University of Texas Press
Society for Cinema & Media Studies

Reel Revolutionaries: An Examination of Hollywood's Cycle of 1960s Youth Rebellion Films
Author(s): Aniko Bodroghkozy
Reviewed work(s):
Source: Cinema Journal, Vol. 41, No. 3 (Spring, 2002), pp. 38-58
Published by: University of Texas Press on behalf of the Society for Cinema & Media Studies
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/1225698 .
Accessed: 17/07/2012 02:03
Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

.
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

.

University of Texas Press and Society for Cinema & Media Studies are collaborating with JSTOR to digitize,
preserve and extend access to Cinema Journal.

http://www.jstor.org

Reel Revolutionaries:An Examinationof
Hollywood'sCycle of 1960s YouthRebellion Films
by AnikoBodroghkozy

This article analyzes how the major Hollywood studios attempted to lure youth
audiences in 1969-1971 with a spate of films about campus activism and youth
protest. The article also explores the responses to these representationsby critics
writingfor the youth movement'sunderground newspapers.
The Hollywood film industry,in haphazardways, began trying to win baby-boom
viewers to its products with a spate of hippie-oriented films in the mid-1960s. By
the end of the decade, the wooing of youth viewers had turned into a full-scale
campaign to capture this lucrative but politically and culturallyunstable sector of
the population. By the late 1960s, Hollywood found itself trying to sell films that
represented campus turmoil, the radicalizationof young people, and the violence
associated with student rebellion. Startingin 1969, a new cycle of film seemed to
have been born--one focused on the young revolutionary.Studios such as MGM,
which invested heavily in these films, hoped that these productions would finally
bring the young people to the box office in large enough numbers to reverse the
industry'seconomic downwardspiral.
This article examines the industry'sstrategies in attempting to capture the
youth market. It also examines the huge amount of attention bestowed on this
cycle of "revolutionary"films by the undergroundpress. This discursive site provides critical clues about how young people who aligned themselves in one way or
another with campus-based New Left activism or more diffuse countercultural
dropout lifestyles interpreted these movies. The films evoked both enthusiastic
support as well as cries of cooptation from writers in the underground press. The
films also led to bitter conflict over the relationshipbetween revolutionaryyouth
politics and mainstreamAmericanculture. They assisted proponents of the former
in thinking through and making sense of their connection to the latter. To what
extent could or should youth rebellion be made accessible and popular to those
outside the already radicalized community? Who was popularizing these movies
and for what purpose? Could New Left-style radical politics be disseminated
through popular channels? Finally, youth movement responses to the genre of
revolutionaryyouth films pointed to the fears, hopes, and stakes that could result
from successful dissemination.
AnikoBodroghkozy
is anassistantprofessorin the MediaStudiesProgramat the University
of Virginia.HerbookGrooveTube:SixtiesTelevision
andthe YouthRebellionwasrecently
publishedby DukeUniversityPress.Sheis workingon a newbook,NegotiatingCivilRights
in PrimeTime,aboutaudiences,television,andthe civilrightsmovement.
? 2002 by the Universityof TexasPress,P.O.Box7819,Austin,TX78713-7819
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Startingin the latter months of 1969 and continuing through 1970, the pages
of Variety indicated that the entertainment industrywas obsessed with attracting
the youth audience. Beginning in 1966 and 1967, the majorstudios, following the
lead of youth-oriented exploitation companies like American International Pictures, started seeing young moviegoers as their economic salvation. The regular
family audience had retreated permanently,it seemed, to the suburbs and television. According to Motion Picture Association of America research, attendance
was declining among every age group except those under thirty.'Much ballyhooed
was the demographic statistic that by 1967 52 percent of the Americanpopulation
would be under the age of twenty-five.
Problematically for the industry, the pursuit of young viewers came as the
studios lurched through a period of economic dislocation. Similarto what the film
industry had suffered during the costly conversion to sound in the depths of the
Depression, as well as during the rise of television in the early 1950s, the studios
experienced huge losses in the late sixties and early seventies. United Artists lost
$85 million, MGM lost $72 million, and Twentieth Century-Fox lost $65 million.
Columbia went into receivership.2Despite these dire financial numbers, the studios hitched their future fortunes to a cohort of the population characterized by
extreme suspicion and distrust of all dominant social and cultural institutions.
In late 1968, MGM attempted to overcome that distrustby hiring a new, fairly
young studio president, thirty-eight-year-oldLouis F. Polk, a former food industry
executive.3Polkwas supposed to inject "with-it"and "Now Generation"sentiments
into the hoary old dream factory of Louis B. Mayer. His "youthful"credentials
apparentlyresided in his ability to quote MarshallMcLuhan and to describe film
with McLuhanesque phrases, such as "the fluid medium," For example. Variety
quoted an addressPolk gave to MGM stockholdersin which he revealed the studio's
corporate strategy:
WhileI havea greatrespectfortheprintedword... no mediumhasthe powerto move
is to meetwhat
its audienceso immediatelyandso completelyas film.Theopportunity
the youngerpeopleof our societyare demandingfromthe filmmakerby introducing
stimulatingandchallengingas well as entertainingproductionsat a profitcommensuratewiththe stockholders'
expectations.4
Would it be possible to align the demands and desires of rebellious youth with
those of such staunch establishmentariansas stockholders?Whether this was or
was not possible, the studio began to ballyhoo its upcoming "youthpix,"such as
ZabriskiePoint (1970), directed by famed Italianart-cinemaluminaryMichelangelo
Antonioni, and The Strawberry Statement (1970), based on the firsthandaccount
by nineteen-year-old student James S. Kunen of the much-publicized student uprising at Columbia University.
Other studios were quick to jump on the rebellious youth bandwagon,including Joseph E. Levine's AvcoEmbassy.Levine had scored box-office gold with The
Graduate (1967) and in 1969 used the success of that picture with the sixteen-tothirty-year-oldmarket to tout a new AvcoEmbassyprogramof pictures described
as "nonconformistcinema."5Universal, Paramount, and Columbia also tried to
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find projects with appeal to nonconformists. Specifically, all three studios were
interested in films dealing with student rebellion and campus upheavals. Universal obtained an independently produced film titled TheActivist (1970); Paramount
came forwardwith Medium Cool (1969), which contained footage of the riots at
the 1968 Democratic Party Convention in Chicago; and Columbia heralded both
its Elliott Gould vehicle, Getting Straight (1970), which was set on a strike- and
riot-prone college campus, and RPM (obviously standing for "revolutions per
minute,"1970), directed by the staunchlyliberal StanleyKramer,about a staunchly
liberal college president trying to come to grips with his riot-torn campus.
While the studios seemed single-minded in their desire to appeal to the under-thirtyaudience, some in the industryhad doubts about the policy. Paramount's
head of overseas sales, Bert Obrentz, feared that the antiestablishmentthemes of
the youth-oriented films would prove difficult to market overseas.6
Marketingwas also a concern of the members of the National Association of
Theater Owners. Its annual meeting became a site for the playing out of generational struggles as younger and older exhibitors clashed over issues such as the
upcoming Moratorium, the Vietnam War, and standards and tastes. Exhibitors
debated the wisdom of directing so much attention and product at youth rather
than at a broader audience. Yet they could come up with no ideas for ways to lure
older viewers back to the theaters. A number of members of the organizationappeared resentful about having to appeal to protesting, sexuallypromiscuous, selfrighteous youngsters. One exhibitor at the convention observed, "If that
blankety-blankwar in Vietnam could be ended the whole exaggerated emphasis
on youth could be restored to some balance and perspective."Another attendee,
according to Variety, "spokeof 'youth tyrants'imposing their standardsand tastes
on everybody else. The word 'arrogance'was also sounded by a few middle-aged
theater operators."7
If popular culture can function as the site on which historicaltransformations
are worked, as Stuart Hall has theorized, then what we see here is suggestive of
such a moment. The moral panic around youth "tyranny"and "arrogance"was
symptomaticof ideological struggle. The discourses of rebellious youth seemed to
be forcing themselves onto a sector of the culture industry.
Clearly youthpix did not speak with some "authentic"voice of the dissenting
young-as if a univocal discourse was even possible from a movement so fraught
with different positions and practices. The question was whether these films and
their contentious circulation suggested, in mediated and compromised form, a
process by which those discourses were being forced onto mainstream theater
screens. In experimenting with this cycle of youth films, filmmakers needed to
suggest something of the positions of activist, protesting youth. The resentments
and anxieties circulatingamong film industryexecutives and practitionerssuggest
that they were often uncomfortablewith the antiestablishmentpoints of view, politics, and values that appeared to be expressed in their products.
Two, Three, Many Screen Revolutions. Anxiety and discomfort were clearly
evident in early 1970 when Hollywood released a series of productions that all
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explored some aspect of the upheavalson college campuses. The Activist, Getting
Straight, The Strawberry Statement, RPM, and Zabriskie Point were all released
within a few months of each other. Aware of the fickleness of the youth market
they were chasing, producers and studio executives feared that the universities
would settle down before the cycle of protest films worked their way through the
exhibition circuits. As Variety noted on January14, 1970: "Documentation of the
last decade's social convulsion at Columbia and Berkeley may be ancient history
by spring vacation."8
As it turned out, the cycle of campus revolt films did not circulate during a
period of quiescence. Spring 1970 was marked by the most widespread campus
uprisings in history as student protest erupted over the May 4 massacre of four
students by Ohio National Guard troops at Kent State University and President
Richard Nixon'sApril 30 invasion of Cambodia.A full-scale national student strike
crippled and shut down universities throughout the nation, brought hundreds of
thousandsof students into the streets, and, in retrospect,prompted Henry Kissinger
to observe that "the very fabric of government was falling apart. The Executive
Branch was shell-shocked."9
This apocalypticconjuncture of events may have made youth revolution films
relevant and timely, but Hollywood was unprepared and unable to deal with the
political reverberationsand repercussions of the massive outpouringof rage. Variety began ringing the alarm bells on May 6, 1970, in a front-page story about a
one-month mass boycott to protest the Cambodia incursion. Motion picture theaters throughout the nation were to be targeted in an attempt to put "financial
pressure on exhibs and distributorsalike, many of whom are leaders in their local
communities." The article pointed out that major-studioexecutives were thought
to have ties to those in government and the military.Organizers of the planned
boycott were astute in targeting the film industry since so many of the studios
were pegging their financialhopes on the youth audience. The Varietypiece noted,
"Withso many films currently exploiting the youth market, such action, if carried
out on a large scale, would indeed put a financial dent in film revenues."'0In the
wake of the Cambodia/KentState upheavals,theater owners expressed gravefears
about what the climate of violence and disruption would do to their box-office
receipts."
Possibly aware of the threatening subject matter of the youth-oriented films,
producers and filmmakersquicklytried to deemphasize the politicallyoppositional
potential of some of these productions by focusing attention on individual,character-driven elements of the movies. According to Irwin Winkler, co-producer of
The Strawberry Statement,"We'renot about a college revolution. ... [The film] is
about growing up. About a college student who goes through an identity crisis
during a college revolt." Getting Straight director Richard Rush made a similar
comment about his project, which he argued "is about a graduate student who
goes through an identity crisis during a student revolt."'2
At the level of production,there was markeduneasinessand ambivalenceabout
engaging with divisive political issues. Producers tried to force their films into
familiarand by implication "safe"narrativeformats and categories. They insisted
CinemaJournal 41, No. 3, Spring 2002

41

that their pictureswere not aboutsocialdissentbut aboutcrisesof individualidentity
and male coming of age. In these "preferred"readings, student rebellion served as
a colorful backdrop to more traditionaland (ideologically) more easily contained
stories of personal growth and change.
The advertisingcampaignsfor some of these films also attempted to reinforce
ideologically safer readings. The ad for The Strawberry Statement contained a
graphicof the film'slong-hairedprotagoniston his knees, cradlingand protecting a
screaming young woman in the midst of what appeared to be a riot. Above the
chaotic image, the copy read:"Theirdreamwas to go to college."13 The signifiersof
"campusriot"were forced to the sides and back of the image while the obviously
shattered dreams of the two attractivelyanguished young protagonistswere positioned front and center. Like traditionalHollywood narratives,the iconographyof
the ad, with the male protecting the emotionally and physically more vulnerable
female, also suggested the constitutionof the heterosexualcouple along patriarchal
lines (fig. 1).
The ad for Zabriskie Point evacuated any reference to campus mayhem and
political violence. The ad'sgraphic featured a naked young couple making love in
the desert, suggesting the narrativewas concerned more with youthful sexualabandon than with youthful political agitation.
These attempts to minimize or erase the political significance of youth dissent
as a social crisis ran up against the films' textual mechanisms, which attempted to
render revolt and politicization as realisticallyas possible. Universal'spromotion
of TheActivist went to great lengths to emphasize that the film was produced with
the cooperation of the Berkeley activist community.The picture starrednonactor
Mike Smith, one of the organizers of the Bay Area Stop the Draft Week demonstrations,and his real-lifegirlfriend,Leslie, and the two engaged in what was touted
as a real-life love scene.14 ZabriskiePoint also starredtwo young (and very photogenic, if wooden) nonactors and featured Black Power luminaryKathleen Cleaver
of the Black Panther Party.She was featured in the film's opening scene, a meeting of radicalstudents at which black militants, including Cleaver,challenged the
white students' revolutionarycommitment. The Strawberry Statementfeatured a
cameo appearance by the "real"James S. Kunen, author and subject of the book
on which the movie was based, playing a sit-in leader trying to conduct a meeting
in a student-occupiedadministrationbuilding.Finally,MediumCool featured"real"
footage of the Chicago Democratic Convention riots, shot by director Haskell
Wexler and crew, who happened to find themselves in the midst of the mayhem
while filming their fictional feature. In a scene in which protesters were being tear
gassed, Wexler pointedly left in nondiegetic audio of one of his crew shouting to
the director,"Watchout, Haskell, it's real!"'15
Textual markers of "the real"were not limited to the use of nonactors connected to the youth movement or to the use of documentary footage of protest
events. If one could not find a real riot to film, as Wexler had, one could recreate
one. Each of the films contained scenes of campus uprisings structured according to codes and conventions of cinema v6rit6. Hand-held cameras, zoom shots,
pulled focus, ragged, jarring, and disorienting editing patterns with very quick
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Figure 1. The constitution of the heterosexual couple is along patriarchal lines
during a campus riot in The Strawberry Statement (1970). This ad ran in numerous underground newspapers. Courtesy Ramparts magazine.
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cuts, chaotic, sloppily framed compositions, and jumbled, incoherent soundtracks
were all used as representational strategies in these films.
Underground Readings. Some of the critics writing for the youth movement's
undergroundpress were deeply troubled by these realist strategies.'6The Los Angeles Free Press ran two reviews of TheActivist side by side. Both blasted the film,
in part for its dishonest use of cindma v6rit6 techniques. Reviewer JackWeinberg
argued that while producer-directorsArt and Jo Napoleon used members of the
Berkeley community "asevidence of the film'sauthenticity,"the movie was "phony
from beginning to end.""7Both Weinberg and reviewer RichardWhitehall disparaged the dishonest use of Mike Smith and other "real"activists,whom the reviewers said were presented in such unflatteringways that their political commitments
and motivationsbecame incomprehensible. According to Weinberg, "The unwillingness of the filmmakersto attribute to their characterseven the most tentative
and meager politicalconsciousness rendersthose charactersactivistautomatons."'8
Whitehall suggests that because these were such lousy actors, it was impossible to
explore their passions and convictions cinematically.A sense of betrayal underscored both reviews because the trust of a radicalcommunity had been so abused
by, at best, the "hipliberalism"and paternalismof the Napoleons.
The v6rite techniques of Getting Straight and The Strawberry Statementalso
came under attack from undergroundlings.Chuck Kraemer,writing for the Boston Phoenix, found Strawberry director Stuart Hagman guilty of sins similar to
those ascribed to the Napoleons. Kraemerargued that Hagman "hasno clear attitude at all about revolution, violence, or youth in general, except that they are fun
to photograph."The climactic riot scene, he argued, was politically meaningless:
"What'sthe point?That cops are brutal?Thatprotest only meets repression?Hardly.
The point, once again, is that screaming kids, tough cops, clouds of tear gas and
gratuitousviolence are all fun to photograph.'"19
Kraemercriticized Getting Straight on essentially the same grounds:
No specificissuesare ever even hintedat in "GettingStraight"-thisis protestas an
end, not a meansto socialreform.If this moviewere a newspaper,its demonstration
but
coveragewouldbe all scareheadlines;maybeone or twocursoryleadparagraphs,
no trenchanteditorials.Riotsareso damnphotogenic;it'sso mucheasierto makemovies aboutthe highlyvisiblesymptomsthanaboutthe underlyingcauses.20
The danger in reveling in v6rit6violence was not only that causes and contexts
would be ignored but that the sheer power of some of the imagery would sweep
awayconcern for the less photogenic underlyingissues. The youth movement may
have forced the entertainment industry to pay attention to its activities, but the
victory may have been a hollow one. How politicallyeffective could pretty pictures
of tear-gassedstudents be?
As it turned out, there was a great deal of debate about this issue in underground newspapers. Climactic scenes of confrontation and riot received extensive attention from youth movement critics, commentators, and letter writers.
If Hollywood was hell-bent on disseminating representations of radical student
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rebellion, then the question for those participating in these revolts was, Could
these films in any way be salvaged for movement use, or were they hopelessly
cooptive and reactionary?
ZabriskiePoint and The Strawberry Statementgenerated particularlyheated
debate, though neither was a success at the box office. The plot of ZabriskiePoint,
to the extent that it has one, concerns Mark,a college student, who is unsure of the
depth of his revolutionarycommitment. During a campus confrontation,he shoots
a cop, escapes to an airfield where he steals a plane, and flies into the Arizona
desert. There, he meets Daria, an apolitical,young, part-time secretaryon her way
to her boss's retreat, where he is hatching plans for a lucrative development deal.
The two young people engage in existential discussions and then make love in the
dunes in a dreamlike scene involving many other anonymous young lovers. The
two then go their separate ways, Markto be shot and killed while trying to return
the stolen plane and Daria to her capitalistboss's compound. While there, she has
what may or may not be a fantasyvision of a spectacularterrorist bombing of the
compound. The entire building explodes in an apocalyptic act of destruction that
Antonioni filmed from various angles. This is followed by other explosions as various objects are spectacularlydestroyed.
One critic for the East Village Other dismissed Zabriskie Point as "perhaps
the most definitive piece of youth cultural kaka."He linked this film and the recent wave of youth rebellion films to previous cycles of American International
Pictures (AIP)-type youth fare:
issues:
The new "improved"
youthmarketpicturesareconcernedwithcontemporary
in a
the
involvement/alienation.
Relevant
issues
but
draft,
nonetheless,
dope,
political
macabreenoughmanner,justasrelevantasallthosesurfermoviestenyearsago... still
forthe kids...."
"something
Thisgenerationhasbeen rather
Therearetwotypesof power,realandillusionary.
on
a
and
the
latter.
It's
seller's
market
successfullyhyped
althoughwe'vebecomequite
in
the
still
a
to
media
we
have
arts,
sophisticated
longway go betweenbeingused and
films,pop music,whichwe don'tcontrolnow,Teen
usingthe power.Youth-oriented
to separateyou fromyour[integFilms,the worksare all manipulative
[inventions?]
rity?].Youpurchasenothingexceptthose same shittygoodswhichyou accuseyour
parents,the othergenerationof hoarding.21
Other reviewers were less willing to dismiss the film. James Lichtenberg, also
writing for New York'sEast Village Other, suggested that the film's ending "resonated with prophesy."The Weathermen, violent revolutionaryoffshoots of the recently defunct New Left group Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), had
recently begun planning a campaign of terroristbombings. In March 1970, while
Zabriskie Point was in national distribution, four Weathermen accidentally blew
themselves up along with the exclusive Greenwich Village townhouse they were
using as a bomb factory. In light of this violent incident, Lichtenberg found the
film "simultaneouslyyesterday'spapers, present reality, [and] tomorrow'sreality,
an unattractivebut increasinglypossible alternative . .. and so on down the spectrum. How profoundlyits truths will be realized depends on whether a nonviolent
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revolution is possible any more."22The film provided a way to think through the
implications of the new directions into which youth radicalismwas lurching.
If Lichtenberg was concerned and troubled about this violent turn in youth
politics and used his review to point out the seeming exhaustionof other possibilities for revolutionarychange, Emanuel Goldman, writing for Boston's Phoenix,
used the same material to reach a more hopeful conclusion. He noted that only
"objects,things, symbols of American mentality"were destroyed during the film's
conclusion. Arguingfor a theme of rebirth amid necessary destruction, he quoted
from the film'sdialogue:
it be niceif we couldplantnewthoughtsinour
AsDariamusesin the desert,"Wouldn't
Andthat'swhattheyoungaredoing:
brains,likea goodchildhoodandgroovyparents."
children.Yes,thereis violence
plantingnewthoughts,raisingnewchildren,"together"
goingon, andman,that'spartof the scene,too. If youpushsomeoneagainsta wall,he's
[sic]goingto fight."23
One could argue that the film and these readings perpetuated the aestheticization of violence and "revolutionism"outside any context of the possible. Examining Bonnie and Clyde (1967) and If.. (1968), Todd Gitlin has argued that
these culturalproductsdecontextualize"revolution":"Inthe bloody springof 1968,
it was easy to lose a sense of the real. Increasingly the cultural artifacts, like the
Zabriskie
movement itself, were takingfor granteda contextof politicalextremity.'"24
Point as a cultural text validated both Goldman'sand Lichtenberg'svisions of an
imminently achievable and probably violent revolution instigated by the young.
Whether the political and social conditions actuallyexisted for such a radicalreordering of power relationsis a difficult question for a historianto grapple with even
with the luxuryof hindsight. However, in the late sixties and early seventies, various sectors of the American social, cultural, and political landscape became obsessed with this possibility. One of those areas was popular culture and texts like
ZabriskiePoint, which seemed to aid the process of imagining revolution.
The Strawberry Statement produced even more heat around this issue. Perhaps surprisingly, considering the film is all but forgotten today, it generated
more copy in the pages of the underground press than almost any other Hollywood offering, including such sixties "youthclassics" as Bonnie and Clyde, Easy
Rider (1969), and The Graduate.25Only Woodstock (1970) elicited more attention. The Strawberry Statement follows the exploits of Simon, an average college student who is more interested in crew practice and girls than in campus
politics.26He participates in a sit-in more for libidinal reasons than out of any
commitment to the issues of the protest, which the film leaves vague. He becomes enamored with and pursues a surprisingly chaste romance with another
young protester, played by Kim Darby, ubiquitous in Hollywood at the time for
her roles as sweet, charming, cute, and presexual young women. The film concludes with a twenty-minute-long scene of a police bust of the university gymnasium, where the students are holed up.
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The film'sproduction was fraughtwith difficulties and controversy.New York
mayor John Lindsay as well as the trustees of Columbia University refused to allow filming anywhere in New York City, and the opening credits of the movie
comment on the city'slack of hospitality.The film was eventually shot in San Francisco. The project was also the target of what appeared to be sabotage during
postproduction. Rolls of film to be transported between the studio and the lab
mysteriously disappeared or were spoiled. In addition, a poster of Che Guevara
that adornedthe production'sediting room was ripped down by constructionworkers with the approvalof some MGM employees.27
As with so much of the commentary in the underground press about youth
rebellion films, the writing on The Strawberry Statement focused the most attention on its ending. While the Boston Phoenix reviewer argued that the film evacuated politicalmeaningsby creatingriot imagerythat was fun to film, other reviewers
said that the movie had the potential to radicalizeviewers. A writer for Atlanta's
Great SpeckledBird, in an effusive review,proclaimedthe film "the most effective
propagandastatement I've ever seen." The reviewer argued that, in its first hour
or so of "bullshitliberal"representations of college life, the film managed to involve the largest number of viewers: "Youlook around the theater and you see
about two hundred nicely dressed, expensively hip college and high school students. All of whom identify madly.With the sexist jokes. With the way the hero
sympathizeswith his radicalfellow students, but takes part in their actions only for
kicks."The reviewer argued that this liberalismwas a mere ploy to breakdown the
defenses of these nonradical students. The film had other purposes-political
ones-that manifested themselves during the climactic riot scene:
Likethe film'slastfifteenminutes,the effectis incredible.Allof a suddenthosesame
peoplewhoanhouragowerelaughingat thewaythe herousedthose"justtoo radical"
peopleforkicks(orsexin the caseof the radicalwomenhe pursued)... allof a sudden
foranhourwitha bullshitliberalhero ... all
thosesamepeoplewhohadbeenidentifying
of a suddenthoseexpensivelyhip kidsaresincerelyscreamingforpigs'blood.Areapplaudingwhenthe bullshitheroknocksa pig on his ass ....
I cameawayfromThe Strawberry
Statementmad... radicallymad.So dida lotof
peoplelike me. We didn'tjust "agree"with somebody'sanalysisof ourpoliticalsituation:ourheadswerechanged."2
"Old-guard"New Leftists like Todd Gitlin were dismayed at the apparent
anti-intellectualism represented by this kind of response, which they saw seizing
hold of the movement as it lurched toward an embrace of violent revolutionism.29
The Bird reviewer found the film effective because it did not rationallypresent a
radicalpolitical analysis.Rather,the film elicited a visceral reaction. Scott Griffith,
writing for Distant Drummer, echoed this reading. He also considered the film a
"masterfulpiece of propaganda for the Movement. In the final scenes, you can
feel your muscles tighten and you want to break your knuckles in some cop's face.
It doesn't even try to be objective: it's the story of how one student becomes
radicalized, and it's important for that reason alone."30
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As presented in these films, "radicalization"did not appear to be an intellectual process but a bodily transformation.The yelling and applaudingof audiences
and the tightening of muscles were the markers of politicization. Cerebral New
Left politicos would have none of this. But their heavily intellectual methods were
no longer the dominant form of movement building.
While one could arguethat "shock"radicalizingwas a somewhatshallowformof
activism,this philosophywas pervasivewithin New Left, SDS-oriented activityby
the latterhalf of the 1960s. The Columbiabust became emblematicof the apparent
politicalpower this form of radicalizationcould generate. Student rage at the brutal
treatmentmeted out by the New YorkCity police departmentto the students occupying universitybuildingsled to a campus-widestrikethat forced the entire institution to grind to a halt. This bastion of the power elite, this active participantin the
Military-Industrial
Complex,which financed and pursuedwar-relatedresearch,was
rendered incapable of functioning. An act of unmasked hegemonic coercion resulted in radicalanger potent enough to threaten the very workingsof institutionalized power.The significanceof the response to films like The StrawberryStatement
was that, for some viewers, these pieces of symbolic culture appeared capable of
evokingthe same effect as participatingin protests andwitnessingpolice repression.
Representationsof repressionof youth dissent and the "actual"dissent one might
experience on one's own campus collapsedon top of one another.
In a majorpiece in the Los AngelesFree Press, Sam Blazer argued:"TheStrawberry Statementis tryingto reach out to the inert-the dazed of the nation whom
the radical movement has not yet been gifted or patient or systematic enough to
nurture."He went on to point out that the film "isan attempt to reclaim the young
before their submission becomes a style, before their detachment takes hold, becomes habitual, ritualized, overwhelming-like the blankness of their elders."3'
In an interview Blazer conducted with Stuart Hagman, the director of The
StrawberryStatement,and screenwriterIsrael Horovitz,both thirty,the question of
the film'srelationshipto the radicalstudent movement came up over and over. At
one point, Horovitz,who was activelyinvolvedin movement politics,arguedthat the
film was not tryingto reach out to or explainthe radicalleft. It was trying to reach
nonradicalizedteenagers and their parents "throughthe magic of MGM,"through
which they could gain access to perhaps forty millionviewers. "Thereis no need to
furtherradicalizethose alreadyin the radicalmovement. They're too busy to go to
movies anyway.The film is an attempt to take kids who are still formativeand give
them a sense of community."That comment led to the followinginterchange:
FP [Free Press]:Are you familiarwith Susan Sontag'sremark,to the effect that it
is impossible for anybodyworkingwithin the established order to really understandmuch less express-the revolution?
HAGMAN:She said that in direct reference to us makingStrawberryin San Francisco while she was there to attend the film festival.
HOROVITZ:In all honesty,we've probablydebased the movement handily.But I
repeat that the object of the film is not to bolster the commitment of people who are
already committed. It's assumed that movement people with any integrity are already
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wheretheyshouldbe. It is the protected-as Simonis atfirst-who mustlearnsomeof
the modesof injustice.32
Thus, the film served as an organizing tool, perhaps replacing the base-building
work that New Left groups increasinglyneglected as they found themselves caught
up in the urgency of preparing for the imminent revolution.
These heady estimations of the radicalpolitical possibilities of the film did not
go unchallenged in the pages of the underground press. One reader, responding
to Scott Griffith'sreview, said that calling the film masterfulpropagandawas "politically appalling."He argued that Griffithhad become "completelybefuddled by
Hollywood'spragmatic use of a highly emotional ending" and went on to ask the
Drummer editors to reprint a review by Columbia strikeparticipantDotson Rader
that originally ran in Time. The editors appended a portion of that review, which
included this observationby Rader:"I am afraidthat what it [the film] actuallyis is
a cheap attempt at commercial co-optation and exploitation of the anguish of a
And so the overwroughtattempts to figure out the meaningsof these
generation."33
culture industry representations continued.

Woodshuck, Woodshlock, Wood$tock. Whilethe politicalintentionsandradi-

cal possibilities of the campus revolt films remained a contentious and unresolved
issue among the undergroundlings,the response to Woodstockwas unambiguous.
The critics supported the film, on the one hand, and raged at Warner Bros., the
studio distributingit, on the other.
The film was an independently produced three-hour documentary about the
extraordinary"peace and music" fair that attracted almost half a million young
people to hear their generation'stop rock troubadourson a patch of farmlandin
upstate New York.Besieged by rain and a festival organizationunpreparedfor the
hordes of long hairs who showed up to crash the event, Woodstock was touted as
the counterculture'sapotheosis: a three-day enactment of the peaceful and loving
possibilities inherent in sex, drugs, and rock 'n' roll. Producer Bob Maurice and
director Michael Wadleigh used state-of-the-art cinematic technology and splitscreen effects to portraynot only the performers on stage but the often far more
interesting members of the audience.
While the studios releasing the campus revolution films were clearly uneasy
about their offerings, such was not the case as Warner Bros. got ready to launch
Woodstock.A month before the film'sEaster 1970 release, the studio was gearing
up for the spectacular box-office demands it was sure the picture would elicit.
Plans were made for continuous twenty-four-hour-a-dayscreenings if necessary.A
massive advertisingcampaignwas organized that included saturationuse of radio
spots, large ads, and inserts in newspapers (both mainstreamand underground)as
well as ads in magazines that the studio had not targeted much in recent years.
While the festival'sfamous logo featured a dove perched on a guitar,WarnerBros.
chose to project a different set of meanings. Mirroringthe Zabriskie Point campaign, the widely circulated Woodstock ad featured an image of a naked young
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couple frolicking in a pond (fig. 2). The mildly titillating image reinforced dominant notions of youth culture'searthy sexualityat the expense of other issues that
might not have been as saleable.
To a large extent, the film as a film was exempt from criticism-longhaired
filmmakers Wadleigh and Maurice seemed to be more or less aligned with the
movement againstthe studio. The Los Angeles Free Press pointed out the struggles
going on between the film's makers and the studio over the editing down of the
120 hours of material and the "plastic-fantasticfeatures in some of the advertising."34Apparently,Warner Bros. hired Pinkerton guards to protect its valuable
asset. It may have been somewhat problematic to criticize the film itself since, as a
documentary, it carried all kinds of markers of "the real" for an event that was
quickly achieving mythic significancewithin many segments of the youth community. If the filmmakerscould be constructed as "us"against the rapacious "them"
of the studio, then the film itself could be seen as the rightful property of "us."
Hagman and Horovitz of The StrawberryStatement had tried to construct a similar antagonisticrelationshipto their studio in the pages of the undergroundpress.35
As another Free Press writer put it, the vibrancyof the film meant "you can
almost forget that Altamont lay only a few weeks in the future. To watch the film
throughinnocent eyes is to be part of the dream again,to forget the past, and to see
a glimpse of the future we will someday build."36Reading strategies like this suggested that this particularrepresentationof youth culture was somehow less mediated, less constructed, and less fictional than other Hollywood offerings. The film
therefore generated little of the contentiousness over the representationof youth
culture generated over the campus revolutionfilms. Woodstock,as a representation
of something factual, was somehow better able to portray convincingly,in all its
shiny promise, what the counterculturehad to offer. The film itself was "innocent"
of capitaliststrategiesof commodificationand containment.As a document, it functioned to reassertcounterculturalyouth'svisions of a different social order.
But although the film was generally above reproach as a document, criticism
and protest over its dissemination became intense. The text had to be willfully
disconnected from its context of dissemination. The selling of Woodstock functioned as a politically significant moment when the mechanisms of capitalist exploitation unmasked themselves in all their ugliness. The brazenness of Warner
Bros.' capitalizationon the Woodstock phenomenon provided movement writers
with a blatant example of cooptation for easy deconstruction and attack.But it was
also galling for radical youths to understand and point out the workings of that
system on the one hand while realizingjust how powerful that system was on the
other. The agony was in finding one's political stance of negation and opposition
hopelessly enmeshed within a system one wished to dismantle.
Warners,perhaps in an attempt to negotiate these characterizationsof its objectives, dispatched Fred Weintraub,vice president in charge of creative services,
who had bought Woodstockfor the studio, to talk to the undergroundpress. In an
interview with the Liberation News Service after the film'spremiere, Weintraub
was clearly self-conscious about his position. He wryly told the interviewer not to
say anythingabout his having run the legendary Greenwich Village music club the
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Figure 2. Hippie sex was used to sell Warner Bros.' Woodstock (1970). This ad
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Bitter End for years, bringing Peter, Paul, and Maryand other folk luminaries to
public notice: "Justsay that I'm a capitalistpig shmuck rip-off artist dirty old man
and leave it at that. No, tell them I like to rip off the peoples' culture, that'show I
get off." In a more serious vein, Weintraubattempted to align himself discursively
with antiestablishmentyouth culture by arguing that to change things, the young
needed to learn how to use the Establishment. "Whatthey need is someone who
can sit down with bankers. If the bankers think they can profit, they'll play our
game."37By trying to negotiate another way of interpreting the power relations
between the movement and capitalism,Weintraubwas arguing that the best way
to refigurethe system was through "Das Hip Kapital."His comments echoed those
of MGM's"youthful"president,who arguedthat the interests of stockholderscould
be aligned with the interests of dissenting young people.
Some of these dissenters ended up outside theaters playing Woodstock.They
were not lined up to buy tickets, however. In both Los Angeles and Berkeley, the
Yippies organized generally successful pickets and boycotts of the film. Protesters
in front of the Los Angeles WarnersTheater on Wilshire Boulevardtried to entice
filmgoers to join their picket, chanting, "Woodstockis here on the street, not in
that sterile theater on the screen.'"38 Yippie organizer Marc Savin noted that
Woodstockwas "the first movie in the history of Hollywood where the actors can't
afford to go see it."39The Wilshire protest managed to convince some potential
patrons to join the picketers, thus swelling their numbers. Protesters tore down
Woodstockadvertisingposters and started a small bonfire leading to police intervention, arrests for unlawful assembly, and the destruction of property.40
The studio may have expected the film to be box-office dynamite, but apparently it did not factor into its plans the massive outrage, anger,and protest the film
would generate. The movie was greeted by bomb threatsat its premiere and Yippieorganized boycotts and pickets.41 Threatening letters and phone calls poured into
Warner Bros.' offices. The rage was almost entirely over the ticket price of $4 to
$5-the most ever charged for a Hollywood release. Given the situation, it was
easy for movement types to construct Warner Bros. as the archetypal capitalist
machine commodifying youth's anticapitalistdiscourse and practice.
Protests at the UC Theater near the Universityof Californiain Berkeley were
particularlyeffective. Variety explained the protest as the acts of "hippies,yippies
and others who think the film makers somehow stole their movement and are
keeping [it] captive in a film can."The article noted that the protest was taking a
major toll on box-office receipts. Earnings at the UC Theater were wallowing at
half the expected level. The paper noted the great degree of unity among the
Berkeley young, who were loath to cross a picket line.42
The undergroundpress found itself in the contradictorypositionof being unable
to refuse to accept the much-needed revenuethatcame with carryingads for the film
in its pages but not wanting to support the studio'sprofit mongering at the youth
movement'sexpense.The LosAngelesFreePress'sApril17, 1970,issue carrieda lavish
eight-pagepull-outWoodstockinsertsuppliedby WarnerBros.However,in the same
issue, the paper ran an ad (a reprintfrom Variety)that ballyhooed the extraordinary
box-office take the film was rakingin (fig. 3). The caption underneaththe ad noted:
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$ Power!One of the highestpricedticketsin moviehistoryis being chargedthose
interestedin seeingthe WarnerBros.filmversionof the LargestFree Showin history,
Woodstock.Picketshavebeen protestingthe highticketprice($4.00in LosAngeles,
$5.00in New YorkCity).Producerssaythatthe priceis highdue to the financialdifficultiestheproducersarehavingwithsuits,etc.AsLennyBruceoncesaid,"Yatta,
Yatta,
Yatta."
Bringthe pricedown,not the people.43
Other undergroundpapers tried to persuade their readersto refuse to see the
film. MarkKnops, editor of the Madison,Wisconsin,Kaleidoscope,arguedthat his
readers should avoid the film because "pigsstick together."He pointed out that it
was playing at the Esquire, a mainstream, commercial house rather than at the
Broome St. Theater,a communityowned-and-operatedalternativespace. To make
the situationeven more insulting,the Esquire managementrefused to take out ads
in Kaleidoscope,preferringto throwits advertisingdollarsto the generallyright-wing
student paper,the Badger Herald, "theopen enemy of the youth community."44
The theaters playing the film frequently served as the tangible evidence of
how the process of youth culture exploitationwas working.Just as student protesters tended to target universitycampuses and their war-relatedactivities since the
"Military-IndustrialComplex"was just too distant and too abstract to serve as a
site of protest, in instances of protest over cultural incorporation,the Hollywood
studios were also rather abstract and distant. The local theater functioned as a
more concrete target for protest.
A writerfor the Phoenixrailedagainsta local BostontheatershowingWoodstock
not just for overchargingfor tickets, but for overchargingfor watered-down Cokes,
charging for the use of lavatories, harassing patrons who chose to smoke either
tobacco or pot, and for peddling a Woodstockprogram at inflated prices:
Yeah,it soundsmundane,but the nameof the gameis co-optation,andmorespecifiI
cally,the rip-offof alternativecultureby moviemogulswith money-on-the-brain.
don'twantto end on a sournote:go see the movie,by allmeans,but digwhatit represents.It doesn'trepresentWoodstockNation,andif youcan'tdiscernthe oinksin the
soundtrack,
you'renot listeningveryhard.45

Conclusion: Oinks in the Soundtrack? In the end, youngpeople remained

undecided about whether youthpixhad "oinks"or messages of revolution on their
soundtracks. For the Hollywood studios, the question was easier to answer. By
early 1971, the industry'sinfatuationwith the nation'srebellious young had cooled
considerably.A page-one banner headline story in Variety on February24, 1971,
argued that an economic slump and higher tuition costs were putting a damper on
the discretionaryincome of college students. The story also noted a sudden rise in
nostalgia pervading films and other arts.46Rebellious youth films did not disappear. Billy Jack (1971)-an independently produced film about a karate-kicking
former Marine protecting a community of nonviolent hippies-would be enormously popular.However, campus disruptionfilms went by the wayside, as did the
studios' policy of targeting the young almost exclusively.
The campus revolutionand youth rebellion films may have been only sporadically successful at the box office but they were significantculturallyand politically.
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The discursivestrugglesthatswirledaroundthese filmsat the level of production
aswell as at the levelof reception,indicatethatissuesof popuanddissemination,
of theprotestsof the sixtiesfunctionedasimportant
larizationandmassdistribution
sitesof culturalstruggle.No matterhow muchyouthactivistsmayhavewantedto
ignorethe waysthe popularcultureindustrieswererepresentingtheiractivities,it
wasimpossibleto refuseto engagein someformof dialogue.The imagesandportrayalswerejust so ubiquitousandso demandingof response.Somerespondents
textsandarguefor theirusefulattemptedto negotiatewiththese mass-produced
ness to the movement;otherssawtheirusefulnessin exposingthe nefariousworkingsof commoditycapitalism.
Fortheirpart,the Hollywoodstudiosfoundthemselvesin the untenableposition of wantingto appealto middle-classbabyboomersbut tryingto do so during
a periodwhen the mostvocaledge of thatgroupwasengagedwith antiestablishmentpoliticsthatput manyof the youngin the filmindustry's
potentialaudience
at oddswith all mainstreaminstitutions.The filmsthatresultedandthe publicity
campaignsthat promotedthem reveala schizophrenicresponseas Hollywood
films,
negotiatedan ideologicalbalancingact.Whilesomeof the "reelrevolution"
suchas TheStrawberryStatement,attemptedto circulateatleastvaguelyprogresof campusdemonstrators,
sive representations
the filmswere often saddledwith
visualstrategiesthatemphasizedcinematicpyrotechnicsoverpoliticalcontent.
The evidenceprovidedby undergroundpress coverageof these Hollywood
offeringspoint to a cohortof youthwho were highlysophisticatedand critical
mediachildren.TheycouldpointoutanddeconstructHollywood's
variousattempts
at ideologicalcooptation.Butwhen Hollywood"gotit right,"as WarnerBros.did
with Woodstock,one gets a sense of the enragedpowerlessnessmanyNew Left
andcountercultural
youthmusthavefelt beforethe behemothof Americanpopular culture.Launchingprotestralliesover ticketpricesseemed a woefullyinadequatemeansto stemthe containmentandcooptingof youthrebellion.Thatsuch
protestoccurredand that movementyouthdid talkbackto the screenindicate
thatHollywood's
attemptto commodifyandpackageyouthrebelliondidnotoccur
withoutstruggleby the intendedaudiencefor these offerings.That Hollywood
had such difficultiesin packagingfilmsaboutpoliticalrebellionand disaffection
alsoindicatesthatthe "conquestof cool"couldbe highlyproblematical
anddestafor
the
culture
even
as
could
it
be
also,
bilizing
industry,
occasionally, highlyprofitable.47
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