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From the earliest days of American 

cinema, the road movie has been 

synonymous with American 

culture and the image America 

has presented to the world. In its 

most basic form, the charting of a 

journey by an individual or group 

as they seek out some form of 

adventure, redemption or escape, 

is a sub-genre that ranks amongst 

American cinema’s most enduring 

gifts to contemporary film culture.

homemcr.com/road-movies

ROAD MOVIES
.
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ROAD MOVIE (CTBA) + ROAD
Sat 22 Jul, 18:10
Dir Joseph Strick/US 1974/88 mins
Robert Drivas, Regina Baff, Barry Bostwick

Gil and Hank are long-haul truckers coping with 
tough economic times and the difficulties posed 
by cops, unions, and big conglomerates. The 
drama heats up – and sexual politics take the 
wheel – when they encounter highway hooker 
Janice who decides she’s had just about enough 
of men.

A HARD ROAD TO TRAVEL:
LOOKING FOR HOPE (BUT 
FINDING CHAOS) ON THE 

OPEN ROAD
.

The three leads in Joseph Strick’s hypnotic car classic Road Movie are constantly on the move. 
Partly it’s due to their line of work – Hank (Barry Bostwick) and Gil (Robert Drivas) are down-on-
their-luck truckers, Janice (Regina Baff) a street-wise hooker who hitches a ride – but mainly it’s 

down to their social status or lack thereof. With no place to call their own, Strick’s trio hit the road 
in pursuit of better things. One big load is all they need to bag a paycheque and find themselves 
on easy street, but like that American Dream motif that’s so often intertwined with this concrete-

clad genre, it remains constantly just out of reach. 

It’s not something that goes unnoticed either, both off-screen and on. Our guide through the 
American highway system is Hank, a largely unlikable and embittered remnant who spits venom 
and isn’t above knocking women around if he feels they’re not giving him the respect he deserves 
yet has hardly earned. By comparison his cabin companion Gil is sunshine and roses, no saint but 
happy to be working and keen to find solutions to the constant stream of problems that seem to 
be stalking them across the American midwest. For the most part, these problems can be traced 

back to Janice, a lot-lizard with doe-eyes, a dark past and twitchy switchblade fingers. If the open 
road represents opportunity, she’s the embodiment of chaos. 

As the suffocating nature of their journey takes hold, Strick does little to ease the tension. With a 
title like Road Movie, you’d be forgiven for expecting scenes of the sprawling American landscape 
and yet the director does all he can to hem his characters in. Whether it’s in a cosy truck cabin, 
their even-cosier sleeping quarters or tense confrontations in greasy roadside diners, Hank, Gill 
and Janice are trapped at all turns by their situation. Even Strick’s copious cut-aways of criss-
crossing cars and long-haul convoys do little to offer respite. Instead, all they do is provide yet 

another dead end. 

The only light at the end of their tunnel comes via Janice’s shady mob ties and the promise of a 
last-minute job, a long-shot but the only shot they have left. It’s a motif that once again harks 
back to the blind optimism synonymous with the American Dream but one that soon becomes 

nothing more than a mirage on hot tarmac. 

Having spent a year of his teenage youth working as a long-haul trucker, perhaps Strick noticed 
these doomed themes kicking around whilst doing the rounds. Stories of hardworking people 
plagued by circumstance and corrupt cops, surviving by the skin-of-their teeth in a desperate 

attempt to just make ends meet. To Hank and Gil the open road offered them hope and 
opportunity but in the end all it gave them was a harsh world where the good are punished and 

chaos remains, ready to thumb a ride to the next stop.

Simon Bland, Digital Content Officer, HOME

Plus/ ROAD is an immersive non-linear screen 
work which uses first person footage of a 
roadtrip across the American south west – 
through deserts and canyons, coast and cities all 
filmed on a hand-held Panasonic GH4 in 4k – and 
sets this within a site-specific soundscape.

ROAD is an extract of 20 minutes from 32 
hours of raw footage taken over 5 states. It 
is endlessly looped; a never-ending road. The 
project uses ‘chromarithm’, a new algorithm which 
maps and interprets the visual data from codec 
streams to drive the midi – literally enabling us 
to hear the landscapes shifting in front of us. 
This is looped onto the original soundtrack – man 
and machine in harmony moving forwards.

It is a collaboration between film artist and 
technologist Nick Driftwood, composer Kevin 
Matthews and creative producer Donna Close.
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THE LAST DETAIL (CTBA) 
+ POST-SCREENING 
DISCUSSION
Sun 23 Jul, 13:00
Tue 25 Jul, 20:30
Wed 26 Jul, 13:00
Dir Hal Ashby/US 1973/104 mins 
Jack Nicholson, Otis Young, Randy Quaid

Hal Ashby’s follow-up to 1971 film Harold and 
Maude is a similarly anti-authoritarian fable 
that emphatically chimes with America’s 
profound sense of post-Vietnam disillusionment. 
Funny, profane and achingly melancholic, 
the film, brilliantly scripted by Robert Towne, 
is an engaging and ultimately pessimistic 
combination of improvised road movie and 
homoerotic buddy tale.

Event/ The screening on Sun 23 Jul will be 
accompanied by a free, informal post-screening 
discussion led by Maggie Hoffgen, Freelance 
Film Educator

Three low-ranking US Navy officers make a 
voyage overland from Virginia to Maine that 
sees them boozing, brawling, cussing and 
whoring their way through the major cities of 
the eastern United States... Such a premise 
may cause some cinemagoers to give this film 
a wide berth. Is it a flashy, gung-ho battleship 
of a movie, 80s-style, all high-fives and cocky 
one-upmanship? Or perhaps a WW2-style shore 
leave comedy, a light vessel carrying a cargo of 
unfunny sex gags, unfit for the testing waters of 
modern sexual politics? 

On the contrary – this is a film of great political 
and emotional firepower, but that conceals its 
purpose below the surface, lurking with the 
subtlety of a high-tech nuclear submarine… No, 
too aggressive: it’s a tender story, big-hearted 
and melancholy – a blue whale? For the purpose 
of this journey is to escort a teenage sailor 
(Randy Quaid) to a brutal navy prison, where 
he’s condemned to serve eight years for an act 
of petty theft. His guards, two navy ‘lifers’ (Otis 
Young and Jack Nicholson) decide to show him 
a good time en route, and the trio’s revelry is 
thus lent a sort of dignity and purpose. More 
than just getting him drunk, and (in sequences 
tastefully handled for 1973) trying to get 
him laid, they also offer their solidarity and 
friendship. 

But the inescapable reality of their journey’s 
objective also taints their merrymaking with 
a finitude like the creeping dread of death. 
Resolute in the face of this is ‘Badass’ Buddusky, 
one of Nicholson’s greatest roles, who with 
Robert Towne’s dialogue seems he could burst 
through the screen at any moment and buy you 
a beer. But he’s also a deeply frustrated and 
exploited character. Here, as with Nicholson’s 
two other road movies from this decade, Five 
Easy Pieces (1970) and The Passenger (1975), he 
plays a man whose worldly freedom only serves 
to underline his existential imprisonment. 

Yet another Nicholson road movie, Easy Rider 
(1969), and other road movies in that mould (like 
Vanishing Point (1971) screening on Wednesday 
16 August, see page 18) see their counter-
cultural heroes escape conformity and duty into 
absolute freedom. The journey embarked upon 
in The Last Detail is the diametric opposite of 
that. The 1970s counter-culture does make an 
appearance, but when the lifers encounter it 
they are too institutionalised to understand 
what they’re seeing. 

 This film diverges from Hollywood tradition 
formally; in terms of its editing and visual style, 
with jump-cuts and use of natural light and 
locations and generally plotless documentary 
style, it has more in common with the French 
New Wave than its compatriots. It avoids neat 
resolution and artifice and feels accidental and 
authentic. 

This authenticity is its great strength. Depicting 
navy officers as jaded, swearing, frustrated 
human beings is a political act in itself. With 
a record 65 uses of the word ‘fuck’, the film 
was initially refused a release. Columbia’s 
mishandling might be why it remains so woefully 
underappreciated, but (partly thanks to Peter 
Biskind’s book Easy Riders, Raging Bulls) it 
has now a strong cult following, and a Richard 
Linklater-directed sequel, The Last Flag Flying, is 
due to hit screens this winter. 

Tom Hughes, Duty Front Of House Manager, 
HOME

THE LAST DETAIL:  
A (BLUE) WHALE OF A TIME

.
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RETURNING TO OZ
JUST FOLLOW THE YELLOW 

BRICK ROAD... 
.

Why do we keep returning to The Wizard of Oz? Its candy-coloured palette and nostalgia factor 
keep us glued to the screen whenever Dorothy (Judy Garland) and Toto crop up during a lazy 
Sunday telly binge but maybe it runs deeper than that. Maybe it’s the promise that this iconic 
1939 kids classic offers audiences that keeps us coming back. Like any good road movie, Victor 
Fleming and King Vidor’s film suggests something better waiting just down the road - or more 

specifically, just over the rainbow. As Glinda the Good explains to our hero when she first arrives in 
Munchkinland, all she has to do to solve her problems is follow the yellow brick road. It seems even 

in Oz the highway holds all the answers. 

Or does it? Like many films featured in this season, the path ahead doesn’t always lead to the 
destination our protagonists may have desired. In rural Kansas Dorothy longs to escape her family 

life and dog-hating neighbours, eventually finding herself whisked away by a tornado to the 
fantastical world of Oz. However on arrival at this strange and wondrous place she longs to return 
to her simple farmhouse home. The only way back is by moving forward down the yellow brick road 
to the Emerald City, where the mighty and powerful Oz may be able to grant her wish and return 

her to her family. 

It’s not just Dorothy who relies upon the road to lead her to happiness. Along the way she meets a 
trio of broken friends, each in need of a quick-fix that only the Wizard of Oz can provide. There’s a 
scarecrow (Ray Bolger) who needs a brain, a tin-man lacking a heart (Jack Haley) and a cowardly 

lion (Bert Lahr) that longs for nothing more than a bit of courage. Together, they hit the road in the 
hope of becoming whole again with the help of a mysterious higher power. 

Perhaps behind the curtain of The Wizard of Oz’s glittering aesthetics and ruby slippers lies the real 
reason why audiences keep returning almost 80 years after its release. After all, who amongst us 

wouldn’t want the chance to remedy all of their deepest troubles overnight? It’s an appealing notion. 
Sadly Dorothy, Toto and the rest of the troupe learn that their simple solution is nothing more than 

smoke and mirrors, as illusionary as the land that exists somewhere over the rainbow. 

This of course we already knew, and by the time our travellers catch up they’re on the cusp of being 
fixed themselves and yet the appeal of their idealistic dream endures. In a perfect world, maybe 
we’d all like to think life’s difficulties could be fixed by following a yellow brick road to happiness. 

Although if it were true, perhaps we’d be poorer for it. It’s like Glinda the Good says: if our problems 
were easy we wouldn’t need a wizard, would we?

Simon Bland, Digital Content Officer, HOME

THE WIZARD OF OZ (U)
Sun 30 Jul, 11:00 (Bring the Family screening)
Dir Victor Fleming/GB 1939/102 mins 
Judy Garland, Frank Morgan, Ray Bolger

When Dorothy Gale gets caught in a tornado 
she ends up in the magical land of Oz where she 
embarks on a journey to find her way home.
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A co-production that begins in New York before meandering cross country and concluding in 
Canada, Candy Mountain is nonetheless described as a resolutely American film by its two well-
matched collaborators. An acclaimed photographer whose 1958 book The Americans became a 

defining moment for the art form, Robert Frank segued into filmmaking, establishing his reputation 
with the unscripted Beat classic Pull my Daisy (1959). Combining a passion for the road movie genre 
as evidenced by his work on Monte Hellman’s Two-Lane Blacktop (1970), scriptwriter Rudy Wurlitzer 
similarly mined the tarnished mythology of America, notably in Peckinpah’s seminal Pat Garrett and 

Billy the Kid (1973).

Candy Mountain tracks the dispiriting personal odyssey of ambitious but untalented New York 
musician Julius, whose quest for glory leads him to feigning an association with Elmore Silk, the J.D 
Salinger of guitar making. Charged with luring the legendary craftsman from hiding and retirement, 

he heads for the border and the remote home of Silk’s former French lover who re-directs him to 
a barren seaboard town. There, Julius finally tracks Silk down only to discover that in return for a 

lifetime of security and freedom he has signed an exclusive deal with a Japanese businesswoman. 

Wurlitzer draws upon Frank’s background, specifically the dichotomy between art and commerce; 
the pressures of fame; journeys toward selfhood and the defining importance of music. In 

part developing from the practical imperative of having to satisfy the demands of the various 
international financiers, Frank/Wurlitzer also tapped into Frank’s desire to make a film about a 

journey from the centre of one culture to the margins of another. In turn the pair also debunk the 
romantic notion of the open road as a symbol of freedom, discovery and adventure. Candy Mountain 

certainly strikes a sobering note and can perhaps be seen as providing the natural conclusion to 
the American road movie cycle than began with Hopper’s Easy Rider (1969). ‘Life ain’t no candy 

mountain’. 

Endorsing the film’s endearing, counter-culture sensibility, the cast are drawn from an esoteric pool 
of musicians and repay the debt with accomplished and entertaining turns. Tom Waits, Dr. John, 
David Johansen, Mary Margaret O’Hara, Arto Lindsay, Leon Redbone, David Johansen and Joe 

Strummer all feature. The ‘regular’ actors aren’t bad either, especially Kevin J O’Connor as the bowed 
but not quite beaten Kerouac-lite hero. Bulle Ogier adds to the pervading melancholy as Silk’s 

former lover. 

Originally screened at the Institute of Contemporary Arts, London, Candy Mountain sits alongside 
Suture (1993) as one of a number of films the venue screened that developed into personal 
obsessions. Staff would eye me suspiciously as I would return night after night to see it. In 

conjunction with the early films of Wim Wenders and Antonioni’s The Passenger (1975) it also 
triggered my love of road movies. When it came to naming my youngest son I returned to Candy 

Mountain, settling on Rudy. I almost wish I’d been allowed to name him Wurlitzer. 

Jason Wood, Artistic Director: Film, HOME

CANDY MOUNTAIN, 
ROBERT FRANK AND RUDY 

WURLITZER
.

CANDY MOUNTAIN (15)
Sat 5 Aug, 18:00
Dirs Rudy Wurlitzer, Robert Frank/CH CA FR 1987/92 mins 
Kevin J. O’Connor, Harris Yuun, Tom Waits, Dr. John, Joe Strummer

Candy Mountain tracks the personal odyssey 
of ambitious but untalented New York musician 
Julius (Kevin J O’Connor), whose quest for 
glory leads him to feigning an association with 
Elmore Silk, the J.D Salinger of guitar making. 
Charged with luring the legendary craftsman 
from retirement, Julius takes to the road. A 
sobering work about tarnished dreams, this is 
also a journey from the centre of one culture to 
the margins of another.

Screening from a 35mm print.
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The sixth feature from Brazilian filmmaker 
Walter Salles saw a return to the road movie 
genre after his international hit Central 
Station (1998), with both films winning 
numerous prestigious awards around the world. 
Motorcycle Diaries is about Ernesto Guevara 
before he became Che, a 23-year-old medical 
student on an epic adventure across the Latin 
American continent with his friend Alberto 
Granado. 

The plot remains as faithful as possible, in letter 
and spirit, to the first hand accounts of the 
journey: Guevara’s Notas de Viaje and Granado’s 
Con El Che por Latinoamérica. In fact the late 
Granado, already then in his 80s, accompanied 
the crew for part of the trip. However, there was 
also space for improvisation during the shoot, 
and Salles has described the film as docu-fiction 
due to the crew’s own journey of discovery that 
ran in parallel to the original odyssey. With the 
extreme unpredictability of weather systems 
from the Andes to the Amazon, and unexpected 
encounters with local people along the route, 
the ability of the film crew to react and adapt 
was paramount.

Arguably the film actually has three main 
characters – Guevara, known as “Fuser”, 
Granado, known as “Mial”, and the 1939 
Norton 500cc motorbike that he nicknamed 
La Poderosa (“The Mighty One”). This leaky old 
bike is their vehicle for liberation, and dearly 
loved by Granado, but it’s also the source of 
many a near miss. The crew actually used five 
motorbikes during the filming, three refurbished 
originals and two modified from modern bikes 
for the stunts. Navigating the bike along the 
gravelled tracks of Latin America’s plains and 
mountains certainly added an extra challenge 
to the lead roles, but thankfully this never 

dissuaded Mexican Gael García Bernal and 
Argentinian Rodrigo de la Serna from taking on 
the parts of Guevara and Granado, respectively, 
roles for which they were perfectly cast.

The original aim to ride across the continent 
from Buenos Aires to Caracas goes slightly 
awry, with the bike reluctantly abandoned in 
favour of walking, hitching and sailing their way 
north. But ultimately they do complete their 
voyage, and Guevara in particular comes out as 
a changed man. 

The road movie genre has always been about 
internal and external discovery, with the new 
experiences and uncertainties thrown up by 
the journey acting as a catalyst for personal 
change. The two young men set off looking for 
fun and adventure, but this rite of passage also 
deepens their personal identity and forges a 
sense of Latin American identity. The change in 
Guevara is especially acute, as he transforms 
from the more introverted of the pair into 
the leader of the expedition, with a greater 
understanding of the socio-political suffering 
of the continent. There is undeniable misery 
and deprivation to be seen along the route, but 
there is also the breath-taking geography, the 
amusing youthful escapades, and the wonderful 
on-screen chemistry between Bernal and de la 
Serna, which all make this film a joy to watch. 

Knowing the subsequent development of Che 
Guevara into an international icon adds gravity 
to the story, but even as a stand-alone tale of 
adventure and transformation it’s a fabulous 
cinematic experience. Whether you’re new to 
the film or not, don’t miss this chance to see it 
on the big screen in all its majesty. 

Jessie Gibbs, ¡Viva!  Festival  Coordinator, HOME

TWO MEN AND A 
MOTORBIKE: AN EPIC 

ADVENTURE ACROSS LATIN 
AMERICA

.

THE MOTORCYCLE DIARIES 
(15) + POST-SCREENING 
DISCUSSION 
(DIARIOS DE MOTOCICLETA)
Sun 6 Aug, 13:00
Tue 8 Aug, 20:30
Wed 9 Aug, 13:00
Dir Walter Salles/AR US CL PU BR GB DE 2004/126 mins/Spanish 
wEng ST 
Gael García Bernal, Rodrigo De la Serna, Mía Maestro

Based on the journals of both Alberto Granado 
and Ernesto Guevara, Brazilian director Walter 
Salles follows a journey of self-discovery and 
traces the origins of a revolutionary heart.
Described by Salles as also being about friend-
ship, solidarity and finding one’s place in the 
world, The Motorcycle Diaries is also perhaps 
the ultimate Latin American road movie. Imbued 
with a verité aesthetic, it made an international 
star of García Bernal. 
Screening from a 35mm print.

Event/ The screening on Sun 6 Aug will be 
accompanied by a free, informal post-screening 
discussion led by Maggie Hoffgen, Freelance 
Film Educator.
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As this season shows, there may have been 
numerous examples of the ‘road movie’ made 
before he even picked up a camera and chose 
to hit the tarmac, but when it comes to Europe 
I would argue that nobody has embraced the 
form more than (West) German director Wim 
Wenders, and nowhere more influentially than 
in his seminal trio of works from the 1970s: 
Alice in the Cities (1974), Wrong Move (1975) 
and Kings of the Road (1976). Indeed, rarely 
has a filmmaker turned so consistently to the 
road in order to explore the complexities and 
machinations of contemporary society. It is 
therefore unsurprising that Wenders’ 1970s 
trilogy of road films is at the core of HOME’s 
homage to white line philosophers. 

According to a number of accounts, Wenders 
was considering his future as a filmmaker when 
he decided to make the film that would become 
Alice in the Cities. Reflecting on how he might 
make an original work that moved beyond his 
obvious influences and what he perceived as the 
problems and limitations of his earlier works, he 
turned to the journey and like many before him 
didn’t look back. For Wenders the road offered 
a unique opportunity to represent the fluidity of 
his contemporary world, and in particular West 
Germany’s knotty relationship with the USA. 
Alice in the Cities begins there, with its West 
German characters marooned in unfamiliar yet 
strangely visually familiar surroundings, whilst 
in Kings of the Road we can constantly hear 
American forces radio as Bruno drives along the 
border between West and East Germany and of 
course the film contains the oft-repeated line, 
‘the Yankees have colonised our subconscious’. 
Travelling across West Germany also allowed 
Wenders to explore chance encounters with a 
wide variety of characters and through them the 
country’s own turbulent and divisive recent past. 
In Wrong Move this includes the character of 
Laertes a street singer who is struggling with his 
Nazi past and his role in the holocaust. 

As well as a number of key behind-the-scenes 
collaborators such as legendary cameraman 
Robby Müller and editor Peter Przygodda, the 
trilogy is linked by the presence of actor Rüdiger 
Vogler who plays the lead character in each film 
and comes to epitomise the Wenders ‘hero’ of 
this period. He appears as writer Philip adrift 
in America, then the Netherlands and West 
Germany in Alice in the Cities; as aspiring writer 
Wilhelm, who undertakes a symbolic journey 
from northern to southern West Germany in 
Wrong Move; and finally as Bruno, a cinema 
projector repairman who snakes his way across 
the border in Kings of the Road. In each he 
plays a character who undertakes a journey 
that explores the central Wenders’ concerns of 
identity in contemporary West Germany and 
Europe’s complex relationship with the USA. 
In these works the road becomes a space for 
escape, contemplation and discussion. The 
narrative drive of mainstream cinema given a 
back seat as characters muse and reflect on 
the state of things around them. So important 
was the idea of the road to the cinema of 
Wim Wenders in the 1970s that he even 
named his production company Road Movies 
Filmproduktion.  

Andy Willis, Reader in Film Studies, University 
of Salford & Senior Visiting Curator: Film, 
HOME

WIM WENDERS’ ROAD 
TRILOGY

.

TRIPLE BILL/  
A VOYAGE WITH WIM
Wim Wenders is synonymous with the road mov-
ie. One of the first of the New German cinema 
movement to achieve international recognition, 
the director forged his reputation with Alice in 
the Cities, Wrong Move, and Kings of the Road, 
a loose trilogy all starring Rüdiger Vogler as an 
alter ego figure. Cumulatively the trilogy is one 
of the great landmarks of European cinema and 
signifies Wenders’ interest in angst, America and 
alienation on a personal and national level. 
Triple Bill ticket £15 full/£12 concs 
Members £13 full/£10 concs

ALICE IN THE CITIES (U) 
(ALICE IN DEN STÄDTEN)
Sun 13 Aug, 12:45
Dir Wim Wenders/West Germany 1974/112 mins/German, Dutch 
and English with partial Eng ST 
Yella Rottländer, Rüdiger Vogler, Lisa Kreuzer

The first of the road films that would come 
to define the career of Wim Wenders, the 
magnificent Alice in the Cities is an emotionally 
generous and luminously shot odyssey. One of 
the few Wenders films to deal with childhood, 
it’s also a work that looks at the power of travel 
and of the photographic image. 

THE WRONG MOVE (15) 
(FALSCHE BEWEGUNG)
Sun 13 Aug, 15:20
Dir Wim Wenders/West Germany 1975/99 mins/German wEng ST 
Rüdiger Vogler, Hanna Schygulla, Hans Christian Blech

With characteristic depth and style, Wim 
Wenders updates a late-eighteenth-century novel 
by Goethe, transposing it to 1970s West Germa-
ny and giving us the story of an aimless writer 
who leaves his hometown to find himself and 
winds up befriending a group of other travellers.

KINGS OF THE ROAD (18) 
(IM LAUF DER ZEIT)
Sun 13 Aug, 17:20
Dir Wim Wenders/West Germany 1976/175 mins/German and 
English with partial Eng ST 
Rüdiger Vogler, Hanns Zischler, Lisa Kreuzer

A roving film projector repairman saves the life 
of a depressed psychologist who has driven his 
Volkswagen into a river, and they end up on the 
road together, travelling from one rural German 
movie theatre to another. A film that unifies 
Germany’s present with its past, this celebrated 
road movie also looks at popular culture and 
American ephemera.  
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VANISHING POINT (18)
Wed 16 Aug, 18:10
Dir Richard C. Sarafian/US GB 1971/106 mins 
Barry Newman, Cleavon Little, Dean Jagger

A vintage road movie that’s considered one 
of the masterpieces of the genre, Vanishing 
Point is a symbolically charged work that 
bridges the gap between Two-Lane Blacktop 
(1971) and Badlands (1974), two other adored 
American films of the 70s. Combining the genre’s 
quest and outlaw tendencies, Sarafian’s film 
also reaches back to Easy Rider (1969) in the 
suggestion of spirituality as an antidote to a 
prejudiced, uptight and hypocritical America. 

CHASING OBLIVION:  
RICHARD C. SARAFIAN’S 

VANISHING POINT
.  

Vanishing Point falls into what I would describe 
as the post–Manson subgenre of American 
cinema. Superficially marketed as a car–chase 
thriller, like Easy Rider before it and Paul Thomas 
Anderson’s 2014 Pynchon-adaptation Inherent 
Vice, Vanishing Point exists as an allegory for the 
decline of the counter-cultural movement of the 
1960s, the collapse of the hippie revolution and 
all its promises of free-love, utopian communes 
and the iconic Woodstock music festival. 

The film follows Kowalski – portrayed by the 
then relatively unknown Barry Newman with an 
unnerving serenity – a Medal of Honour Vietnam 
War veteran and former professional racing car 
driver, haunted by the death of his girlfriend in 
a surfing accident five years previously, who is 
now reduced to working as a car delivery driver. 
Arriving late on a Friday eve at the delivery 
service to collect his latest vehicle, Kowalski is 
tasked with delivering a souped-up 1970 Dodge 
Challenger R/T from Denver, Colorado to San 
Francisco. 

Although Kowalski has three whole days to 
make the 1,200-mile journey, he makes a bet 
with his Benzedrine dealer that he can reach 
the Bay Area by 3pm on Saturday. Quite 
literally jacked-up on speed, Kowalski almost 
immediately falls foul of the authorities for 
dangerous driving. Rather than pull over and 
surrender to the highway patrolman, Kowalski 
accelerates and embarks upon a break-neck 
cross-country odyssey. Constantly chased by 
the police across multiple state lines, Kowalski’s 
high–speed pursuit quickly becomes a national 
media sensation, and he is hailed by the counter-
culture as, what the blind–radio DJ Super Soul 
describes as: ‘the last American hero for whom 
speed is the ultimate freedom of the soul.’

Whilst Kowalski’s odyssey initially appears to be 
a rather stupid and meaningless bet between 
him and his drug dealer, a reckless display 
of machismo that is hard to sympathise with 
given the danger it could cause to innocent 
bystanders, once he encounters disproportionate 
authoritarian resistance it quickly takes on a 
heroic status. Kowalski’s conflict is not with 
his drug dealer, it is not even with the highway 
patrolmen who ineffectively stalk him, it is with 
the unforgiving capitalist system that crushed 
the hippie movement and the promise of a fairer, 
kinder, more peaceful way of life. Or at least this 
is the meaning Kowalski takes on for those who 
adopt him as a hero. 

The calm ambiguity of Newman’s performance 
never allows us to truly penetrate his 
motivations. Unlike the traditional outlaw, there 
is no real financial gain for Kowalski – in the brief 
allusions to his past career as a professional 
racer it is noted that, despite his obvious talent, 
he never really progressed because he never 
really wanted to win; at least not in competition 
against the other racers. He simply wanted the 
thrill of the speed, even on a crowded racetrack 
Kowalski remained alone. His is a race towards 
oblivion – the titular vanishing point of the film.

As the 1960s turned into the 70s, the counter-
cultural movement needed one last hero in its 
death throes, and Kowalski’s demented voyage 
provided them with that. When hope fades all 
that is left is anger and protest, to stick two 
fingers up to the sky and spit in the face of 
an unelected dictator. And, given the current 
political climate, it feels like we could all use 
another Kowalski.  

James King, Writer and Director. Film 
Distributor at Curzon Artificial Eye
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LANDSCAPE IN THE MIST (15) 
(TOPIO STIN OMICHLI)
Sat 19 Aug, 17:40
Dir Theodoros Angelopoulos/GR FR IT 1989/125 mins/Greek wEng ST 
Michalis Zeke, Tania Palaiologou, Stratos Tzortzoglou

The final film in Angelopoulos’ Trilogy of Silence, 
Landscape in the Mist continued the Greek 
director’s attempts to capture the human toll of 
the tragic legacy of 20th century Greek history. 
Viewed cumulatively, the trilogy represents 
a series of haunting, incisive, intimate, and 
deeply moving odysseys that navigate through 
consciousness, myth, and memory. Tracing two 
young children as they go in search of their 
absent father, the film shows contemporary 
Greece in all its industrial, rain-sodden ugliness.  
A poignant and allegorical fable that won its 
director a Venice Silver Lion. 

Screening from a 35mm print.

Like many road movies, Landscape in the Mist 
is a film about searching; it is an introverted 
journey as much as an external one. The multi 
award-winning film was released in 1988 and 
signified a departure in some ways from Theo 
Angelopoulos’ earlier body of work which 
was Tarkovskian in its dedication to historical 
inquest rather than intensive in character 
analysis. Landscape goes deeper into the 
intimate lives of its protagonists, though never 
wandering far from his signature (Brechtian) 
approach to political allegory and zeitgeist. 

The film follows two children, Voula and 
Alexandros, as they leave their small town in 
search of their absent father. They embark on 
a journey in pursuit of what seems an illusion, 
finding instead only indifference and disillusion, 
punctuated with some very stirring moments 
of tenderness. Together they go train-hopping, 
hitchhiking and police-dodging from town to 
town, encountering all manner of peripheral 
characters and communities. 

Landscape is essentially their harsh, brutal 
and disappointing introduction into the world. 
The film depicts a stark reality full of adult 
passivity and a glimpse into ravaged towns and 
lives. Played beautifully by the young actors, 
disheartening lessons are learnt; nothing comes 
for free; time changes everything; and be careful 
who you trust. 

For me, it’s Angelopoulos’ distinguishing 
aesthetic style that is the true genius of 
Landscape. A master of Slow (Contemplative) 
Cinema, it is easy to see influences such 
as Welles, Tarkovsky and Antonioni in his 
observational cinematography. His unique use 
of complex cinematic techniques elevates the 
film to visual poetry as it is punctuated with 
otherworldly, illusory and trance-like imagery. 
What we see in Landscape is a love affair with 
the mystery of location and with space, place 

and time. Angelopoulos gives his audience a 
chance to actually engage with the world being 
presented and time to be present in the moment 
unfolding, allowing us to contemplate the world 
beyond the realms of the diegesis. Landscape 
delivers to us the spaces between words and 
action. Precisely executed plan-séquences are 
a triumph of choreography, suturing us into 
the very fabric of the existential narrative. It is 
poetry realised in the most poignant of visual 
terms. 

The lyrical landscape becomes a dominating 
protagonists in its own right. There are 
some exceptional compositions which 
dwarf our subjects against huge backdrops 
of concrete buildings, alien-like machines 
and austere mountains, suggestive of their 
lack of understanding of the wider world. 
Angelopoulos’ implementation of wind and rain 
also creates in my mind echoes of Kurosawa’s 
use of weather as a narrative force; the mist 
becomes the bridge between infancy and 
adolescence. Eleni Karaindrou composes a 
deeply affecting melancholic score proving 
the oboe to be effective instrumentation in its 
ability to communicate a sense of yearning that 
permeates through the film.

Landscape is about something we can’t quite 
reach and is Slow Cinema at its best, drawing 
us into every cloud of mist, every footstep, 
every tear, every awkward, long silence, every 
dejected sigh. As a fan of Slow Cinema, I’m 
reminded of the type of question that always 
arises; do we really need to see 45 minutes of 
Dave Bowman trying to disconnect Hal 9000? 
The answer is and always will be, yes. This type 
of cinema may not be for everyone, but if it isn’t 
for you, then you must leave. Immediately. The 
rest of us are in for something special.

Ally Davies, Engagement Assistant, HOME

THE INTERNAL LANDSCAPE 
OF MELANCHOLY: ARE WE 

ALL IN THE MIST?
.
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Released in 1989, Kaurismäki’s Leningrad Cowboys Go America was one of his biggest hits, 
leading to two sequels, Leningrad Cowboys Meet Moses and Total Balalaila Show. The film begins 
‘somewhere in the Tundra’ in a village a group of musicians with foot-long quiffs and winkle pickers 

audition their atrocious polkas in front of a mysterious record executive and their wide boy 
manager, Vladimir played by Matti Pellonpaa, Kaurismäki’s long time collaborator. They are advised 

to go to America ‘where they will put up with anything’.

Accompanied by their frozen bass player in a makeshift coffin that gives his quiff, winkle pickers 
and guitar room to protrude, they set off, as many a hopeful band do, to conquer America. 

Though their collective demeanour is more of a deadpan ensemble of existential weariness and 
acceptance, which gives the players space to develop the distinctive Kaurismäkian humour and 

tone. The flight to the USA gives them time to learn English at an unrealistic speed – a typical Aki 
touch.

As with all of Kaurismäki’s movies, the normal rules of action, reaction and consequence don’t 
apply. Narrative norms are suspended in a surreal series of events that sometimes have a punch-

line or just end without rhyme or reason but nevertheless follow an internal logic that gives 
Leningrad Cowboys Go America an interior voice where the unexpected is always expected or at 

least, anticipated and accepted. In Memphis, a dog waits outside a steak restaurant with the band 
while Vladimir enjoys dinner. He asks for a doggie bag. The dog eats the steak while the hungry 
band look on and then he is seen no more – merely the punch-line in a shaggy doggie bag story.

In a New York audition, an optimistic American booker offers the band Carnegie Hall or Shea 
Stadium. After hearing them, he offers only a gig in Mexico playing at his cousin’s wedding and a 
dime in advance. After buying a Cadillac from a bit part Jim Jarmusch, they set off to Mexico in 

an episodic series of adventures, gigs, rebellions and unexpected meetings through Memphis, New 
Orleans, Galveston, Langtry, Del Rio and Mexico. I think of it as an alternative ‘Easy Rider’. Hopper’s 

film is full of hippie angst and druggie, dreamy, liberal ideals as Wyatt and Billy look for a lost 
America. The Leningrad Cowboys only goal is to reach their gig in Mexico while getting enough 

to eat, smoke and drink, all of which prove to be problematic and the source of much of the film’s 
humour. I don’t think they would know an ideal if it nailed their winkle pickers to the floor and set 

fire to their quiffs.

Leningrad Cowboys Go America is a glorious European perversion of the road movie, dumping much 
of the genre’s self reflective, self-mythologising, self-aggrandisement for a series of absurdist set-

ups that debunk that myth. Their hilarious cover of ‘Born to Be Wild’ in a biker bar blasts Wyatt and 
Billy away before the rednecks get to them. Kaurismäki’s response to the slow motion explosion of 

Wyatt’s chopper is ‘Shit happens’.

Robert Hamilton, Senior Lecturer, Film and Media Studies, Manchester Metropolitan University

LENINGRAD COWBOYS 
CONQUER AMERICA

.

LENINGRAD COWBOYS GO 
AMERICA (15)
Wed 23 Aug, 18:20
Dir Aki Kaurismäki/FI SE 1989/79 mins/Finnish and English with 
partial Eng ST
Matti Pellonpää, Kari Väänänen, Sakke Järvenpää 

This hilarious road movie from Finnish director 
Aki Kaurismäki follows the misadventures of 
the worst rock and roll band in the world, the 
Leningrad Cowboys. When a promoter in their 
native Siberia, stunned by the band’s lack of 
talent, advises them to try their luck in America 
they head for New York. Having learned English 
en-route on the plane and sporting shades, 
outsize quiffs and outrageously long winkle-
pickers, they are passed off on Americans. 
Jim Jarmusch, in a cameo role as a shifty car 
salesman, sells them an old Cadillac in which 
they head south with their frozen bass player 
and a coffin full of beer.
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