by playing a high pitched noise at it. This makes it burst out of his torso, a ghastly wound that apparently has no ill effect on him as he then jumps up to polish off the last remaining monster, which has already burst out of the daffy old slut’s head and chewed on a few gang members. Luckily, the parasite attacks the government agent right next to a gas tank, and Demi blows them both up with one neatly placed bullet, killing two birds with one affordably-sized explosion.

If that all sounds rather truncated, it’s because the entire movie lasts a little over 70 minutes, not including credits. In fact, you can shave another few minutes off that running time to allow for several fight scenes which are carried out entirely in very, very, very slow motion.

The 20-year-old Demi Moore, decades away from her recent surgical reconstruction as a muscled fembot, is as dry and wooden as the scenery. She does have some very nice lemons though.

Need to know: Parasite was originally screened in 3D, an effect most notable in the scene where the parasite explodes out of the boarding house owner’s face. It was an early offering from cult low budget guru Charles Band who, under the banners of Empire Films and Full Moon Productions, would also bring us such evergreen franchises as Ghoulies (see: Matthew Lillard) and Trancers (see: Helen Hunt). Parasite also featured early work from the late, great special effects master Stan Winston, who would go on to create such iconic terrors as The Terminator, the Predator and the Jurassic Park dinosaurs.

Julianne Moore

Tales from the Darkside (1990)

In 1993, Julianne Moore was lavished with praise by many critics for her emotionally (and physically) naked performance in Robert Altman’s Short Cuts, a dizzying narrative web of overlapping lives in Los Angeles.

Nominated for four Oscars (twice in 2003, for both Best Actress and Best Supporting Actress) she’s starred in such critically acclaimed fare as Boogie Nights, The Big Lebowski, Magnolia, Far From Heaven and The Hours, as well as occasional forays into the realms of the blockbuster, with the Jurassic Park sequel, The Lost World, and Ridley Scott’s Lecter sequel, Hannibal.

However, in 1990 she was billed beneath such giants of cinema as Christian Slater, Debbie Harry and even Rae Dawn Chong when she appeared in Lot 249, the first of three segments in this monstrously stupid horror anthology, a spin-off from a long-forgotten 1980s TV series.

As a scheming femme fatale, it’s Moore’s character of Susan who sets the story in motion. A nerdy archaeology student called Bellingham (Steve Buscemi in an early role) is besotted with her, but doesn’t realize that she’s manipulating him – and framing him for theft so that Lee, her rich-but-dim boyfriend, will get his scholarship instead. Susan’s brother Andy (Christian Slater) is supposedly a friend of Bellingham’s, but he’s also best friends with Lee, and when he discovers what the pair are plotting, he disapproves but fails to act.

Sadly for all involved, Bellingham has just taken delivery of Lot 249, an authentic Egyptian mummy complete with a magical scroll to reanimate it. With revenge in mind, Bellingham unleashes the dusty creature, and it attacks Lee first, pulling his brains through his nose using a coat-hanger. It’s always nice to have a gimmick and this mummy likes to kill people using genuine embalming methods from ancient Egypt.

It then goes after Susan and, following an obligatory scream-filled chase around her apartment, the mummy slashes her open with some scissors and stuffs her still-living torso full of flowers. Chrysanthemums, since you ask. As you can imagine, this grisly demise is a pretty conclusive signpost for Julianne Moore’s exit from the proceedings.

[image: 316_img01.jpg]

A grief-stricken Andy then confronts Bellingham, dismembers the mummy and threatens to burn them both to death if he doesn’t hand over the scroll. Bellingham complies, and Andy tosses it in the fire. Unable to lower himself to killing, he then lets Bellingham go, with a promise never to return. But, of course, as we watch Bellingham drive off in a taxi, we discover that – gasp! – he gave him a fake scroll.

It may not sound like it, but Lot 249 is actually the best of the three tales on offer – though as the competition involves a killer cat jumping down a hitman’s throat and a gargoyle in love, that’s hardly an achievement. It’s most notable for the nastiness of the two murders, with Moore’s demise being especially brutal. Ironically, all the nominal stars of the film have since faded into relative obscurity, while the two minor supporting players – Moore and Buscemi – went on to ever greater fame and acclaim.

Honorable mentions: Moore also co-starred in the 1991 horror-noir, Cast A Deadly Spell, in which writer H.P. Lovecraft was reimagined as a Raymond Chandler styled private detective in a 1940s Hollywood where magic use is commonplace. It’s actually a rather fresh and fun confection and well worth tracking down, if only for Fred Ward’s fantastic turn as Lovecraft.

David Morse

Prototype (1983)

One of Hollywood’s most dependable character actors, David Morse’s bulky frame and hangdog expression has been put to good use with major roles in blockbusters like The Rock, Twelve Monkeys, The Negotiator, Contact, The Long Kiss Goodnight, The Green Mile and Proof of Life.

Or you may know him from artsier fare, such as The Crossing Guard, Dancer in the Dark or Down in the Valley. Either way, we’re talking about a guy who has worked with anyone who’s anyone in Hollywood: Nicolas Cage, Brad Pitt, Bruce Willis, Jack Nicholson, Tom Hanks, Russell Crowe, Jodie Foster...the list goes on. Rare is the A-list star that hasn’t been backed up by David Morse at one point or another.

But before he became the go-to guy for everyman heroes and villains, Morse paid his rent in a string of TV movies and mini-series, including this early entry – which earns special points for being one of the most polite and unassuming spins on the Frankenstein story ever committed to film.

The 30-year-old Morse, in only his fifth screen appearance, stars as the prototype of the title - an advanced humanoid robot called Michael Smith. His creator is Dr. Carl Forrester, a curmudgeonly Nobel Prize winner played with grumpy aplomb by Christopher Plummer. Forrester is one of those arrogant scientists who refuses to do anything his boss asks, to the extent that he takes Michael shopping – and even brings him home for dinner – in his attempts to gauge how successfully he and his team have managed to mimic the human animal.

Reasonably well is the answer. The baby-faced Morse, a far cry from the rather more craggy visage that made him successful, plays Michael as a softly-spoken man-child, given to gushing enthusiastically about how amazing a toy train set is, or pondering whimsically on the beauty of the laws of mathematics. Clad in a white turtleneck and a pair of beige slacks worn dorkishly above the waist, his robotic waddle and alarming unblinking gaze combine to give the impression of a mentally troubled young man who is still dressed by his mother. Despite this, everyone in the movie apparently finds the rather creepy Michael utterly charming.
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Unfortunately, the Pentagon isn’t in the habit of funding advanced androids so that they can deliver fluffy puppies to sad orphans, and when the military brass arrive to take him away to be trained as an assassin, Dr Forrester flips his lid. After a lot of stern arguments, he swipes Michael in the dead of night and absconds to the small town where he used to teach – and where he first developed the theories that would lead to Michael’s creation.

There’s some sentimental bonding between creation and creator, as the machine inevitably discovers emotions and begins to question his purpose. As the military closes in, Michael decides to set destroy himself rather than force his “father” to give up his freedom.

To be fair, Prototype is far from a bad movie. It’s just far too nice to truly engage. Michael is nice and polite. Dr Forrester is grumpy, but always apologizes for his temper. Even the military brass are unstintingly pleasant in their timid pursuit of the fugitives – asking nicely for vital information and meekly leaving Forrester’s home when his wife asks them to.

When they finally do track down Michael and Forrester, do they surround them and refuse to budge until they’re in custody? No. They agree to meet Forrester for a chat at a nearby coffee shop instead. As such, despite some sterling work by Plummer and a solid (if eerie) turn by the young David Morse, there’s absolutely no sense of urgency or threat to anything that happens. It’s kind of cute, but certainly not the shattering modern day Frankenstein it claims to be.

Need to know: Prototype gives us a rare opportunity to see Christopher Plummer as the one being pursued by dodgy government types, rather than being the one doing the pursuing. For movies in which Plummer plays precisely the sort of secret government spook he evades with Michael, see: Martin Landau, Dennis Quaid.

Prototype was directed by British director David Greene, a TV movie veteran whose most famous big screen work was the film adaptation of Godspell. For some rather more explosive fun with a robotic supersoldier see: Adrien Brody.

Honorable mentions: David Morse has graced no less than three Stephen King adaptations. The Green Mile and Hearts in Atlantis are both respectable enough but his starring role in the stultifying three-hour King miniseries The Langoliers is more than deserving of a mention here, if only because it’s the only place you’ll ever get to see poorly animated CGI meatballs eating an airport. Morse can also be found in the woeful Macauley Culkin psycho-kid shocker The Good Son (see: Elijah Wood).

Viggo Mortensen

Leatherface: Texas Chainsaw Massacre III (1990)

Most of the world still knows him as the ruggedly reluctant Aragorn, heir to the throne of Gondor and object of many a Middle-earth maiden’s affections. In the Lord of the Rings trilogy Viggo was rough yet sensitive, a quiet man of action who yearned for his true love many miles away. In other words, what many women would consider the perfect man.

But before Frodo came calling, he starred in the third Texas Chainsaw movie and nailed a helpless woman to a chair so his insane maniac brother could cut her head in half. Oh Viggo, you charmer.

As Tex, Viggo plays a charismatic hitchhiking cowboy who seems to have only the best intentions for a smug LA couple driving through Texas. Of course, Californian yuppies lost in the badlands of America are just asking for trouble, and Tex turns out to be just one of the murderous (and cannibalistic) family that spawned the chainsaw wielding Leatherface.
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It doesn’t take long for him to show his true colors, helping to capture the hapless duo and offering up advice on how best to cook human flesh – “I like liver” he quips - while helping the eerily eager young daughter of the clan to smash a victim’s head in with a sledgehammer. He even wears a frilly apron and nail varnish, hinting that his butch Texan demeanour and bloodthirsty habits are merely a cover for the love that dare not speak its name.

As you can probably guess, things do not end up going Viggo’s way as the tortured woman is rescued from her impromptu chainsaw to the face by a bad-ass survivalist (genre icon Ken Foree) who puts a premature end to Viggo’s evil ways by dousing him in petrol and setting him on fire. In a scene cut from the finished film, the charred and gooey Viggo is also impaled on a splintery wooden booby trap in the woods for good measure – a delightful sight that you can now see on the uncut DVD edition, should you feel that being burned alive just isn’t punishment enough for being an effeminate cannibal cowboy. Gandalf would not approve.

Need to know: Leatherface is the nexus around which many Viggo coincidences revolve. Much like the role of Aragorn, which he inherited from Stuart Townsend, he only landed the part of Tex after the first-choice actor left the project, forcing him to jump aboard at the last minute. Leatherface was also produced by Mark Ordesky for New Line Cinema, the same producer who would oversee Lord of the Rings for the studio. In one of the strangest twists of fate, the original choice to direct Chainsaw III was an obscure indie horror director from New Zealand called... Peter Jackson.

Honorable mention: Viggo also turned in a chillingly seductive cameo as Satan himself in Gregory Widen’s The Prophecy, a dark and underrated religious horror from 1995 which starred Christopher Walken as a vengeful Gabriel, alongside Eric Stoltz, Elias Koteas and Virginia Madsen.
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From Liam Neeson to Bill Nighy




Liam Neeson

Krull (1983)

He’s worked with Steven Spielberg, Martin Scorsese and Ridley Scott. He’s played a Jedi Knight, a Batman villain and was the voice of Aslan the messianic lion in The Chronicles of Narnia. He’s been nominated for Academy Awards, BAFTAs and Golden Globes. You don’t have to stretch too hard to make the argument that the towering Liam Neeson is currently one of Britain’s leading thespian exports.

This wasn’t the case back in 1983, when he was just one of a ragtag band of good-hearted outlaws in this infamous swords and sorcery romp, which owes a fairly substantial debt to the works of George Lucas and J.R.R. Tolkien.
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We open with a blast of déjà vu, as a vast spacecraft looms over the camera, looking in no way like an Imperial Star Destroyer. The spacecraft in this case is the Black Fortress, the space-faring home of a disembodied evil entity known only as The Beast (who is in no way like Sauron) and his army of Slayers (who are nothing like Stormtroopers). Their next destination – the world of Krull.

The arrival of the Slayers forces the two warring nations of Krull to unite, and to seal the deal Prince Colwyn and Princess Lyssa, representing their rival families, agree to marry. Sadly, the wedding is interrupted by a Slayer attack, the guests are all killed, Lyssa is taken back to the Black Fortress and Colwyn is left merely unconscious, so he can wake up and embark on a destiny-seeking quest.

Yes, sadly Prince Colwyn is going to be our hero, looking for all the world like a bland and emotionless android replica of Richard Chamberlain. Mind you, with her enormous wig of ginger curls, Princess Lyssa (played by one-time British starlet Lysette Anthony, but redubbed by an American actress) looks like a Bonnie Langford sex doll, so they make quite a good match.

Assisting Colwyn on his adventure is an old wise man, Ynyr (played by Hammer veteran Freddie Jones), who has emerged from his hermit exile to guide our hero. Any resemblance to Obi Wan Kenobi is obviously a remarkable coincidence, despite Francis doing a solid Alec Guinness impersonation. Ynyr tells Colwyn he needs to retrieve the Glaive, the mythical and magical weapon of his forefathers (which is nothing like Luke Skywalker having to master the lightsaber).

As is traditional, Colwyn and Ynyr pick up an assortment of travelling companions - one could almost say a “fellowship” - along the way. These range from Ergo, a hopeless magician whose prissy comic relief is nothing like that provided by C-3PO, to Torquil, an outlaw with a conscience, completely unlike Han Solo. Torquil hasn’t let the fact that his name sounds like a flu remedy stop him assembling a gang of impeccably grizzled rogues and rascals and among his crew of eminently disposable warriors are a young and surprisingly slender Robbie Coltrane (sporting a Village People moustache and dubbed by Michael Elphick) and, of course, Liam Neeson, as the womanizing Kegan. Clad in brown leather, and with all sorts of pointless tat plaited into his hair, he looks like he’s wandered in from an amateur dramatics performance of Robin Hood.

The travellers are also joined by Rell, a seven foot tall Cyclops played by Bernard Bresslaw, the gentle giant of the Carry On series. Bresslaw, then 51-years-old, lumbers around the set with a bulging facial prosthesis containing his character’s solitary animatronic eye. It’s appallingly clear that he can’t see where he’s going, but as the evil Slayer army also blunders about, equally hampered by their utterly impractical pointy armour, things balance out quite nicely.

After a flabby mid-section of contrived obstacles, during which most of the anonymous outlaws are polished off by random threats and after Ynyr has nobly sacrificed his life to ensure their success (in no way like Obi Wan Kenobi. Or Gandalf), the intrepid group finally finds the Black Fortress (which is in no way similar to the Black Gates of Mordor. Or the Death Star). Fantasy lore now dictates that our generic hero must fight his final battle alone, so poor old Robbie Coltrane, Bernard Bresslaw and Liam Neeson are all killed off with indecent speed after they breach the fortress.

Neeson’s death is particularly dumb, shot in the chest while loitering aimlessly in the corridor like a great big lummox. He grunts and strains like a monkey doing a really hard poo, and finally shuffles off his mortal coil with a hilariously strangled gasp of “Tell Merith I love her!”

Colwyn then heads off to rescue Lyssa and defeat the Beast, both of which he achieves by finally throwing his Glaive at things – controlling it with his mind in a manner which in no way resembles The Force. When the legendary Frisbee becomes lodged in the Beast’s evil hide, all seems lost – until Lyssa tells him that the power actually comes from their shared love, not the Glaive itself.

As well as making the Glaive a completely pointless plot device, this cheesy advice apparently gives Colwyn the ability to shoot flames from his hand, and it’s this nifty party trick that ultimately makes the Beast explode. And then his fortress falls apart. Huzzah!

Need to know: Krull was directed by Peter Yates, whose career included such eclectic fare as the Cliff Richard musical Summer Holiday, the seminal Steve McQueen thriller Bullitt and the underwater treasure hunting adventure, The Deep. It was written by Stanford Sherman, who followed Krull with yet another idiotic Star Wars knock-off, The Ice Pirates (see: Angelica Houston).

Honorable mention: To see Neeson sending himself up rather more deliberately than he did in Krull, seek out Darkman, Sam Raimi’s delirious superhero yarn in which Neeson stars as the titular hero, a gentle scientist who is disfigured by mobsters and left immune to pain by radical surgery. The treatment also leaves him prone to wild mood swings, and he embarks on a violent battle for revenge, using his experimental artificial skin compound to disguise his scarred features.

Sam Neill

Possession (1981)

If pressed, most people will recall Sam Neill coming to international prominence in 1981 when he starred as the adult Damien in The Final Conflict, the concluding installment of the Omen trilogy, and a movie which ends not with a bang or a whimper, but with no lesser event than the Second Coming of Christ. However, 1981 also saw a 34-year-old Neill headlining a rather more obscure horror offering – one which also ends in apocalyptic fashion, but takes a far stranger route to get there.

A peculiar blend of abstract art house drama and slimy exploitation flick, director Andrzej Zulawski’s movie is clearly trying to say something – but by the time the end credits appear, most viewers will be none the wiser as to precisely what that something might be.

Neill stars as Mark, an Australian living in Berlin with his wife Anna (Isabella Adjani) and their young son, Bob. But things are not going well. Mark is away from home for prolonged periods – it’s hinted that he may be a secret agent, the first of many baffling plot points which rattle past the unwary viewer – and Anna has taken a lover. Returning home, and discovering his wife’s infidelity, Mark launches into the first of many high-pitched screaming arguments. He checks into a hotel and spends three weeks sobbing and spasming in bed. With that out of his system, he cleans himself up, heads back home again and finds Bob alone in their apartment. It seems that Anna has gone to live with her mystery boyfriend.

Mark soon tracks down her lover – a very odd and effeminate Zen German called Heinrich – but it transpires that he hasn’t seen Anna for months either. Clearly, she has a third illicit partner. After getting his ass thoroughly kicked by Heinrich’s camp kung-fu skills, Mark hires a private detective to find out where Anna is living. It’s apparently the world’s worst private detective, as his technique for locating her new address is to simply follow her down the street – blatantly running after her when she spots him.

The detective gains access to her rundown apartment by pretending to be, of all things, a window inspector. Once inside, he makes a shocking discovery – Anna does indeed have a secret lover stashed away in her hovel, but it’s a slimy tentacled monster. To keep her secret, Anna swiftly kills the detective, stabbing him repeatedly in the throat with a broken wine bottle.

Meanwhile, Mark is taking Bob to school when he discovers that his son’s teacher looks exactly like Anna. Naturally, he begins an affair with her. The private detective killed by Anna has a gay partner, and he turns up at her apartment looking for his boyfriend. She kills him as well. You wouldn’t think it was possible, but things then get even more bewildering as the movie hurtles giddily towards its conclusion.

Anna has a flashback to the night she endured a lengthy and grisly miscarriage in a subway, a horrific ordeal which we get to witness in lurid detail, Isabella Adjani writhing and screaming in a pool of slime for painful minutes. Except, it turns out it wasn’t a miscarriage – she was giving birth. To the slimy tentacle monster. That she would later have sex with. Mark seems OK with the “giving birth to a monster” part, but she shrewdly doesn’t tell him that she’s humping the thing. Every man has his limits, clearly.
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Mark then murders Heinrich, smashing his brains in and drowning him in a nightclub toilet. He burns down Anna’s apartment. Anna and her monster come to live in the family home. Anna kills her best friend, because she thinks she’ll get in the way of her and Mark reuniting. Mark goes to see Heinrich’s mom, which is apparently enough to make her lie down and die instantly. Anna and her lover go to live in her best friend’s apartment. Mark drops Bob off with his schoolteacher, and then gets into a shoot-out with the police.

Mortally wounded, he drives a motorcycle to the docks – howling all the way – and then falls off. He drags his mangled body to where Anna is staying, only to discover that the slimy tentacle monster now looks just like him. Mark tries to shoot his doppelganger but – out of nowhere – a bunch of rival secret agents appear and open fire with machine guns, killing Anna and Mark. The monster-that-looks-like-Mark then turns up at the schoolteacher’s place, but before she can even open the door, Bob runs upstairs and drowns himself in the bathtub.

And as if that ending just wasn’t weird enough, the movie ends with the sound of war breaking out and bombs raining down on Berlin. Metaphorical emotional bombshells? Actual nuclear holocaust? Too much Mexican food? On the evidence of the previous two hours, it’s probably best that we never find out.

Need to know: Despite being impossibly odd, Possession was actually nominated for the Golden Palm award at Cannes in 1981, and Isabella Adjani even took home the Best Actress award for her relentless performance of bug-eyed hysteria and tentacle sex. Although, to be fair, she was also nominated for James Ivory’s more respectable Quartet so the award is shared between the two films.

Outside the artsy environs of the French cineastes, Possession fared less well. It was briefly banned in the UK as part of the “video nasty” scare of the early 1980s, while its US release saw the film slashed by forty five minutes. This brutal edit was designed to make the movie a more marketable horror flick, with more emphasis on the creature and a generic spooky soundtrack, but succeeded only in making an already impenetrable story even more confusing. Director Zulawski later admitted that he wrote the film while in the midst of his own divorce, which probably explains a lot.

The slimy tentacle monster, which is only ever glimpsed briefly - even when it’s humping Isabella Adjani - was designed and created by Carlo Rambaldi, an Italian special effects expert whose work graced yet more oddball arthouse horror in Andy Warhol’s Flesh for Frankenstein and Blood for Dracula. He also worked on the aliens for Close Encounters of the Third Kind, and followed Possession with his most iconic creation – E.T. the Extra Terrestrial.

Honorable mentions: Sam Neill also starred in two lesser known John Carpenter movies. In the 1992 sci-fi comedy Memoirs of an Invisible Man, Neill plays the villainous government agent on the trail of Chevy Chase’s reluctantly transparent hero, while 1995 found him investigating a missing horror author in the rather fun Lovecraftian mystery, In The Mouth of Madness. He can also be found in Event Horizon, Paul WS Anderson’s movie about what would happen if Hellraiser and Solaris were spliced together.

Jack Nicholson

The Terror (1963)

At the end of the Napoleonic wars, a young French soldier by the name of Andre Duvalier (Nicholson) becomes separated from his platoon. Wandering the barren coastline, he sees a mysterious young woman vanish into a cave. Before he can discover her identity, he’s attacked by a hawk and must fight for his life in the surf. Yes, The Terror opens with the majestic sight of a 26-year-old Jack Nicholson punching a falcon while the ocean crashes around him and, rather understandably, it struggles to improve on this powerful and iconic image.
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Duvalier is rescued by a wizened old woman (who might as well be called Witches McCauldron such is the obviousness of her profession) and he is informed repeatedly that there was no young woman. The witch also owns a hawk but, no, it wasn’t the hawk that attacked him. Honest.

Our plucky soldier discovers from the crone’s dim-but-strong assistant that the young woman (who does not exist) may have something to do with the castle of Baron Von Leppe (Boris Karloff). Of course, the combination of a spooky castle and a morose Boris Karloff suggests that things are going to take a turn for the morbid – and you’d be right.

Duvalier’s mystery girl bears an uncanny resemblance to the young wife of the Baron, though she died twenty years ago. Despite stern warnings not to delve any deeper, nosy old Duvalier won’t let it lie – he’s been away at war for years, he’s got the hots for the ghostly gal and as long as there’s even a vague hope of getting some sort of tonsil action going, he’s not giving up.

The Baron caves in. He confesses that it was he who murdered his wife, after discovering she was having an affair with a local lad called Eric. His manservant, Stefan (played by Corman regular Dick Miller), put an end to the adulterous Eric for good measure.

So what does the spectral lady want? Well, it all gets a bit convoluted as we amble along towards the inevitable castle-crumbling conclusion. It turns out that the mystery girl is real. She’s actually Helene, an innocent lass spellbound by the old witch, who in turn is the mother of the murdered Eric. The crone’s plan is to drive the Baron to suicide, thus damning his soul for all eternity.

As Helene goads the Baron into flooding his castle by opening up the subterranean vault to the incoming tide, we’re slapped in the face by an even more baffling plot twist. The Baron isn’t really the Baron. He’s Eric. You see, Stefan accidentally killed the Baron rather than Eric, and Eric, distraught at the death of his lover, went mental and convinced himself he was the Baron.

Discovering this complex – and highly unlikely – web of misconceptions just too late, Duvalier drags the witch along to try and prevent the unfolding tragedy but, being a witch, she can’t enter the consecrated ground of the vault and God makes her explode. As the Baron vanishes beneath the waves, Duvalier pulls Helene from the tumbling tomb but when they reach safety she suddenly decomposes into a putrid skeleton. Could she – gasp! – have been the Baron’s wife all along? Jack doesn’t care. He just pulls a face like he’s found a 3-month-old ham sandwich behind the sofa and, quite understandably, buggers off back to the calming embrace of war.

It’s difficult to be too down on a Roger Corman movie starring Boris Karloff. There’s a ramshackle ingenuity to the whole enterprise that almost manages to hide its insanely crammed four-day production schedule. As for Jack, don’t go into this movie expecting to see the arched eyebrows and lascivious drawl we know and love – that wouldn’t manifest until the late Sixties, when Nicholson started hanging out with Peter Fonda, Dennis Hopper and the other frazzled anti-heroes of New Hollywood. Instead, he provides a surprisingly muted and sensitive romantic hero, appropriate really as the story owes more to the melancholy creepiness of Poe than the gut-wrenching terror implied by the title. Plus, he punches a falcon. Let’s not forget that.

Need to know: The Terror was one of three movies the young Jack Nicholson made with Roger Corman at the dawn of his illustrious career. First was the 1960 cheapie, Little Shop of Horrors, in which Nicholson had a small role as Wilbur Force, a man with a masochistic love of dental work. Little Shop is legendary as one of the quickest movie shoots in history – Corman got the whole film in the can in just two days.

Nicholson worked with Corman again in 1963, in the very loose Edgar Allen Poe movie, The Raven. Starring the timeless triumvirate of Vincent Price, Peter Lorre and Boris Karloff, Corman shot The Terror straight afterwards using the same sets and retaining the services of Karloff and Nicholson for the extra four days it took to film.

Among the other talents roped in to churn The Terror out was one Francis Ford Coppola, who directed many of the location scenes on the cliffs and earned an Associate Producer credit into the bargain. Co-writing The Terror was Jack Hill, a legend on the exploitation cinema circuit and a big influence on Quentin Tarantino. Hill’s directorial work includes such gems as the darkly comic Spider Baby, the Pam Grier blaxploitation classics Coffy and Foxy Brown, and violent chick flicks like Switchblade Sisters.

For another Hollywood legend in a Napoleonic era horror quickie, see: Donald Sutherland.

Honorable mention: Jack can also be seen whooping it up in the background of the surreal 1968 Monkees movie, Head. A commercial disaster, the deeply trippy flick torpedoed the proto-boyband’s wholesome image and marked the beginning of their slide into more interesting esoteric musical avenues. Nicholson’s appearance (during a bar brawl during which Peter Tork punches a transvestite) came about because it was he and director Bob Rafelson who came up with the idea for the film while hanging out with the band.

Bill Nighy

The Phantom of the Opera (1989)

You’d be forgiven for wondering what’s so wrong about appearing in an adaptation of this literary classic, but then this long-forgotten remake of Gaston Leroux’s 1909 gothic romance features considerably more time travel, decapitation and flayed human corpses than its French author probably intended.

Of course, it’s hardly surprising that the gore level has been ramped up – this particular Phantom is played by Robert Englund, better known to horror fans everywhere as Freddy Krueger, while the director, Dwight H. Little, honed his craft on the subtle drama of Halloween IV.

Our story follows Christine, an aspiring singer in modern day New York. While searching for the perfect audition piece, she stumbles across a crumbling manuscript from an unfinished 19th Century opera. When she begins singing the piece on stage, a counterweight tumbles from above and knocks her unconscious. Suddenly – and without any explanation – she’s back in turn of the century London, where she is the understudy to Carlotta, a snooty diva about to open a new performance of Faust.

But Olden Days Christine has a spooky mentor – the legendary Phantom, his face mangled and burned by the Devil himself (played, apropos of nothing, by a midget) following a conveniently literal Faustian pact. The lusty Phantom, fixated on the notion that Christine’s young ingénue is the only person who can bring his music to life, sees to it that anyone who might stand in the way of her success meets a sticky end, with the emphasis firmly on “sticky”. People are gutted, skinned, beheaded and impaled as the maniacal specter seems more intent on upping his body count than any artistic success.

In the midst of all this high camp carnage is a very young looking Bill Nighy as Martin Barton, owner of the opera house and Carlotta’s potential lover. He huffs and puffs about superstitious stage folk, and even conspires with the local critic to ensure that Christine does not overshadow his beloved diva, but – disappointingly – the Phantom leaves him unscathed throughout the movie. The last we see of Nighy, he’s sobbing on a staircase after Carlotta’s decapitated head bobs to the surface of a large bowl of soup during a costume ball.
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This means he’s absent for the completely ludicrous finale, in which Christine returns to modern day New York, where she discovers the Phantom is still alive and recording his cursed opera on new-fangled synthesizers. She finally defeats him by stealing the floppy disc which contains his life’s work and dropping it into the sewer. Just like in the book, really.

Need to know: Christine was played by Jill Schoelen, who can also be found as the lead in the equally preposterous slasher movie, Cutting Class (see: Brad Pitt). Christine’s love interest was played by Alex Hyde White, an actor best known in cult movie circles as Reed Richards, aka Mr Fantastic, in the filmed-but-never-released 1994 Fantastic Four movie, produced by Roger Corman.

Robert Englund’s mangled face make-up was created by Kevin Yagher, who produced the mutant pooch for Man’s Best Friend (see: Ally Sheedy) and John Carl Buechler, who supplied special effects for Trancers (see: Helen Hunt) and Carnosaur (see: Diane Ladd). Buechler also directed Troll (see: Julia Louis-Dreyfuss) and Ghoulies Go To College (see: Matthew Lillard).

Phantom of the Opera was produced by video shelf savior Menahem Golan, whose other notable productions include Gor (see: Oliver Reed) and Superman IV (see: Jim Broadbent). For more fun with Robert Englund in his Elm Street guise, see: Patricia Arquette, Johnny Depp.

Nick Nolte

Winter Kill (1974)

The impossibly rugged Nick Nolte rose through the ranks of regional theatre and TV bit parts to break through in the 1976 miniseries Rich Man, Poor Man. From there it was onto Peter “Jaws” Benchley’s undersea treasure hunting adventure The Deep, the hit Eddie Murphy action comedy 48Hrs and a career that would ultimately lead to two Oscar nominations and a slew of other awards. Today, he’s one of Hollywood’s most respected and enigmatic actors.

Skip back a few years before his ascent to fame really began, and you’ll find him being gunned down by a sharpshooting serial killer in this amiable (and rather aimless) TV “movie of the week”.

Andy Griffith stars as Sheriff Sam McNeil, six years out from the end of his smash TV show and still looking for a successful follow-up project. Cast once again as a smalltown sheriff, albeit under rather more serious circumstances than audiences were used to, Winter Kill had the makings of a hit but failed to revive the fortunes of his flagging career.

The plot revolves around a series of murders at a ski resort. The first to go is a woman whose husband is missing, his shotgun absent from its usual hiding place. The killer – who, of course, uses a shotgun – paints the words “THE FIRST” next to the body. Clearly, this is just the start.

McNeil’s investigations lead him to the murdered woman’s former lover, a strapping young ski instructor who gives us our first introduction to the young Nick Nolte. He reveals that the affair was over, but points McNeil in the direction of a mysterious girl who stayed with the victim before falling pregnant and vanishing.

That’s as much as Nolte gets to do, as not long after he becomes THE SECOND when the mystery killer, face obscured behind a ski mask, takes him out with a phenomenally unlikely long distance shotgun blast as he slaloms down a mountain. The defeated Nolte tumbles and slides to the bottom where he is promptly zipped up in a body bag, never to be seen again. It turns out that he was the father of the missing girl’s baby and, duly armed with this new information, McNeil continues his investigation.

The rest of the plot unfurls in typical TV movie fashion, leading the audience through the obvious red herring – it’s got to be the husband, right? – before delivering a fairly weak twist in the tale.
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Viewers do at least get to see Andy Griffith turn action hero for the finale, as he shoots and kills the real culprit. What would the good citizens of Mayberry say?

Need to know: Unlike most TV movies, Winter Kill did manage to spawn a spin-off show, Adams of Eagle Lake, which retained the ski resort setting but changed the name of Griffith’s character. Much like Lazarus, Nolte returned from the grave to join the forces of law and order as Officer Jerry Troy. Sadly for all involved, the show only lasted for two episodes and Griffith had to wait until 1986 to make his regular return to the screen in Abe Simpson’s favorite legal drama, Matlock.

Honorable mention: Nolte’s subsequent career steered clear of cheap and cheesy crap almost entirely, but it’s worth seeking out his bizarre performance in the 1997 horror-thriller dud Nightwatch (see: Ewan McGregor).




O

From Miranda Otto to Miranda Otto




Miranda Otto

The 13th Floor (1988)

Heather Thompson’s dad is a bit of a dodgy character. A rising Australian politician, he also gets involved in plenty of dirty business and when she’s just a young girl, Heather witnesses one such act. Disobeying her father’s order to stay in the car, she follows him to the 13th floor of an office block under construction, where she sees him torture a man over some missing money – and then electrocute his son.

Twelve years later and Heather has, somewhat predictably, grown into something of an unruly young woman. Living on her wits, she’s swiped incriminating evidence about her father’s murderous affairs and squats in the very same office block where his crimes took place. Where in the office block? Why, the 13th floor of course. It’s empty because nobody will rent it thanks to the screwy electrics. Do you think there could be something spooky going on? Of course there is. The ghost of the electrocuted young boy inhabits the wiring, and he wants Heather to help him get his revenge.

But before we get to the supernatural vengeance we have to suffer through a stupefying amount of dreary soap opera nonsense with Heather’s squalid pals. Sharing the squat is Rebecca, a homeless junkie waif who has taken a shine to Heather. Dressed in a beige paisley blouse, a brown skirt and a brown headscarf for the entire movie, she looks less like an 1980s runaway and more like a dowdy Sixties housewife. And, you guessed it, Rebecca is played by the 21-year-old Miranda Otto, still fifteen years away from finding fame as Eowyn in the Lord of the Rings trilogy and starring in Spielberg’s War of the Worlds.

The office block is also home to Australia’s Social Services department, an operation that apparently requires just two men and one computer. The younger, more sexually desperate, of the two men falls for Heather, and helps her change her name on the database to avoid detection. This simple task takes about ten minutes of screen time. She then shags him as a thank you. Another five minutes. At this point the filmmakers clearly realized they needed to remind people that they’re watching a ghost story, as Heather’s romp with the man from Social Services really upsets Rebecca, thanks to her unrequited lesbian crush.

The distraught Rebecca locks herself in the toilets and the apparition of the boy finally does something useful and mutely nudges her in the direction of a massive and fatal overdose. Exit Miranda Otto, adorably clinging to a vomit-stained toilet.
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Eventually, Heather’s dad unleashes an army of hitmen to reclaim the documents and the thugs cut a swath through the building, brutally killing her boyfriend in Social Services, the janitor and the security guard. Quite how much public and bloody carnage Heather’s dad is willing to cause in order to keep his dirty business quiet is open to question. Subtlety clearly isn’t his strong suit.

Heather simply goes back to the 13th floor and when her dad turns up, alone, the ghost possesses Heather, zaps dad to pieces with mind-bolts and crushes him with a lift for good measure.

Need to know: Writer and director Chris Roache would later put his soapy leanings to good use – he went on to write and direct the overwrought Australian teen TV drama, Heartbreak High. The 13th Floor is often mistaken for The Thirteenth Floor, a 1999 sci-fi thriller about virtual reality starring Craig Bierko and Gretchen Mol.
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From Gwyneth Paltrow to Pete Postlethwaite




Gwyneth Paltrow

Deadly Relations (1993)

Leonard Fagot is an angry man, and not because of his name. An ex-marine who survived Okinawa in World War II, he retreats from the onset of the 1960s by building a family compound in the Deep South where he plans to raise his four daughters, marry them off to sturdy professional gentlemen and build them houses next door to his own.

It’s a rather charming plan, but Leonard goes about it with militaristic zeal, inspecting his girls’ rooms like a drill sergeant and laying down strict rules: no miniskirts, no phone calls after 8pm, back home by 11pm.

Only his eldest daughter kicks back against such tyranny, first by refusing to go to college, then by announcing her engagement to nice-but-dim George, who fails to meet Leonard’s exacting requirements. Mere months into their marriage, he tricks George into signing a life insurance policy naming Leonard as the sole benefactor, then conspires to have him topple to his death from a ladder.

Leonard’s downtrodden wife suspects foul play almost instantly, and discovers the insurance policy, setting the family on a one-way trip to disaster. Leonard, for his part, quickly goes completely insane. Heart problems force him to leave his promising law career. He starts dating a manipulative local girl, flaunting her at family parties. Running low on cash, he blows his own hand off with a shotgun in yet another insurance scam. He’s just that kinda guy.

In the midst of all this is second-eldest daughter, Carol, playing by rising ingénue Gwyneth Paltrow, still several years from her star-making turn in Se7en.

Carol refuses to believe Daddy done did a bad thing, even as her own love life tumbles into turmoil. She leaves her first husband for another man, who promptly turns to drug dealing to support their lifestyle. When Leonard discovers this, he tries to get in on the action. And when that plan goes tits up, he lures hubby number two into a trap and guns him down.

It’s now that Carol realizes that hers is not a good family to marry into, and after extracting a confession from her father, makes a statement to the police. In the final courtroom battle, justice prevails as we see Leonard sentenced to 40 years hard labor (and with only one hand – Southern judges really are tough).
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Deadly Relations, as you can probably tell, is a convoluted and soapy daytime TV thriller, based on the sort of true life story that breathlessly scream from the front page of supermarket tabloids. Like many of its peers in this weird sub-genre, it borrows heavily from disreputable slasher movies and “killer dad” flicks like The Stepfather for its menace, but dresses it up with a haughty tone that makes it clear you’re allowed to be disgusted and entertained at the same time.

Paltrow acquits herself well, despite a running time that crams almost a decade of complicated story into just over 85 minutes (minus commercials). It’s a bit like watching a particularly lurid soap opera by skipping ahead fifty episodes at a time. It’s only her accent that lets the side down, offering the sort of thick “lordy I do declare” Jaw-jah twang that can only exist in Hollywood.

Oh, and that name? It’s pronounced “fah-go”, so you can stop sniggering.

Need to know: Leonard Fagot (sorry, Fah-go) was played by Robert Urich, the popular character actor best remembered for his starring role in Killdozer, the greatest movie ever made about demonically possessed construction equipment. Another familiar face can be found playing poor ill-fated George. It’s Matthew Perry, essentially playing Chandler from Friends, but in the Deep South in the 1960s. His hair was magnificently floppy, even then.

Deadly Relations was an early directorial effort from Bill Condon, who escaped from the TV movie ghetto shortly afterwards with the Clive Barker horror sequel Candyman 2: Farewell to the Flesh. This led to another Barker collaboration, the biopic of Frankenstein director James Whale, Gods and Monsters. Condon won a well-deserved screenplay Oscar for this sublime drama, and went on to helm such critical and commercial hits as Kinsey and Dreamgirls. In 2010 he was picked to direct Breaking Dawn, the two-part conclusion to the Twilight saga.

Joe Pantoliano

The Final Terror (1983)

A boisterous group of young bucks prepare to head off into the wilderness to pull some sticks out of a stream. It’s OK, they’re some sort of troupe of trainee forest rangers, and this is what they do. Their leader, Mike, is planning to use the trip to make some quality rutting time with his girlfriend, Melanie, and she’s going to bring along some of her nubile gal pals to join in the fun.

Oh, what a merry time they’ll have!

The predictable fly in the ointment is Eggar, the socially awkward recruit who’ll be driving their bus o’ lust to its forest destination, and arranging their voyage home on some white water rafts. Eggar really doesn’t like the boorish and handsome young studs he’s forced to look after, and he gets even more annoyed when they recount the local urban myth about a local girl who, raped by her father, gave birth to an illegitimate son while in an asylum. The story goes that the boy returned to the asylum as an adult, and set his demented mother free to live in the woods. Eggar gets suspiciously skittish around this campfire yarn.

Can you guess who goes nuts and starts bumping off his companions?

That’s right, it’s psycho boy Eggar, played here with feverish intensity (and a hilarious good ol’ boy accent) by Joe Pantoliano, shortly before taking the bad guy role in The Goonies and many years away from his more memorable turns in The Matrix, Memento, both Bad Boys movies, Daredevil and, of course, The Sopranos.

Also in the cast is a very young Daryl Hannah, fresh from her small part in Blade Runner but still a year away from her star-making lead role in Splash. She gets about two lines and is saddled with a character called Windy. To make matters worse, both she and Pantoliano are billed way beneath Adrian Zmed, then briefly famous for playing William Shatner’s sidekick on T.J. Hooker. Things, as they say, could only get better.

Bizarrely, for a post Friday the 13th slasher, the body count in this flick is depressingly feeble. Nominal group leaders Mike and Melanie get stabbed to pieces while enjoying – what else? – a spot of al fresco lovemaking, but everyone else makes it to the final showdown depressingly intact. As you can imagine, this makes for a tediously uneventful ninety minutes, with lots of blundering around a dark forest, periodic bouts of screaming and lots of hushed discussions about how a bunch of fit, healthy young people can best escape from a solitary wimpy killer.

Except, in true dumb slasher style, there’s a twist. Or, at least, a semi-twist. Remember the urban myth? About the bastard son and the nutty mother? Yes, Eggar is the son in question, but the killings are actually the work of his deranged mommy, played by an obvious stuntman clad in rags and a laughable “old lady” wig.

After the kids successfully trap and batter Eggar to a pulp, his bloodthirsty mother comes thundering out of the undergrowth – and gets promptly felled by a swinging log trap that impales her and leaves her swaying above the bloodied corpse of poor Joe Pantoliano like some mad old lady pendulum. Game over.

Need to know: The Final Terror was an early effort by director Andrew Davis, who would go on to bring us Under Siege, The Fugitive and Collateral Damage. The story, such as it is, was co-credited to Ronald Shusett, who famously co-wrote Alien and (less famously) wrote Freejack (see: Anthony Hopkins). Mark Metcalf, who played the slaughtered Mike, might be familiar to TV audiences – he also played the super villainous Master on the first season of Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

The Final Terror was banned in Sweden (presumably for reasons of tedium rather than gore) and has also been released as Campsite Massacre, Carnivore, The Forest Primeval and Bump In The Night.

Jason Patric

Solarbabies (1986)

Did you ever think that Mad Max could have been vastly improved by swapping a vengeance-driven Mel Gibson for a plucky band of teens, swapping his growling car for roller-skates and throwing a sentient magic ball into the mix for good measure? No? Then you clearly weren’t involved in crafting this justifiably obscure entry in the mid-1980s kid’s adventure boom.

Jason Patric is now the deadly serious star of dramas such as Your Friends and Neighbours, Narc and Robert DeNiro’s directorial debut, The Good Shepard. Back in 1987 he was the swoon-inducing, Keifer-battling himbo hero of The Lost Boys. But even before that? He was the leader of the Solarbabies, a post-apocalyptic roller hockey team that brings down a fascist regime with their crazy skating skills. Not skateboards. Not even rollerblades. Just prehistoric four wheel roller skates.
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Inmates of a pointlessly prison-like future orphanage in a world where water is strictly rationed by the omnipotent government, the Solarbabies are the honorable flipside to the evil Scorpions, a rival team favored by the despotic E-Police inquisitor, Gronk, and led by Gavial (played by the awesomely named Peter Kowanko, see: Meg Ryan). Jason is joined on the Solarbabies team by Terra (the token girl, played by Patric’s future Lost Boys co-star, Jami Gertz), Metron (the token brainy one, played by James Le Gros), Tug (the token tough guy, played by the son of Dom DeLuise), Rabbit (the token jive talking black guy, played by Claude Brooks) and Daniel (the token deaf kid, played by eerie Shelley Duvall lookalike, Lukas Haas).

After an illegal match betwixt the Solarbabies and the Scorpions is broken up by the E-Police, Daniel flees into a network of mine tunnels and accidentally discovers a glowing ball of mystical power hiding behind a wall, in a puddle. The ball, which communicates telepathically with Daniel and tells him its name is Bodi, instantly cures his deafness and, when revealed to the rest of the gang, thrills them by creating thunder, lightning and an indoor rainstorm. Bodi then joins them for a game of roller hockey (or Skateball as they call it), flying around their makeshift arena, dispersing itself into showers of light and joining them all together in a warm pink glow. Bodi even joins Rabbit in a startlingly anachronistic display of body popping and human beat box. Nice to know some of our great culture will survive the apocalypse.

Sadly, their bonding with the magic ball does not go unseen. Darkstar, the orphanage’s strong silent mystic type played by Adrian Pasdar (see: Matt Le Blanc), swipes Bodi and flees into the wasteland. The Solarbabies give chase, swiftly followed by the evil E-Police.

A predictable and mostly illogical pursuit then unfolds, littered with seemingly random incidents that make no narrative sense – such as Terra going missing, only to reappear (in a shot that has the gall to rip off Lawrence of Arabia) with an army of eco-warriors mere moments later. She then casually takes her friends to a secret hideout where, apparently, her father lives. How did she find him? Isn’t she supposed to be an orphan? Who cares?

Those aren’t the only unanswered questions in Solarbabies. For instance, if the E-Police are so keen on keeping the kids in the orphanage, why are they simply able to roller-skate out of the front door unhindered? If Bodi can conjure up lightning, fly and disappear, why was it lying in a puddle underground and why doesn’t it simply fly to safety every time it gets captured? How does Rabbit feel about being the only black person left in the world? And who the hell decided roller-skates were a sensible mode of transport in the desert anyway?

Need to know: Malice, a gurning bounty hunter who captures the Solarbabies during one of the many pointless plot diversions, was played - for some baffling reason - by British comedian Alexei Sayle. His sidekick, Dogger, was played by a very young Bruce Payne, now infamous for his lip-smacking bad guy roles in such cult B-movies as Passenger 57, Dungeons & Dragons and Full Eclipse.

Honorable mention: Patric ventured back into cheesy territory once more in 1990, when he appeared in Roger Corman’s Frankenstein Unbound, a lurid time-travel horror yarn in which a modern day scientist (John Hurt) is zapped back to the 19th Century where he meets Doctor Frankenstein, along with the story’s author, Mary Shelley (Bridget Fonda). Patric played the poet Byron alongside the kinkily deceased INXS singer Michael Hutchence as Percy Shelley. There was also a talking car...but no David Hasselhoff.

Jada Pinkett-Smith

Demon Knight (1995)

She may be more famous these days for borrowing the second half of her name from husband Will Smith, but Jada has also clocked up more than a few worthy film roles of her own – most notably in Michael Mann’s Collateral and as Niobe in The Matrix Reloaded and The Matrix Revolutions. However, back when she was plain ol’ Pinkett she was battling the forces of darkness in this over-the-top movie spin-off from the Tales From The Crypt TV show.

The movie opens with a man called Brayker (William Sadler, see: Katie Holmes) fleeing from the charismatic Collector (Billy Zane, hamming it up like a good ‘un). The chase leads Brayker to a dilapidated motel, based in a converted church, and home to a rag-tag bunch of lowlifes. Among these mostly doomed tenants we find Jada Pinkett as Jeryline, a pint-sized ex-con with an oversized attitude, reduced to doing odd jobs for Irene, the crotchety owner.
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Also living in this fleabag hotel is crusty old lush Uncle Willy (genre legend Dick Miller) and Wally, an ex-postal worker who harbors a crush for the resident prostitute, Cordelia. Sadly for him, as well as being a prostitute she’s got a boyfriend and he’s a bullying bruiser called Roach (Thomas Haden Church, who wowed critics in Sideways and returned to villainy as Sandman in Spider-Man 3).

Brayker bursts into their rundown but cozy little world, and hot on his heels comes The Collector plus some local constabulary. Turns out Brayker has something The Collector wants – an old key, in the form of a bottle filled with strange red liquid.

This being a Tales From The Crypt movie, it doesn’t take long to reveal that Brayker is the good guy, The Collector is a demonic bad guy and the key contains the blood of Christ and thus holds the secret to Hell’s dominion over Earth.

The sheriff gets his head punched off and before you can say “Assault on Precinct 13”, everyone is trapped in the church-turned-motel, and held under siege by The Collector and his infernal minions. In the ensuing splatterific carnage limbs get ripped off, innards are exposed and eaten and the humans are reduced in number slowly but surely.

Jeryline turns out to be the heroine of the tale, accepting the mantle of custodian of the key from a mortally wounded Brayker. Naturally, this entails her stripping down to her knickers, dousing herself in the blood of our Lord and Savior, and spitting it in The Collector’s face. This makes him fall apart in a suitably grisly manner, making a real mess of the carpet.

The movie ends with Jeryline boarding a bus, bound for a new life, and the ominous sight of a new Collector already on her tail. Hey, who says Christianity has to be boring?

Need to know: Demon Knight was directed by Ernest Dickerson, who worked as Spike Lee’s cinematographer from She’s Gotta Have It in 1986 all the way up to Malcolm X in 1992. Like the Tales From The Crypt TV show, it was produced by a veritable pantheon of Hollywood heavyweights, including Joel Silver (Die Hard, The Matrix), Richard Donner (Superman, Lethal Weapon), Robert Zemeckis (Back To The Future), Walter Hill (48Hrs) and David Giler (Alien). A second Crypt movie, Bordello of Blood, followed in 1996. The planned third movie never happened, and many of the producers went on to form Dark Castle, the company behind the remakes of House on Haunted Hill, 13 Ghosts and House of Wax.

Brad Pitt

Cutting Class (1989)

This sort of movie is the Holy Grail for fans of pre-fame celebrity embarrassments. Not only is the star in question now a bona-fide A-list sex symbol, the film in question is terrible beyond belief and packed full of hilarious moments, made even funnier by the presence of a baby-faced future megastar.

Brad, in his first non-TV role, stars as the sexily titled Dwight Ingalls. Despite the name, Dwight is actually considered quite the catch around his small town high school. He’s the bad boy rebel, with a penchant for driving fast, wearing tasteful striped shirts and totally rad sneakers with the tongues poking out. What a sex bomb.

Paula certainly thinks so. She’s the goody-two-shoes heroine who dates Dwight, even though she refuses to indulge in any hanky panky until his grades improve. Dwight inexplicably doesn’t seem to mind this sexual blackmail and things are ticking along nicely until the reappearance of Brian Woods throws their peculiar relationship into disarray. See, Brian was also a student at the school, and once a friend of Dwight’s, until his father died in a mysterious car crash. The cops couldn’t prove Brian cut the brakes, but just to be sure they sent him to a mental hospital for a few years.

And now...he’s back. And worse...he’s flirting with Paula.

Dwight doesn’t take kindly to this, and in true high school slasher style, people start to turn up dead. But who’s to blame? Is Brian really batshit crazy? Or is the increasingly demented Dwight killing people to frame his love rival? Or are the killings the work of one of the barely-sane faculty members, including Roddy McDowall as a perverted principal with a creepy hard-on for Paula and an eye- rolling war veteran janitor who seems to have stepped out of a Scooby Doo cartoon?

Well, sadly the answer is depressingly obvious. It’s Brian. He’s batshit crazy after all. Don’t worry – that’s hardly going to spoil what little amusement you can glean from the plot of this movie. No, the entertainment value here comes in the shape of some woefully ineffectual murders (one teacher is cooked in a kiln, another is attacked with a blatantly rubber axe) and a climactic fight between Batshit Brian and Dwight, where they battle to the death in the school workshop using a remarkable arsenal of power tools and cleaning products. During the course of the fight, Brad’s head is trapped in a vice – a memorable and rib-tickling image that probably justifies a purchase on its own. Brad survives, by the way, just in case any female fans were worried by the very notion of his beautiful bone structure being popped like an overripe melon.
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And how does Pitt the Younger acquit himself in this testing role? Badly, is the answer. He’s thoroughly awful and devoid of charm though, curiously, you can see him starting to use many of the same tics, smirks and gestures that now earn him millions of fans. In fact, Cutting Class actually works best if you view it on a sort of post-modern level and imagine this was the only movie Pitt’s True Romance character, Floyd, made before he abandoned acting and became a full-time stoner.

Need to know: Crazy Brian was played by Donovan Leitch, son of Sixties folk singer Donovan. He also starred in the 1988 remake of The Blob and was a featured dancer in the infamous breakdancing flick, Breakin’ 2: Electric Boogaloo.

Honorable mentions: Brad also had a small role in the 1991 TV movie, Two-Fisted Tales, a spin-off from the popular HBO anthology series, Tales from the Crypt (see: Bob Hoskins, Jada Pinkett-Smith). Based on another EC Comics title, Two Fisted Tales had a western slant to its horror, and the pilot movie included three stories, Showdown, Yellow and King of the Road, in which Brad played “Billy”. The pilot was a failure, and the stories were chopped up and rebroadcast as episodes in the Crypt series. In the same year he also had his small but pivotal role in Thelma & Louise, liberating Geena Davis’ neglected G-spot before liberating her purse, and stardom beckoned.

Pete Postlethwaite

Split Second (1992)

One of Britain’s most reliable and watchable character actors, Postlethwaite usually divides his time between gritty Brit flicks like Brassed Off, hip Hollywood thrillers like The Usual Suspects and blockbuster fare such as Inception and the Clash of the Titans remake. Back in 1992, however, he was being manhandled and abused by a scenery-chomping Rutger Hauer in this absolutely ludicrous monster movie.

It’s 2008, and London is flooded by environmental disaster. Sloshing around in the stagnant filth is a demonic murderer with a fondness for ripping out hearts. Hot on the heels of this fearsome foe is Detective Harley Stone (Hauer), a burned out cop-on-the-edge who lost his partner to the beast. He survives on a diet of chocolate and coffee, clashes constantly with his grumpy boss (the ever-reliable Alun Armstrong) and is involved in a dubious relationship with his partner’s widow (Kim Cattrall). He even hears the killer’s heartbeat pounding in his mind, and is prone to firing random shots into the night on the off-chance that he might hit it.

He’s a walking cliché, in other words, and that’s why he clashes with Paulsen (Postlethwaite), the old school copper who, not unreasonably, got Stone suspended in the first place for being a psychotic loon. Far from being a major character, Postlethwaite is more of a recurring pain in the ass, and pretty much every scene that he shares with Hauer ends with him being rammed against the wall by his throat, while Harley Stone - and, seriously, isn’t that just the best name ever for a movie cop? – growls and snarls.

Sadly, Postlethwaite doesn’t get to play much of a role in the rest of the movie. As the final act looms, everything slips into generic hunt-the-monster mode as Hauer stalks his prey under the city and eventually manages to electrocute and explode the thing, and we never see Postlethwaite again. Given his antagonism throughout the movie, you’d be forgiven for thinking he’d suffer some ironic death at the film’s climax but this is the sort of mindless video shelf filler where we never even find out what the creature is, or why it feels compelled to eat human hearts, let alone have time to round out the feeble arc of a secondary character.
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Need to know: The extent of London’s flooded future seems to vary from shot to shot. For the wide helicopter shots of the city, things look much as they are now, with the Thames clearly in no danger of spilling into the streets. Similarly, for the few scenes where the characters race around the main thoroughfares of London, the flood water is noticeably absent - though the roads are damp, as if they waited for a rainy day to film. It’s only when the action switches to back alleys and building interiors – in other words, the parts of the movie that could be shot on a set – that the water magically rises to knee height. Director Tony Maylam also helmed the notorious slasher movie, The Burning (see: Holly Hunter).
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From Dennis Quaid to Dennis Quaid




Dennis Quaid

Crazy Mama (1975)

You’ll have to watch very closely if you want to catch Dennis Quaid’s brief and wordless movie debut in this outlandish Roger Corman crime caper.

Following in the vein of previous pistol packin’ momma movies Bloody Mama (see: Robert DeNiro) and Big Bad Mama, Crazy Mama follows the exploits of a criminally inclined female family unit – grandma Sheba, mama Melba and pregnant teen daughter Cheryl – as they make their way across America, a-robbin’ and a-killin’ like a three-headed slut tornado.

Their journey takes them from California, where they’re evicted from their beauty salon by an overacting Jim Backus, to Arkansas, where they plan to buy back the family farm, taken from them by a man named Mudde back in the 1930s, an incident which saw Sheba’s beloved husband gunned down for defending his kin.

Of course to buy the farm back they need money, and so begins a crime spree that starts with a little auto theft and soon works up to knocking over a wedding chapel, a grocery store and a small bank. Along the way the three women pick up a small entourage of outcasts and outlaws including Shawn, a spineless surfer dude; Snake, a greasy biker; Bertha, a nothing-to-lose octogenarian and Jim Bob, a Texan mayor who falls for Melba and happily joins their bandit gang.

Jim Bob proves to be a pivotal part of their next big scheme, as they fake his kidnapping in order to squeeze $250,000 from his wealthy wife back home. As the gals stage the snatch in a hotel lobby, we get our tantalizing look at a 21-year-old Dennis Quaid playing the bellhop. He loiters in the background for all of ten seconds, chews some gum, and even makes a half-hearted attempt to pursue the gang before a hail of gunfire changes his mind.
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That’s the last we see of Quaid, and the mood soon turns from kitsch criminal sitcom to something rather darker as both Jim Bob and the elderly Bertha go down in a hail of bullets while collecting the ransom. The remaining gang members make it back to Sheba’s old hometown of Jerusalem, Arkansas, only to discover the rural idyll has become a failing town, their farm transformed into a country club by the now-deceased Mudde.

Need to know: Crazy Mama marked only the second directorial outing for Jonathan Demme, who would later pick up an Oscar for Silence of the Lambs, as well as bringing us Philadelphia and the 2004 remake of The Manchurian Candidate. Demme’s first movie was another Corman production, the women-in-prison classic, Caged Heat. Other familiar faces in Crazy Mama include Donny Most, best known as Ralph Malph from Happy Days, as Shawn the surfer, and Bill Paxton in a tiny role as a police deputy.

Honorable mentions: Dennis Quaid can also be found in the bizarre 1981 Ringo Starr prehistoric comedy Caveman, the laughable shark sequel Jaws 3D and the extremely odd 1984 sci-fi action romp Dreamscape, in which he played a young psychic who saves the president from a dream-invading assassin who can turn into a giant snake.
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From Stephen Rea to Meg Ryan




Stephen Rea

Cry of the Banshee (1970)

England in the Sixteenth Century and superstition rules the countryside. Lord Edward Whitman, the sadistic local magistrate (played, somewhat inevitably, by Vincent Price), takes it upon himself to rid the land of witchcraft by stripping, flogging, branding and burning as many buxom wenches as his corrupt family can lay their hands on.

Eventually the law of averages pays off and Whitman manages to find a genuine coven of witches – or at least a bunch of pasty extras prancing around a woodland clearing in white robes. Whitman wastes little time in ordering the death of most of them but, for reasons that remain bewilderingly mysterious, he opts to let the head witch, Oona, go free.

This, unsurprisingly, proves to be a mistake as Oona has a secret weapon already ensconced in the Whitman household. It’s Roderick, their groomsman, who was found wandering the forest as a child many years earlier and was taken in by Whitman’s wife. Now all grown up, Roderick is embroiled in a bawdy affair with Whitman’s daughter. He’s also a werewolf. Night after night, Oona and her remaining acolytes chant and sway, and Roderick sprouts fur and mauls another Whitman to death.

But let’s rewind to the pivotal scene of this rather plodding gothic melodrama, as Whitman’s goons round up Oona’s worshippers. If you’re quick with the freeze-frame button you might be able to spot the 24-year-old Stephen Rea as one of the scantily clad witches interrupted mid-frolic. We get a fleeting glimpse of the future Oscar nominee as he’s trapped in a net, right before he gets chopped to bits with a hatchet.

Of course, following this inauspicious debut the Belfast-born Rea went on to become one of Britain’s leading stage and screen actors. From The Crying Game (for which he received his Oscar nod) through to Interview With The Vampire and, more recently, V For Vendetta he’s alternated between low budget British films and Hollywood blockbusters with admirable aplomb.
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Need to know: The banshee is a creature from celtic folklore, a female apparition whose unearthly scream heralds death and tragedy for those who hear it. Despite the title, Cry of the Banshee features no such creature.

The movie also bears more than a passing resemblance to the 1968 horror classic, Witchfinder General (released in the US as Conqueror Worm), with both featuring Vincent Price as a witch-burning puritan – though the 1968 film contains no witches or werewolves and is instead a powerful study of hypocrisy and corruption.

Cry of the Banshee was produced and distributed by American International Pictures and, despite having absolutely no connection with the author, the studio sold the movie as part of its Edgar Allen Poe series, which had previously found Price collaborating with Roger Corman on a string of wonderfully baroque – and financially lucrative - horror classics.

Banshee was directed by Gordon Hessler, who helmed several of AIPs later gothic efforts, as well as The Golden Voyage of Sinbad and the rock-horror of KISS meets the Phantom of the Park. The script was written by Christopher Wicking, who would go on to write the incomprehensible Dream Demon (see: Timothy Spall). And don’t be surprised if the opening titles for Cry of the Banshee look familiar – they were animated by Terry Gilliam, then just embarking on the first season of seminal TV comedy, Monty Python’s Flying Circus.

Honorable mentions: Cry of the Banshee wasn’t Rea’s only brush with horror. In 1984 he appeared in another lycanthropic yarn, the infinitely more respectable The Company of Wolves. He followed that with the grave-robbing story of Burke and Hare in The Doctor and the Devils, before playing a supporting role in the histrionic vampire soap opera, Interview with a Vampire. As recently as 2002 he appeared in the utterly ludicrous Feardotcom, so you should clearly never give up hope of yet another return to cheesy horror.

Oliver Reed

Gor (1988)

Remembered more for his legendary hellraising than for his considerable acting talent, Oliver Reed gave the world many wonderful performances, with his final role as Proximo in Gladiator serving as a suitably poignant epitaph. However, he also turned up in a broad range of utter tosh over the years, swaggering his way through some completely preposterous movies with admirable devil-may-care bravado. The most cringingly cheesy entry in his epic filmography is this risible late 1980s fantasy adventure, based on the series of novels by John Norman.

Tarl Cabot (played by Italian star Urbano Barberini) is our hero – a professor who, when we first meet him, is boring his dwindling class to tears with a lecture about the magic ring he inherited from his father. For reasons he never bothers to explain, Cabot is convinced that the ring is the key to an alternate Earth called Gor if only he can work out how to activate it. We never find out just what sort of class Cabot’s supposed to be teaching, where such psychotic rambling might be even remotely appropriate, but Fanciful Bullshit 101 might be a good place to start.

Things go from bad to worse for our nerdy hero. No sooner have the kids fled his frankly bizarre lesson than he gets dumped by his girlfriend on the eve of their vacation together. For some reason, she’s not keen on the idea of a week at a remote log cabin with only Cabot and his magic ring for company, so she opts to ride off with Norman, a cheesy and sleazy rival professor, instead.

The spurned Cabot sets off to the cabin alone but crashes into a tree during a rainstorm. Remarkably, crashing into a tree is apparently just what’s required to activate that mysterious ring. Amazing nobody figured it out before, really.

No sooner has Cabot landed on the arid plains of Gor than he stumbles across a village being ransacked by the evil soldiers of King Sarm, played by a magnificently bored looking Oliver Reed who watches the action from atop a ridge. Boasting a thick brush of ginger beard, his bulging beer belly straining against a suit of flamboyant armor covered in spikes, fins, plumes and other decorative whimsy, Reed resembles an end of level boss from Donkey Kong’s Bondage Island, and makes Brian Blessed’s infamously broad turn in Flash Gordon look positively subtle by comparison.
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Sarm’s troops are led by his son, Sarsam and they ruthlessly go about rounding up the villagers and stealing their sacred “homestone”. But one spirited damsel isn’t going without a fight. She’s Talena (played in buxomly wooden style by Playboy Playmate Rebecca Ferrati), daughter of village leader Marlenus and owner of the world’s smallest leather bikini. With her hairdo and breasts locked in a struggle to see which can reach the most cartoonishly excessive size, her fate seems sealed – until Cabot unwittingly saves the day. He blunders into the action by mistake and Sarsam falls off his horse and dies at the very sight of him. Oops. Sarm is not pleased.

The villagers regroup and decide, apparently on a whim, that Cabot is their chosen one. Cabot is having none of it. Even though he just witnessed an epic battle, lots of bloody death, and despite dedicating much of his professional life to unlocking precisely this sort of unlikely dimensional journey, he suddenly refuses to believe in the existence of Gor and thinks that the whole thing is a practical joke. Realizing that the movie is going to get even more tedious if something doesn’t happen soon, the tribal elder decides to train this wimpy professor in the art of war anyway.

“You learn fast” he exclaims, and he’s not wrong. Thanks to the wonders of montage, it takes Cabot less than one minute to not only cast aside his disbelief but also to become a warrior worthy of taking on Sarm’s forces. This minor plot point resolved, they all set off on an impossibly circuitous trek to confront Sarm – an utterly dreary journey that takes up most of the film but really isn’t worth recounting here.

Meanwhile, over in bad guy land, Reed is enjoying more costume changes than a Madonna concert, each more outrageously camp than the last, until you swear that the movie must be leading up to some sort of Gor Mardi Gras finale. For all his bristling menace, Reed only really connects with the material when he gets to bellow “Bring out the food and wine!” and run his tongue over the numerous dancing girls cavorting in his palace.

Sarm finally meets his demise in a manner only slightly less stupid than his son. While threatening to execute Talena on the veranda of his fortress, the dopey king spies Cabot aiming a bow and arrow directly at him. Rather than, say, moving out of the way, he simply giggles like a schoolgirl. Cabot then sinks an arrow through Sarm’s neck, and the portly dictator tumbles into a blazing pit where he explodes. Well, why not?

Naturally this means that Sarm’s army immediately surrenders and all is right with the world. Cabot returns home, thanks to the still sketchy powers of his ring, and uses his newfound warrior experience to punch love rival Norman in the mouth. His girlfriend, rather than being alarmed or repulsed by this sudden boorish assault, instead runs after him in fawning admiration. Huzzah for the confidence boosting power of extra-dimensional combat!

Need to know: The Gor novels have inspired a real life cult, the Goreans, who follow the philosophies espoused in the books – which is really just an excuse for some kinky master and slave sex shenanigans.

The role of Norman, the smarmy rival professor, is played by Arnold Vosloo, best known as the slap-headed villain of the Mummy films, as well as TV’s 24. Vosloo also took over the role of Sam Raimi’s offbeat superhero, Darkman, in the two sequels to that movie (see: Liam Neeson).

The final scene of Gor features the surprise arrival of Jack Palance, who muses in voiceover how Cabot is the only one who can stop his plan to rule the world. The movie then ends, so if you want to find out what the cocking hell he was growling about, you need to watch the sequel, Outlaw of Gor, which followed in 1989.

Gor was directed by Fritz Kiersch, who also helmed the first Children of the Corn movie (see: Charlize Theron, Naomi Watts). For another pan-dimensional turkey, see: Jack Black. For another movie that benefits from a random injection of Jack Palance, see: Angelina Jolie.

Honorable mentions: Other notable oddities in the Oliver Reed back catalogue include a hirsute debut as the titular monster in Hammer’s Curse of the Werewolf, a radioactive hooligan in These Are The Damned, a demented psychiatrist in David Cronenberg’s The Brood and yet another dodgy medical man in Severed Ties, a blood-soaked horror romp produced by Fangoria magazine. Reed has also been killed on screen by being chomped in the bollocks by a grumpy snake. To find out just how this awesome demise takes place, see: Sterling Hayden.

Keanu Reeves,

Freaked (1993)

This entry only just squeaks into this book on the basis of its sheer weirdness, given the obvious spoof tone and the fact that Reeves is clearly taking part not out of necessity but as a favor to his Bill & Ted co-star, Alex Winter, who also co-wrote, directed and starred in this hard to resist grotesque comedy horror.

Winter plays Ricky Coogan, an asshole movie star who happily signs up to be the spokesperson for a company producing toxic chemicals. Accompanied by his best friend, and a feisty female environmentalist, Coogan sets off for South America to visit the company but gets waylaid en route at Elijah C. Skuggs’ Freekland. The demented showman (played to hammy perfection by Randy Quaid) kidnaps the trio and mutates them using – oh the blessed irony – toxic chemicals. They must then plot their escape from Freekland, with the help of their fellow captives.

Reeves’ unbilled cameo is hard to spot unless you know what to look out for – he’s Ortiz the Dog Boy, his famous face covered in fake fur and his unmistakable surf dude drawl masked by a garbled accent that’s two parts Ricardo Montalban to three parts Lassie.
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What’s even more amazing is that Keanu Reeves as a talking Latino dog is not the weirdest thing on display in this movie, which has all the freewheeling punk rock spirit of a live action Robert Crumb acid trip cartoon, mixed with the queasy horror of Tod Browning’s Freaks. Indeed, the movie is worth tracking down regardless of Reeves’ involvement if only as a time capsule of the days when a major studio would cough up twelve million dollars for something so damn weird.

Need to know: It’s entirely possible that the character of Ortiz is a tribute to Duke, the dog-faced boy from Big Top Pee Wee, a role that saw the debut of a future Oscar-winner (see: Benicio Del Toro). Another fellow inmate of Freekland is the bearded lady, played with predictable poise and grace by fool-pitying TV legend, Mr. T.

Tara Reid

A Return to Salem’s Lot (1987)

Though she’s more famous these days as a hedonistic tabloid casualty and drinking pal of Paris Hilton, let’s remember a time when Tara Reid earned her column inches as an actress – notably in The Big Lebowski and Cruel Intentions, and then in broad teen comedies such as the first two American Pie movies, pop satire Josie and the Pussycats and National Lampoon’s Van Wilder.

Recent years have seen her slipping into straight-to-video horror dreck, such as Uwe Boll’s notoriously awful Alone In The Dark (see: Stephen Dorff), but if you look at her filmography you’ll see that such crappy creature flicks are nothing new – because Reid made her movie debut at the age of 12 as a pint-sized bloodsucker in the unwanted A Return to Salem’s Lot,.

Those who remember Tobe “Texas Chainsaw Massacre” Hooper’s original 1979 TV adaptation of the Stephen King novel will probably recall that it involved David Soul battling James Mason’s ancient vampire menace in a small Maine town. Though far from a classic, it featured enough genuine creepy moments to make it an above average entry in the canon of King adaptations. This micro-budget sequel, made nearly ten years after Hooper’s effort, uses the same setting but takes a big dump on the idea of retaining such crazy concepts as continuity, tension and story.

Our hero is Joe Weber (Michael Moriarty), an overbearing and irritating documentary maker summoned back from filming human sacrifice in the Amazon basin to deal with his wayward teen son, Jeremy, who looks alarmingly like Guns N’ Roses lead squawker, Axl Rose. What the lad clearly needs is a relaxing stay in blood-soaked Stephen King country, so estranged father and son set off for the town of Salem’s Lot, where Joe has inherited an old house from his aunt.

After a traditional “you ain’t from round here” welcome from the omnipresent eerie locals, they swiftly discover that the entire town is populated and owned by the “oldest race in America”. Yep, they’re all vampires. Quite how the solitary defeated vamp of the original story managed to bequeath the whole town to his kinfolk is never explained, or even addressed. It’s Salem’s Lot. Ergo it’s full of vampires. Stop asking so many questions.

Amazingly, both Joe and Jeremy take this news astonishingly well. They’re unphased by the discovery that they’ve moved to Vamp Central, possibly because this crusty bunch of elderly bloodsuckers are about as threatening as a boxful of slightly grumpy voles. Having given up on human blood, deemed too risky what with modern humanity’s tendency towards drug addiction and sexually transmitted disease, the vampires now harvest cow blood and live quietly in the countryside, only baring their fangs to deal with punkish teens that come to the town looking for trouble.

Watching over the vampire community is Judge Axel, who wants Joe to write the true history of the American vampire to dispel the myths and misunderstandings. Unfortunately, Jeremy’s interest in the bloodsuckers is less analytical. He’s got the hots for Judge Axel’s granddaughter, Amanda, and thus we get our first glimpse at the adolescent Tara Reid. You don’t need to be a genre scholar to twig that curly-haired Amanda, all frilly lace, innocent giggles and unholy bloodlust, clearly owes more than a little to the character of Claudia in Anne Rice’s 1976 novel, Interview With The Vampire.
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Seeing his son lured towards the vampire life by Amanda’s charms, Joe attempts to flee Salem’s Lot, causing Axel to renounce his deal and go back to chomping on human blood, all fears of drugs and disease seemingly forgotten. Teaming up with Van Meer, a passing Nazi hunter (don’t ask), Joe takes refuge in the town church and sets about slaughtering the vamps before the sun sets. What he doesn’t know is that while he’s been staking and burning his way through town, Jeremy has been plucked from the church by Amanda, who appears hovering at the window in a wedding gown, in a direct lift from the most memorably creepy scene in the first movie.

There’s a big (well, medium sized) showdown at the school, which results in our heroes setting fire to the vampire’s coffins, leaving them with nowhere to hide from the imminent sunlight. Poor little Amanda wanders distraught through the flames sobbing her little demonic eyes out, before simply lying down in a blazing casket and turning to ash. Much like her recent career.

With its lumbering pace and woeful acting, A Return to Salem’s Lot isn’t just laughable, it’s populated by dislikeable heroes, ineffectual villains and a meandering story that hinges on the ludicrous notion that vampires could run an entire town for centuries without bothering to get rid of the church in their midst, conveniently filled as it is with pre-packaged bottles of holy water. With such appalling oversights in safety, the silly old buggers deserve everything they get.

Need to know: A Return to Salem’s Lot was written and directed by low budget legend Larry Cohen, though it’s far from representative of his usual savvy exploitation output. Filmed back to back with the third entry in Cohen’s killer baby franchise, It’s Alive III: Island of the Alive, he used many of the same cast and crew for the second slice of Salem.

The role of Nazi hunter turned vampire killer Van Meer was played by Sam Fuller, the legendary Hollywood tough guy whose output as actor, writer and director included classics such as The Naked Kiss, Shock Corridor and the seminal war movie, The Big Red One.

Honorable mentions: As well as 2004’s Alone in The Dark, Tara Reid’s other recent bargain basement horror output includes Devil’s Pond, Incubus and The Crow: Wicked Prayer. Rest assured, your quality of life will not suffer if you never bother to track any of them down.

Ving Rhames

The People Under The Stairs (1991)

Forever famous as Marsellus Wallace, the Pulp Fiction crime lord who plans to “get medieval” on the asses of those who defile him, Ving Rhames has staked his corner in the Hollywood firmament with a variety of high profile roles – ranging from Tom Cruise’s right hand man in the Mission Impossible franchise to a principled police chief in the LA riots drama Dark Blue. He even tried his hand at mainstream horror in the 2004 remake of Dawn of the Dead, in which he played yet another cop – this time defending a shopping mall hideout from a plague of zombies.

His first venture into the horror genre came more than ten years earlier though, and found him on the other side of the law. In The People Under The Stairs, one of the obscure movies from Wes Craven’s wilderness years between Elm Street and Scream, Rhames played Leroy, a tough-talking petty criminal, intent on burgling the house of the slum landlords who controlled his neighbourhood. Along with his partner Spenser, he ropes in Fool, the younger brother of his Tarot-reading girlfriend to help with the scam. The plan requires Fool to gain entry by pretending to be a scout selling cookies, and once inside to open a window for the real hoodlums to sneak in.
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Things don’t quite go according to plan, as the couple, referred to only as Man and Woman in the credits, are a demented (and clearly incestuous) brother and sister pair who fill their home with secret passageways and booby traps, and kidnap local children to pass off as their own. If the children misbehave, by seeing, hearing or speaking evil, they have the offending body parts removed and are banished to the basement. By the time Leroy, Spenser and Fool are in the clutches of the duo, there’s already a large number of people under the stairs, many of them grown to adulthood in their prison...and they’re not happy.

Rhames is a predictably weighty presence in the first act of the movie, turning in a performance that could be viewed as Marsellus Wallace: The Early Years. He exits rather quickly though, blasted by a shotgun shortly after entering the house and dragged downstairs as food for the ragged masses below. The last we see of him, he’s hanging upside down over a gory sluice pit, having his entrails yanked out (and nibbled on) by the demented Man. Where’s Bruce Willis and his samurai sword when you really need him?

Need to know: Craven cast Everett McGill and Wendy Robie as Man and Woman after seeing them play husband and wife on Twin Peaks. The movie was also intended as a thinly veiled satire on the greed of the 80s, with the paranoid white rich hording their gold away from the ghetto poor. As such, Man and Woman’s resemblance to Ron and Nancy Reagan is far from coincidence.

Giovanni Ribisi

Mind Ripper (1995)

You’d think by now that everyone would know shady military experiments to create the ultimate soldier always – yes, always – result in the creation of psychotics, monsters and, quite often, psychotic monsters.

So if your dad was involved in such shady military experiments, would you go with him as he interrupted your family camping trip to investigate strange calls for help from within the secret military outpost hosting said experiments? And what if your dad was played by Lance Henriksen, a man who has been menaced by Aliens, Predators and Terminators (plus Pumpkinhead and sundry other monsters) in his long and illustrious genre career?

If you’ve got a braincell in your head, the answer is clearly “no”. If you’re Giovanni Ribisi, making your movie debut, the answer has to be “yes”.

And so the perpetually sulking Giovanni reluctantly tags along on this fateful diversion – together with his sister and her impossibly stupid boyfriend. Luckily, entry to this top secret installation is through a small unguarded door in a quarry so there’s no problem with daddy’s decision to bring the kids to work.

What waits for them inside? A psychotic monster, unsurprisingly. Pumped full of vaguely scientific sounding chemicals, this poor human guinea pig starts to devolve into a bald lunatic with no ears and a craving for human pineal glands – which he devours via a penile proboscis which pops out of his mutated mouth. And to add to his multitude of self-esteem issues, they’ve called him Thor.

In typical monster movie fashion Thor makes short work of the adults, and almost gets to chow down on the grey matter of Lance Henriksen himself, but – wouldn’t you know it - petulant but plucky Giovanni discovers that the monster is mysteriously attracted to the heavy metal spewing from his Walkman and, together with his equally resourceful sister, manages to save the day by luring Thor into a trap, hacking off his brain-slurping mouth-cock.
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He even conveniently recalls his childhood flying lessons to scoot the family unit to safety in the nick of time, learning to love his dad along the way. This is quite sweet when you think about it – though it’s a shame so many people had to die painfully just to shake him out of his teen angst.

So, yes, Giovanni survives his encounter with the brain-sucking terror of Thor – and his career somehow survived his appearance in this ploddingly gruesome slasher. Mind Ripper marked his first feature film appearance outside of TV movies, but within three years he was working with the likes of Richard Linklater, David Lynch and Steven Spielberg. Not bad going.

Need to know: Mind Ripper was the first movie to be released under the dubious auspices of the Wes Craven Presents banner - not because it’s a great movie (it really isn’t) but possibly because it was co-written by one Jonathan Craven, son of the famous Elm Street director.

Tim Robbins

Howard the Duck (1986)

Aah, Howard the Duck. Easily one of the most legendary movie disasters of modern times, it lost over half its budget, and earned some of the most poisonous reviews ever dished out to a mainstream picture along the way. Based on Steve Gerber’s rather excellent satirical Marvel comic of the same name, the movie adaptation – produced by George Lucas – tried to cram the acerbic sarcasm of the subversive strip into a family friendly action adventure, crashing and burning spectacularly in the process.

And buried within the gruesome wreckage is an embarrassingly goofy performance from the young Tim Robbins, then still a bit part actor in TV shows (he played a space slave in Buck Rogers) and cheesy action flicks (such as the gloriously gung-ho Toy Soldiers).

We open on Duck World, a distant planet much like Earth but dominated by highly evolved humanoid ducks. Our hero is one Howard T. Duck (which makes about as much sense as someone on our world being called Brian T. Human) and we join him after a hard day at work. He flicks through a copy of Rolling Egg magazine, before checking out the centrefold in the latest issue of Playduck. On his wall hangs a poster for Breeders of the Lost Stork. Laugh it up while you can, because this barrage of paper thin duck puns is as good as it gets.

Suddenly a mysterious force drags Howard out of his apartment, through several buildings (past a surprisingly busty topless female duck - with nipples, no less) and off into outer space. Nimbly avoiding a giant Howard the Duck logo that suddenly bursts into life in the void, he’s finally spat back to solid ground in a back alley on Earth.

After a close encounter with some laughably unthreatening movie punk rockers, Howard flees and crosses paths with Beverley (Back to the Future’s Lea Thompson), whose perkily upbeat female rock group is trapped playing toilet venues by her deadbeat manager.

She takes Howard under her wing (arf!) and promises to help him get back home. She plans to do this by begging a favour from a trainee lab assistant at the local Natural History museum. Cue Phil Blumburtt, a giddy bespectacled geek played with alarming enthusiasm by the 28-year-old Tim Robbins.
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There follows an agonising hour of howlingly bad “duck out of water” situations – including yet another inexplicable detour into smut, as Howard briefly works at a sleazy sauna brothel – and even more mawkish attempts to squeeze sentimentality out of the relationship between a young woman and a duck puppet. Just as the movie seems to have run out of piss-poor duck gags, and is teetering right on the verge of showing us a taboo-shattering interspecies sex scene, the script finally stumbles across a plot device and latches onto it with limpet-like tenacity.

Phil learns that Howard was pulled to Earth by a malfunctioning laser telescope, operated by Dr. Walter Jenning (Jeffrey Jones) and designed to...you know...do stuff. In space. Anyway, when they fire it up a second time, rather than sending Howard back it summons one of the Dark Overlords of the Universe, a demonic entity which takes up residence in Dr. Jenning’s body.

That’s right, a mere sixty minutes into the film we get to the second act, and the entire tone of the movie shifts from wacky comedy to horror action adventure. The audience is then forced to endure a forty minute chase as Howard and Phil try to stop the possessed Jenning from offering up Beverley as the host for more of his Overlord kin. There’s a lengthy pursuit involving Robbins dangling from a micro glider, a diner full of people who inexplicably try to slaughter Howard on the spot, a conveniently introduced super-weapon that can save the day, and a climactic battle against a giant stop-motion animated anus with teeth that looks like it lurched out of a 1950s monster movie. Howard saves the day, and in doing so destroys the telescope, stranding himself on Earth forever. He doesn’t mind though, as the cheesy rock concert finale reassures us that his new job as Beverley’s manager (with poor old Tim Robbins demoted to general backstage dogsbody) is the happy ending we’ve all been praying for. Although, by this point, any sort of ending would be a blessing.

Even with its notoriety, Howard the Duck is every bit as bad as you’ve heard, and at almost two hours long the torture is stretched out to lengths that must surely contravene some international law. If you can suffer the rest of the movie, then the scenes in which Tim Robbins squabbles with an animatronic duck are not without novelty value. Perhaps unsurprisingly, it would be another four years before the dark psychological horror of Jacob’s Ladder gave everyone a reason to take him seriously.

Need to know: Howard the Duck was directed by Willard Hyuck, who also co-wrote the screenplay with regular collaborator Gloria Katz. Both were key Lucasfilm personnel who together penned the screenplays for such notable George Lucas ventures as American Graffiti and Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom. Howard himself was played by eight performers at various points in the film including Ed Gale, who can be seen sans duck costume in Chopper Chicks in Zombietown (see: Billy Bob Thornton).

Honorable mention: 1986 also saw Robbins appear very briefly in Tony Scott’s lavishly pornographic feature length Navy recruitment video, Top Gun. Not an obscure or bizarre movie by any means, but given Robbins’ outspoken liberal views, his turn in such an enthusiastically pro-war movie is still something of a guilty pleasure. The aforementioned Toy Soldiers offers similar ironic amusement. It’s not the 1991 Sean Astin flick, but a violently patriotic action movie with Robbins as one of a band of American teens taking down evil South American terrorists like pint-sized Rambos.

Sam Rockwell

Clownhouse (1989)

It took an indecently long time, but the world has finally embraced Sam Rockwell as one of the most versatile and watchable character actors working today. From small roles in The Green Mile, Galaxy Quest and Charlies Angels, through to Clooney-endorsed lead turns in Welcome to Collinwood and Confessions of a Dangerous Mind, he was long overdue his breakthrough in flicks like Ridley Scott’s Matchstick Men and the award winning offbeat sci-fi of Moon.

Predictably, the road to this success started in Crappy Horror Avenue with a debut movie role in this rather self-explanatory circus-themed psycho-shocker.

The 20-year-old Rockwell stars as Randy, the eldest of three brothers and therefore a rather cocksure and obnoxious bully. With their mom visiting her sister, and the never-seen father away on business, it’s up to Randy to keep his younger brothers – Geoffrey and Casey – occupied and out of trouble. Luckily the circus is in town. Unluckily Casey, the youngest of the trio, is so scared of clowns that he wets the bed when they intrude into his dreams. But, hey, that’s not going to stop Randy and so the three siblings embark for the Jolly Bros. Circus where, somewhat inevitably, the clowns choose Casey from the audience and he flees howling into the night.

Things only get worse as the squabbling brothers make their way home. There’s been a breakout at the local asylum and three psychotic maniacs are on the loose. Can you guess where they stop first? Yep, at the circus, where they murder the clowns and steal their costumes. Want to take a wild guess as to their second destination? Bingo. The remote house where our three home alone heroes are still bickering and trying to freak each other out with practical jokes.

The film then spends a tedious amount of time with the clowns inexplicably creeping around the house, looming behind the kids and then magically vanishing whenever anyone turns to look. Casey, of course, sees them out of the corner of his eye – but can’t convince his brothers that the murderous clowns of his nightmares are actually real.

With just twenty minutes to go, the movie finally kicks up a gear when the clowns grab Randy and yank him through a glass door, but with such a short amount of time to play with it takes Casey and Geoffrey very little effort to turn from petrified kids into clown-killing machines, polishing off two of the clowns with improbable ease – tripping one down the attic stairs and sending another hurtling through an upstairs window. The last clown – Cheezo, since you ask – proves harder to defeat, but even he keels over when Geoffrey slams a fire axe into his spine.
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As for Randy, his fate remains frustratingly vague as the credits roll. His younger brothers find his blood-stained body in a cupboard, and seem convinced he might still be alive. They’re busy dragging him into another room when Cheezo strikes and that’s the last we see of Sam Rockwell. Bloodied, battered but apparently OK.

Need to know: The creepy reputation of Clownhouse owes more to what happened off-screen than the rather disappointing action on-screen. It was the first full-length feature film by writer-director Victor Salva following his well-reviewed 1986 horror short Something In The Basement, and he brought the young star of that film, Nathan Forest Winters, onto Clownhouse to star as young Casey. It was during filming of Clownhouse that Salva filmed himself performing oral sex acts with the 12-year-old actor. Subsequently arrested, he pleaded guilty to charges of lewd and lascivious conduct, oral copulation with a person under 14 and procuring a child for pornography and was sentenced to three years in prison. He served 15 months of the sentence before being paroled. After leaving prison, Salva went on to write and direct Powder, a fantasy about an albino misfit with supernatural powers (see: Jeff Goldblum), and the two Jeepers Creepers movies, all of which were produced by Francis Ford Coppola.

Honorable mentions: For more unlikely Sam Rockwell appearances check out Hell Night, a 1992 slasher flick about a demented priest, and the first Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles movie, in which he had a tiny role as “Head Thug”.

Isabella Rossellini

Infected (2008)

Although she rarely troubles the multiplex, there’s no denying that Isabella Rossellini is as close to Eurocinema royalty as you can get. The daughter of legendary actress Ingrid Bergman and Italian director Roberto Rossellini, she was once married to Martin Scorsese, and dated both Gary Oldman and David Lynch, who directed her in her best known American movie, Blue Velvet. The former face of Lancôme cosmetics, a tireless political activist and arthouse favorite, this is clearly not the resume of some slumming scream queen.

So why did she allow insectoid alien arms to explode from her breasts in this low budget sci-fi action movie?

A surprisingly enjoyable riff on classic B-movie alien invasion clichés, Infected takes place in a near-future Boston where a mysterious plague is laying waste to the population. Things take a definite turn for the worse when a lone gunman kills the mayor in broad daylight and extracts a syringe full of black goo from his neck. This goo then finds its way into the clutches of Lisa, a crusading journalist and Ben, her unreliable ex-boyfriend who has been relegated to the kook desk, churning out hokey tales of the supernatural.

And lording it over the hapless duo with stern pant-suited authority? That would be Isabella Rossellini as Carla Plume, the paper’s editor.

As the image below reveals, Carla isn’t all she seems, though her snooty European mannerisms have already pegged her as an alien in disguise long before she attempts to halt our beleaguered heroes by strangling them with her tit-mandibles.
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Despite this frankly awesome party trick, Carla’s attempted arrest fails when she’s impaled by a rogue alien going by the unlikely name of Malcolm. He sets Ben and Lisa on the trail of Peter Whitefield, owner of a giant bottled water corporation, and the man responsible for the plague, which is actually a fiendish plot to transform the human race into a breeding ground for his insect alien brothers.

Whitefield is clearly a graduate of the Darth Vader school of management, as he reacts to Carla’s failure by cutting her head off. Exit Isabella Rossellini, leaving the audience with no highbrow incentive to stick around and see Ben defeat the aliens by pumping his own blood into the embryonic human hosts because it turns out his tragic infertility (which led he and Lisa to split up) is actually a sign that he’s poisonous to aliens. What are the chances?

Need to know: Heroic Ben and his Kryptonite blood were played by Gil Bellows, best known for his role on Ally McBeal. Alien freedom fighter Malcolm was played by a heavily bearded Judd Nelson, once the swaggering bad boy of the Brat Pack, now apparently reduced to playing heavily bearded alien freedom fighters. Director Adam Weissman can usually be found helming wholesome TV shows like iCarly for Nickelodeon. He has so far managed to avoid depicting exploding insect breasts on children’s television.

Honorable mentions: Rossellini has starred in plenty of weird movies, but as someone who worked with David Lynch that’s actually par for the course. Less easy to explain is her fondness for cameo roles in cheesy TV shows, such as the mercifully shortlived 2009 reboot of the purple-clad crimefighter The Phantom. You can also find her in the 1996 Goosebumps videogame, Escape from Horrorland, as Lady Cadaver. The truly dedicated may want to seek out Green Porno, a series of deeply strange short films in which Rossellini reenacts the mating rituals of the animal kingdom.

Mickey Rourke

Fade to Black (1980)

Before Iron Man 2 and The Wrestler, before 9 1/2 Weeks, before Rumblefish, heck, even before his small role in Heaven’s Gate, the 24-year-old Mickey Rourke earned his movie stripes as the third victim of a movie-obsessed psycho-killer in this cult horror flick.

Eric Binford is the star of our tale, a scrawny, downtrodden nerd whose life is a never-ending circle of abuse and scorn. This misery is heaped upon him from all sides by his bitter wheelchair-bound mother (who has raised him to believe she’s his Aunt Stella, loaning him money in return for creepy incestuous “back rubs), by his hard-nosed boss at a rundown advertising reel rental firm, and by his co-workers, including young Mr Rourke as a muscle-bound bully who delights in picking on feeble Eric.

Eric’s only refuge is his all-encompassing love of the movies. His dingy bedroom is a veritable shrine to Hollywood’s Golden Age, where he spends his evenings alone – smoking cigarettes and watching old movies on TV or on his battered projector.

A much needed second ray of light shines into his gloomy life when he spies an aspiring model, who not only looks just like Marilyn Monroe, but even shares her first name. To Eric’s surprise, she not only speaks to him, she agrees to go on a date. Utterly besotted, what remains of Eric’s slender self esteem crumbles to dust when Marilyn forgets to show up for dinner. He even gets the cold shoulder from a prostitute, and when he gets home his screeching harridan of a mother/aunt smashes his beloved projector.

Finally, and so very inevitably, Eric snaps and starts to take revenge, drawing inspiration for his bloody retributions from the silver screen.

First to go is Aunt Stella, shoved down the stairs in her wheelchair in a maniacal homage to the 1947 thriller Kiss of Death. Next is the prostitute who so cruelly turned her nose up at Eric’s ten dollar offer. He chases her through the suburbs of LA, dressed as Lugosi’s Dracula. When she trips and crashes through a picket fence, impaling her neck in the process, Eric calmly samples her blood before fleeing the scene.
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Eric’s revenge on poor Mickey Rourke is perhaps strangest of all. Ambushing the swaggering thug as he wanders along a carnival boardwalk, Eric is dressed as Hopalong Cassidy – possibly the least threatening cowboy ever. His six-shooters, however, are very real as Rourke discovers. He gets shot to death in an alley after enjoying only three brief scenes. Subsequent deaths find Eric menacing his curmudgeonly boss in the guise of Karloff’s Mummy, and blasting a sleazy movie producer who stole his script idea, dressed as a Cagney style gangster.

Running concurrently with Eric’s killing spree is an utterly unrelated and awkwardly out of place storyline involving a hippy psychologist (played by Tim Thomerson, see: Helen Hunt) and his affair with a young female cop. Through methods which clearly weren’t important enough to show onscreen, this pair discover Eric is behind the killings and track him down as he takes Marilyn hostage and flees to Mann’s Chinese Theater. A stand-off ensues, culminating in Eric performing his own fatal version of White Heat’s legendary “top of the world, ma!” finale.

Despite the over the top premise, and some gaping plotholes (how does Eric get hold of a working tommy gun?), Fade to Black is actually an interesting little movie. In terms of plot and structure it’s something of a mess, but the whole thing is held together by a fantastic performance from Dennis Christopher as the doomed Eric. Looking and sounding eerily like a young Roddy McDowall, Christopher manages to inject genuine heart and tragedy into Eric’s descent into murder, making him a lot closer to the haunted pathos of Norman Bates than the remorseless killers of the slasher genre.

Need to know: Fade to Black was produced by Irwin Yablans, who also helped sheperd Halloween into theaters two years earlier. This, of course, explains why there are several Halloween posters decorating Fade to Black’s sets, and why we also hear the movie playing on Eric’s TV. Fade to Black’s director was one Vernon Zimmerman, who started his big screen career directing Deadhead Miles, a trucker comedy written by none other than Terrence Malick, but his last credit was as writer on the dreary Teen Wolf rip-off, Teen Witch.

Paul Rudd

Halloween 6: The Curse of Michael Myers (1995)

Finding an admirable balance between serious and comedy roles, Rudd is now famous for turns in acclaimed dramas like The Cider House Rules and Neil LaBute’s The Shape of Things, as well as a high profile stint on Friends (he played Mike, the guy who married Phoebe) and roles in hit comedies Anchorman, Role Models and Dinner For Schmucks.

Things really started moving for Rudd back in 1995, when he broke out of the TV movie ghetto (where he starred in such “classics” as Jamie’s Secret and Runaway Daughters) with a sizeable supporting part in the hit high school comedy, Clueless. But with every yin there comes a yang, every silver lining has a cloud and every breakout hit must be balanced out by a shitty horror sequel – in this case the worst entry in the barely coherent Halloween franchise.

Lest we forget, John Carpenter’s original Halloween is one of the true greats of the horror genre – a streamlined and ruthless exercise in screen terror that owes more to Hitchcock than to the bloodsoaked slasher movies that would follow. Almost devoid of gore, and with only a handful of artfully staged murders, Carpenter’s vision of eerie killer Michael Myers was grounded in atmosphere and a commendably ambiguous motive – we never find out why Michael is such a monster. He simply is.

Naturally, by the time the series had farted along to the sixth entry, such fanciful notions had long since been trampled into the dirt. That’s why this movie serves up a procession of spectacularly stupid and gory death scenes and, worse, tries to convince the hapless viewer that Michael Myers is actually a cosmic servant of a druidic cult, doomed to kill his own family so that others may live. Oh yes.

Rudd plays Tommy Doyle, supposedly one of the kids Jamie Lee Curtis was babysitting in the original movie, now all grown up and obsessed by his close encounter with the masked visage of Myers. He rents a room opposite the old Myers house, papers his walls with clippings about Michael’s murder sprees and waits for the killer to make his inevitable return.

Once the new Myers family members have been hastily invented, introduced and even more hastily bumped off, it’s up to Tommy to defend the last of the bloodline – a young baby that, if the convoluted family tree presented by this movie is accurate, is actually Michael’s grand-niece. Yes, that’s the level of dumb they’re working with here.
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After an agonising middle act during which pointless secondary characters are stabbed, disembowelled and electrocuted, Tommy finally faces off with Myers in a hospital that also doubles as the base of operations for the druid cult. He jams the unstoppable and supernaturally charged slayer full of syringes filled with green liquid and then twats him into submission with a big metal pipe. Then he grabs the baby and legs it. Presumably this gives him some measure of closure on his childhood trauma, as he looks a lot happier afterwards. Or he may have just been thinking about all the proper films he’d be able to make once this piece of crap was finished.

Need to know: Halloween 6 was the last movie Donald Pleasance would make, returning for the fifth and final time as Myers’ nemesis, Dr Loomis. Aged 76, he visibly struggles through the movie, often barely able to walk. It’s a depressing sight for any fan of the wonderful actor, and a great many of his scenes were cut before release.

One year later, in 1996, Wes Craven’s Scream made the slasher genre both hip and commercially viable once more, and Halloween was revamped in line with this new trend in 1998 as Halloween: H20, with a cast including Josh Hartnett, LL Cool J and Jamie Lee Curtis, returning to the series for the first time since 1981. Halloween Resurrection followed in 2002, swiftly pissing on whatever credibility the franchise had reclaimed by pitting Michael against text-messaging teens and kung-fu fighting rapper Busta Rhymes. Rob Zombie hammered the final nails in the Halloween coffin with a grimy remake and sequel that smother the inscrutable Myers character with trite hillbilly squalor.

Meg Ryan

Amityville 3D (1983)

Oh, that pesky house. The first Amityville movie, based on an infamous “true” story, told the tall tale of the Lutz family and how they were driven from their Long Island dream home by dark forces. Released in 1979, in the era of glossy studio horror which saw The Exorcist and The Omen bringing prestige to the genre, the first Amityville was too blatantly daft to scale the heights of those classics, but it was certainly held in higher regard than many of its haunted house brethren.

Seizing on the success, and smelling a franchise in the making, Amityville 2 swiftly followed in 1982, and told the alleged story of Ron DeFeo, the young man who killed his family in the house years before, blaming demonic voices for his mental state.

Unfortunately, these two films exhausted what meagre morsels lay in the bucket marked “Amityville Facts”, but Hollywood wasn’t about to let a little thing like that stand in the way of raking in some more cash.

Amityville 3D was thus the first movie in the series to admit to being complete fiction, opening with a séance held in the infamous abode. Turns out that the séance is faked (a sly comment on the veracity of the original story? Probably not) and has in fact been set up by two journalists from Reveal magazine, posing as bereaved parents in order to expose the fraudulent mediums who have rented the notorious location to ply their trade. While touring the house afterwards, John Baxter, one of the writers and a man in the middle of a messy divorce, decides to buy the place as his new home – an offer the owner is more than happy to accept, as the bloody history of the place has made it impossible to offload.

John hasn’t even moved in when the house claims its first victim – the realtor is mobbed by flies until he suffers a heart attack. Seriously. They’re really scary flies. Random death doesn’t seem to bother John much (a trait that becomes increasingly bizarre by the end of the movie) and his daughter Susan is also curious about the house, though not as much as her spunky pal, Lisa - and it’s here that we’re introduced to a 22-year-old Meg Ryan in her first big movie role.
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Lisa is perversely fascinated by the house’s ghoulish history, and even discusses how it’s possible to have sex with a ghost as she prowls its hallways in undisguised glee. She insists on uncovering the abandoned well in the cellar, which supposedly acts as a portal to hell, and even plunges her head inside, building our hopes that she might become a much-needed celebrity victim of the demonic dwelling.

Sadly, it’s not to be. The portal remains a rather dull hole in the ground, at least for the time being. Things do pick up though. John gets bounced up and down in a lift, but survives, while his writing partner fares less well – she gets burned to a crisp in a car crash, a tragedy heralded by the presence of yet another evil fly.

John reacts to his colleague’s demise much the same as he did to the dead body he found on moving day – with a shrug and deadpan aplomb. Indeed, even when his own daughter falls victim to the curse – tumbling to her death from a speedboat, a very common method of murder for haunted houses – he reacts with the same level of emotional anguish you might expect from someone who has just snapped a shoelace. The death of Susan also means that Meg Ryan’s character vanishes prematurely from the story, so she misses a final act which rips off Poltergeist and The Entity (see: Barbara Hershey) with admirable gusto.

Parapsychologists descend on the Amityville house, Susan’s spirit manifests as a floaty purple optical effect and a big rubber monster pops out of the well for no apparent reason. Then the house explodes. In 3D.

Ryan actually comes out of this limp and largely inexplicable farce rather well. Not only is she credited ahead of the marvellously named Peter Kowanko (he plays “Roger”, fact fans), but her sprightly character is one of the few bright spots in a consistently lifeless movie, and her now famous bubbly appeal is very evident. Within three years she was co-starring in Top Gun and before the decade was out she’d faked an orgasm for Billy Crystal and secured her place in Hollywood history.

Need to know: As the suffix suggests, this third trip to Amityville attempted to use 3D effects to drum up scares, though the effect is used more for completely pointless gimmickery such as killer flies, microphones and Frisbees being thrust at the audience just to remind them to keep the glasses on. Universal released Jaws 3D in the same year, so we can only assume that 1983 was a good time to be in the red-and-blue 3D glasses business.

The Amityville saga, meanwhile, managed to spawn an alarming five more movies before finally wheezing to a long overdue halt in 1996. With the building itself destroyed at the end of Part 3, the series managed to secure its future by imbuing the Amityville furniture with demonic powers and following the trail of destruction as this rummage sale of evil ended up in various unsuspecting homes.

Amityville: The Evil Escapes featured a demonic lamp, The Amityville Curse actually had no relation to the series and used a completely different house, while the lazily titled Amityville 1992 followed a bedevilled clock (and had the almost-witty tagline “It’s about time”). Amityville: A New Generation chose a mirror as its emissary of doom, while the last in the franchise, Amityville Dollhouse, proved that even miniature reproductions of the ill-fated dwelling could harbor sinister forces. A remake of the original movie enjoyed modest success at cinemas in 2005, so the franchise may yet rise again.




S

From Arnold Schwarzenegger to Hilary Swank




Arnold Schwarzenegger

Hercules in New York (1970)

Before we even begin on this one, you should know this much – Hercules In New York is one of the worst movies ever made. That’s not hyperbole. It truly is one of the shoddiest films to ever get a legitimate release. Think Ed Wood’s endearingly wonky Plan 9 from Outer Space...and then lower your expectations a few notches.

It’s not just that the movie is cheesy, or silly, or features the one-time World’s Biggest Movie Star in an excruciating debut role. No, the movie is actually physically inept. Technically disastrous. Hopelessly awful on every conceivable level. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.

Arnie stars as Hercules, the half-mortal son of Zeus, king of the Greek gods. He’s a troublesome lad, arrogant and cocksure, and he takes great pleasure in interfering in mortal affairs, much to the chagrin of his all-powerful dad. After demanding yet again that he be allowed to visit Earth, Zeus finally just lobs a thunderbolt at the great big lummox – and knocks him off Mount Olympus and down to Earth. Which is where he wanted to be. Not the most effective punishment.
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Hercules is fished out of the sea by a merchant ship and taken to New York. After beating up the entire crew in a brawl that consists of stunt men running towards him, one at a time, while Arnie flails his fists like some big beefy windmill, he meets up with Pretzi, an insecure pretzel salesman, and begins demonstrating his incredible strength. He overturns a taxi rather than pay the fare. He shames athletes practising in Central Park with his discus, javelin and long jump skills. He even punches an escaped bear into submission – or at least someone dressed in a shabby bear costume.

All of this brings him to the attention of Professor Camden (a specialist in mythology who never once twigs that Hercules is the real deal thus making his field of expertise just one of many redundant plot points) and his attractive daughter, Helen. Even though their first encounter leads Hercules to crack the ribs of her boyfriend – in her own lounge, no less - and despite the fact that he thinks he’s a Greek god and is therefore clearly a potentially dangerous lunatic, Helen inexplicably starts dating Hercules. Her boyfriend doesn’t seem to mind – he even pops up later to say “I kind of like him, even though he cracked my ribs.”

Eventually Hercules becomes a star of the wrestling ring (though we never actually see him take part in a wrestling match – far too expensive) and attracts interest from the mob. They muscle Pretzi out of the way, and take huge bets on Hercules beating a circus strong man, Monstro, in a televised weight-lifting contest. Naturally, this coincides with some Olympian skulduggery leaving Hercules powerless and he loses the contest.

There then follows a baffling chase involving a chariot, several cars and so much fast-forward footage that you expect Yakkety Sax on the soundtrack. It climaxes with a rather feeble fight in a warehouse as dozens of mobsters (all of them apparently from some secret mafia sub-section that doesn’t carry guns) engage in a fist fight with the human-strength Hercules until he’s helped out by Samson (who more alert readers will spot as a biblical character, not known for his role in Greek mythology) and Atlas (who is supposed to be holding the world up – he must be on a job share scheme).

Just when Hercules seems sure to be beaten, Zeus relents, gives Hercules his godly powers back and everything is wrapped up neatly. If by “neatly” you mean “pushing some barrels over onto the bad guys”.

In a touching denouement, Hercules takes Pretzi to the top of the Empire State Building and, as soon as his back is turned, zips back to Olympus without so much as a goodbye. Pretzi is understandably heartbroken, losing both his friend and his livelihood in an instant, thus making Hercules the cruellest fair-weather friend since The Littlest Hobo. Roll credits.

It’s difficult to know where to begin on the failings of Hercules In New York. It’s cheap, for one thing. Many of the movies in this book were made on shoestring budgets, but only Hercules In New York looks like it was filmed by a monkey with a Betamax camcorder. Arnie himself manages to make his recent acting look Oscar-grade with an immobile face and a lack of grace in the fight scenes that makes him look not unlike a wardrobe in pants.

To add to the generally surreal atmosphere of the movie, there’s a constant soundtrack of jaunty Greek folk music, giving the impression that the viewer is trapped at some sort of hellish never-ending moussaka buffet. Scenes lurch between daytime and night seemingly at random, characters appear and disappear for no apparent reason and – best of all – during the scenes set in the supposedly tranquil gardens of Mount Olympus, you can clearly hear New York traffic revving and honking in the background.

Seriously, nothing can prepare you for how terrible this movie is, and for how abysmal Arnie is. It is, of course, an absolute must-see.

Need to know: As this was Arnie’s first ever film role, made seven years before Pumping Iron and nearly fifteen years before The Terminator, the producers were unconvinced that American audiences were ready for a muscle-bound hero with an Austrian accent and a surname that looked like an explosion in a Scrabble factory. That’s why early versions of the film not only credited him under the subtle pseudonym “Arnold Strong”, but dubbed his voice with that of an anonymous American actor. Also if you think that the actor playing Pretzi looks and sounds like a cartoon character, you’re right – he’s Arnold Stang, the voice of scheming cartoon feline, Top Cat. Officer Dibble, sadly, does not cameo.

Tom Selleck

Daughters of Satan (1972)

There’s really only one thing truly scary about this cheesy 1970s black magic potboiler, and that’s the unnerving way that Tom Selleck seems to have aged roughly ten years since making it, as if his metabolism is working in some sort of reverse dog years. His features may be more fresh than rugged, but the famous moustache is as bushy and heroic as ever, and if it weren’t for the prevalence of mustard yellow shirts and brown slacks you could easily mistake it for something The Artist Formerly Known As Magnum made last year.
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In actual fact, Selleck was just 27 when he starred in this daft witchcraft yarn, appearing as James Robertson, an American art dealer recently settled with his simpering wife, Chris, in the South American countryside just outside of Manila. He’s there to pick up local artefacts and ship them back to American museums and galleries. She’s there to wear chiffon and flounce around their palatial villa.

On one of his art-hunting expeditions, James finds a painting of a 16th century witch burning. The witch in the centre looks like his wife so, as you do, he buys it and brings it home as a lovely surprise. For some strange reason Chris isn’t terribly enamored with a portrait of herself being burned at the stake, but her unease isn’t just due to her husband’s lousy eye for gifts. No, she knows there’s something terribly wrong with the painting...and she’s right.

The painting contains the spirits of the toasted witches, and as Chris is the reincarnation of her painted double she’s soon being taken over by her ancient evil counterpart. The other two witches are also in the neighborhood – one takes a job as their housekeeper, and brings along a devil dog called Nicodemus into the bargain, while the other is a fellow patient of Chris’ psychiatrist (what, you didn’t think she’d be in therapy?). Together the trio begin plotting to kill James because – conveniently – he’s the reincarnation of the Inquisitor who had them killed in the first place.

Of course, like any sensible woman, Chris wrestles continually with the tricky choice between Satan and Selleck. She flakes out of the chance to stab James with a ceremonial knife while on a picnic, and her attempts to kill him with poison gas are foiled when he simply breaks the window and gulps down glorious fresh air. The other witches grow restless and - after the obligatory topless whipping scene required by all 1970s black magic thrillers - they agree on the perfect scheme.

James is drugged and driven to the top of a mountain, where he’s placed in his car and pointed at a sheer drop. Blocks of ice are wedged under the wheels, and the witches hurry back to the local bar for margheritas and salsa while they wait for their inexplicably contrived scheme to take its course. The ice melts and we see the car tumble over the cliff, exploding in a fireball. Back in the bar, the girls are suddenly confused – how did they get there? Why are they sitting with strangers? Their deed done, the witches spirits have departed, it seems.

Chris heads home, troubled by the nagging feeling that she’s let her husband down in some way. Maybe she didn’t iron his shirts, burned his dinner, or plunged him over a precipice. The nagging doubt eats away at her until - surprise! – James is there waiting for her at home, safe and sound. He hurriedly explains how he jumped out of the car just in time and they retire to the study for some hot Selleck sex action. But, as he clambers all over her, Chris casually reaches behind the sofa, brings out a enormous knife and stabs the heck out of her hapless hubby as the credits roll. The final score: Witches 1, Magnum 0.

Need to know: The man behind the camera for Selleck’s satanic swansong was Hollingsworth Morse, a veteran TV director with credits stretching from The Lone Ranger in the Forties up to The Fall Guy in the 1980s. It was written by John C. Higgins, who also penned the Adam West sci-fi classic, Robinson Crusoe On Mars.

Rufus Sewell

Dirty Weekend (1993)

British actor Rufus Sewell has one of those handsomely old-fashioned faces that usually finds him in period movies, playing regal rulers or vile villains in olden days yarns such as A Knight’s Tale, Tristan & Isolde and The Legend of Zorro, though he’s also made time to star in romantic comedies (Martha, meet Frank, Daniel and Laurence) and cult sci-fi (Dark City).

However, in just his second big screen role, Rufus trumped them all by playing a panty-sniffing creep who meets a sticky end in this mind-numbingly tasteless vigilante thriller from Michael Winner. Of course, incredibly violent revenge movies are hardly virgin territory for Winner – he is the man who gave us the Death Wish franchise, after all – but Dirty Weekend has a twist up its skirt. This is a vengeance movie for man-hating shrews everywhere.

As the opening caption succinctly explains, it’s the story of Bella – a woman who woke up one morning and decided she’d had enough. Enough of what? Men, obviously, and given the wretched specimens populating her life it’s easy to see why. For example, after baking her boyfriend an enormous cake and throwing a lavish birthday party for him, he promptly sleeps with someone else and makes it quite clear that he considers Bella to be second-hand goods. “As Lenin said”, he pontificates, “Who wants to drink from a greasy cup?”

In search of a fresh start, Bella packs up her things and moves to the English seaside town of Brighton where, sadly, things don’t improve much. Across the way from her small apartment lives Tim, played with clammy conviction by Rufus Sewell, and he’s soon spying on her, making obscene phone calls and threatening sexual violence.

When even a policeman who walks her home makes an aggressive pass at her, Bella realizes that all men are slimy pigs. A bizarre encounter with an Iranian clairvoyant convinces her that there are only two choices in life – to be a butcher, or to be a lamb. Duly inspired, Bella heads home, grabs a hammer, breaks into Tim’s home and – after licking his earlobe while he sleeps – smashes his skull to wet, bloody chunks.

You’d think this would satisfy her, but no. Bella then takes to going out looking for men to slaughter, and they all oblige by acting like sleazy rape-obsessed lunatics. An obese psychologist slaps her in the face, and is tied up and suffocated for his trouble. A dentist (played by former Man from U.N.C.L.E, David McCallum) forces her to give him a blow job, so she runs him over with his own car. A trio of boorish city slickers attempt to rape her in an alley, so she executes them with her illegally-acquired handgun.
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However, as she attempts to flee Brighton to continue her crusade elsewhere, her path crosses with that of a violent serial rapist and murderer, whose inexorable journey to Brighton has been none-too-subtley conveyed via numerous radio reports throughout the movie. When he drags her into a closed amusement arcade, Bella stabs him in the groin with a switchblade and then slashes him to death before toppling his body into the sea. When last we see Bella, she’s leaving for fresh killing fields on a train, contemplating the demise of the man opposite her. After all, he does offer to light her cigarette, the lecherous bastard.

Packed with awkward performances and clumsy plot twists, Dirty Weekend really goes the extra mile to earn its reputation as one of the worst British movies ever made. It’s an ugly movie, both in intent and execution, and if it had even one element that wasn’t embarrassingly dumb it might just be interesting enough to be offensive.

Rufus Sewell’s early exit is easily the most graphic of the death scenes, his body flailing and jerking with each hammer blow, but it’s also a crying shame – despite appearing in such a grotty slice of exploitation, Sewell is absolutely fantastic in the role of Tim, the quietly menacing phone sex pest. Of course, being great at playing a sexually dysfunctional creep may not be the sort of thing you want to be remembered for, but it certainly livens up this amateurish farce, and for that we should be thankful.

Need to know: Dirty Weekend was based on the debut novel by Helen Zahavi, and she co-wrote the script herself. Her other books include True Romance (no relation to the Tarantino-scripted movie) in which a beautiful Eastern European refugee enters into a sado-masochistic relationship with a wealthy cad, and Donna and the Fatman, in which a beautiful young woman enters into a sado-masochistic relationship with a London gangster. You may spot a theme developing.

The serial killer who suffers a nasty case of knife-crotch when he attacks Bella was played by Christopher Adamson, an actor whose gnarled visage earned him a place among the cast of both Cutthroat Island and Pirates of the Caribbean. As well as Dirty Weekend, he can also be found in the second worst British movie ever made – Beyond Bedlam (see: Elizabeth Hurley). Finally, keep a close eye on the trio of leering yuppies who get blown away by Bella – the second to die is a very young Sean Pertwee, one of the many stars of the third worst British movie ever made, Talos the Mummy (see: Gerard Butler).

Ally Sheedy

Man’s Best Friend (1993)

Ally Sheedy, sensitive proto-goth member of the almighty Brat Pack, enjoyed a blissful run of superstardom in the mid-1980s as an integral member of the hottest clique in Tinseltown. Starting with WarGames in 1983, she swiftly followed up with such seminal 1980s fare as Oxford Blues, The Breakfast Club and St. Elmo’s Fire. In 1986 she headlined Short Circuit, starring opposite a cute robot called Johnny Five and a smarmy Steve called Guttenberg, but from there onwards it was a slow spiral into oblivion, with only the equally doomed careers of Molly Ringwald and Andrew McCarthy for company.

How low did she go? In 1993 she starred in this wonderfully high concept slice of nonsense, essentially a remake of Short Circuit with the wise-cracking robot replaced, of course, by a bone-cracking monster dog.

Sheedy stars as Lori Tanner, an ambitious news reporter trapped doing fluffy fashion reports. When an employee of EMAX, a nearby vivisection lab, promises to grant her access to the expose of the year, Lori grabs the opportunity with the sort of relish that only a career-hungry TV reporter can muster.

Unfortunately, before she can sneak our heroine into the facility, Lori’s contact is savagely ripped to shreds by some unseen beast - though given the title and concept of the movie, the culprit isn’t that difficult to identify. Creeping into the lab regardless, Lori and her reluctant camerawoman begin to document the often hilarious animal abuses within. Rabbits with no ears. A monkey with wires in his brain. Twenty butterflies stapled together in a circle. OK, maybe not the last one – but they have got a tiger and a bear, and that proves this is more than your traditional “rubbing shampoo in kitten’s eyes” workshop.
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“What sort of person could do something like this?” Lori ponders aloud as she surveys the poor critters.

Lance Henriksen, that’s who. Alarm bells should already be ringing for anyone with a passing knowledge of straight-to-video monster movies. In what scientists now refer to as The Henriksen Principle, any and all research into genetically improving man, mineral or animal with the craggy visage of Lance at the helm is doomed to end in violent, bloody death (see: Giovanni Ribisi).

Sure enough, Lori is discovered and flees the scene – followed by an adorable big soppy dog called Max, liberated from his cage in a last minute spurt of PETA-esque whimsy. But Max is no normal pooch. He’s a genetically engineered killing machine, his DNA spliced with desirable traits drawn from throughout the animal kingdom. He has the night vision of an owl, the strength of a bear, even the camouflage abilities of a chameleon. A diet of drugs has kept him placid, but now he’s loose it’s only a matter of time before he turns completely psychotic. Tick tock, tick tock.

Lori’s husband, Perry, is understandably glum about the enormous hairy barking machine that has appeared in his home and formed an obsessive bond with his wife, so it’s not long before Max starts to show his true colours, chewing through Perry’s brake lines in a failed attempt to eliminate the competition. Sadly, the movie never explains which animal DNA contains a working knowledge of automobile hydraulics, but then nor does it explain why Max’s piss can burn fire hydrants, so let’s not get too fussy.

Things go from bad to worse, and the film can’t seem to decide if it’s a jaunty suburban sitcom about an unruly pet or a brutal flesh-rending horror story about a hairy engine of savage destruction. Ho ho! See how Max pulls the young boy on rollerskates along the road! How cute! He’s flushing the toilet like people! Tee hee! Look at him swallow a cat in one gulp! Ha ha! And now he’s ripping the throat out of the mailman and burying the corpse under the house! There’s even a scene in which Max breaks into the neighboring house and rapes a pedigree collie - to the strains of the Paul Anka hit, Puppy Love. Now that’s classy.

With the cops and Lance Henriksen closing in, Lori decides the best thing to do is to give Max away so they won’t find him. Handing him over to a clearly sadistic junkyard owner, Lori heads home to discover that dear husband has already bought her a proper replacement dog – a cute little puppy that has a fondness for playing with electrical sockets, an utterly random fact which smells very much like clumsy narrative foreshadowing.

Max naturally escapes from his cruel new owner, biting his balls off in the process, and turns up at Lori’s house in a seriously bad mood. He sprays hot acid piss on Perry’s face, and then leads the cops and a pair of slapstick dog catchers on a merry chase through the neighbourhood, vaulting over speeding cars and using his not-entirely-logical cloaking device to hide in a garage, disguised as a pile of trash. Then he returns to the house at night, slaughters all the cops and pursues Lori, Lance Henriksen and the cute little puppy back to the EMAX labs. Max launches himself at his creator with murder in mind, Henriksen blasts Max with a shotgun, but is shoved through a window by sheer momentum and onto a metal cage in the process.

The cute puppy with a fondness for chewing on plug sockets then conveniently chews on a nearby plug socket causing electrical current to course through the cage, electrocuting Henriksen and Max alike. That’s right – the menacing superbeast is finally felled by an innocent and playful pup with a socket fetish. Hell of a way to go.

Of course, this being a cheesy monster flick, that’s not the end. Remember the hilarious dog rape from earlier? A “three months later” caption is all the transition we need to witness the arrival of a new litter of puppies...one of which is a hulking brute. Well, as hulking and brutish as a newborn puppy can be. Was this the cue for Man’s Best Friend 2: Bark Harder? Sadly, no. The budding franchise was promptly sent to doggy heaven by the movie veterinarian.

Need to know: Man’s Best Friend was written and directed by John Lafia, co-writer of the first Child’s Play movie and director of Child’s Play 2. He brought Kevin Yagher, creator of the Chucky doll, with him onto Man’s Best Friend in order to create the animatronic effects for Max. The actor playing Lori’s husband, Perry, may seem familiar to fans of TV sensation Lost – he’s Fredric Lehne, and he played Marshall Mars, the ill-fated agent on Kate’s trail, in the hit island thriller. For amusement with another super-smart murderous mutt of unnatural origin, see: Rock Hudson.

Charlie Sheen

The Wraith (1986)

It’s hard to imagine that there could be any embarrassing oddities in a career that already contains such abject shitstorms as Men At Work and Terminal Velocity, but you’d be wrong. In 1986, the same year that Sheen won plaudits for his work in Oliver Stone’s Platoon and one year before he’d reunite with Stone for the equally praised Wall Street, Charlie churned out The Wraith, a supernatural teen horror that is so tediously awful all his other misfires pale alongside it.

The concept is remarkably simple – bare-chested thug Packard Walsh rules the roads with his generic punk gang, forcing hapless motorists into street races and swiping their vehicles when they lose. He also likes to assault and murder anyone who takes a fancy to his girl, Keri (Sherilyn Fenn), and that includes local hunk Jamie, who pays the ultimate price for fiddling with Keri’s exhaust pipes.
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One year later, a mysterious loner called Jake (Sheen) rides into town on his motorbike and starts making moves on Keri and getting in the way of Packard’s business. Coincidentally, Jake arrives at the same time as a silent black-clad road warrior in a souped-up sports car - or at least what passed for a souped-up sports car in 1986. Nowadays it looks more like a plastic toy. Packard’s gang is soon wiped out one-by-one in lethal races against this wraith-like racer, and the town is abuzz with questions.

Could Jake be The Wraith? Could the scars on his back mean he’s actually Jamie, back from the dead and looking for revenge? Well...yes.

There’s precious little mystery to The Wraith, so all the viewer can do is watch the bland and bloodless demise of Packard’s crew of stock hoodlums and wait for Charlie’s sporadic appearances as The Wraith’s tedious human counterpart, during which he woos Sherilyn Fenn with a deadpan drawl which suggests that coming back from the dead as an angel of vengeance involves more than a little brain damage.

Like some unholy collision between The Crow and The Fast and the Furious, there’s not much in The Wraith that makes sense and, apart from a few gratuitous topless scenes, it’s a charmless PG rated slog from beginning to end.

Need to know: The town sheriff is played by Randy Quaid, a man who was apparently born middle-aged. It’s worth noting that the sheriff is so ineffectual that he doesn’t even arrest Packard when he interrupts him halfway through what is clearly sexual assault - though he does throw the lady in question a coat to cover her shame. And they say chivalry is dead.

Honorable mention: We can’t let Charlie Sheen pass us by without giving a nod in the direction of the wonderfully loopy 1996 sci-fi flick The Arrival. Written and directed by David Twohy, creator of Riddick and writer of Warlock (see: Richard E. Grant), The Arrival casts Sheen somewhat improbably as a genius astronomer who discovers the Earth is being invaded by aliens. Aliens with knees that bend backwards. You know, like chickens. The only reason this camp classic isn’t getting more attention here is because it’s quite clearly not meant to be taken too seriously. At least, that’s what you hope. Sheen also starred in the never-released Grizzly II alongside George Clooney. For another killer bear bonanza, see: Talia Shire.

Martin Sheen

Project ALF (1996)

When, over the course of a forty years plus career, you’ve worked with Terrence Malick, Francis Ford Coppola, Oliver Stone, Martin Scorsese and Steven Spielberg it’s safe to say you can pat yourself on the back, and congratulate yourself on a job well done.

But such artistic success means nothing unless you can proudly say you’ve also co-starred with a wise-cracking puppet from a cancelled TV show. And that, presumably, is why you can find Martin Sheen as the pantomime villain of this agonizing spin-off from the bewilderingly popular 1980s sitcom.

The show, which ran from 1986 to 1990, followed the madcap adventures of a short, brown hairy alien dubbed ALF (Alien Life Form) who crash landed on Earth and set up home with an exasperated American suburban family, turning their lives upside down with his zany jokes and appetite for cats. In other words, imagine Bugs Bunny crossed with Mork & Mindy, and then crush any residual traces of wit or humor with the bludgeoning hammer of smug sitcom formula.

For reasons that we mortals may never fully understand it was decided that, six years after limping off the small screen, an ALF TV movie was required to tie up all those lingering unresolved plot threads.

His TV family unceremoniously removed from the picture, we open with ALF in military custody. Assorted bigwigs are meeting – in a vast empty aircraft hangar – to decide what should be done with him. Dr. Mulligan and Dr. Hill are two nice army scientists who share a blindingly obvious romantic attraction to each other. They like ALF, think that the tests he’s been subjected to are cruel and believe he should be set free.

Captain Milfoil, played by our slumming star Mr. Martin Sheen, on the other hand, claims ALF is a menace who should be destroyed. He believes this because his mother was an alien abductee and she went insane when nobody believed her. Motivation, people. It’s the key to a great character.

Mulligan and Hill realize that Milfoil is planning to have ALF killed before a decision can be reached, and so they break him out of the military hospital (where he’s set up a burgeoning black market empire, like some hairy extra-terrestrial Bilko) and plan to deliver him to Moyers, a respected ex-NASA scientist who will reveal ALF’s existence to the world, the media spotlight presumably putting him beyond the grasp of Milfoil’s poisonous plot. We know Moyers is clever because he lives in an Epcot-style automated House Of The Future, and has even built a hilariously snooty robot butler to serve meals. And, of course, Moyers also turns out to be evil. In a pulse-pounding final twist, he reveals he merely wants to use the publicity to sell ALF to the highest bidder. Such drama!

Throughout all this sub X-Files claptrap, ALF interjects constantly with random asides, glib observations and woefully outdated cultural references. It’s no exaggeration to say that every single line that blurts from his stiffly animated plastic lips is a ham-fisted attempt at humor. Given that the plot would have struggled to fill a half-hour episode of the TV show, this leaves a truly horrible amount of screen time to be filled with twittering quips from the cocky puppet.

Martin Sheen’s role as the nominal villain of the piece doesn’t require much more than a rehash of brusque military clichés, and it’s notable that he only shares one scene with ALF himself – right near the end, as he interrogates the recaptured critter – and even then, his face is rarely seen in the same shot as the gurning puppet. Why, you’d almost think he was embarrassed...
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Need to know: One of the doctors who tests ALF at the start of the movie is played by the briefly-famous Ed Begley Jr. The role of Moyers was played by Miguel Ferrer, cousin of George Clooney, star of Crossing Jordan and popular character actor in flicks like Traffic and RoboCop.

Following the less-than-enthusiastic reception for this TV movie (which apparently still gets a lot of airplay on German TV) ALF vanished once more from the screen. He resurfaced yet again in 2004 for the unfortunately named ALF’s Hit Talk Show, in which the jovial puppet interviewed celebrity guests. Only two episodes were broadcast and, thankfully, he’s not been seen since. For details on how Martin Sheen’s offspring have fared in the world of cheap crap, see: Emilio Estevez, Charlie Sheen.

Honorable mentions: Other unusual Sheen outings include the time-travelling battleship yarn, The Final Countdown (see: Kirk Douglas), the incomprehensible Civil War horror The Killing Box (see: Matt Le Blanc), the UFO thiller Roswell and another villainous turn in uniform as corrupt government agent Jason Wynn in the astonishingly awful comic book spin-off, Spawn.

Talia Shire

Prophecy (1979)

You know a monster movie has delusions of politically correct grandeur when the male lead is a beardy white doctor who dashes into ghetto slums to save poor black babies, and his wife is a sensitive cellist who is afraid to tell him she’s pregnant because, gosh darn it, he’s just so dedicated to his work.

The doctor in question is one Robert Verne, and he’s distracted from the task of saving poor ghetto kids by a friend from the Environmental Protection Agency. His friend thinks Robert is the perfect guy to head to the forests of Maine where a conflict is brewing between the native Indian tribe and the logging company that owns a paper mill smack bang in the middle of their land. All other legal attempts have failed, so now the Indians are trying to prove that the mill is polluting the river.

Quite why a random medical doctor is deemed the only man for the job as opposed to, say, one of the many professional environmental biologists employed by the EPA is a mystery for another day, as Dr Verne swiftly heads to the wilds of Maine, and takes his brooding cellist wife, Maggie, with him. The character of Maggie comes courtesy of Talia Shire, sister of Francis Ford Coppola, aunt of Nicolas Cage and mother of Jason Schwartzman.

While her name may not ring bells immediately, you’ll already know who she is thanks to an iconic bellow of slurred vindication from Sylvester Stallone. Yes, Talia Shire was Adrian (or “Ay-dwee-em” in Stallonese) in the Rocky movies, as well as Connie in The Godfather trilogy. Thus, by the time she signed on for Prophecy, she’d already been Oscar nominated. Twice.

This impressive achievement is undermined somewhat by the fact that Prophecy is, when all is said and done, a movie about a 10-foot tall mutant bear, and no amount of earnest hooey about Indians or the environment can change that.

It turns out that the logs the mill uses to create its paper pulp are treated with mercury to protect them as they float down river to be processed and over the decades this chemical pollutant has had a terrible effect on the local fauna. The mercury has infected the whole food chain, and this causes no small amount of distress for Maggie, as she’s eaten the local fish and the mercury molecules could very well be turning her unborn child into a mutant in her womb.

Meanwhile, Dr Verne continues his haphazard investigation, with a giant salmon and a tadpole the size of a small dog (yes, really) as the first signs that something is badly amiss. It’s the fate of a family on a camping holiday that kicks the threat into high gear though. They’re ripped to shreds as they flop around in their sleeping bags in a scene that is probably meant to be more tragic than hilarious, but the sight of a teenage girl zipped up in a bright yellow sleeping bag, hopping away from a man in a large rubbery mutant bear costume before exploding in a flurry of feathers and stuffing, spoils the sombre mood a tad.

Heading to the site of the deaths the next day, Dr Verne and company discover two mewling rubbery mutant bear cubs and decide that this is the evidence they need. Of course, this act of baby snatching attracts the attention of the mutated mummy bear and she stalks the humans through the woods, making mincemeat of the disposable supporting characters along the way. The final showdown takes place at the Verne’s cabin, which is swiftly reduced to splinters by the beast. Shotgun blasts have no effect, nor do arrows.

Eventually, scooped up in the monster’s claws, Dr Verne calls on all his medical expertise and knowledge of anatomy to scream like a girl while stabbing the bear repeatedly in the face. The beast tumbles into the river, and the good doctor jumps in after it, planting another couple of good stabs in the unconvincing furry carcass before it sinks forever.

And what of Maggie’s potentially mutated baby? Um...we never find out. That’s just one of many seemingly important questions – such as why the film is called Prophecy in the first place - left blowing in the breeze to make room for more rubber monster nonsense.

Need to know: Prophecy was directed by John Frankenheimer, who also helmed the original Manchurian Candidate, The French Connection II and the superior De Niro thriller, Ronin. He did, however, have another close encounter with woeful wildlife horror in the 1996 howler, The Island of Dr Moreau (see: David Thewlis). Frankenheimer’s Prophecy shouldn’t be confused with the 1995 religious horror, The Prophecy (see: Viggo Mortensen).

Honorable mention: Talia Shire also had a smallish role as Nurse Cora in the Lovecraft adaptation, The Dunwich Horror, in 1970. Produced by Roger Corman, it starred Quantum Leap’s Dean Stockwell as a half-demon who kidnaps Sandra Dee and forces her to take part in his evil rituals. The Dunwich Horror also marked the first screen credit for screenwriter Curtis Hanson, who would later write and direct the 1997 Russell Crowe hit, L.A. Confidential, for which he took home an Oscar.

James Spader

Jack’s Back (1988)

Whores beware! Exactly 100 years to the day, somebody is recreating the Jack the Ripper murders in modern day Los Angeles, slicing up prostitutes on the same dates and in precisely the same way as the terror of Whitechapel. Hence the title, see? Jack is, quite literally, back! Enjoy it while you can, because that’s about as clever as this limp slasher gets.

Bizarrely, we join the story with the murder spree almost complete – the city is gripped with fear, and just one murder remains before the killer’s grisly tribute is finished. Thanks to the history books, the cops know that the killer is probably a medical man, and that the final victim will be a prostitute, killed in her own bedroom, and pregnant.

Conveniently, it’s at this point that we’re also introduced to the staff of a free drop-in clinic in a bad neighbourhood – and the first patient we see, being chastised by Dr. Sidney Tannerson, the clinic’s judgmental boss, is a pregnant prostitute. To add another layer of coincidence to this already implausible brew, the prostitute in question is the one-time sweetheart of saintly medical student John Wesford (Spader, oily as always), who is doing voluntary work at the clinic.

It doesn’t take a high IQ to work out who the Ripper’s target will be, but the question of who will do the dastardly deed is complicated further when one of John’s colleagues, a hulking and socially awkward brute (called Jack!) visits her out of hours to give her a secret abortion. This coincides with John popping by to see how she’s doing, and he stumbles across her gutted corpse – and a maniacal Jack, who shoves John aside and flees into the LA night. John gives chase, but when he loses his quarry, he returns to the clinic to phone the police.

As John dials, Jack lunges from the shadows, insisting that he didn’t kill the woman. Sadly, his pleas of innocence are slightly undermined by the fact he subsequently strangles John and frames him for the murders, making his death look like a guilty suicide.

Exit Spader Number 1 and enter Spader Number 2 – Ricky Wesford, John’s bad seed twin brother who escaped from a life of crime into the army where he trained as a medic (hmm...). He recently returned to LA to run a shoe shop (don’t ask) just prior to the killing spree. Hey, another suspect!

Ricky is awoken by a nightmare at the exact same moment John dies, and he becomes convinced that he saw the crime in his sleep. The cops don’t want to know – they’re quite happy with their circumstantial evidence and boldly announce to the press that the case of the LA Ripper is closed.

Ricky’s having none of it though and, as he sets about tracking down Jack, we’re punched in the senses by enough red herrings to put Captain Bird’s Eye out of business. Is Jack the killer? Nah, too obvious. Maybe it’s Ricky? What about Carlos, the shifty psychiatrist who takes a rather keen interest in the case? Or Old Man Withers, who was using the old riverboat to scare people away from the chest full of Confederate gold?

Naturally, everything seems neatly wrapped up ten minutes before the end, which leaves just enough time for one final idiotic twist in which the actual killer is revealed to be both the most obvious candidate (clue: it’s the only character who has made a point of berating pregnant prostitutes) and the most meaningless, as both his motives and Jack the Ripper obsession are left utterly unexplained as the credits roll.

Indeed, the only things holding this mediocre caper together are the two strong performances from James Spader, on the cusp of leaving his past as the Brat Pack’s resident slimeball behind and venturing into the realms of interesting indie movies (2 Days In The Valley, Secretary) and TV drama (Boston Legal). His convincing turn as the two brothers is helped enormously by the costume department, who dress good boy John in a funky blue and white blazer and bad boy Ricky in a battered leather jacket (with a nifty a facial scar, just for good measure) ensuring that even the sleepiest audience member won’t get them confused.

Need to know: Jack’s Back (oh, that title!) was written and directed by Rowdy Herrington, who followed it up with his solitary blockbuster hit, the 1989 Patrick Swayze hillbilly bouncer epic, Roadhouse. Dr. Sidney Tannerson was played by Rod Loomis, who put his neatly clipped beard to good use a few years later as Sigmund Freud in Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure while Carlos the Creepy Psychiatrist was played by Robert Picardo, a regular face in the movies of Joe Dante and the holographic doctor from Star Trek Voyager.

Honorable mention: Spader famously headlined the 1994 hit Stargate as a boffin called in to decipher alien artefacts but he can also be found slumming in the 2003 sci-fi thriller, Alien Hunter, as...a boffin called in to decipher alien artefacts.

Timothy Spall

Dream Demon (1988)

Poor Diana. This wilting English rose, resplendent in her frumpy floral dress, is terribly worried about her impending marriage to Oliver, a Falklands war hero more wooden than the church pews. Her anxiety is heightened when, at the crucial “I do” moment, she can’t bring herself to go through with it. The rather peeved Oliver slaps her, and she retaliates with a punch that decapitates the poor fellow, showering her – and pretty much everything else in spraying distance – in sticky red gore.

Then she wakes up.

Yes, it’s one of those movies.

Diana’s less-than-useless psychiatrist, Deborah, informs her that the Oliver of her dreams is a symbol – though a symbol of what, she’s unwilling to speculate. “I think you need to work that out for yourself” she smiles, presumably before sending Diana a hefty invoice.

Due to Oliver’s status as a war hero, Diana starts being hounded by the British tabloid press. Or, at least, two unscrupulous tabloid hacks from the “Post & Echo” – played with leering relish by Jimmy Nail and Timothy Spall. Both were well-known faces on British TV at the time, thanks to the 1983 comedy-drama Auf Wiedersehn Pet, but Spall’s long-standing collaboration with Mike Leigh was still in its infancy (with just one Play For Today on TV) and the lure of Hollywood and blockbuster movies such as Harry Potter, The Last Samurai and Lemony Snicket was a long way off.

As the two grotesque oafs bombard Diana with questions about her virginity and the size of Oliver’s “pork sword”, she’s rescued by Jenny, a punky American girl who delivers a hefty kick to Spall’s bollocks and helps Diana flee into her house.

This, apparently, is enough for Jenny to become Diana’s only friend in the world, and the two embark on a quest to uncover the truth behind Diana’s weird dreams. Hey! Maybe it has something to do with Jenny’s amnesia, and the fact that she’s convinced she’s been in Diana’s house before...

What follows is best described as A Nightmare on Elm Street: The Polite English Edition, as increasingly random and resolutely non-scary nightmares bleed into the real world, like a Sade video with added blood and guts. Walls bleed, there’s a remarkable amount of running around in mist-shrouded backlit corridors, while a girl dressed as an angel and a burning man keep appearing at pivotal moments, to the extent that they might as well carry placards reading “Look at us! We’re clues!”
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Spall’s odious photographer is central to these sequences, as he is (apparently) sucked from reality into Diana’s dreamworld where he dies. Then he keeps popping up in increasingly more mutated forms, dripping gore and slime, slobbering over the girls until Jenny simply punches her fist through his head. Which seems reasonable enough, given the circumstances.

The rather bizarre twist in the tale is that Jenny used to live in the house as a little girl, where her sculptor father forced her to dress as an angel and tied her to a pole in order to pose for a statue to adorn her dead mother’s grave. And while sharpening his chisel, he knocked over a bottle of paint thinner, which then caught fire. And he died.

It’s one of the most random and pointless movie deaths ever, and makes for twist ending so laughably illogical that even M. Night Shyamalan might think twice about using it.

So all the psychic shenanigans have nothing to do with Diana (although Oliver turns out to be an unfaithful bastard all the same) which doesn’t make much sense, as all the weirdness started well before Jenny arrived on the scene. Anyway, the two girls get closure of some sort, pay a visit to dear Mommy’s resting place and leave the gloomy old house to its own devices.

Naturally, this being a stupid horror film, we’re then taken on a Steadicam journey down to the basement where Jimmy Nail and Timothy Spall, both inexplicably alive and unmutated, break through the wall, dust themselves off and head upstairs for breakfast.

Oh, and the Dream Demon of the title? There isn’t one.

Need to know: Diana was played by Jemma Redgrave, niece of the more famous Redgraves, Vanessa and Lynn. Kathleen Wilhoite played Jenny, and went on to score reasonably large recurring roles on TV shows like LA Law, ER and Gilmore Girls. Deborah, the ineffectual psychiatrist, was played by Susan Fleetwood, sister of Fleetwood Mac star, Mick, and Jenny’s hilariously clumsy and insane sculptor father was portrayed by Nickolas Grace, probably best known as the wicked Sheriff of Nottingham in the cult TV series Robin of Sherwood.

Dream Demon was directed by the unfortunately named Harley Cokliss (who has since added a vowel to his name to become the slightly less unfortunate Cokeliss), and his varied resume includes second unit work on The Empire Strikes Back, the charmingly lo-tech kid’s sci-fi movie Glitterball, plus various episodes and spin-offs from the Xena and Hercules franchises.

Honorable mentions: Spall preceded Dream Demon with small roles in a couple of barmy Frankenstein-themed flicks. The Bride (1985) saw Sting as the Baron in an awful update of The Bride of Frankenstein, while Gothic (1986) found Ken Russell (see: William Hurt, Hugh Grant) re-enacting the events that led Mary Shelley to write Frankenstein, with all his usual restraint and good taste. For a more recent horror oddity in the Spall filmography, see: Jude Law.

Sylvester Stallone

Death Race 2000 (1975)

One year before he first strapped on the gloves as Rocky Balboa, Sylvester Stallone was taking part in an entirely different sort of sports movie – an infamously violent satirical sci fi romp in which racers thunder across the highways of an economically ruined America, scoring points by killing civilians.

Watched over by a distant and ineffectual President, who rules the US while on a seemingly permanent overseas vacation, the Transcontinental Road Race is the sole outlet Americans have in this bleak future, the drivers themselves elevated to the level of uber-celebrity.

Top of the pile is Frankenstein (David Carradine), a ruthless man whose crash-mangled body has been rebuilt so many times that he conceals it beneath a black leather costume and mask. Also in the race are Calamity Jane, a cowgirl themed racer with razor sharp buffalo horns mounted on her car; Matilda the Hun, a gleefully offensive Hitler loving femi-nazi; Nero the Hero, a Roman emperor themed smooth operator and Machine Gun Joe Viterbo, the perpetually angry Chicago mobster and Frankenstein’s perennial nemesis, played with blustering zeal by the 29-year-old Stallone.

Complicating matters is a small band of resistance fighters, led by nice old lady Thomasina Payne, who want to sabotage the race and overthrow the president. Thomasina wants to achieve her goal through non-violent means, and conspires to get her great-granddaughter Annie assigned as Frankenstein’s navigator with the aim of kidnapping the nation’s best loved racer and holding him to ransom.

Meanwhile, Thomasina’s restless cohorts want to take direct action – and they begin blowing up the racers with booby traps.
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Once the race gets underway, Machine Gun Joe scores first blood (ho ho!) when he castrates a hapless workman with the enormous knife thrusting from the hood of his car. The groin-damaged fellow is but the first of the road rage victims, with squashed heads and mangled limbs a regular sight as the racers splatter their way across the country.

There is, of course, a twist in the tale. Frankenstein turns out to be a fraud. His face and body are actually far from mangled, as Annie discovers when she inevitably hops into bed with him. Raised from childhood for the sole purpose of killing people in the name of entertainment, he’s got his own little rebellion up his sleeve. Quite literally, in fact. He’s got a grenade embedded in the palm of his hand. When he wins the race, and shakes the President’s hand, he plans to bring the dictator’s reign to an explosive end.

But to do that he actually has to win the race, and that means defeating arch rival Machine Gun Joe. Having already beaten him to a pulp for manhandling Annie at a pitstop (and the sight of the gangly Carradine smacking Stallone around is really quite hilarious) Frankenstein has no qualms about bumping off this swaggering mobster. As the two cars speed towards the finish line in New Los Angeles, Annie takes desperate measures to ensure Frankenstein (who she now loves, naturally) wins the race. Unscrewing his bomb-hand, she tosses it into Joe’s car. Understandably perplexed by the notion of his enemy throwing body parts at him, Stallone is still ranting and raving when the hand explodes, removing him from the competition – and the movie – in a ball of fire.

Even without his exploding extremity, Frankenstein goes on to topple the President anyway – he crashes his car into the podium – and is thus crowned the new President, ushering in an era of peace and love.

Need to know: A Death Race videogame briefly appeared in US arcades in 1976. The idea was to steer your black and white car and run over as many stickmen as possible. Only 500 cabinets were produced, and it was swiftly withdrawn after complaints. It is believed only three or four still survive today.

The role of carnage-obsessed cowgirl Calamity Jane was played by Mary Woronov, who went on to grace many cult genre movies – including an ill-fated turn as the fortune teller who has her eyes ripped out in Warlock (see: Richard E. Grant). David Carradine returned to vehicular violence, though not as Frankenstein, in the unofficial 1978 semi-sequel, Deathsport which swapped cars for motorbikes.

Death Race 2000 was remade as plain old Death Race in 2008, with Jason Statham as a framed convict forced to take part in a deadly driving tournament. Devoid of the dark cultural satire that made the original so memorable, it’ll come as no surprise to learn that this limp do-over was directed by Paul WS Anderson, the auteur behind Resident Evil, Alien vs Predator and Event Horizon (see: Sam Neill).

Honorable mentions: Yet another product of Roger Corman’s bargain basement B-movie factory (the opening credits are actually hand drawn) Death Race 2000 represented one of Stallone’s first proper acting roles, after several years of alternating between cheap porno, such as the infamous Party at Kitty and Studs, and uncredited walk-on roles like Subway Thug #1 in Woody Allen’s Bananas. One of Stallone’s earlier films, the failed radical thriller No Place To Hide, was re-edited to appeal to the flower power crowd and released again as Rebel. It was later redubbed as a comedy and re-released again in 1990 as A Man Called Rainbo. All three versions are horrendous, though for very different reasons.

Patrick Stewart

Lifeforce (1985)

The velvety tones of everyone’s favorite starship-commanding thespian have graced many movies over the years. Some have been great, many have been crap – but only one finds the Royal Shakespeare Company veteran possessed by the soul of a sexy nude space vampire. That movie is Tobe Hooper’s peculiar ’85 British sci-fi flick, Lifeforce.

In the movie, astronauts investigating Halley’s Comet discover a mysterious craft hidden in the heart of the comet. Inside they find thousands of mummified space bats and three comatose (and naked) humanoids. Needless to say, this being a sci fi flick from the director of Texas Chainsaw Massacre, the astronauts don’t last very long but their shuttle is retrieved, with the comatose (and naked) humanoids still very much intact.

Once back in London, all three wake up and raise merry naked hell. Luckily for the audience, the two ugly male humanoids are killed almost immediately while the sexy naked female space vampire escapes to cause yet more naked havoc. Completely naked.

She has the power to take over people’s minds you see, distracting them with her sheer nakedness before draining their lifeforce, and before you know it London is awash with space vampire zombies - although these ones are not naked. The movie ends, rather bizarrely, with the souls of the possessed shooting up into space as big blue lights. Or something like that. Even though one of the main characters uses a convenient psychic link to the aliens to explain just what in the shitting hell is going on, it still doesn’t make a whole lot of sense – though that didn’t stop Hollywood lifting the core concept of a horny naked female ET for the smutty 1995 monster romp, Species (see: Michelle Williams).

And where does Patrick Stewart fit into all this crazy naked mayhem? He plays Dr. Armstrong, the doctor in charge of a psychiatric hospital where the sexy naked female space vampire’s spirit ends up, having hitched a ride in a nurse. You’ll be pleased to hear that Patrick does indeed get possessed by the sexy naked space vampire, and even locks lips with one of the male heroes before vomiting a lot of blood on a helicopter. Then he dies.
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Need to know: Stewart has claimed that his possessed liplock with co-star Steve Railsback (see: Katie Holmes) was his first ever on-screen kiss. It’s hard to believe, but the scene could have been even more erotic – Stewart’s role was originally to have been played by Sir John Gielgud. The plot of Lifeforce is also very similar to that of 1966 space shocker Queen of Blood (see: Dennis Hopper).

Ben Stiller

Highway to Hell (1992)

Though he’d already enjoyed some cult success with his own self-titled but short-lived TV sketch show in the US, Ben Stiller was still several years away from his international breakout role in There’s Something About Mary when he took two small roles in this, a rather surreal horror adventure yarn.

A strange combination of Orpheus’ journey through the underworld and a 1980s caper comedy, the movie follows the trials and tribulations of a besotted young couple, Charlie (Chad Lowe, Rob’s brother and Hilary Swank’s ex-husband) and Rachel (Kristy Swanson, the original Buffy the Vampire Slayer). They’re eloping to Vegas against her parent’s wishes, but Charlie decides to take a short cut – paranoid that Rachel’s mother may have set the cops on their trail.

Stopping for gas, the avuncular old codger who runs the petrol station warns them against stopping at a particular point on the deserted road ahead. Of course, Charlie falls asleep and they stop right where they’re not supposed to. This rouses the interest of Hellcop, a scar-faced law enforcer from the underworld (his handcuffs are actual hands), who grabs Rachel and spirits her away to Hell.

Charlie takes a crash course in the finer points of traversing Satan’s domain from the exposition-spouting old man, who lost his own wife to Hellcop many years before, and sets off in pursuit, aided by a “satanic mechanic” who goes by the name Zebub (can you guess who he really is?)
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In Hell, which looks a lot like the Californian desert, Hellcop and Rachel make their first stop at a diner, and it’s here that we get our fleeting glimpse of Ben Stiller. He plays a bedraggled chef, cooking raw meat on the sizzling sidewalk, ranting and raving at anyone who passes if they don’t sample his wares. It’s a rather embarrassing cameo, all things considered, a crudely annoying appearance that stops the film dead in its tracks before it’s even really started.

Stiller appears again later, in a scene at a hellish nightclub where he can be seen dressed as Genghis Khan, sitting silently at a table with Adolf Hitler and Cleopatra. There’s no more Stiller in the movie, but for those who are wracked with tension wondering how the rest of the story pans out – yes, Charlie rescues Rachel and they live happily ever after. Phew.

Need to know: Highway To Hell was written by Brian Helgeland, who started out penning horror cheese like Elm Street 4 and 976-EVIL, and graduated to the likes of LA Confidential, Mystic River and Ridley Scott’s 2010 take on Robin Hood.

In the diner scene, the waitress serving behind the bar is played by Ben Stiller’s mother, Anne Meara. His father, Jerry Stiller, also appears in the scene, and his sister, Amy, plays Cleopatra in the nightclub. Presumably the producers got some sort of “Buy Three Stillers, Get One Free” deal.

Sharon Stone

Deadly Blessing (1981)

In some unnamed stretch of rural America, the Hittites are a closeted religious community, working the land and shunning the sinful temptations of modern life. They’re basically the Amish in every conceivable way, though the movie goes to great lengths to establish that they are not actually the Amish, presumably in case they somehow got their hands on a VCR, rented this and decided to sue.

Rugged farming type Jim Schmidt used to be a Hittite, indeed his father Isaiah (Ernest Borgnine) is the big cheese patriarch of their community, but he turned his back on the old ways when he went away to college, met a girl called Martha, fell in love and got married. Luckily, he inherited his Dad’s farm just before being cast out of the clan for his wanton ways, and the happy couple retreat there to live the simple life. Trouble is, Jim’s loonpot of a father and his creepy brethren are still living right next door on the Hittite compound, and they don’t take too kindly to outsiders.

Two other neighbours know this only too well – Louisa Stohler and her daughter Faith have been living alone on their old farm since Daddy Stohler abandoned them, and the Hittites aren’t too keen on them either. In fact, in the opening scene Faith is chased home by William, a simple-minded Hittite man-child (played by regular horror face Michael Berryman) who keeps screaming that she’s an incubus, a demon that possesses the minds of men while they sleep.

Students of mythology can take a pause here to point out that, yes, the incubus of legend is actually male. If William wanted to be culturally correct, he’d call Faith a succubus. He is a mentally retarded Hittite man-child though, so we’ll cut him some slack.

Anyway, one morning Martha tells Jim that they’re expecting their first child – and from that moment on, we know he’s doomed. They enjoy an evening of photo albums and hot married sex, but in the middle of the night Jim awakes to hear a noise in the barn. Heading down to investigate, he’s squashed by his own tractor under mysterious circumstances.

Widowed and faced with an angry Hittite community that blames her for Jim’s fall from grace, Martha summons her two college buddies to make the trip from LA to provide sisterly support. Enter Vicky, an irritatingly upbeat hussy, and Lana, a downbeat depressive played by 23-year-old Sharon Stone in her first starring role. Of course, mixing these two flesh-exposing ladies into the pot does little to placate hardline God botherer Isaiah – especially when Vicky starts flirting with his other son, the understandably-tempted John.

Almost as soon as she arrives, Lana sinks into a gloomy sulk, complaining of cold spots in her bedroom and plagued by nightmares about a strange man and spiders. Her pregnant best friend’s husband has just been crushed to death, after all, so it’s nice to know she’s got her priorities straight.
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Weird things begin to happen. Lana is trapped inside the barn by an unseen someone – or something – and discovers William’s stabbed corpse hanging from the rafters. A snake is released into Martha’s bathwater. Vicky finally seduces John, but a cloaked figure stabs him and burns her to death in the car.

It’s the Hittites, right? Got to be. Nope, the culprit (and turn the page now if you don’t want this epic twist spoiled) is Faith, the daughter of neighborly Louisa. Except she’s not her daughter. She’s her son, dressed and treated as a girl since birth, and he/she is now in love with Martha – hence the bumping off of anyone who might get in the way of his/her passion.

Well, anyone except Vicky. She was actually killed by Melissa, John’s cousin (and bride-to-be, those crazy Hittites!) for the relatively simple sin of romping with her man. Still following along? Just for good measure, the psychotic Melissa then kills the psychotic Faith before he/she can kill confused Martha. Pretty obvious, eh? And just when you think it’s finally all over, and that the eerie goings-on have been vaguely explained by good old fashioned human nuttiness rather than the supernatural power of the incubus, the ghost of Jim appears to Martha and just manages to gasp a warning before a large and utterly inexplicable monster bursts through the floorboards and drags her into the ground.

Apart from the gobsmackingly random ending, Deadly Blessing is often a sporadically entertaining little horror thriller, directed by a pre-Elm Street Wes Craven. While the story drags, he stages a few solid scare scenes – most notably the young Sharon Stone’s ordeal in the barn, her nightmares and Martha’s encounter with the snake in her bath. The latter scene is especially intriguing, as Craven lifted it almost shot-for-shot and used it again in the first Elm Street movie (see: Johnny Depp), replacing the wandering serpent with Freddy’s bladed fingers.

Stone plays little more than a morose damsel in distress, but it is interesting to see her cast as a quiet mousey recluse rather than the voracious sex bomb of her more famous later work.

Need to know: The cast of Deadly Blessing provides a veritable feast of obscure amusement for the eagle-eyed TV and movie trivia geek. The lead role of Martha was played by Maren Jensen, better known as Athena from Battlestar Galactica, while her doomed husband, Jim, was played by Doug Barr, who spent most of the 1980s following Lee Majors around as Howie in The Fall Guy. And if John, the hunky young Hittite led astray by Vicky, looks strangely familiar, that’s probably because he was played by Jeff East, the teenage Clark Kent from Superman: The Movie.

Donald Sutherland

Castle of the Living Dead (1964)

If you were invited to a creepy castle by a creepy man in a creepy black cape, and if that castle belonged to Christopher Lee, and his hobby was taxidermy, and he mentioned that he was currently working on “the most fascinating and dangerous animal of all”...you wouldn’t stick around, right? You’d run for your life, proclaiming to anyone who’d listen that the creepy man in the creepy castle was a spooky old people-stuffer.

Naturally, that’s not what happens in this incredibly obscure black and white Italian shocker. Set just after the Napoleonic wars, the hapless souls lured to the castle of Count Drago (Lee, of course) are a motley crew of gypsy performers who count among their number such priceless clichés as a sultry yet chaste Romany vixen, a deaf-mute strongman and a superstitious dwarf. Summoned to perform for the Count by his gaunt henchman, Sandro, the group are stopped along the way and warned by a haggard old witch that death awaits all who visit the castle of the living dead.
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Quite a common sight in such cheap horror movies – but wait. Look closely at the withered old woman. She’s no lady. In fact, she’s actually a fresh-faced 29-year-old Donald Sutherland, making his movie debut in the first of two roles in this deeply odd little movie.

They ignore Old Lady Sutherland’s warning, of course, and head up to the castle where the erudite Count greets them and shows off his collection of lifelike stuffed animals. Ah! Not stuffed, he informs them in typically stern Christopher Lee fashion. The Count has discovered a natural toxin that, when injected, immediately fixes the body in a rigid immovable state – a state of, oh yes, living death.

It doesn’t take a genius to work out that Drago now has his sights set on something more challenging than a crow or a fox and as the Count and Sandro work their way through the entertainers, bumping them off and embalming them, Sutherland resurfaces as the old hag and reveals that her grotesque appearance is the result of the Count’s earlier experiments. Sutherland then appears again – this time without make-up as Sergeant Paul, the inept local police chief who is utterly oblivious to the sinister goings on at the castle.

Sergeant Paul finally enters the castle when he hears screaming but, seeing the last of the performers fighting for their life, he gets the wrong end of the stick and assumes the gypsies are the troublemakers. At that moment the old hag bursts into the room and attacks Count Drago. As they battle – with Donald Sutherland as Sergeant Paul looking on in understandable confusion at the sight of Donald Sutherland as an old woman fighting Christopher Lee – a dagger coated in the deadly poison finds a victim, though not the one intended. Yep, Count Drago stabs himself by accident and is frozen to the spot. The process of law in Napoleonic times not being quite as stringent as it is today, Sergeant Paul immediately lets everyone go home, leaving the castle full of creepy frozen people.

Nothing can prepare you for quite how cheap, scratchy and poorly dubbed this curious movie is – all the more surprising as Christopher Lee was already a fairly big star when he filmed it, having headlined Hammer’s first monster smash hits several years earlier. The acting is almost uniformly appalling but the movie itself isn’t entirely terrible. There are some nice eerie touches, with the stilted dialogue and weird European location giving it a nightmarish quality that the script struggles to maintain. It also features at least one surprisingly grisly death scene, when the deaf-mute strongman takes a poison dart in the eye in a scene which calls to mind the monochrome sadism of Italian horror pioneer Mario Bava. But then it also features a scene in which the dwarf is tossed off the castle roof, and lands in a haystack unharmed, a slapstick interlude which rather contradicts the perilous mood.

As for Sutherland, his dual role seems to be intended more as a cost-cutting exercise than any nod in the direction of Peter Sellers, whose multiple performance tour de force in Dr. Strangelove came out the same year. His deliberately stupid police sergeant is fun, but it’s the unintentional hilarity of seeing him dressed as a wrinkly old witch that makes this an unforgettable movie debut.

Need to know: Castle of the Living Dead was co-directed by Lorenzo Sabatini, who often used the more US-friendly pseudonym of Warren Kiefer. Donald Sutherland liked the name so much that he borrowed it when his son was born four years later. Also involved in the movie, as a writer and uncredited director, was Michael Reeves, the young British talent who directed the Vincent Price classic, Witchfinder General, before dying of an overdose.

Honorable mention: Sutherland would reteam with Christopher Lee the following year for Dr. Terror’s House of Horrors, but in 1967 he was one of the ensemble cast of The Dirty Dozen and from there it was a quick hop, step and jump to Robert Altman’s M*A*S*H, then Kelly’s Heroes, Klute and onward to Hollywood Legend status.

Hilary Swank

Sometimes They Come Back... Again (1996)

A family tragedy forces a man to return to his childhood home, where he confronts the supernatural aftermath of an event which tainted his otherwise bucolic Sixties small-town childhood. Yes, we’re in Stephen King territory once more – this time in a sequel to one of his lesser adaptations, taken from the short story collection, Night Shift.

Actually, sequel is being generous. This is more or less a remake of the hardly blockbusting TV movie original, in which Tim Matheson played a man haunted by demonic reincarnations of the bullying greasers who killed his brother. For this second outing – surely blessed with the least imaginative sequel title ever, at least until I Still Know What You Did Last Summer came along – the dead brother is swapped for a dead sister, but the plot remains largely the same.

As a child, Jon Porter witnessed his sister getting satanically sacrificed by a trio of rockabilly thugs hellbent on eternal life. Jon’s childish intervention caused them to, rather stupidly, stand in a big puddle while a loose electricity cable was flapping around and – shazam – deep fried villains. But did their ritual work? C’mon, what do you think?

Flash forward to now and Jon’s mother dies from, wait for it, a head injury inflicted by a porcelain pig. Stunned by this random demise, Jon leaves his psychiatric practice and heads home, with teenage daughter Michelle in tow – played by future double Oscar-winner, Hilary Swank.

While her dad endures numerous expositional flashbacks for the audience’s benefit, Michelle is being wooed by Tony Reno, seemingly the very same thug that her daddy accidentally electrocuted as a kid. This drives daddy a tad loopy – leading to an alarming dream sequence in which he sees Michelle, all glammed up and riding a slimy, demonic-looking Tony like he’s a rodeo pony.

Helping to move the plot along, there’s a crazy old priest who proves very useful in telling Jon exactly what’s going on and what he needs to do to stop it. In a nutshell, for each person Tony kills one of his gang is brought back and, if he sacrifices Michelle at midnight on some hurriedly made-up Sabbath, they’ll all get to live forever.

Inexplicably, the only way to stop Tony requires daddy dearest to chop one of his own thumbs off, but he clearly thinks this is a price worth paying for a future that includes Million Dollar Baby, and with a quick snip Tony’s evil plans come to nothing.

Sometimes They Come Back ranks somewhere alongside cheesy obscurities like Graveyard Shift and The Mangler on the Stephen King movie scale (about as far from The Shining as it’s possible to get, in other words) so the idea that it could spawn a franchise is more than a little surprising. And worrying. What it lacks in plot innovation, this sequel gains in creative kills – including a death by Tarot card inflicted paper cuts that is both hilariously random and deliciously gruesome.

Though she doesn’t come into contact with the crazy horror stuff until right near the end, Swank just about manages to keep her head held high – even when she’s chained up in an old mine shaft, having satanic symbols daubed on her chest in blood.

[image: 420_img01.jpg]

Need to know: This isn’t the only movie to feature death by tarot – this demise can also be found in the fun 1991 horror noir, Cast a Deadly Spell (see: Julianne Moore). Jon Porter, Hilary Swank’s screen dad, is played by Michael Gross, best known for his recurring role as survivalist Burt Gummer in the Tremors movies. Demonic bad boy Tony Reno is played with camp amusement by Alexis Arquette, brother of David, Patricia and Rosanna.

Against all the odds, the series managed to spawn one more entry in 1999 – the marvellously titled Sometimes They Come Back... For More. Set in an arctic research base, its connection with the Stephen King story is tenuous at best, and it was released on video in some countries simply as Ice Station Erebus or the even more prosaic Frozen. All nine fans of the series are still hoping against hope that the fourth movie - For The Love Of God, Will They Ever Stop Coming Back? - will one day find a studio willing to invest the $500 needed to make it a reality.




T

From Charlize Theron to Stanley Tucci




Charlize Theron

Children of the Corn III: Urban Harvest (1995)

Stephen King’s original short story, Children of the Corn, combined two tried and tested tenets of horror lore: “Little Kids Are Creepy” and “Country Folk Are Weird”. Both were mixed up to create a nifty pagan twist on the Logan’s Run creed of death to anyone who reaches adulthood.

As the subtitle suggests, by the time the series reached the third entry the horror had switched to a less taxing and no doubt cheaper city location, but the endearingly goofy premise at the heart of it remained intact: that sweetcorn is a tool of the devil.

That’s certainly the belief of creepy Eli, a young Amish-style kid who operates as a pint-sized high priest for He Who Walks Behind The Rows, the tongue-twisting demon lord of corn-related evil. Eli murders his stepfather – crucifying him with the help of some sentient corn plants – and heads to Chicago with nice-but-dim elder stepbrother Joshua. Eli’s plan is to use their adopted parent’s home as a place to start growing more evil sweetcorn, and to manipulate his new daddy – who conveniently works as a corn exporter – into distributing his demonic crop around the world.

By slipping his corn into the school meals, Eli is able to create an army of brainwashed youngsters to help him out – though Joshua seems immune, as he’s fallen in with the streetwise boy from next door and rejected the old ways. Apparently those hip black kids ain’t down with no corn jive, sucka.

After more corn-based fatalities than are strictly plausible, it all comes to a head as Joshua rebels against his loopy brother, who is eagerly preparing to summon He Who Walks Behind The Rows from his agricultural netherworld. Sadly, this god-on-the-cob isn’t the Jolly Green Giant but merely a crudely animated monster that bursts out of the ground and kills pretty much anyone it can get its wobbly clay tentacles on.

It’s during these gripping climactic scenes that you should keep your eyes peeled for a young and uncredited Charlize Theron. She plays one of Eli’s brainwashed young followers and, despite not having any lines, she does get a few recognisable close-ups – notably during Eli’s sermon in the school chapel, and again as he delivers his fire and brimstone in his derelict factory cornfield at the end.
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She even meets a messy end as the monster runs amok, though the scene is so confusingly edited that it’s much harder to pick her out from all the other nameless blonde actresses roped in for the slaughter. Given the carnage on display, it’s safe to say she doesn’t make it out alive.

Need to know: Urban Harvest was directed by James D.R. Hickox, son of Doug Hickox, director of the great Vincent Price shocker Theatre of Blood, and brother of stalwart genre director Anthony Hickox (see: Patsy Kensit, Martin Kemp), whose films he often contributes to. Indeed, the grand finale of Children of the Corn III bears a remarkable similarity in both tone and execution to the scene from Anthony’s 1992 movie, Hellraiser III, in which Pinhead massacres the patrons of an LA nightclub.

Also worthy of note, the priest-cum-principal of the school who twigs Eli’s demonic origins earlier than most, and pays the price for his awareness, is played by Rance Howard – father of Oscar-winning director Ron and his B-movie brother, Clint.

Charlize is far from being the only respected actress to start her career being menaced by the gibbering terror of satanic sweetcorn. For more cob-related horror, see: Naomi Watts, Eva Mendes.

David Thewlis

The Island of Dr Moreau (1996)

Much has been written about the staggering awfulness of this H.G. Wells adaptation, most notably the controversy over the departure of original director Richard Stanley (who crafted the cult robot horror Hardware and the poetic African fable Dust Devil) and the hypnotically strange battle between stars Val Kilmer and Marlon Brando to upstage each other with increasingly random affectations.

The film follows the broad strokes of Wells’ novel – a scientist retreats to a secret island and creates animal-human hybrids – but right from the start, the movie spirals into the realms of the accidentally hilarious.

Kilmer, playing Montgomery, Moreau’s assistant, wears a blue surgical support bandage on his arm, and a watch on each wrist. For one scene, he balances a computer circuit board on his head while smoking a joint. Brando dresses in a flowing muu-muu robe, paints his face white and sports an enormous set of false teeth. He even plays one supposedly tender father-and-daughter scene while wearing a bucket of ice as a hat. Brando’s Moreau also has a dwarf counterpart, with whom he enjoys a baffling piano duet – a scene so unforgettably bizarre it inspired the character of Mini Me in the Austin Powers movies.

After Moreau has been ripped to shreds in his hammock by his rebellious creations, Kilmer’s Montgomery takes his place – complete with white face paint and slurred Godfather voice – and introduces the throng of half-breed manimals to the joys of electronic dance music and recreational drugs. The sight of a mutant manimal rave, with a clown-faced Val Kilmer doing a wildly over the top Brando impersonation at the centre of it all, is truly one for the ages.

Of course, while always amusing to see, it’s not a huge surprise to see both Brando and Kilmer hamming it up so deliriously. Both have a history of being wilfully perverse in their career choices. What is surprising – and what is often glossed over in the rush to poke fun at the movie’s insane excess – is the actor playing the lead role. There, in the middle of all this lunacy as the hero of the piece, the idealistic innocent dragged into Moreau’s domain, is David Thewlis, the quiet, serious and respected English actor who cut his teeth in Mike Leigh dramas such as Life Is Sweet and Naked, and in 2003 achieved at least one of the hallmarks of Great British Thespianism – a role in a Harry Potter film, as Professor Lupin in Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban.
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To say Thewlis is less than enamoured with his time on The Island of Dr Moreau would be something of an understatement. A last minute addition to the cast, coming on board after the departure of Richard Stanley forced some cast shuffling, Thewlis has admitted in several interviews that he took the role purely for the opportunity to work opposite Marlon Brando and claims to have never seen the final result in its entirety. In that regard at least, he’s a very lucky man.

Need to know: Richard Stanley was replaced on the project by John Frankenheimer, director of the mutant bear clunker, Prophecy (see: Talia Shire). Among the vaguely-recognisable faces lurking under latex as Moreau’s creations are Ron Perlman (Hellboy), Temuera Morrison (Star Wars: Attack of the Clones) and Mark Dacascos (Brotherhood of the Wolf).

Billy Bob Thornton

Chopper Chicks in Zombietown (1989)

Lesbian bikers and the living dead are two B-movie obsessions that should, in theory, taste great together. This tongue-in-cheek low budget romp almost manages to deliver on the delicious promise of its title, but would probably have been long forgotten were it not for the presence of a young Billy Bob as one of the supporting cast.

The Cycle Sluts are the chopper chicks of the title, a motley assortment of female clichés – from the aggressive bull-dyke to the battered wife on the run to the nice girl who just wants to make it in rock and roll. They roll into a dustbowl of a town called Zariah, much to the consternation of the gang’s second in command, Dede. While the girls make themselves busy indulging in booze and the sexual favours of the gobsmacked menfolk, we discover that Dede was once the homecoming queen of Zariah, and the town is still home to her husband, Tommy.

A dumb but well-meaning hick, Tommy is played by the in-no-way typecast Billy Bob Thornton, finely honing the “aw shucks” cornfed stud routine that would no doubt help entice the likes of Angelina Jolie into his bed.
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Of course, we’re clearly missing the second half of the equation here – zombies! They come courtesy of local mortician Ralph Willum who, along with his dwarf sidekick, has been bumping off the townsfolk and then bringing their corpses back to life in order to help him store nuclear waste in a mine outside of town. The Cycle Sluts unwittingly release the zombie horde from their slavery, and the undead march on the town with lunch in mind.

Those yearning for the prospect of Billy Bob zombie fun are in for a disappointment. He makes his exit depressingly early, shot by Willum for snooping around his lab with Dede. This being a zombie movie – even a spoof one – movie logic dictates that Billy Bob should rise again and, given that he’s the husband of the leading lady, it even makes a certain narrative sense. Sadly, we never see his grizzled little face again, not even as one of the undead, meaning he misses out on a parade of bargain basement decapitations, amputations and other low rent gore effects.

The movie actually isn’t that bad – and when it is bad, it’s usually on purpose – though it never quite manages to reach the delirious depths that a movie with such a lurid title requires. More comedy than horror, it’s worth checking out if the chance arises.

Need to know: The cunningly named John Littleton, Willum’s reluctant dwarf assistant, is played by Ed Gale, an actor whose first screen role was waddling around in the feathered costume of Howard the Duck (see: Tim Robbins). He was also the stunt double for Chucky in some of the Child’s Play movies, and played one of the Tall Man’s sinister dwarves in Phantasm II.

Marisa Tomei

The Toxic Avenger (1985)

When Marisa Tomei picked up the Academy Award for Best Supporting Actress in 1993, for her role as loudmouthed Brooklyn tart Mona Lisa Vito in My Cousin Vinny, an urban legend immediately sprang up to the effect that her name had been read out by mistake by a clearly confused Jack Palance.

Although he did mispronounce several nominees, Palance did - of course - read out the correct name. Tomei won fair and square. It’s not hard to see why people struggled to believe it though. For one thing, the Academy rarely honors comedy performances – even in such traditionally sparse categories as Best Supporting Actress. On top of that, Tomei beat such award-friendly talents as Vanessa Redgrave, Miranda Richardson and Joan Plowright to the prize. Add to that the fact that in 1993 Tomei was, at best a TV actress, with tiny roles in the Stallone mob comedy flop, Oscar, and the Nicolas Cage erotic thriller, Zandalee, as her only movie credits.

Well, OK, that’s not strictly true. There was one other movie on her CV – but it’s certainly not the sort of thing that’s likely to sway Oscar voters.

The Toxic Avenger was the first production to squirt out of Troma, Lloyd Kaufman’s ultra-cheap exploitation outfit. The story of Melvin, a hapless nerd transformed into a radioactive superhero after taking a nosedive into a vat of toxic waste, it’s a shamelessly gory, stupid, offensive and shallow romp custom made for an era of VHS sleaze and grotty Times Square cinemas.

Set in the town of Tromaville, a large portion of the film’s action takes place in a sleazy health club where the staff and customers are more interested in preening and posing in tiny lycra costumes than in actually keeping fit. Melvin is the janitor, and his snivelling awkwardness is a thorn in the side of Bozo, a musclebound thug who divides his time between mauling girlfriend Julie, pumping up his biceps and killing children in drunken hit and run “accidents”. It’s Bozo and Julie who plot Melvin’s tumble into toxic sludge, and it’s them he comes after once the goop has changed him into a super-powered mutant.
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It’s while Toxie menaces Julie that we get our fantastically brief glimpse of the young Marisa Tomei. She’s innocently strolling through the locker room, wrapped in a towel and spraying her pits with deodorant, when she sees the mis-shapen monster attacking Julie. Tomei – credited only as Health Club Girl – screams, Julie runs off, Toxie chases after her and that’s the last we see of our future Oscar recipient. For those who don’t want to suffer the whole movie, you can just skip ahead to 51m 33s to see this riveting example of her promising early work.

Need to know: The Toxic Avenger was followed by three sequels with the most recent, Citizen Toxie (see: Corey Feldman), hitting video shelves in 2000. Despite featuring ludicrous amounts of nudity and violence, The Toxic Avenger even managed to spawn a kid’s cartoon show, The Toxic Crusaders, in 1991.

Lloyd Kaufman helped to finance The Toxic Avenger by working behind the scenes on various studio movies, including Rocky and Saturday Night Fever. He also produced The Final Countdown (see: Kirk Douglas) and can be briefly seen in that film as a radar operator.

John Travolta

The Devil’s Rain (1975)

Most people know that John Travolta got his first big break in a 1970s horror movie. Most people think that film was Brian DePalma’s 1976 blockbuster adaptation of Stephen King’s novel, Carrie, in which he played dim-witted bully, Billy Nolan. Most people are wrong. Travolta actually made his big screen debut one year earlier in this peculiar oddity.

The Devil’s Rain fell smack into the middle of a popular upsurge in satanic exploitation, from the pulp novels of Denis Wheatley and their subsequent Hammer Horror adaptations, to other wild tales of ordinary folk stumbling onto infernal conspiracies (see: Tom Selleck, Orson Welles). Even in such a crowded market, the cast list alone makes this a rather unique entry in the sub-genre.

Ernest Borgnine stars as Jonathan Corbis, a High Priest of Satan plying his trade in the rural badlands of America. A handy flashback reveals that he’s been around for a few hundred years – you can tell it’s a flashback because everyone says “thee” and “thou” - but it’s not clear if Corbis has been reincarnated or is just really, really old. It’s Ernest Borgnine. It’s hard to tell.

Pitted against him are the descendants of the family which betrayed him in the past. They’re the guardians of a book in which Corbis recorded all the souls he claimed for Satan. Thanks to what we can only assume is infernal red tape, without the book the souls cannot be claimed by Hell, so he’s extremely eager to get it back. He probably gets Frequent Flier points for each soul damned to eternal torment.

Luckily, for the amusement of the viewer, the younger brother of this family is played by none other than William Shatner. Upon discovering that Corbis has invaded his home and swiped his mother, The Mighty Shat promptly delivers one of those chilling moments of method acting we love him for, as he sinks to his knees, literally wobbling with anger, and howls “God... damn... you... CORBIS!” to the heavens. Shatner then heads off to Corbis’ devil church, and promptly gets captured. Nice work, Kirk.

Cue brother number two, the more skeptical and less histrionic Tom Skerrit, who is called home from his rather ill-defined job studying ESP and mind powers. He follows his brother’s footsteps and does his best to free all those poor souls – now including his mother and Shatner – from their limbo.

But, wait, where does Travolta figure in all of this? He plays Danny, a character never even referred to by name in the movie. He’s one of Corbis’ followers, and he even gets a brief moment in the spotlight as he gets to point at Tom Skerrit and shout “Blasphemer!” To be fair, he gets to shout it twice, and a fine job he does of it too.
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It’s also worth mentioning at this point that all of the devil worshippers have one defining feature – they have no eyes. Yep, Travolta’s first big screen role and you don’t even see his famous baby blues, just scary black holes. There’s no mistaking that big ol’ dimpled chin though.

It all comes to a messy end, as Skerrit manages to foil Corbis’ plot. It turns out that Corbis keeps all the trapped souls in a big jar under his church - it even has a little screen on the front, like the Teletubbies, so you can see the damned shuffling and moaning inside. They convince a converted and eyeless Shatner to smash the jar rather than hand it to Corbis, an action which magically unleashes the Devil’s Rain. Under this raging tempest, all the minions of Satan melt into waxy puddles – including Corbis himself who, just in case the movie wasn’t silly enough already, has now turned into a sort of horned goat-man.

It’s a stupid movie, as you can probably tell. The only vaguely creepy thing about it is the genuinely unnerving sight of all those empty eye sockets, while cuddly Ernest Borgnine, dressed up in his crimson robes, looks more like Papa Smurf than the emissary of Beelzebub on Earth. And as for Travolta, he’s in it just prominently enough for you to say “Hey, that’s John Travolta” and you may even have time to add “Wow, didn’t he used to be thin?” before he’s reduced to a gloopy mess on the floor. Even so, you get to see Captain Kirk defeat Satan, and John Travolta melts like a crayon. That’s got to count for something.

Need to know: This odd little movie was directed by Robert Fuest, a veteran of TV classic The Avengers and helmer of the fantastically kitsch Dr. Phibes movies starring Vincent Price. Sadly, The Devil’s Rain features none of the surreal majesty of those offerings and is a rather bloated directorial attempt. The movie can lay claim to some measure of authenticity though – it boasted Anton LaVey, founder of the infamous Church of Satan, as a technical advisor. He also appeared in the movie as a Satanic Priest. History doesn’t record the details, but you can’t help thinking he must have been a tad disappointed to discover his terrible deity looks like Ernest Borgnine with plastic horns glued to his head.

Stanley Tucci

Monkey Shines (1988)

Everyone is good at something, and Stanley Tucci is very good at playing smug, arrogant assholes. He was a smug arrogant asshole dentist in A Life Less Ordinary. He was a smug arrogant asshole geologist in The Core. He was a smug arrogant asshole political advisor in Maid in Manhattan. And he was even a smug arrogant asshole airport security manager in The Terminal.

Of course, he’s also one of the finest character actors around, and probably a simply super fellow in real life, but on screen he’s pretty much cornered the market in punchable pomposity.

Why, just rewind all the way back to the start of his career and look at his first major movie role in this oft-overlooked George Romero horror, where he plays – gasp! – a smug arrogant asshole surgeon. Obviously, that’s a surgeon who behaves like an asshole, not a surgeon who operates on...well, you know.

Our tale revolves around Allan Mann, an athletic young buck on the verge of completing his law degree who, following a slow motion encounter with the business end of a truck that is far funnier than it’s probably meant to be, ends up confined to a wheelchair, paralyzed from the neck down.

Dr. Wiseman (guess who) is the smug arrogant asshole who saves him from death but, medical ethics be damned, decides to swipe poor Allan’s girlfriend into the bargain - presumably reasoning that, as his patient’s penis is now surplus to requirements, he won’t be needing her anymore.

Understandably crestfallen at the rather sour turn his life has taken, Allan attempts to kill himself by wheeling his head under a plastic bag. He’s rescued at the last minute by his best friend, Geoffrey, a speed-guzzling research scientist who spends an unhealthy amount of time injecting human brain juice into monkeys to make them smarter. Geoffrey needs a field test of his star pupil, a sparky capuchin monkey called Ella, and Allan clearly needs some help around the home as his live-in nurse is a shrewish battleaxe who lets her canary nest on her patient’s face.

The supersmart Ella is soon trained to look after Allan, combing his hair, fetching his books and giving him adorable hugs. A bond soon forms between man and monkey, but their symbiotic relationship swiftly goes from endearingly cute to downright creepy. The first sign that Ella is one banana short of a bunch comes when she murders the problematic canary, thus driving Allan’s human nurse out of the house. When Allan discovers that Dr. Wiseman might have overlooked a key detail which could have restored his limbs to working order, Allan’s repressed anger reaches boiling point. Bad move.

You see, Ella isn’t just a clever monkey. Oh no. Her steady diet of human brain bits has turned her into a telepathic super monkey – and she can read Allan’s mind. So it comes to pass that as Dr. Wiseman grunts away on top of Allan’s ex at a log cabin retreat, he’s visited by a tiny hairy assassin who sneaks inside and sets fire to the bed. Presumably using some sort of monkey-sized cigarette lighter.

Thus ends Stanley Tucci’s first notable movie role, burned to a crisp by a mind-reading monkey. Thankfully, the blaze helps Allan realize that his beloved helper is actually a psychic simian psycho, and thus the stage is set for the greatest (and, let’s face it, only) showdown in movie history between a suicidal quadriplegic and a psychotic monkey.

Need to know: The woman who trains Ella to look after Allan was played by Kate McNeil. She was also the star of The House on Sorority Row, the debut feature by Mark Rosman, who went on to direct the killer robot calamity, Evolver (see: William H. Macy). Allan’s heartless ex-girlfriend, burned to death along with Stanley Tucci, was played by Janine Turner, an actress who flirted with fame in the early Nineties as the star of Northern Exposure and the Stallone thriller, Cliffhanger.
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From Karl Urban to Karl Urban




Karl Urban

The Truth about Demons (2000)

It took a 2002 jaunt to Middle-earth as Rohirrim warrior Eomer in The Lord of the Rings to put New Zealand actor Karl Urban on the map, and he was quick to capitalise on the attention, following Return of the King with The Chronicles of Riddick, The Bourne Supremacy and eventually the plum role of Dr “Bones” McCoy in the rebooted Star Trek saga.

But just before all this opportunity came a-knocking, he headlined this florid supernatural horror which leaves no overwrought Goth cliché unused.

Urban stars as Harry Ballard, an anthropologist whose elder brother, Richard, committed suicide after becoming involved with a “black lodge”. That’s a fancy pants name for a satanic cult, by the way, not some urban offshoot of the Elk Order. Harry now dedicates his spare time to debunking the world of black magic, and one of his demon-dissing magazine articles attracts the ire of one Le Valliant, a bald-headed, long-fingernailed, goatee-wearing sorcerer who clearly has no qualms about embracing stereotypes. Le Valliant plans to claim Harry’s soul, as the soul of an equal can be traded with the forces of Hell for extra special bonus features, such as super-duper magic powers, eternal life and 10% off at Gothic Bob’s World of Leather.

Together with his hilariously camp disciples – all studded vests, hair dye, tattoos, chains and piercings – Le Valliant begins to systematically destroy Harry’s life and sanity, starting by kidnapping him, injecting him with heroin and then crucifying his girlfriend, leaving a bloody message on the wall that makes Harry the prime suspect in her demise.

On the run, Harry finds that those close to him are bumped off should they try and help him (though, admittedly, this only extends as far as the one other friend he seems to have – a stoned research student) and his only ally is Benny, a typical kooky-sexy Goth chick who escaped from Le Valliant’s clutches once before. Forced to abandon his skeptical ways, Harry tries to find a way to fight back against the infernal menace before it’s too late.

Ludicrously gory and loaded with histrionic purple prose (“What are memories but ghosts walking the hallways of your mind?”) The Truth About Demons is the sort of movie you’d get if you gave a camera to that girl at the back of poetry club with the henna in her hair and the self-consciously dog-eared copy of Dante’s Inferno forever poking out of her biro-scrawled backpack.

Urban himself stumbles through the picture with a pinch-faced scowl of angry confusion perpetually etched on his face, which is understandable given that not one, but two scenes require him to act with a mouthful of live cockroaches.

There’s one brief flicker of respite, when it’s discovered that Harry’s girlfriend is actually still alive, and she breaks down sobbing at his ranting and raving. She reveals that he’s been addicted to drugs ever since his brother’s death and she’s been trying to talk him out of this bad trip for days. Could it be that all this horror is a metaphor for the emotional hell of loss and addiction? Don’t be silly – that might be interesting. Instead it takes a mere two minutes for the movie to stomp all over that idea, and reassure us that the girlfriend is indeed in league with Lucifer and the cheap CGI demons are tediously literal and real.

[image: 436_img01.jpg]

It ends with Harry finding Le Valliant not through any detective work of his own but thanks to unconscious dream advice from his dead brother. Interrupting the dark ritual already in progress, Harry pulls open his own ribcage to reclaim his still-beating heart from Le Valliant, at which point skeletal creatures descend on the failed sorcerer and tear him limb from limb.

We leave Harry in an asylum, along with Benny, where we’re treated to one last utterly pointless plot twist: he now has the power to reanimate dead wasps. “It tells ancient stories”, he whispers, holding a resuscitated insect up to Benny’s ear, “And sings beautiful songs of love.”

“Oh, shut up”, sighs the audience. “It’s just a wasp.”

Need to know: Originally released under the even more pretentious title of The Irrefutable Truth About Demons, the movie owes a heavy debt to the 1957 Jacques Tourneur classic, Night of the Demon, itself based on the M.R. James story, Casting The Runes. All share the basic concept of an arrogant skeptic confronted with supernatural horror after pissing off a powerful magician, though only The Truth About Demons has the decency to include a scene in which the hero is chased under the floorboards of a warehouse by a pot-bellied chainsaw-wielding bondage geek.
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From Lee Van Cleef to Arnold Vosloo




Lee Van Cleef

It Conquered the World (1956)

With his chiselled features and surly demeanor, Lee Van Cleef worked for most of his career in the western genre with only a few diversions into more action-oriented offerings, such as Escape From New York, in his later years. Unlike most jobbing actors in the Fifties and Sixties, he rarely appeared in the numerous sci-fi movies which capitalised on the post-war fascination with technology and outer space. This hilariously quaint Roger Corman offering was therefore one of Van Cleef’s only forays into the realms of alien invasion, and the contrast between his grizzled face and the sheer silliness of the story makes for a very entertaining ride.

Van Cleef stars as Dr Tom Anderson, one of those vaguely defined 1950s movie scientists and close friend of fellow boffin, Dr. Paul Nelson (Peter Graves, of Mission Impossible and Airplane infamy). Nelson is troubled by the fact that his space probes keep going missing once they leave Earth’s atmosphere, but Anderson has figured out the reason why – they’re being destroyed by aliens who want to keep mankind Earthbound.
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How does he know this? He’s been chatting with one of them, a Venusian creature named Beluah, via a radio set-up in his house. This is what nerds did before internet chatrooms were invented, it seems. Beluah convinces Anderson that he could bring peace to our planet, if only the human race would stop thinking for itself and just do as he says. Anderson doesn’t spot the crude metaphor for evil communism lurking in Beluah’s worldview, and vows to help make it a reality.

Nelson sends up another probe, which sure enough goes AWOL like the others. Unlike the others, this one hurtles back to Earth with a stowaway – Beluah. Taking up residence in a cave outside of town, the alien then proceeds to take over the minds of key citizens, as designated by Anderson. This is achieved by sending out flying rubbery manta-rays which latch onto their victims and brainwash them. Not the most efficient method, but it offers the chance for some ropey special effects during the interminably talky middle act, so let’s not split hairs.

The sheriff falls to Beluah’s power, and when the editor of the local newspaper won’t play along, he shoots him dead in yet another subtle indictment of communist ideology. Nelson witnesses this murder and gently rebukes the sheriff for his troubling switch from lawman to killer. “I’ve known you for years and you just shot that man in cold blood”, he scolds in a disgruntled tone that suggests murder is a social faux pas on a par with littering.

Things get worse though, as Nelson’s wife (Beverley Garland) has also been taken over and tries to seduce him to Beluah’s way of thinking. Nelson’s too much of a red-blooded American to sell out to some commie brainslave though, and after a few seconds deliberation he shoots his wife dead and sets off to confront Anderson about his traitorous ways.

Anderson’s not faring much better. His wife has gone to confront Beluah in its cave, and it’s through her that we get our first glimpse of the fiendish beast causing all this mayhem – a laughably squat cone-shaped critter with lobster claws and a grumpy rubber face. Beluah makes short work of Anderson’s wife, and this finally helps the dim-witted scientist realize that the Venusian utopia is a thinly-disguised allegory for the communist menace. Or at the very least it makes him hopping mad, and he grapples with Beluah – melting its eyes with a blowtorch at the same time as the life is crushed out of him by the creature’s pincers.

Exit Lee Van Cleef and enter Peter Graves to deliver the movie’s final ham-fisted Don’t Listen To Commies speech. “When men seek such perfection they find only death... fire... loss... disillusionment...” he intones solemnly. The same goes for malevolent space turnips, evidently.

Need to know: It must be noted that far from conquering the world Beluah barely manages to conquer one small town, but such hyperbolic exaggeration was commonplace in the Fifties B-movie genre - the star of The Beast With A Million Eyes was famously invisible, after all.

The lovably crap design of Beluah was actually the second attempt at creating a menacing foe for the film – the original design was so short that Beverly Garland simply kicked it over. It Conquered the World also allegedly inspired Frank Zappa to write the song “Cheepnis”, which begins with a spoken word description of Beluah – “sort of like an inverted ice-cream cone with teeth around the bottom” - and includes the immortal refrain “Got a great big slimey thing, got a great big hairy thing, got a great big poodle thing.”

Honorable mention: Van Cleef also appeared as an army corporal in The Beast From 20,000 Fathoms, but as that movie featured a great Ray Harryhausen monster and helped to inspire Godzilla, it gets a free pass.

Arnold Vosloo

See: Oliver Reed
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From Christopher Walken to Elijah Wood




Christopher Walken

The Sentinel (1977)

Walken has one of those remarkable careers that has allowed him to reap Oscar glory (Best Actor for The Deer Hunter, nominated for Best Supporting Actor for Spielberg’s Catch Me If You Can) while appearing in an often bewildering parade of bizarre or just plain bad movies, his schizophrenic choices seemingly having no ill effect on his job prospects. Of course, nobody plays Christopher Walken quite like Christopher Walken, so it’s fair to say he’s always going to have something of a monopoly in his field.

But how, you ask, can you find a film among the likes of Kangaroo Jack, Gigli and The Country Bears that’s strange enough to stand out from such illustrious company? Simple. You head back to the 1970s, and this religious horror show from bad taste legend Michael Winner.

Alison Parker (Cristina Raines) is a model. She’s happy, pretty and in a long term relationship with suave lawyer Michael Lerman (Chris Sarandon). He wants to get married, but she’s not so sure. For one thing, she used to be his mistress and when his first wife died in a mysterious fall from Brooklyn Bridge, the stress drove her to attempt suicide. And this wasn’t her first wrist encounter of the slashed kind. She tried to off herself as a teenager as well, after finding her spiteful father romping naked with two prostitutes. The girl’s got issues.

In order to find some space, she rents an apartment by herself – a lavishly furnished place in Brooklyn Heights that the realtor is suspiciously eager for her to take. From the upstairs window stares one of the building’s other occupants – a reclusive blind priest. If Alison was aware she was in a 1970s horror film, this fact alone would set off alarm bells, but she isn’t, and so she moves into the clearly-evil apartment building with a skip and a jump.

Sure enough, weird things start happening. First of all, her neighbours are of the strange and creepy Rosemary’s Baby variety. The camp and sinister Charles Chazen (Burgess Meredith) keeps popping round uninvited, accompanied by his cat and canary. Two German ballet-dancing lesbian sisters live downstairs. While Alison is visiting them, the mute younger sister (Beverley D’Angelo) openly masturbates in front of her while the other one makes coffee. Chazen throws a birthday party. For his cat. There’s also some polka music involved. Something sinister is clearly going on.

When she mentions these unusual neighbors to the realtor, the weird gauge flies off the scale – there are no neighbors. The only other tenant is the blind priest. All the other apartments are empty, and covered in dust. Naturally, the clanking noises from upstairs now take on a more terrifying aspect, and while investigating one night, clutching her mandatory “wandering around spooky house” kitchen knife tightly, Alison finds herself faced with the reanimated corpse of her dead father. So she stabs him in the chest, gouges out his eye, slices off his nose and then runs screaming into the streets soaked in blood.
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Cue the cops, represented by Detective Gatz (western legend Eli Wallach) and his gum-chewing deputy, Detective Rizzo, played by a freakishly pale and young Christopher Walken. The two detectives check out the names of the imaginary tenants, as well as the guests at Chazen’s party, and discover that they were all executed killers. “She went...to a...party? With eight...dead murderers?” spits Walken in his famous deadpan staccato style. Considering how iconic Walken’s voice is, it’s a shame that this is one of his only lines in the movie, and for the rest of the time he’s required to do little more than hang around behind Wallach and look vaguely reptilian.

Of course, as movie cops in a horror film, Gatz and Rizzo prove about as useful as an inflatable dartboard. It’s up to Michael Lerman to discover the truth – that the apartment building is one of the entrances to Hell, and the blind priest is the last in a long line of attempted suicides that have been groomed by the church and manipulated into guarding the portal. The only way the forces of evil can open the entrance is if the next person marked to be a sentinel can be made to kill themselves before they take up their destiny – hence the infernal mind-buggering interventions, and presumably the polka music.

Sadly, Lerman fails in his last minute dash to save his beloved. He ends up dead, his face devoured by the lesbian ballet dancers (now naked, just for fun) and the movie ends with a new couple being shown the remodelled building many years later. The only other tenant? A blind reclusive nun...

Need to know: The Sentinel is an absolute minefield of recognisable faces in impossibly tiny roles. Jeff Goldblum appears several times as a fashion photographer, Jerry Orbach plays a pissed-off TV director, while the realtor was played by Ava Gardner. Tom Berenger (see: Melanie Griffith) has a blink-and-you’ll-miss-him cameo as the potential tenant at the end. Our doomed heroic lead, Chris Sarandon, is of course the ex-husband of Susan Sarandon, and she retained his surname after they split. And just in case you were thinking that it all sounds rather tame for a Michael Winner film, the gleefully confrontational director used genuinely deformed and mentally ill people to shamble around the apartment building, representing the mangled and misshapen inhabitants of Hell for the grotesque climax. For more equally tasteful Winner outings, see: Jeff Goldblum, Rufus Sewell

Honorable mention: Another early Walken oddity worth seeking out is the 1972 thriller The Mind Snatchers, also released as The Happiness Cage or The Demon Within. Despite the lurid titles, the movie is actually a quiet character piece, with Walken giving a magnetic performance as a hot-headed US Army private sent to Joss Ackland’s secret hospital to have his brain rewired. A dialogue-driven slice of dystopian sci-fi, it plays like One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest by way of A Clockwork Orange, and is a great showcase of the young Walken’s talent. Also worthy of note is The Prophecy (see: Viggo Mortensen), the religious horror trilogy in which Walken plays a psychotic archangel Gabriel. Walken stars in all three movies, though only the first deserves your time.

Paul Walker

Monster In The Closet (1987)

A blond sorority girl is dragged screaming into her closet by some unseen foe. A blind man searching for his guide dog fails to notice its corpse hanging from the closet door, and also falls foul of the mysterious creature. A little girl playing hide and seek is the next to be yanked into her closet by forces unknown. And that’s just the first three minutes of the movie.

Just in case you haven’t grasped the concept yet, the title spells it out for you: there’s a monster in the closet.

Richard Clark is a wannabe reporter, with a job on a newspaper handed to him thanks to his uncle, the owner. He’s stuck doing obituaries but wants a shot at the big time. Sick of this nepotistic schmuck, the paper’s ace reporter hands Richard a three-week old clipping of the closet killings and tells him it’s a hot lead.

Eager Richard heads off to Chestnut Falls, where the deaths occurred, and goes to see the sheriff. In the police waiting room he meets a nerdy kid, nicknamed Professor, who is there with his mother, Diane. She’s a biology teacher at the local college who has some ideas about what might be chomping on the townsfolk.
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With his slicked-down side parting, enormous round glasses, buttoned-up shirt and feeble frame, Professor makes for a comical sight. And who’s playing this weedy uber-geek? That would be a 14-year-old Paul Walker, looking quite different to the chiselled hunk who would later headline such pop blockbuster fare as The Fast and the Furious.

As his name suggests, Professor is a mini-boffin, and when we first meet him he’s busy recording as many sounds as possible to use on his energy amplification device. Having bonded with the child prodigy, Richard ends up invited back to dinner – where Diane takes quite a shine to him – but the evening is interrupted by screams from across the street. The monster has struck again. The cops surround the house and, sure enough, out comes the creature in question. It looks, to be completely honest, like a poo with teeth. Worse, its gaping maw contains a second head which resembles a long, pink, shiny penis. The poo-monster turns out to be impervious to bullets, kills the sheriff with its penis-tongue and simply stomps off into the night.

This encounter soon escalates into a national emergency, with the Army advising everyone to padlock their closets while they cordon off the area. Quite how yellow tape barriers are supposed to stop a beast that can pop in and out of closets at will is, you guessed it, never discussed.

After a few more futile encounters with the monster even the Army throw in the towel and the town is evacuated – except for Richard, Professor and Diane. They plan to electrocute the monster, because Diane has done some tests on one of its claws and discovered that “it’s made of electrons”, which at least proves why she teaches biology and not physics. This plan fails dismally, but Professor steps in to save the day with his home-made gizmo, which now fires a red laser beam.

Sadly, even this fails to work and the trio brace themselves for the end. Except...the monster is transfixed by Richard. Clearly the monster is “in the closet” in more ways than one, and the love struck beast scoops up the startled reporter and retreats into the darkness once again.

It’s then that Professor has another teenage brainwave – destroy all closets! The word goes out with dubious haste, and soon everyone across the world is smashing up their storage space. With nowhere left to hide and recharge its power, the beast – still clutching its beloved Richard – begins to weaken. One closet remains – in the TransAmerica building in San Francisco – but the monster can’t fit inside with Richard in tow. Rather than leave him behind, it walks out into the street and dies. The lack of closets has defeated the menace at last. “Not the closets”, intones a clergyman, looking at Richard still trapped under the prone creature. “Twas beauty killed the beast.”

As that final line (cribbed none too subtly from King Kong) suggests, Monster In The Closet doesn’t take itself entirely seriously. Thankfully, unlike most attempts to mix horror and hilarity, it avoids the usual pitfalls of over the top slapstick and shrill wackiness, and instead opts for a deadpan silliness which calls to mind a monster movie version of Airplane. Walker plays the world saving geeky kid with gusto, and you certainly won’t recognize him as the bronzed Hollywood himbo currently setting female hearts a-flutter.

Need to know: The editor of Monster In The Closet was Raja Gosnell, who would go on to a directorial career which inflicted the live action Scooby Doo and Smurfs movies on the world. The man inside the brown poo monster suit was Kevin Peter Hall, the 7’2” actor who also played the Predator and the titular monster of Bigfoot and the Hendersons, both also released in 1987. Two years earlier, in 1985, he starred in the short-lived 1980s superhero show Misfits of Science (see: Courtney Cox), before that he was another alien hunter in Without Warning (see: David Caruso) and in 1988 he appeared in Big Top Pee Wee (see: Benicio Del Toro).

Honorable mention: 1987 also saw the young Paul Walker co-star in Programmed To Kill (aka The Retaliator), a sci-fi yarn about a sexy female Middle Eastern terrorist who gets rebuilt by the CIA as a cyborg double agent.

Denzel Washington

See: Russell Crowe

Naomi Watts

Children of the Corn IV: The Gathering (1996)

Though it required a large CGI primate to push her into true celebrity status, Naomi Watts has been a growing presence on the Hollywood radar for several years thanks to the success of the US remake of the Japanese horror The Ring, and sterling work in meaty dramas such as David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive and the Sean Penn/Benicio Del Toro angst marathon, 21 Grams.

But, like so many before her, she paid her dues as yet another famous face in the seemingly endless series of sequels to Stephen King’s original killer corn story.

Watts stars as Grace Rhodes, a small town girl whose ambitions of big city medicine are derailed by her mother’s deteriorating mental state. Summoned home to look after her mum (played by scary-faced genre stalwart Karen Black), who is now suffering from paranoid delusions about the local kids and refusing to leave the house, Grace also has to deal with her unruly younger brother who is an inch away from juvenile delinquency and her wide-eyed baby sister.

She takes up her old job at the local medical centre with the avuncular Doc Larson – and not a moment too soon, as the town’s children all come down with a mysterious virus that seems to change the DNA structure of their blood. They go from happy-go-lucky youngsters to eerie psychos, taking olde worlde names and polishing off the grown ups in a variety of grisly ways. There’s the usual expositional chatter about Josiah, a boy with supernatural powers who never grew old, and who was killed by the townsfolk years previous. Through the now-possessed kids, he’s coming back to life – and he’s chosen Grace’s little sister as the vessel through which his resurrection will be completed.
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Much like Children of the Corn III (see: Charlize Theron), and Children of the Corn V (see: Eva Mendes) this fourth entry papers over its numerous and sizeable logic gaps with ample doses of extravagant gore. Curiously, the plot actually has nothing to do with corn and the only real connection with the other films is the title and the broad concept of youngsters murdering adults.

Like so many good actresses lumbered with dumb roles in shitty horror films, Watts makes the best of her paper thin character, sinks her teeth into the family drama scenes and tries her best to deal with the gloopier horror aspects. Unfortunately, the movie is slow and dull, with an anti-climactic conclusion that reeks of a slashed budget. In fact, the most fantastical element of the whole thing is the idea that the alarming visage of Karen Black could have ever produced the delicate loveliness of Ms Watts.

Honorable mentions: Watts also starred in the unfortunately titled horror flick, The Shaft, in which she played a crusading journalist investigating a series of murders carried out by...wait for it...a psychotic elevator in a New York office building. The alternate title, Down, was less risible but shortly before its planned release in September 2001 real world events conspired to make tales of terror in New York skyscrapers less than marketable and it vanished into the mire of direct-to-video clag where it surely belonged. Watts also had a small role in the flop Tank Girl movie, based on the cult British comic strip from Gorillaz co-creator Jamie Hewlett, in which she played the shy Jet Girl.

John Wayne

Haunted Gold (1932)

Although his first screen appearance came in 1926, it wasn’t until the early 1930s that The Duke began to earn speaking roles. Even once he was working as a leading man, it wasn’t unusual for him to appear as an uncredited extra in other movies – such was the treadmill of the old studio system.

Wayne spent most of these early years playing either cowboys or football stars, but a notable oddity in his nascent career is Haunted Gold, an oddball horror-western-comedy which not only plays like a prototype for Scooby Doo but is outrageously racist to boot.

Wayne plays John Mason, a typically square-jawed western hero who arrives in a derelict town to claim his father’s share of an abandoned gold mine. He’s accompanied by his trusty steed, Duke the Miracle Horse, and his – ahem – companion, Clarence Washington Brown.

The film is predictably coy about the relationship between Wayne and his black sidekick, gingerly skirting around the “slave” word, but let’s not pretend that political correctness was high on the agenda. Quite apart from Clarence’s bug-eyed shucking and jiving, he’s referred to over the course of the film by the villains as “boy”, “smokey” and “darkie”, while they also mock his “watermelon accent”.
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Wayne himself is a lot more diversity-aware. He’s gracious enough to describe Clarence as “sort of a Man Friday”, even going so far as allowing his negro friend to sleep in a derelict shack across the street from the nice white folk. In return, Clarence is unfailing loyal to the man he calls boss (or, on one occasion, “Massa John”), suffering numerous Jar Jar Binks slapstick indignities such as shovels to the face or bone-jarring falls down mineshafts. Oh, those crazy colored folk!

Also in town with designs on the goldmine is Joe Ryan, an outlaw who inherited his half of the deed from his equally criminally minded daddy. The rightful owner of Ryan’s share is Janet Carter and, you guessed it, she’s in town as well. They’ve all been summoned by a mysterious anonymous note – and word soon gets around that the mine is protected by a vengeful spirit known only by the rather unimaginative title of The Phantom.

Anyone with a passing knowledge of the typical Scooby Doo plot should already be able to work out not only what the Phantom wants, but who lurks under his hood. To its credit, the movie manages to keep the secret for almost half an hour before revealing the obvious truth in a scene which positively fizzles with dramatic inertia. Once the tediously human identity of the Phantom has been unearthed, things revert to western cliché – Wayne gallops to the rescue, punches the bad guys, rides into the sunset with his sweetheart.

Still, the movie makes a valiant effort to stir up some scares – from cartoon bats over the opening credits, to plentiful shots of spooky eyes peering out of secret passages, malevolent shadows creeping up walls and scurrying robed figures in dark corners. Clocking in at just under one hour, it’s a true product of Hollywood’s early “churn them out” ethos, sporting stiff acting, wobbling sets and plot holes galore.

Need to know: Haunted Gold was written by Adele Buffington, as were many early westerns. She turned out more than a hundred screenplays from 1926 to 1958, sometimes using the more gender ambiguous name Jess Bowers, or - on one occasion - the rather obvious pseudonym “Colt Remington”.

Many of the long distance horse riding shots in Haunted Gold were recycled from old silent movies starring Ken Maynard, an early western star who made a career out of playing lots and lots of cowboys called Ken. Movie trivia buffs should also keep their eyes peeled for a familiar statue during the scene in which Joe Ryan sneaks up on Janet as she plays the organ – one of the props used in the scene was recycled by Warner Bros and became the Maltese Falcon in the seminal Bogart noir.

Meanwhile, the toe-curling role of Clarence was played by Blue Washington who followed Haunted Gold with one of the most famous movies of all time – he was one of the native warriors in the original King Kong. Other notable Washington roles include Nubian Slave, Shantytown Man, Native Bearer, Convict Playing Guitar and – somewhat inevitably – Sambo.

Honorable mention: Another curious early Wayne appearance, which required considerably less exertion, came in 1931’s The Deceiver. In this murder mystery, Hollywood’s most legendary tough guy gets to take it easy – he spends all his screentime lying face down as a corpse.

Rachel Weisz

Death Machine (1995)

If there’s one lesson we can all take to heart from previous entries in this book, it’s that when corrupt government agencies or amoral corporations attempt to create the ultimate soldier, mayhem and bloodletting is always – yes, always – the end result.

But try telling that to the arms-dealing Chaank Corporation. In this cult sci-fi horror, its greedy executives are ploughing ahead with research into the “Hard Man Project”, despite uproar at their deadly trade and numerous public failures. In the opening scene, a rather pathetic RoboCop styled warrior is found terrorising a woman, and repeatedly pounding the walls with his fists. Luckily, his brain overloads and he falls down dead. Not quite the pinnacle of combat perfection the board of directors was hoping for.

However, Hayden Cale, the new CEO of the company (who also happens to be a willful and sexy woman) is somehow unaware of these insane experiments. When she discovers that the protesting crowds outside might have a point, she puts an end to all dubious research and demands that Chaank’s resident mad genius – a psychopathic inventor by the name of Jack Dante – is removed from the payroll.

We’ve already discussed The Henriksen Principle, in which the presence of Lance Henriksen guarantees such experiments will go gruesomely awry (see: Giovanni Ribisi, Ally Sheedy) but, contrary to the laws of the B-movie cosmos, Jack Dante isn’t played by Lance Henriksen. He’s played instead by wild-eyed genre legend Brad Dourif (see: Angela Bassett, Tommy Lee Jones), which is possibly even worse.

Indeed, it’s not long before the clearly-insane Dante releases his “death machine” from its vault to deal with the pesky executives getting in the way of his mania – an act of foolhardy revenge which happens to coincide with a nocturnal robbery by three cyber-punk rebels. Bursting through walls, and sporting a Hi Score on its digital viewpoint, the machine itself looks a lot like what you might get if The Terminator, the Queen Alien and Jaws did the three-way nasty and somehow spawned a kid – all gleaming chrome, hydraulic limbs and a large mouth of savage metal fangs.

As you’ve probably guessed, lots of people get torn to shreds.

But for our star-spotting needs, we need to skip back almost to the beginning of the movie. Following the board meeting during which Cale insists that Chaank needs to clean up its act, she’s approached by someone the credits refer to simply as “Junior Executive”. It’s Rachel Weisz, future star of The Mummy and The Fountain, and – sporting a pierced eyebrow – she not only draws our attention to the biometric scanner in Cale’s wrist (and, yes, that proves useful later on) but suggests that Cale should take a closer look at some of those hushed-up accident reports.
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The reports lead Cale to the rather incongruous conclusion that a metal shark is attacking people in a skyscraper and so, in just a few fleeting seconds of screentime in her movie debut, Rachel Weisz has successfully delivered all the exposition needed for the slaughter to follow. Thanks, Rachel!

Need to know: Death Machine was the directorial debut of special effects man Stephen Norrington. With monster and make-up credits on movies like Aliens, Alien 3, Waxwork II (see: Martin Kemp) and Split Second (see: Pete Postlethwaite), Norrington followed the reasonably witty Death Machine by taking the director’s chair for the Wesley Snipes vamp-hunting hit Blade. He also directed The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen, an experience so frustrating that Norrington subsequently retired from directing and went back to FX work, sculpting creatures for the Exorcist prequel and the Project Greenlight horror flick, Feast.

Norrington’s script for Death Machine isn’t exactly subtle when it comes to tipping its hat towards his influences. Jack Dante is named after director Joe Dante (Gremlins), while the cast list also boasts characters named John Carpenter, Sam Raimi and – most painful of all – Scott Ridley. We should probably be thankful that Spiel Stevenberg doesn’t appear.

Orson Welles

The Witching (1972)

As one of the biggest legends (and waistlines) in Hollywood, you’d think that the man who wrote, directed and starred in Citizen Kane – widely regarded as the Greatest Movie Ever Made – all before his 25th birthday would have a blemish-free rap sheet when it comes to cinematic crap.

Sadly not. While movies like Citizen Kane and Touch of Evil now regularly top polls around the world, at the time they were commercial flops and, as a result, Welles’ never stopped taking on voiceover work and other acting jobs. Having said that, seeing him in an incomprehensible witchcraft flick from the same director as The Amazing Colossal Man and Empire of the Ants (see: Joan Collins) is still something of a shock.

In this laughably inept movie, Welles plays Mr. Cato, the Satan worshipping patriarch of the town of Lilith. It’s a peculiar town – and not just because it takes its name from a female demon with a taste for killing children. Everyone in Lilith is a Satanist, and Mr. Cato is the only person aged over 30. For reasons that soon become apparent, Cato needs the help of Lori Brandon, a young woman who once revived her friend from drowning by wishing her back to the land of the living.

So it is that he makes Lori’s husband, Frank, a lucrative job offer and lures the pair to Lilith. On the way there, Lori and Frank are almost involved in a head-on collision which sends the other car tumbling over a cliff, exploding into flames. Wandering down to inspect the wreckage – as you do – Lori finds a crude rag doll lying near the car. Continuing their journey, apparently unaffected by the fatal accident and not required by the police for any sort of statement, Lori makes an exciting discovery. “Guess what I found in the pocket of this doll!” she gushes, “Fingernails!”

Once in Lilith, Mr. Cato doesn’t bother masking his intentions. He’s Orson Welles. He’s got more important things to do. “Do you believe in the Dark Arts?” he asks the pair almost as soon as they arrive, and then hands Lori a copy of the Grand Grimoire, a sort of Satan For Dummies handbook. Amazingly, this introduction doesn’t send the Brandon’s fleeing into the night.
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Sure, Lori seems mildly unhappy that she’s been moved to a town full of witches, but Frank seems quite pleased. His job (working in “advertising” at Cato’s unseen and unexplained toy factory) is rather good and the neighbours keep inviting them to parties where there’s fondue, tarot reading and naked women with whips. Of course, this being the 1970s, it’s entirely possible that nude whipping has nothing to do with witchcraft and is just the latest suburban fad, like macramé.

Lori learns that the car they nearly hit on the way to town belonged to a former resident who became pregnant and had to flee. Still the penny refuses to drop and Lori grumbles and mopes, but keeps on hanging around the Evil Witchcraft Town of Death. Back from the buffet table, Mr. Cato explains to Lori what he needs her to do: perform the necromancy ritual, and bring his son back from the dead. The other witches are keen for this to happen as well, because once he gets his son back Cato will allow everyone to have sex again – and all this naked whipping is making them really horny. The downside is that the ritual will involve Lori taking Cato’s son’s place in the grave. Hmm. Quite the quandary.

Astonishingly, Lori still doesn’t flee as fast as her mini-skirted legs will carry her. In fact, she strolls down to the river, finds yet another dead woman and then – apparently unable to think of anything else to do – she casually wanders back into the house where the ritual to make her a full-fledged witch will take place. She puts up precisely zero struggle as Cato’s coven strips her naked (yes, there’s a lot of naked in this film), dresses her in black robes and hands her a ceremonial knife. Only then does she realize that this sort of get together always ends in tears, and she promptly stabs a man wearing what is supposed to be a Satanic goat mask, but looks more like the top half of a pantomime cow. Oops! It’s her dopey old husband, Frank, and she’s just gutted him.

Utter confusion follows as the movie throws what little common sense it has out of the window in the race to the finish, with Lori magically appearing back at her house and dressed in completely different clothes. She makes a rag doll of herself and then stabs it with the knife. She dies. Then wakes up on a hillside, where Cato’s son is being dug up. Cato mumbles some Satanic bullshit, and his son goes from withered husk to a real live boy. Then the assorted minions bundle the screaming Lori in the coffin and drop her in the ground. And, praise be, that’s the confusing-as-hell end of the matter.

A nonsensical patchwork of choppy edits, stupid characters and mind-numbing plot developments, at least The Witching only lasts for 80 minutes, proof that even Satan can show mercy.

Despite his top billing, Orson Welles appears only sporadically throughout the film, leaving most of the running time to the agonising amateur dramatic stylings of Lori’s half-assed struggle to not be sacrificed. Apart from Welles, absolutely everyone in the film is completely terrible, and the movie legend can barely keep a straight face during some of his more florid speeches. Even so, his unmistakable rumbling delivery is almost enough to make the ludicrous mumbo jumbo sound believable. What a pro.

Need to know: The Witching, a movie that labours under the misconception that “witch” is a verb, has gone by many names over the years. Originally released in 1972 under the title Necromancy, it’s also been called A Life For A Life, The Toy Factory and – after the success of a certain Roman Polanksi thriller with vaguely similar themes - Rosemary’s Disciples. It was only when the film was reissued in 1983 with added full-frontal nudity that it became The Witching. For more fun with the Grand Grimoire, see: Richard E. Grant. And for yet more 1970s Satanic silliness, see: Tom Selleck, John Travolta.

Honorable mentions: Ever the mischievous scamp, you can also find Orson Welles hamming it up in The Muppet Movie, in which he plays the stern theatrical agent Kermit so desperately wants to impress, and as the voice of Unicron, an appropriately planet-sized godlike robot in Transformers: The Movie. Welles’ iconic voice was also a familiar element of many movie trailers over the years, including the narration on the very first Star Wars trailer.

Michelle Williams

Species (1995)

It took a heartbreaking performance in Ang Lee’s Brokeback Mountain to finally make Michelle Williams more than just “the blonde one from Dawson’s Creek” in the eyes of the general public, but before she even set foot in that angsty Massachusetts backwater she’d got the ball rolling in this infamously sleazy studio horror.

Williams played the young Sil, a girl bred from hybrid alien DNA by Ben Kingsley’s mad scientist. All it takes is one bad dream – and a weird knobbly spine – for Kingsley to order his young test subject gassed. Sil has other ideas, however, and promptly escapes from a maximum security stockade to the Los Angeles underground where she survives as a soldier of fortune.

No, wait. That’s The A-Team. Young Sil hops aboard a train, mangles a hobo, steals some luggage, jumps on another train, eats a banana and then sprouts tentacles from her face. It’s this last activity that finally prompts the 15-year-old Michelle Williams’ only line in the movie – “Oh God!” – and then she’s covered up in a slimy cocoon. When she emerges she’s magically transformed into a naked Natasha Henstridge, who proceeds to spend the rest of the movie trying to spread her alien genetic code by screwing every vaguely healthy male she finds.

Need to know: Once Sil’s naked adult form embarks on her sexy killing spree, she’s hunted down by an all-star team made up of Michael Madsen (back when he could still star in theatrically released movies), Forest Whitaker (as a weepy empathic psychic), Alfred Molina (as a nerdy British anthropologist) and CSI’s Marg Helgenberger. Along with Kingsley, any one of these actors could justify an entry in this book for appearing in such a cheesy, sleazy nudie horror flick, but they clearly knew what they were getting themselves into.

Species was directed by Roger Donaldson, who previously helmed the Tom Cruise hit Cocktail, and went on to direct volcano disaster flick Dante’s Peak and the Al Pacino spy thriller The Recruit.

Natasha Henstridge returned for both Species II and Species III, but finally wised up and opted out of Species: The Awakening, which oozed onto DVD in 2007.

For another lab-reared, sex-crazed naked woman, see: Rock Hudson, or for a naked space vampire looking to spread her seed, see: Patrick Stewart.

Owen Wilson

Anaconda (1997)

Although this movie is technically far too recent and too high profile to sit comfortably alongside the likes of Night of the Lepus (see: Janet Leigh) or Tentacles (see: John Huston), it’s certainly stupid enough to qualify – especially as most people forget that the monster snake’s first victim is current comedy megastar, Owen Wilson.

The butterscotch stallion plays Gary, the sound recordist for a small team of documentary makers heading up the Amazon to film a fabled lost tribe. Bear in mind that this documentary crew features scowling rapper Ice Cube as its cinematographer and Jennifer Lopez as the director, so it’s clear that realism was never really an issue here. They rescue a barking mad snake hunter (played by a barking mad Jon Voight) from his sinking ship, and are promptly coerced, bullied and finally forced at gunpoint to help him track and catch the monster serpent of the title.

Owen’s perpetually horny character is the first of the crew to realize that, actually, giant snake hunting might be both more fun and more profitable than farting around with lost tribes and is thus the first to fall prey to the anaconda. Yanked off the boat and into the water, being swallowed alive just isn’t punishment enough for going against the wishes of Cube and Lopez, so we’re treated to a CGI enhanced view of his screaming face bulging through the distended belly of the beast as it spirits him away under the water. Of course, Jon Voight also gets swallowed later, but is then vomited back up again, partially digested, so Owen gets off rather lightly, all things considered.
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Honorable mention: Wilson also suffers the indignity of playing another sex-obsessed buffoon who is the first to die in the absolutely terrible 1999 remake of the classic ghost story The Haunting. His head gets knocked off by a giant lion-shaped pendulum, which achieves the remarkable feat of being an even more stupid and random demise than being digested by a computer-generated snake.

Shelley Winters

See: John Huston

Elijah Wood

The Good Son (1993)

Mark Evans, played with typical wide-eyed naivete by an adorably small Elijah Wood, is not having a good time of it. A mere 10-years-old, no sooner has he lost his mother to cancer than his father (David Morse) announces that he has to fly to Japan on business for two weeks. While daddy jets around the globe, Mark will stay with his Aunt Susan and Uncle Wallace in Maine – where they hope that some time playing with their young son, Henry, will help the traumatised youngster to come to terms with his bereavement trauma.

There are two flaws in this plan. First is that Susan and Wallace are nursing a throbbing lump of grief themselves – their youngest son, Richard, recently drowned in the bathtub. Second is that Henry is played by briefly-popular child irritant Macauley Culkin and, worse, he’s eeeeevil.

Yes, The Good Son is the monumentally ill-advised psycho-horror that was supposed to catapult Culkin from slapstick superstar into the world of proper grown-up acting. Unfortunately, while Culkin’s insipid pallor and cold doll-like eyes were actually perfectly suited to the portrayal of remorseless malevolence, the movie itself is an absolute farce of overboiled melodrama and laughable contrivances, made all the more glaring by having the protagonists as spunky pre-pubescents. And poor Elijah Wood gets dragged along for the ride.
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At first Henry seems like your typical precocious brat – he smokes, breaks windows and picks on his little sister. All the while, he maintains an angelic countenance around adults, so they never suspect his wilder inclinations. After only a few days of rambunctious play with Mark, Henry graduates to more devious pranks, causing a ten car pile-up by dropping a human dummy off a bridge, and later shooting a neighbourhood dog with a home-made crossbow.

Remarkably, Mark still seems torn between viewing Henry as a serial killer-in-waiting or just a slightly rebellious pal. The fact that deliberately causing highway disasters isn’t normal behaviour doesn’t seem to cross his mind.

Thankfully, the plot nudges Mark towards a moment of clarity as Henry continues to escalate his mayhem, attempting to kill his sister by hurling her in the direction of perilously thin ice. Mark is finally convinced that the blond bastard is a full-blown psycho-loon but, of course, he must now convince the adults that the sweet-natured Henry is actually pure evil in child form. Do they believe him? What do you think?

Once again Mark’s salvation comes in the form of Henry’s alarming inability to scale back his carnage (and the movie’s need to thunder to the end credits in just over 80 minutes) and so, after only a few days of tepid psychological warfare, Henry all but confesses to drowning his brother and then tries to kill his mother by shoving her over a cliff. Mark intervenes just in time, but the two kids end up hanging over the precipice, with only poor Susan’s grip to keep them from plummeting to their doom. As she weighs up the pros and cons of her sadistic biological spawn and the enormous baby-blue saucer eyes of Elijah Wood, she makes the only sensible decision and drops Macauley Culkin to be smashed into jelly on the jagged rocks below.

This rather ludicrous and tasteless finale might actually carry some emotional heft if any attempt was made to explain just why Henry, with his loving family and idyllic rural childhood, suddenly becomes a murderous monster but as the movie is content to leave him as a random and inexplicable loon the whole affair has about as much depth as the bathwater in which Henry presumably dispatched his baby brother.

Need to know: The Good Son was based on a screenplay by Booker Prize winning author Ian McEwan, who promptly disowned the project when it became a Culkin vehicle and was reworked accordingly. In a rather creepy twist, the siblings that suffer at the hands of Henry’s bloodthirsty mania were played by Culkin’s real life brother and sister – though younger brother Rory only appears in a photograph as the deceased Richard. The risible conclusion to the movie prompted Roger Ebert to call it “unconvincing, contrived, meretricious and manipulative, all at once.” He went on to declare: “I don’t know when I’ve disliked the ending of a movie more.”

The Good Son was directed by Joseph Ruben, who also helmed the similarly themed family-in-peril shockers The Stepfather (written by Death Wish author Brian Garfield, see: Jeff Goldblum) and Sleeping with the Enemy, in which Julia Roberts battles her psychotic ex-husband. The Good Son was originally to have been directed by Michael Lehmann, who shot the cult Winona Ryder black comedy Heathers, but he also left the project after clashing with the influx of Culkins. The Good Son went straight to video in the UK, several years after its US debut, as it proved impossible to market following the real life James Bulger case in which two young boys abducted and murdered a toddler.
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From Renee Zellweger to Catherine Zeta Jones




Renee Zellweger

See: Matthew McConaughey

Catherine Zeta Jones

Les 1001 Nuits (1990)

The Welsh wonder woman burst into the public consciousness following her debut performance in the 1991 British TV series The Darling Buds of May, right? Well, technically, yes. That was when Catherine first began to ascend the ladder of celebrity. But it wasn’t her debut. No, her first screen work came the year before, in this saucy French fantasy film based on a veritable all-you-can-eat buffet of Arabian legends.

In the original story, a powerful Sheik wants many wives but can only marry one at a time. To get around this thorny problem, he humps them once and then has them executed so he can marry the next. Ruthless, but you can’t fault his initiative. His next conquest, Sheherazade, is a wily minx and she stays alive by regaling the sheik with wild stories for 1001 nights rather than consummate the relationship.

In this bawdy film update, with Zeta Jones as Sheherazade, things are spiced up a little as the comely lass recounts her adventures as she waits to be beheaded. As an ever-growing crowd of fervent admirers gathers around, we flip through flashback after flashback, discovering how Sheherazade went from feisty slave gal to enemy of the state.

The wacky comedy elements come with the introduction of Aladdin’s magic lamp and the Genie within, here renamed Jimmy Genius. In a twist that almost certainly wasn’t included in the original legends, the genie’s lamp is actually a portal to a well-furnished apartment in modern day London, where the magical being watches over Sheherazade on his television set. Should she require assistance, he simply leaps into the screen and is transported back to ancient Bagdhad.

Thanks to the continual help of this wish-granting ally, Sheherazade manages to elude the Sheik’s clutches in a multitude of different ways – all of them rather surreal and anachronistic. At various points, the Genie charges to the rescue using an airplane, a motorbike and a helicopter. At another point the Genie, Sheherazade and Sinbad flee from a storm-battered raft and retreat into the lamp’s lounge to watch the 1969 moon landing on video. Of course, it’s rather hard to figure out just why any of this is happening since the movie has never been available in English (Catherine’s vocals are dubbed) or even with English subtitles.
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It should also be mentioned that our 22-year-old star spends an enormous proportion of the running time either naked, nearly naked or about to be naked. The nudity is more in the spirit of saucy French farce than anything overtly sexual but the sight of Catherine losing her clothing as she parachutes into the lap of Sinbad, or emerging from the ocean with only a few tiny seashells covering the areas that now only Michael Douglas enjoys, should be more than enough to prick up the ears of most male movie-goers. The net result is a movie that feels like Terry Gilliam’s Baron Munchausen laced with liberal doses of Jerry Lewis. Whether that acts as a recommendation or a warning is entirely up to you.

Honorable mentions: Once she hitched her wagon to the fame train Catherine managed to avoid appearing in any more bizarre movies, though those looking for other early appearances can find her opposite a young Ewan McGregor in the obscure British surfing movie Blue Juice, while her first big US screen role was in the completely daft 1996 superhero flop, The Phantom, in which she played a haughty Nazi villainess opposite Billy Zane’s jungle-dwelling purple-clad hero.




About the author
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Dan Whitehead has almost twenty years experience writing for, and about, the entertainment industry. His other published works include the Edgar Allen Poe graphic novel Nevermore, unofficial biographies of George Clooney and Hugh Grant, as well as licensed publications such as The Official Star Wars Episode II Annual and two official Lord of the Rings movie magazines. He has been a videogames consultant for Guinness World Records, was formerly the editor of Movie Insider magazine, and has provided incisive interviews and ribald reviews for DVD & Blu-ray Review, Hotdog, Eurogamer, CHUD.com and The Big Issue In The North.

He has been described as “a funny guy” by the writer of Catwoman.
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