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A cocksure Johnny Depp swaggers through a sleazy, glamorous head trip about the '70s and '80s drug trade.

By Stephanie Zacharek 
- - - - - - - - - - 

April 06, 2001 | The key to Ted Demme's wilfully amoral, zigzaggingly pointless and pleasingly entertaining drug fable, "Blow," is in Johnny Depp's walk. The movie takes us from the late '60s to the present, and through it all Depp's carriage -- a loose-jointed cocksure swagger -- is the same whether he's looking trim in a silky '70s leather jacket or puffy in a shabby '80s tracksuit. Even with a soft roll of fat circling his middle (hey, even grooving, high-living drug kingpins gotta eat), Depp walks like hipness has been bred into his very bones, a sense-memory in the marrow handed down from scoundrel princes through the ages. 

Depp is the anchor in "Blow." The rest of the movie, dotted by sound performances from Paul Reubens and Pen&eacute;lope Cruz, and a heart-thumpingly dazzling one from Franka Potente ( "Run Lola Run" ), is like a paisley curlicue swirling around him. Depp aside, the movie is higher on style than it is on substance, but one of its strong suits is that it never stoops so low as to lecture us. It throttles by with irresponsible abandon. 

Adapted by David McKenna and Nick Cassavetes from Bruce Porter's book, "Blow" is based on the true story of George Jung, a working-class Massachusetts kid who made a fortune by becoming a major cocaine importer in the '70s and '80s. It's impossible not to compare "Blow" with that other, ostensibly classier recent drug movie, "Traffic," but "Blow" is a different creature altogether -- a messier, sleazier, more glamorous one. It's more cavalier than "Traffic," but also more pleasurable. "Traffic" is well made, and it doesn't preach. But it's extremely self-conscious about making its big statements, and consequently it has a labored feeling that's absent from Steven Soderbergh's other fine pictures ( "Out of Sight," say, or "The Limey" ). 

Unlike "Traffic," "Blow" doesn't work as a procedural -- in other words, it doesn't clearly explain the mechanics of how George got the damn stuff into the country. Nor does it address the effects cocaine can have on people's lives (its potential to ruin them, for example). The movie plays it safe by making it look as if all George's customers are rich Hollywood assholes, and who cares about them? That shirking of responsibility on Demme's part is going to be very disturbing to those who feel that the message "Drugs Are Bad" has been underrepresented in our culture, but most of the rest of the responsible adult population should be able to handle it. 

Demme has structured "Blow" as a rags-to-riches-to-rags story, and it almost has a hoary, old-Hollywood feel. The movie wastes no time explaining how George (Depp) became a drug runner, but it also unashamedly justifies George's career choice: Depp's father (played by an extraordinarily sympathetic Ray Liotta) is the kind of guy who can never make enough money to satisfy his demanding, materialistic wife (the overly shrill Rachel Griffiths, who strikes the movie's single biggest sour note). In fact, during particularly bad stretches, he makes barely enough to keep the family afloat. In a latter-day riff on Scarlett O'Hara's "I'll never go hungry again" speech, George vows never to be caught in the same position his dad was. The key is that Depp doesn't deliver it as a corn-pone observation, and for that reason his matter-of-factness about making money seems perfectly in line with the bulging cornucopia of late-model sports cars and Florida mansions that's to come later. 

So young George heads out to California, where he hooks up with Barbara (Potente), a gorgeous stewardess (that's what they were called in those days), and quickly realizes that he can make a bundle selling marijuana to kids on the beach. His schemes become more and more elaborate, and with the help of compatriots Tuna (Ethan Suplee), Kevin (Max Perlich) and Barbara's hairdresser, Derek (Reubens, charming as well as vaguely seedy and untrustworthy), George expands his business, not to mention his potential risk. 

The most glorious moments of "Blow" are packed into the first quarter, which covers the last days of the '60s. George and his pals are living high on their enormously profitable marijuana business, "borrowing" small planes to fly their product in and frolicking together poolside, fast friends united by fast dough. Potente, with her sandy blond bangs and sooty mascaraed eyes, looks like the quintessential blas&#233; '60s babe, but she both radiates and reflects golden warmth: The picture cools noticeably when she disappears from it. Later, Depp hooks up with glamorous Colombian firebrand Mirtha, played by Cruz, who's best when she's allowed to run free as a sullen, sulky beauty who snorts coke while pregnant ("I quit smoking!" she fires back at George, hilariously, when he reproaches her) and cavalierly mispronounces words (she brands George as a hype -ocrite). 

No character other than George is developed particularly well in "Blow," and the story takes angular, wayward turns in its last two-thirds. The movie isn't particularly well structured, and its scenes feel stringier and more disconnected as the picture rolls on. Demme is happy to do little more than riff on the excess and glamour of the '70s and '80s. As he builds his empire, George attempts greater feats of derring-do, barely worrying that he might get caught and sent to prison -- he's clearly having too much fun, high not so much on his status as he is on taking risks, fox-trotting with Colombian scumbag drug lords and importing ever-increasing mounds of product. 

But even in a movie as morally lax as "Blow," actions do have their consequences. The one thing George fears losing is the love of his daughter, Kristina (played by two actresses, Emma Roberts and the lissome, fragile-looking James King), and sure enough, that's the one brand of heartache he can't escape. Depp plays the scenes with his young daughter so tenderly that you never doubt he thinks the world of her; still, he manages to betray her -- not intentionally, although it's obvious that years of careless behavior on his part only lead to his undoing. 

In the movie's terms, Kristina isn't so much a character as a convenience, a symbol of the only thing George desperately doesn't want to lose; the cars, the houses, the gorgeous wife can all fall by the wayside. George's behavior is bad enough that you would completely expect Kristina to turn her back on her him. He's an A-1 loser dad who does little more than pay lip service to being principled, now and then going "straight" only to be lured back to his former life by circumstances supposedly out of his control. 

But the way Depp plays him, it doesn't matter that the setup is a contrivance. He reassures the young Kristina that he'd never leave her, saying "I couldn't live without my heart," and somehow his velvet-brown eyes look sad in advance: He's playing a man who just knows he's going to mess it up. 

Although "Blow" is a movie that's basically designed to be consumed and flung away, Depp delivers something that sticks. He makes it perfectly believable that the fellow with the cocksure walk, a walk that doesn't change from the '60s to the '90s even when his body no longer suits it, is really a family guy at his core. As a man who's indirectly (or directly, depending on your stance) responsible for any number of overdoses, deaths and lives run down the tubes, does George deserve the love of a family at all? Maybe not. But his punishment, symbolic as it is, is still almost more than we can bear to see Depp carry. In the end, George doesn't get away with murder. His swagger, his smirky smile, his effortless confidence all suggest that he's a hero to himself, a man who has walked away with every shred of macho dignity intact. And yet it's all a ruse. As Depp plays George, the unspoken shame of what he has done is just a blink away, deep inside his eyes. 
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Movie Trivia 
· The actors snorted milk powder in the cocaine scenes.

· A lot of Johnny Depp's dialogue was improvised, including the scene where they are trying to find a place to put all their money from selling coke and his line "We're gonna need a bigger boat" (a quote from Jaws (1975)).

· George Jung's daughter, Christina, had a bit part as a clerk but her scene was cut.

· More than ironic final movie for director Ted Demme since he died less than a year later while playing basketball, and cocaine was found in his system.

· Rachel Griffiths plays Ermine Jung (George's mother). The actress is really five years younger than Johnny Depp (George).

· Ray Liotta who plays George's (Johnny Depp) father is only six years older than Depp.

· To prepare for the role Johnny Depp interviewed the real George Jung in prison.

· When George is sharing a cell in prison with Diego, George is seen reading a paperback while reclining on his top bunk. The book is "Hells Angels" written by Hunter S. Thompson, the author whom Depp previously portrayed in the movie Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1998).

· When George is in the courtroom the first right before he finds out that Barbara's sick, the words that he is reciting to convince the judge that he is innocent are lines from Bob Dylan's song "It Ain't Me Babe" and Woody Guthrie's song "Pretty Boy Floyd".

Movie Goofs

· Crew or equipment visible: During long Steadicam shot in 1968 when they go to meet Derek Foreal, the assistant director can be seen on the left yelling, "Action".

· Incorrectly regarded as goofs: George's mother is visible following the action from the kitchen when George and Mirtha are fighting. It was originally intended that she should be part of the scene but the long shots are not used and her presence seems incongruous. It is not a member of the crew.

· Anachronisms: When the house is full of money, the twenty dollar bills are clearly from a much later issue.

· Continuity: The sweat stains on Diego's shirt when he first meets Escobar.

· Continuity: George and Escobar's relative positions during their first meeting.

· Errors in geography: "Norman's Cay" is shown as hilly, yet it's in the Bahamas. The islands that comprise the Bahamas are flat.

· Anachronisms: Kevin refers to the need for pot at Hampshire College in 1969. Hampshire College did not admit its first class until 1970.

· Crew or equipment visible: When Tuna is driving the RV cross country, the crew truck is visible in the windshield.

· Continuity: The man that leads them to their first Mexican marijuana connection has his hair in a pony tail. In the next shot when they are following him, his hair is loose.

· Anachronisms: The clip that Mirtha was wearing in her hair at the end of the movie did not exist until the mid 1990s.

· Crew or equipment visible: In the final drug bust, a crew member wearing a gold watch is seen behind the plastic.

· Revealing mistakes: In the last scene, George obviously has a lot of make-up on to make him look older. After he and Kristina hug, her hair sticks to his face.

· Anachronisms: In the scene when George and his friends steal the small plane, there is a Boeing 757 taking off in the back ground. The 757 was not designed or produced until the 1980s.
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.... 
Barbara Buckley

Rachel Griffiths
.... 
Ermine Jung
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.... 
Derek Foreal
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.... 
Diego Delgado
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.... 
Pablo Escobar
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.... 
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.... 
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Alberto Villaseñor
.... 
construction coordinator: Mexico

Cheree Welsh
.... 
art department coordinator

Tony Wright
.... 
labor foreman

Michele Spadaro
.... 
prop construction (uncredited)

Sound Department

Wolfgang Amadeus
.... 
music mixer

Brian Basham
.... 
adr recordist

Ron Bedrosian
.... 
adr mixer

Michael J. Broomberg
.... 
foley artist

Allan Byer
.... 
production sound mixer

Mark Choi
.... 
sound effects editor

Jamie Christopherson
.... 
additional sound

Mark Curry
.... 
music mixer

Patrick Cyccone Jr.
.... 
sound re-recording mixer

Dean Drabin
.... 
adr mixer

Richard Dwan Jr.
.... 
adr editor

Richard Dwan Jr.
.... 
dialogue editor

Victor Ray Ennis
.... 
co-supervising sound editor

Eric Flickinger
.... 
sound recordist

Richard Ford
.... 
music editor

Nerses Gezalyan
.... 
foley mixer

Philip A. Hess
.... 
foley editor (as Phil Hess)

Michael Keller
.... 
sound re-recording mixer

Lesley Langs
.... 
assistant music editor

Glenn T. Morgan
.... 
adr editor

Glenn T. Morgan
.... 
dialogue editor

James Moriana
.... 
foley artist

Gary Mundheim
.... 
foley editor

Mark Ormandy
.... 
additional sound

Tim Peyton
.... 
utility sound technician

Alan Rankin
.... 
sound effects editor

Mark P. Stoeckinger
.... 
supervising sound editor

Cary Stratton
.... 
adr recordist

Jeffrey Wilhoit
.... 
foley artist

Keenan Wyatt
.... 
boom operator

Greg Zimmerman
.... 
foley recordist

John Cannon
.... 
second assistant sound editor (uncredited)

Special Effects by

Luis E. Ambriz Martínez
.... 
special effects assistant: Mexico (as Luis Ambriz)

Robert Bolanowski
.... 
special effects

Ron Bolanowski
.... 
special effects coordinator

Michael Duenas
.... 
special effects

Visual Effects by

Lloyd Lee Barnett
.... 
digital compositor

Fish Essenfeld
.... 
compositing and 2D supervisor: Metrolight Studios

John Follmer
.... 
head of production: MetroLight Studios

James W. Kristoff
.... 
executive in charge of production: MetroLight Studios

Derek Ledbetter
.... 
visual effects

Heather MacPhee
.... 
2D artist

Stacie Manning
.... 
2D artist

Justice O'Neil
.... 
digital artist

Dobbie Schiff
.... 
visual effects executive producer: MetroLight Studios

Bruno Vilela
.... 
head of art department: Metrolight Studios, Inc.

Judith Bell
.... 
digital artist (uncredited)

Carole Cowley
.... 
digital intermediate producer (uncredited)

Chris Crowell
.... 
digital compositor (uncredited)

Other crew

Alfred Ainsworth Jr.
.... 
video assist operator

Brandon Ainsworth
.... 
rigging electrician

Pamela Alch
.... 
script supervisor

Al Ambrosio
.... 
grip

Cesar Angebaldo
.... 
transportation captain

Gerardo Arellano
.... 
assistant auditor: Mexico

Bryan Ashford
.... 
dolly grip

Randy Babchuck
.... 
rigging best boy

Jose Manuel Ballesteros
.... 
caterer: Mexico

Lori A. Balton
.... 
location scout (as Lori Balton)

Julio Barcenas
.... 
location assistant: Mexico

Lisa Behlendorf
.... 
post-production accountant

John Beran
.... 
grip

David Berman
.... 
editorial production assistant

David O. Berman
.... 
editorial production assistant

Nicholas Blasi
.... 
stand-in: Johnny Depp (as Nick Blasi)

Denise Blasor
.... 
adr loop group

Cha Blevins
.... 
costume supervisor (as Deborah Cha Blevins)

Judy Blinick
.... 
first assistant accountant

Beth Bowling
.... 
casting associate

Jason Cox
.... 
set production assistant

Allison Crane
.... 
production assistant

Kim Crockett
.... 
production assistant

Tom Dailey
.... 
first assistant editor

Buck Damon
.... 
co-music supervisor

Fermin Davalos
.... 
assistant location manager

Jesus Rodriguez Davalos
.... 
rigging gaffer: Mexico

Christi Dembrowski
.... 
assistant: Johnny Depp

Jessica Drake
.... 
dialect coach

Leon Dudevoir
.... 
production executive

Jenny Eagan
.... 
costumer

Karen Eisenstadt
.... 
production accountant

Adrian Enriquez
.... 
location assistant: Mexico

Mike Fantasia
.... 
location manager

Bridgitte Ferry
.... 
costumer (as Brigitte Ferry)

Camille Freer
.... 
second assistant camera: "b" camera

David Fulton
.... 
unit publicist (as Dave Fulton)

Agnes Gardette
.... 
production coordinator: Mexico

Emily Glatter
.... 
supervising production coordinator

Oscar Gomez
.... 
rigging best boy

Rob J. Greenlea
.... 
grip (as Rob Greenlea)

Javier Gunther
.... 
transportation coordinator: Mexico

Sarah Hendler
.... 
assistant: Mr. Stillerman

Jonas Hendrix
.... 
production assistant: Mexico

Elsa Hermoso
.... 
auditor: Mexico

Justin Holdsworth
.... 
lamp operator (as Justin Michael Holdsworth)

Buck Holland
.... 
driver: Johnny Depp

John Humber
.... 
production assistant

Marc Jacobs
.... 
production resources

John Janusek
.... 
key grip (as John 'Beef' Janusek)

Jeffrey Jenofsky
.... 
production assistant

Tish Johnson
.... 
location accountant: Mexico

Danya Joseph
.... 
assistant editor

Kristina Jung
.... 
special thanks

Steve Kagan
.... 
rigging electrician

Rich King
.... 
extras casting

Melissa Kinnicutt
.... 
assistant production office coordinator

Elizabeth Kirkscey
.... 
assistant: Georgia Kacandes

Alex Klabukov
.... 
grip

Jeff Kluttz
.... 
key rigging grip

Carlos Larios
.... 
production assistant: Mexico

Steven S. Lee
.... 
location scout

Jody Levin
.... 
executive in charge of post-production

Craig Lietzke
.... 
driver

Xenia Linares
.... 
set production assistant: Mexico

G. Pekas Lozano
.... 
location manager: Mexico (as Gloria 'Pekas' Lozano)

Lynyrd Skynyrd
.... 
music performers: "That Smell"

Michael Lyon
.... 
electrician

Cathy Marshall
.... 
payroll accountant

Donny Martino Jr.
.... 
location assistant

Emma Tillinger
.... 
assistant: Ted Demme

Henry Tirl
.... 
camera operator: "b" camera

Henry Tirl
.... 
steadicam operator

Michael Tolochko
.... 
electrician

Lisa Tomczeszyn
.... 
assistant costume designer

Joanne Trotta
.... 
cutter/fitter

John Trujillo
.... 
layout board

Lee Tucker
.... 
preview technical supervisor

Nelson Tunon
.... 
assistant production coordinator: Mexico

Christa Vausbinder
.... 
production coordinator

Dick Wagner
.... 
production office assistant

Julie Wagner
.... 
stand-in: Franka Potente

Roger Wall
.... 
camera loader

John Burton West
.... 
assistant production coordinator

Randy White
.... 
transportation coordinator

Jerry 'Dallas' Wilson
.... 
lamp operator

John Young
.... 
second assistant camera: "a" camera

Cori Zucker
.... 
assistant: Tracy Falco

Eric Brown
.... 
assistant: Spanky Pictures (uncredited)

Marco Polo Constandse
.... 
production assistant (uncredited)

Mike Currie
.... 
set production assistant (uncredited)

Rick Fleishman
.... 
music coordinator (uncredited)

Samuel V. Franco
.... 
office production assistant (uncredited)
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -


