Culture Vulture Time # 5 March 06

   Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know it’s March and there is snow on the ground and ice in the air but don’t let it bring you down guys and dolls.  Oscar night is around the corner, spring training has begun, the excruciating Winter Olympics are finally over, and papa really wasn’t a rolling stone. In the world of the Culture Vulture, there is always another fascinating piece of pop cultural flotsam loosening itself from the crusty surface and bobbing to the top. Lets us now praise famous men: R.I.P. Don Knotts, a true comic genius.

Grammyrama

   Maybe the Grammy’s matter, maybe they don’t, but both the selection process and the televised award show have noticeably improved. A few brief observations:

Lowlight: Watching Kelly Clarkson talk, cry, sing and win.

Highlight: Seeing Pauly Mac blister through Helter Skelter, with the added bonus of cool looking sideman and monster drummer Abe Laboriel, Jr.

Best Mash-up: U2 and Mary J. Bilge.

Best Ever Evolving Persona: Madonna, and Madonna’ legs.

Best I-Am-Seriass-But-Somehow-Not-Don McLean-Delivery: Bruce.

Thankyoufornotlettingusdown Award: The ever slippery, ever scary Sly.

Who Let the Dog’s Out?: JayZ’s absolute no-flow, non-flowings as Paulie Mac weighed in with his Fred Astaire version of Yesteryears.

Somehwere Stepin Fetchit Was Smiling: Kayne West and Jamie Foxx’s chitlin’ stomping routine.

Brokebacked Stirrings: Keith Urban’s right-on solo stomp.

Bring Back Lola Falana: Beyonce.

Bring Back Joey Heatherton: Gwen Stefani.

Say What?: Maroon 5’s inclusion in the Sly tribute.

Wanted: Private Eye, middle-aged, tough, sensitive, resourceful, and one of God’s lonely men. 

   Sifting through the recent DVD release of the first season of The Rockford Files (the show ran from 1974-80), undoubtedly one of the finest television procedurals ever (right alongside Columbo, and like that show, a procedural that devoted as much time to atmosphere, setting, and character as it did to the how and why of the case-of-the-week), it struck me how wistful and essentially broken James Garner’s Jim Rockford actually was. Korean war vet, ex-con, trailer-dweller, he’s surrounded by a strange support group that included an aging, old school dad (Noah Beery, Jr.), an uptight, disapproving cop pal, (Joe Santos) a put-upon, even more disapproving lady lawyer (Gretchen Corbett), and a chicken-shit con man (Stuart Margolin.) Although the private eye the show depicts usually solves the case (which he more often than not enters into reluctantly), he never gets much of a bang out of it. Clients stiff him, the bill collectors peck at him, mobsters push him around with pointed guns, the cops uniformly tell him he’s nothing but a bottom dweller if they can’t arrest him on minor charges, he loves but always loses, his beloved car gets mangled up on a regular basis, he gets sucker punched, gangbanged, slipped mickeys, and people burst into his austere trailer digs like it’s a never ending rock fest. Like Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe (the show is pointedly set in and around L.A. and the rest of the Hotel California, and fer you trivia buffs, a coupla shows were scripted by the great Leigh Bracket, the gal responsible for the genius screenplays of two Chandler adaptations--- Howard Hawk’s 1946 The Big Sleep and Robert Altman’s 1973 The Long Goodbye) he’s a tired and weary white knight seeking truth and justice, yet he’s continually running on empty: Fatigued, rumpled and beat up, finding solace in nothing more than a cup of coffee and a beachside taco, or by tossing a fishing line into the empty sea.  The opening credits convey it succinctly— a title shot of a game of solitaire and then the weekly bad message on the phone machine, the mocking theme song with it’s shrill (and kinda haunting) harmonica flourish, behind a series of washed-out stills of a peevish Jimmy in a phone booth, Jimmy solid and sturdy but solo in the streets of L.A., Jimmy with his one true companion –his car, Jimmy in a diner, Jimmy in his trailer, Jimmy in the frozen food section of the market, Jimmy with a half glimpsed woman, Jimmy in cop land but framed by the bars of a cell, Jimmy peering into Bel Air with binoculars, Jimmy lost in thought in the foreground with an addled looking Rocky (crooked hat perched on top of his broken walnut features) in the background, and finally,  father and son getting their one bit of peace, forlornly fishing off the pier. The Rockford Files I thought I remembered was a smartly-written, markedly laconic TV Dick show, the one I delved into was so textured, shadowy and low rent it coulda been penned by Raymond Carver, not Chandler.

Daily Inconvenience

   Remember that oh-so-friendly term “convenience store”, meaning the corner milk store, the corner drug store, the Ma and Pa joint down the street from your house where you bought your daily newspaper or a pack of smokes? Well, it’s so far from convenient now that those same places are making headaches achier and ulcers ulcier and tempers not-so-tempered. The first part of my daily routine is almost monk-like in its serene simplicity. I leave my house, typically somewhere between 6:30 and 7:00 AM, get gas if needed, grab a coffee, and head to the once-upon-a-time-convenience store in order to purchase 2 newspapers and the occasional smoke. Invariably, inevitably, somehow, all-the-time, everygoddamnday, the people in line if front of me seem to be there for one reason: TO SLOW MY DAY DOWN. Are any of these, my fellow life-sucking consumers, in a hurry to do anything or go anywhere? Do they love the vibe of  7-11 or Quik-Mart, or Brooks, or Ma and Pa Land? Do they love the décor, the ambience, the mostly zombie-like employees who both hate their job and their customers? These time-killers appear as a few distinct types. There is the Senior Citizen A, the type that must, under all circumstances, reach slowly for their hidden away cash, and count out EACH AND EVERY dollar, dime, and penny, making society a better place by always paying with exact change. There is Senior Citizen B, who has learned the first name of the clerk, his or her family situation, whether they route for the Yanks or the Sox, and engages them in full discourse, at great length and detail, about the possibility of rain or sunshine EVERY SINGLE DAY.  There is the Great Discounter A, armed with a mountain of clipped coupons, bent and determined to enhance their lives by saving 34 cents a day, even more determined to argue the validity of each coupon till death or savings, whichever comes first. There is the Great Discounter B, with a shopping cart as weapon, filled to the brim with multiple purchases of toilet paper and dish soap, buying bulk to fulfill their dreams and keep their basement shelves stocked with the true necessities of life. Finally, there is my fave, The Gambler, grubby fingers clutching scratch cards and lottery slips, knowing way deep down inside that they’re gonna hit the big one, ever ready and diligent to make the new purchase of that one-way ticket to the American Dream, taking their time at the register for good reason—the choice between a baseball scratch card and the tic-tac-toe one could very well be the diff between dust and gold. I used to tell my pals that went I finally decided to let the years of accumulated rage kick in I was gonna scale the roof of the Hot Club like a monkey on meth and set up for a sniping spree that would truly jumpstart a Friday night. Changed my mind. Man, when I finally flip my lid, I’m gonna hook myself up with some bows and arrows, stamp them with a clear image of a ticking clock, sprinkle ‘em with gas or paint thinner, torch ‘em up, and crouch down behind my car in the corner of the CVS on Reservoir Ave in Cranston, RI and pick off every single shopper who goes in or out before 7:30 AM, all the while giggling hysterically like Frank Gorshin on acid, watching the flames leap from bodies onto coupon inserts, neat little piles of scratch tics and big bundles of toilet paper. That ought to send a message, right?

Old School, New School

   Something about the quality and tone of Dion DiMucci’s voice has also taken me to that special place. Not quite old enough to have been one of his original fans I first discovered him with his one-off protest single “Abraham, Martin, and John”, and many years later bought 1989’s Yo Frankie, and subsequently tracked down all the early, big-hit stuff. One of my greatest thrills, during a lifetime of attending shows, was Dion’s gig at the second Met Café, accompanied by a band of cool daddies consisting of Scott Kempner (guitarist, singer, songwriter,ex-Dictators and Del-Lords), Mike Mesaros (bassist, ex-Smithereens), and Frank Funaro (drummer, ex-Del-Lords), calling themselves Dion ‘N’ Little Kings.  Quite simply, they rocked. Dion has a new release, Bronx in Blue (The Orchard), which consists of him and his acoustic guitar playing the country blues. It’s perfectly unadorned and unaffected, a quiet showcase of a veteran delivering the goods with both a lived-in panache and subtle mastery, singing the shit out of chestnuts like “Baby What You Want Me To Do”, “Who Do You Love”, or “Statesboro Blues”. 

   I’ve read a whole lot about Chan Marshall, aka Cat Power, but have never managed to hear even a cut until picking up her latest, The Greatest (Matador). Her rep, as yet another tormented artist who flirts with stage fright and resents being asked to pose in her undies, precedes her, as do her genuinely well-reviewed six prior releases. She’s a fragile white soulgurl, who’s penned a poisonous ode to whacked-out actor/filmmaker/performer Vincent Gallo (“Mr. Gallo”), and had a tongue-in-cheek tribute (“Cat Power’) written about her by the Drive-By Truckers.  The new release, laid down in Memphis, with players from Al Green’s band and Booker T. and the M.G.s, is the flipside of Dusty in Memphis. It’s laid-back but not mellow, and the tight arrangements reveal an artist in strong voice, not the wounded chanteuse I expected. It’s not an all-out great recording, although it is in an intriguing one, and I suspect it may sound better upon repeated listening. 

Naming Names

     Richard Schickel’s much praised new work Elia Kazan: A Biography (Harper Collins, 2005, $29.95) is a fascinating tale of a creative mind operating behind, between, and within the all engulfing the forces of politics, art and commerce. Kazan, born in Turkey to Greek parents, scuffed his way to the pinnacles of the American stage, to Hollywood power, and even became a best selling writer. His most well known big screen works—Streetcar Named Desire (’51), On the Waterfront (’54), East of Eden (’55), Baby Doll (’56), A Face in the Crowd (’57), made a huge mark on me and many other cineastes, as his unique brand of big screen psychological realism unveiled itself on the small screens of the home front and the budding revival houses of the late 60’s and early 70’s. His masterful showcasing of both Brando and Dean, both wearing their method madness on their sleeves, resonated deeply for those who where seeking a touch more than popcorn magic at the movies. Of course the years have not be necessarily kind to what Andrew Sarris called the dream factory’s attempts at “strained seriousness”, but many contempo filmgoers may not be fully aware of what exactly Kazan and his up-and-upcoming theatre-trained brethren (Arthur Penn, John Frankenheimer, Sidney Lumet)  forged on the big screen, breaking tradition with a certain mannered style of screen acting in favor of a more idiosyncratic, internalized approach. Kazan made his way from the infamous Group Theatre; a company devoted to politicized text, as an actor, play doctor, assistant director, to becoming the man who staged such American theatre classics as Streetcar, Cat on a Hat Tin Roof, Skin Of Our Teeth, and Death Of a salesman. He also became a communist turned lefty turned liberal who named names during the HUAC hearings—a sin that many of his friends and collaborators never forgave him for, forever tainting his status as a true giant of the American arts. Schickel, a long time apologist (and the author of the keenest tome on Clint Eastwood so far) details Kazan’s actions meticulously and concludes that what Kazan did was not necessarily cowardly or all that damaging. Whether you agree with that or not, it can’t be denied that the director’s influence on filmmakers from Cassavetes to Scorsese is redoubtable, and that most of his movie work still stands strong, and a good portion of it deserves classic status. 

Scotty D Chronicles (Continued)

   As Brokebacked as it sounds, I’ve always had a predilection for seeing movie-movie or TV-eye actors treading the old boards doing the theatre thang. Over the years I’ve witnessed stage turns by the likes of Harvey Keital, Bruce Dern, Gregory Hines, Kathleen Turner, Sigourney Weaver, Cynthia Nixon, Randy and Dennis Quaid, Judith Ivey, Diane Wiest, Mia Dillon, James Earl Jones, Christopher Plummer, Jessica Lange, Brad Davis, Amy Madigan, James Gandolfini, Kelsey Grammar, Marisa Tomei, Brian Cox, Joe Mantenga, Julie Walters, Jerry Stiller, Ron Silva, Peter MacNicol,  Bob Gunton, Anthony Hopkins, William Hurt, Al Pacino (twice), and even goddamned Quentin Tarantino. But the single most shake-me-up, excitarama theatre excursion I ever head was when my acting hero, Bobby D, the one and only Robert DeNiro stood upstage in a play called Cuba and His Teddy Bear, by Reinaldo Provo (who that?), during the fall of 1986, co-starring, (get this) Burt Young and Ralph Machio. Bought the ticks, got together with my then galfriend Jody, her sis Trudy and her boyfriend Brian, and planned the NYC weekend whirlwind tour, one for all and all for Bobby D. Of course, in those not-so-hallowed daze, every trip outta town hadda be done up with the proper accoutrements, which meant cocaine, cuz (figure it out) it’s just no good being elsewhere without the proper connection. Didn’t matter, not at all, that I already had (and would have) a half dozen trips, shall we say, infected and affected by the stuff, still had to make the hook-up, and acquire the travel-stash. During that period of almost daily stuffness, it proved impossible EACH AND EVERY TIME to withstand sampling pre-trip, and that inevitably meant that each jaunt began (L.A., New Orleans, Florida, Denver, London, even a so-called nature retreat in Maine) all jangled-up, wired-up, sweaty-sweating my way through airports and cabs and hotel front desks, having usually been on the stuff for 24 to 48 hours before said trip began. This NYC cultural detour was no different, as Jody and I did a good portion of the stuff the night before the Saturday morning choo-choo-departure, and greeted the much healthier (and less-addicted) Brian and Trudy for the train ride into the city. They, both being extremely nice people without suspicious natures, didn’t quite discern that my gurl and I were all stuffed up, and we happily lit out, drinks for everybuddy, from the Providence train station. Brian, who at the time, co-owned one of La Prov’s coolest night spots, complained of being worn out from a never-ending Friday night, never knowing the Jody and I, although not exactly tired, had put in some hard hours on the party train and were probably in danger of fading before the Bobby D stage dance began. I, only thinking of my sweetheart’s mental health, withheld any more stuff from her on the train, citing a need to at least appear somewhat within society’s reigns, only doling out just enough to myself to keep on, hush, keeping on, maintaining some semblance of what I considered normalcy (uh-huh). We hit the city, checked into our respective rooms (big, huge secret line or two for me as a reward for making it thus far), and headed out to grab a bite before Bobby D Time. I pushed my food all over the plate, squished a bunch of it into a series of napkins which I dropped on the floor, finally moved onto the theatre, anticipating greatness, all nerved-up with nowhere to go. Made it all the way through the first act, told my gal and pals that I hadda go to the bathroom really bad and pushed past them and any mofo in my way and hit the bright New Yawk night lights, burrowing down the nearest alley, so I could stick my hollowed-out Bic pen deep into the bag of stuff and fucking inhale, deeply. Everything was cool, found my traveling companions, swallowed a dollop of overpriced alcohol, and headed back in, Lights Out, second act unveiled and all of a sudden Brian slumps into his seat, Trudy let’s out a quiet (but not theatre-quiet) yelp---Brian fainted, house lights on, gotta call the ambulance, and I’m tiptoeing about as close to a full blown heart attack or breakdown as I ever had been or evuh would be. To compound it, this all occurs right after the on-stage action depicted one of the main characters (Ralphie or Bobby D) shooting up. (For the life of me I can’t remember if it was one or both, but I do know it was one of those oh-so-hushed theatrical moments when you could hear an ant scream.) Brian semi-comes back, him and Trudy depart the theatre and Jody and I stay on, waiting for the moment a fan boy like me had always imagined, Bobby D, front and center taking his bows, conquering the stage as he had the movies, cementing his position as the actor’s actor. Needless to say Trudy and Brian headed home to RI, although I made sure, being the sympathetic, sensitive type, to grab their half of the untouched (whew) stash before they vamoosed. Jody and I, post- play, headed back to the wild blue yonder, connecting with our new-to-Manhattan RI buddy Raul and cranked it up for another mini-marathon. Monday morn came electra, and after snorting up our goodbye toots with Raul, he guided us to Grand Central Station, where, ironically enough, the Better-Than-Bobby-D-Drama really occurred. Jody was small in stature, maybe a touch past half my height and probably a third of my weight, yet she was capable of Guinness Book-type indulgences. Finally, always, she’d wind up beady-eyed and incoherent, still filled with a drug and booze induced energy that slowly mutated into venom. (She’s dead now too, making this ride on the memory train a lot less funny and a bit more tinged by legit melancholia.) The way I picture it, and I truly, madly, think my recollection is accurate, is that the reality camera starts a reverse slow zoom, with the camera placement somewhere in some high Grand Central corner, and it’s her and me, she tiny, twisted and tormented, me melting and fading and flailing, as she spits out an incoherent filled-with-hate screw-you diatribe, tossing both of her pointy high-heeled boots at me, camera ever-so-slowly zooming backwards from a close-up of our contorted features as I do the Three Stooges boogie and run helplessly away through the Monday morning Grand Central masses, hoping to get on the train, get on the bus, get on anythang that might be moving onward---once again broke, busted, dusty and desperate, questioning my lifestyle, my romance, my direction, and oh yeah, my very being. That is, at least until the following weekend.  

