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Kevin Smith is the type of filmmaker that divides opinion. For many his work is immature and unsophisticated whilst others consider him the poster boy for Generation X, and one of the few filmmakers to capture the cultural zeitgeist with his no budget Clerks in 1994.


Smith is by his own admission, an everyman filmmaker. His films are not particularly technically accomplished and he makes no claim to be the most gifted director, but what has made Smith so popular is his ability to capture the intellectual and cultural mores of the times. Irreverent, sharp and full of references to pop culture, Smith’s films struck a chord with a generation that refused to conform. They are certainly not to everyone’s tastes with their scatological humour and debased language, but since the release of Clerks, Smith has garnered a huge fan-base with his website, viewaskew.com and has become a marketing phenomenon with a huge range of merchandise now associated with each of his films.


A self-confessed movie brat, Smith was brought up on mainstream movies and comic books. Inspired by Richard Linklater’s Slacker (1991), Smith raised the funds to make the low-tech Clerks for a paltry $27,000. The film has since made $3,151,130 in the United States alone despite never playing on more than 50 screens. (www.imdb.com)


Much of the film contains long static shots with prolonged, but quick-witted conversations holding audiences’ attention. Smith makes no claim to aesthetic flair, and prefers to focus on well-honed, rapid-fire dialogue and sharp performances. Clerks provided a template of sorts from which to develop the so-called “Jersey Trilogy” which takes in Mallrats (1995) and Chasing Amy (1997) and importantly introduced the key elements of the majority of his films: the Viewaskewniverse, Jersey, best friends Dante and Randall and the eponymous Jay and Silent Bob, the latter performed by Smith himself, characters which would reappear in many forms over the years. Later Mallrats was widely derided and became a critical and commercial failure. Smith fared better with Chasing Amy, which showed a more philosophical side, yet still retaining the witty dialogue that characterised Clerks.


From here, Smith went onto to direct the Catholic satire Dogma (1999) which again suffered critically and in 2001 Smith released Jay and Silent Bob Strike Back (2001), which he claimed would be his final film featuring the much-loved characters. In the film, the duo attempt to travel to Hollywood to halt production of a film based on their alter-egos, Bluntman and Chronic, and take revenge on those who post negative comments about them on online message board. The film was full of insider references and cameos and Smith termed the film a “Valentine to the fans”. In 2004 he directed Jersey Girl  (2004), which was the first film to have no connection with the Viewaskewniverse. The film stars Ben Affleck as Ollie Trinke, a media executive struggling to bring up his daughter after the death of his wife (played by Jennifer Lopez). The film opened to mixed reviews, poor box office, and wide spread disappointment by fans. Smith later blamed the poor reception in part on public perceptions of the Lopez-Affleck relationship and their widely-panned previous release, Gigli (2003).





Clerks II


With a move that parallel’s Linklater’s return to his indie roots with Before Sunset (2004), Smith’s decision to revisit Dante and Randall was met with delight from fans and pessimism from critics who suggested that here was a director who was running out of ideas. Considerably higher budget that its predecessor, Clerks II is shot mostly in colour, an initial shock given the grungy monochrome of the original Clerks and presents a world where little has changed for its protagonists. The original film provided an incisive portrayal of a generation who had placed themselves firmly outside of the rat race and who resolutely refused to conform. Clerks II presents Dante (Brian O’Halloran) and Randall (Jeff Anderson) as having become older but not very much wiser, yet as the film develops there is a sense that they have realised that now they have reached their thirties it may be time for some things to change. 


This time around its fast-food restaurant Mooby’s rather than the Quick Stop that is the setting for the requisite dirty jokes and inane conversations, the apex being the debate between Randal and lower-ranking employee Elias (Trevor Fehrman) about the relative merits of Star Wars vs. Lord of the Rings ("They're three movies about walking!"). Dante, having met the woman he thinks he wants to marry, is now of the mindset idea that he needs to settle down and be responsible for the first time in his life. This of course sits uneasily with Randall, who is firmly committed to refusing traditional values. The surprisingly sentimental core of the film comes from not from the unfolding love story, but from Randall himself whose utter shock and devastation at losing his best friend to an overbearing fiancée, provides the film with its emotional climax. Tender in parts and at times startlingly heavy on the sentimentality, but never losing the trademark gross-out humour, Clerks II is a film about responsibility, enduring friendship and refusing to grow up.


The film has received a widely positive response from both fans and critics, screening out of competition at the 2006 Cannes Film Festival and receiving an eight-minute standing ovation. It also won the Audience Award at the 2006 Edinburgh International Film Festival.


At their core, Smith’s films are ultimately buddy movies, films about young men struggling to find their place in the world and the importance of resolutely clinging onto their slacker roots. 
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Written for Cornerhouse by Kirsty Fairclough, Lecturer in Media and Performance at the University of Salford.




















































































































Film note written by Kirsty Fairclough, Lecturer in Media and Performance, University of Salford
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