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“...The range of possibilities open for youth in the domi-
nant media has become increasingly limited. Demonized
or trivialized, young people increasingly are portrayed in
Hollywood films as either a social menace or grovelling
nitwits.”

Henry Giroux: Channel Surfing 1997

or the Screwball Comedy. Any attempt to
recognize or validate the teen screen was
regarded as a dubious endeavor save for
the encouragement I received from Profes-
sor Russell Merritt to whom I shall always
be grateful.

reotype of kids being gentle and demure.
Kids are horrible to each other. Itisavery
sexual climate in high school. This movie
shows parents that this is where your kids
areat.” (3/1/99 p. 63)

Of course anyone who ever
sat through Larry Clark’s

leges and conferences in the
US, Canada and Australia.
The second edition of his “Vi-
sual Messages: Integrating
Imagery Into Instruction” text

“While Hollywood'’s teens have frequently been out
of control, (Compulsion, 1959) (Last Summer, 1969)
never before have they been so systematically pre-
sented as callous, calculating and so totally self-

painful, albeit intriguing
Kids (1995) had long ago
been disabused of the idea
that today’s teens (at least
on film) are gentle and de-

was published in Spring 1999.

ore than 20 years ago I left Austra-
M lia in order to study American

film’s depiction of youth. My in-
terest in that subject was the direct result of
two separate but related circumstances.
The first was my own experience of Ameri-
can images of adolescence during
my teen and early adult years,
whether in a movie theater or on
television. The second and per-
haps the most influential, was
my observation of how my ]
own Australian students "
were affected by these same '&
stories. What, T began to 4
wonder, was the relation-
ship between teenagers
and screenagers.

I answered that ques-
tion or at least some of
itin The Cinema of Ado-
lescence. (1985) But it was
not an easy process. Still academi-

cally suspect, cinema studies was accept-
able at the time [ was conducting my re-
search, so long as one confined the subject
to cinematic codes and conventions, to mise
en scene, the auteur theory or to legitimate
genres such as the Western, the Gangster
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absorbed.”

In February of this year LISA Today an-
nounced that “teens are taking movie the-
ater box offices by storm...for the past 3
weeks, films set in high school were the top
grossing pictures.” (2/4/99) She’s All That
and Varsity Blues were pulling in youthful
audiences. Still to be released were Simply
Irresistible, Never Been Kissed, American
Pie and Cruel Intentions. The latter
was based upon Dangerous
Liaisons. Taken with
Amy Heckerling’s hom-
age to Jane Austen’s Emma
(Clueless), it represented
what The New York Times
called “the literary teen
movie.” 10 Things I Hate
About You continued the
trend, with The Taming of the
Shrew, this time presented with
teen characters at Padua High.
Jawbreaker went the more famil-
iar route introducing “The Flawless
Four” beauties of Reagan High.

By March of 1999, Newsiweek noted the
box office power of the teen films and the
shift in cinematic representation of youth.
Reese Witherspoon of Cruel Intentions
commented: “It blows the lid off any ste-

mure. This independent

cinema-verite’ depiction of

teen torment; casual, un-
protected sex, careless drug use and bad
language has now become mainstream.
Tellie, the film’s central character, puts it
simply: “when you're young, not much
matters.” His whole life centers on sex; his
specialty, deflowering 13 and 14 year olds.
His friend Caspar is well on his way to al-
coholism. Drunk and stoned he forces him-
self upon an unconscious young girl, not
knowing she has just tested HIV Positive.
Surveying the chemical carnage of youth-
ful bodies unconscious on the floor after a
night of partying, all he can say is, “Jesus
Christ, what happened?” One might ask
the same, having witmessed Australia’s neo-
Nazi teens in Romper Stomper (1992) or the
murderous girls of New Zealand’s Heav-
enly Creatures (1994) or the adolescent vil-
lain of Britain’s Young Poisoner’s Hand-
book. (1995)

Today, it’s not just the young men of the
movies who lack heart. One look at Wild
Things is a cautionary tale for anyone think-
ing of teaching today’s high school girls.
Representations of female high school stu-
dents have been revolutionized. “But as
girls seize the reins of power in high school
movies, alarm bells are going off...The un-
derlying message seems to be that teenage
girls, having finally been given license to






