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“Stranded at the drive-in / Feelin’
like a fool / What will they say /

Monday at school …?”

TEENS ON
SCREEN

From left: Marlon
Brando in The
Wild One;
Matthew
Broderick in
Ferris Bueller’s
Day Off; Jason
Biggs in American
Pie; Twilight;
Olivia Newton-
John and John
Travolta in
Grease.

Teen movies have been part and parcel of the blockbuster
industry since the 1950s. Declan Burke looks at

the best of the lot through the decadesA LOVELORN
John Travolta
pining for Olivia
Newton-John may
not, at first glance,

represent film at its dazzling zenith,
but film buff Garry Mulholland begs
to differ. Stranded at the Drive-In,
the opening line to one of the
best-loved songs from Grease
(1978), is the title of the Mulhol-
land’s latest book, which attempts to
list the 100 Best Teen Movies.
“Not only do we get a cinema

reference,” says Mulholland in his
introduction of the song Sandy, “but
a neat summing up of a few of the
key elements of teen fiction: thwart-
ed romance, peer pressure, school,
the quest for night-time pleasure,
fear of humiliation.”
Of course, no one takes teen

movies seriously. They’re all about
hormonal angst and ridiculous serial
killers, bad hair-dos and the Prom.
Aren’t they? Replace the word
‘school’ with ‘work’ in Mulholland’s
quote, however, and the concerns of
teenagers become the raw material
for 90% of all films made for an
adult audience. Which is why most
of the movies Mulholland picks for
his Best 100 have a timeless, univer-
sal appeal.
The teen movie craze began

in 1953, when Marlon Brando
swaggered onto the screen in The
Wild One, personifying mindless
juvenile delinquency with his
drawled, “Whaddya got?” when he’s
asked what it is he’s rebelling
against. The Second World War had
dramatically changed the domestic
landscape in America. With men
away at war, women had gone out
to work in their millions, and they
had no intention of giving up their
freedom once the men returned.
The result, according to conserva-

tives that feared juvenile delinquents
as much as the Communist threat,
was a generation that came of age
with inadequate fathers and absent
mothers. Rootless, drifting, left to
form their own social and moral
constructs, the kids went wild. The
fears, doubts and burgeoning
nihilism was nailed in the title of
James Dean’s third and final movie,
Rebel Without a Cause (1956) —
even if Jim Stark, played by Dean,
is essentially a boy in search of a
conventional nuclear family.
Hollywood capitalised on a teen

market that had never before seen
itself depicted on the silver screen.
Prior to the 1950s, American youths
were either young boys and girls, or
young men and women. But even
as the apparently hopeless movies
were churned out — I Was a
Teenage Werewolf (1957), The
Cool and The Crazy (1958), The
Blob (1958) — an aesthetic took
shape, one in which serious issues

could be addressed under cover of
teen angst: Blackboard Jungle
(1955), The 400 Blows (1959),
West Side Story (1961).
In fact, Mulholland argues that

the teen movie has every right to
be judged by the same criteria as
any other movie, beyond and
above whether it speaks directly to
its audience, either to milk it as a
cash-cow or empathise with its
very real concerns. It’s significant
that Stranded At the Drive-In
concludes with the Oscar-littered
The Social Network (2010),
which was written and directed
by two of Hollywood’s most
respected talents in Aaron Sorkin
and David Fincher, respectively.
It’s wise to take Mulholland’s

verdicts on the teen movie with a
hefty pinch of salt, especially as he
is of the opinion that Buffy the
Vampire Slayer is the greatest tele-

vision series ever. By the same to-
ken, it’s hard to argue with his as-
sertion that a teen movie very of-
ten transcends its target audience
to achieve greatness. Ken Loach’s
Kes (1969), Stanley Kubrick’s A
Clockwork Orange (1971), Brian
De Palma’s Carrie (1976) and
Franc Roddam’s Quadrophenia
(1979) are four movies that can
hold their heads high in any com-
pany.
And then, of course, there is the

Golden Age, the 1980s. In 1983
alone came Risky Business, the
Brat Pack testing grounds of The
Outsiders and Rumble Fish, both
directed by Francis Ford Coppola,
and War Games. Nightmare on
Elm Street arrived in 1984, as did
Red Dawn and Footloose, with
Back to the Future appearing in
1985. But even Back to the Fu-
ture has been eclipsed, in retro-

spect, by the John Hughes block-
buster The Breakfast Club, which
also appeared in 1985, perhaps the
quintessential example of a movie
made about teens, for teens and
— given that Hughes was so per-
fectly attuned to his audience —
by a teen.
The following year, Hughes

offered Ferris Bueller’s Day Off
and Pretty in Pink, the latter as
scriptwriter. River’s Edge was a
dystopian antidote to Hughes’
brightly coloured teen fantasies
that same year, while Dirty
Dancing shimmied onto the
screen in 1987. Heathers, that
deliciously dark deconstruction
and loving parody, topped off the
decade in 1989.
In the two decades since, the

teen movie has taken its cue from
Heathers and grown ever more
sophisticated, more knowing and

self-referential. From Tim Bur-
ton’s Edward Scissorhands (1990)
and Richard Linklater’s Dazed and
Confused (1993), on through Wes
Craven’s Scream (1996) to Juno
(2007), the teen movie has played
with our perceptions of what we
believe teenagers to be, as refract-
ed through the prism of their own
movies.
The tone, too, has

grown more seri-
ous. The mind-
less high-school
movie so
mercilessly
parodied in
Clueless
(1995)
grew
increasing-
ly vicious,
via Cruel
Intentions

(1999), until it reached its climax in
the bloody war of Battle Royale
(2000).
A more serious strain of teen

movie appeared with Larry Clark’s
Kids (1995), its docu-drama quality
mirrored by Matthieu Kassovitz’s
incendiary and socially conscious
French film La Haine (1995), the
paedophilia threat at the heart of
Hard Candy (2005), and the truth
of vulnerable teenage lives in
Kidulthood (2006), Precious (2009)
and City of God (2011).
Meanwhile, the classic concerns

of the teen movie — sex, basically,
and how to get it — are mocked in
the growing trend for gross-out
comedies, such as American Pie
(1999) and Superbad (2007). These
apparently mindless examples of
dumbing down, however, are mir-
rored by more thoughtful offerings,
such as Twilight (2008), which
echoes I Was a Teenage Werewolf
and Edward Scissorhands as this
generation’s voice for the teenager’s
fear of sex — or, more accurately,
the teenage girl’s fear of being pres-
sured into sex too soon.
Incorporating 100 teen movies

and stretching to almost 500 pages,
Mulholland’s book is accessible,
conversational in tone and very
nearly comprehensive. Naturally,
however, such lists lend themselves
to argument, and it could be argued
that the book is remiss in not
including The Wanderers (1979),
Saturday Night Fever (1979), Fast
Times at Ridgemont High (1982),
10 Things I Hate About You (1999)
— as an example of how often teen
movies have riffed on Shakespearian
sources, although Mulholland does
include a more literal adaptation,
Romeo + Juliet (1996) — and
Brick (2005).
But who has time to pause and

nit-pick? This year sees another slew
of teen movies arriving, including
Young Adult, which is about
grown-ups reverting to teenager
angst; The Hunger Games, a
post-apocalyptic tale of survival;
American Pie: The Reunion; and
the movie version of 21 Jump
Street, the high school-set TV series
that launched Johnny Depp’s career.
And why not? They may well be

rebels without a cause, but the kids
and their movies are alright.

■ Garry Mulholland’s Stranded at the
Drive-In is published by Orion.

Shining a light on a bright piece of history

Donal Hayes is thrilled
when he finds some
traditional light bulbs as
the CFL bulbs don’t fit
most of his lamps.
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Donal
Hayes

tracks down
the world’s

longest lasting
light bulb in

San Francisco
and bemoans

the decision to
introduce CFL

alternatives

L IVERMORE is, without
doubt, a nice place to live.
On the Eastern edge of

California’s San Francisco Bay Area,
the town is cultured suburbia with a
little bit of wine country and a little
bit of ranching. At one end of town
are the renowned Concannon Vine-
yards, at the other end is the Liver-
more-Pleasanton fire station.
The flag of the United States flies

on the pristine white pole outside
the picket fenced, fire station. The
doors are rolled up and two big red
diesel engines sit inside. The night
before, I had met with Lynn Owens
the fire chief and he invited me to
call along at any time. So here I
was.
There are fireman suits hanging

on the walls. Even though it is quite
dark inside everything is still very
shiny. The floor gleams, rows of
helmets pick up shards of light and
the chrome on the engines reflects
the red surrounds.
But this is not the light I’m look-

ing for — “You can’t miss it,” Chief
Owens had told me.
And there indeed, it was. Hanging

by a short wire from the ceiling,
ironically upstaged by a fluorescent
lamp, was the least impactful world
record I had ever seen. It was the
world’s longest-lasting light bulb. It
was turned on first in 1901 to light
the way to the fire engines and it
has never gone out since — with
the exception of three power fail-
ures and two building transfers.
This, however, is not a very un-

usual occurrence as there are many
more, probably hundreds, of what
are known as centenary bulbs, bulbs
lit for more than 100 years, dotted

all over the US and Europe. Back
in the day, they were blown glass
with tungsten filaments. And they
were built to last.
There is a web cam pointed at

the Livermore light and, with de-
licious irony, this is the third web
cam, the first two have burnt out.
In the first few decades of the

20th century the competition was

fierce to make the longest lasting
bulb. When Edison launched his
first bulb, it advertised 1,500
bright hours. It wasn’t long before
Philips was offering a bulb that
gave you 2,500 hours and there
was talk of an eastern European
bulb that glowed for 10,000
hours. Clearly they were compet-
ing themselves out of business.
In 1924 in Geneva a cartel

called Phoebus was formed by the
world’s light bulb manufacturers
with one express purpose — to
reduce the lifespan of the light

bulb. By the end of the confer-
ence all had agreed to reduce the
life span of their bulbs to a maxi-
mum 1,000 hours. For many
companies it meant spending
more money to reduce the quality
and life expectancy of the bulbs
but within a few years they had all
achieved their goal.
The theory of “built-in obsoles-

cence” became integral to the
American economy and a serious
contributor to its financial recov-
ery. The manufacturers of toasters,
radios, clothes and, most impor-

tantly, the automobile industry
warmly embraced the planned de-
preciation of their products. The
increase in production and sales
was used as justification for this
borderline malpractice.
But that was at a time of abun-

dance, a time of limitless re-
sources, the start of the consumer
society. Style, fashion and design
were the words of the day as peo-
ple started shopping for pleasure
rather than out of necessity.
Ironically again, the light bulb

has always been the symbol for

good ideas and innovation and yet it
is one of the earliest and best exam-
ples of planned obsolescence.
And now, 80 years later, we are

being legally bound to leave the tra-
ditional light bulb behind to move
to CFL light bulbs. They cost 10
times more than the old bulbs and
last about as long as they did in
1924. They don’t fit most of my
lamps, they have mercury in them
so if you break one you should,
technically, call the EPA, they also
take forever to light up and give off
a weird blue light. But I hate them
mostly because I feel I’m being
conned.
This is obsolescence with muscle.

On the face of it, bulbs that last
longer can only be a good thing,
right? But little research has been
done and no one appears to have
looked at the history. We stand out-
side beneath electric patio heaters
and we ban 60w bulbs.
The top five CFL manufacturers

that will benefit from this law have a
very strong overlap with the compa-
nies who started Phoebus in Geneva
85 years ago. Surely, this is a lucky
coincidence.
In Kinsale, today, a few months

after the European fatwa on light
bulbs, a few months after the order
of verboten has been handed down,
I spot a cluster hiding in my local
super market. I put four into my
basket, then another four but I don’t
want to start a run here.
At the checkpoint, the manager is

casually keeping an eye on com-
merce and is more than surprised
when I come up and hug him and
whisper, “Viva la Resistance, Viva la
Resistance”.


