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	Because this movie was originally shot using various aspect ratios, the proportions of the screen image will change periodically throughout the movie. This transfer (with its changing aspect ratio) was approved by director 'Stanley Kubrik' himself.


Movie Review




March 29, 2002

WATCHING MOVIES WITH BARRY SONNENFELD 

Making the Wit Seem Unwitting

By RICK LYMAN

AMAGANSETT, N.Y. — "BEING a movie director," Barry Sonnenfeld said, "is all about answering hundreds of questions like 'Do you want the green one or the red one?' "

He grabbed half of his sandwich, melted Brie oozing from the sides, and took a huge bite, chewing thoughtfully. "It's through the accumulation of hundreds of these kinds of questions for your set decorators and your cinematographer and everyone else that a director eventually creates a style," he said. "And what I really love about this movie, my favorite movie of all time, is that it's all about a director setting a specific tone and style and making sure that every single aspect is completely consistent with that tone."

The first frames of Stanley Kubrick's nuclear satire, "Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb," were coming up on the screen of Mr. Sonnenfeld's basement screening room, a high-tech playground of projectors and digital equipment.

"The other thing that I love about this movie," he said, "and one of the reasons that it's meant so much to me, is that it's a comedy in which no one in the movie is allowed to acknowledge that they're in a comedy. To me, that's the hallmark of the best American comedies."

Mr. Kubrick's straight-faced satire may include bizarre characters with ridiculous names — Gen. Jack D. Ripper, President Merkin Muffley and, of course, Col. Bat Guano — but they always deliver their lines with complete conviction, drawing comedy from the contrast between the serious line readings and the utter silliness of what's being said.

"Mostly, for me, directing is all about tone," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "The single most important thing that a director does is to decide on a tone, whether it's sloppy or controlled or dark or absurd. And to me, this is a perfect example of a director who has picked a very specific tone and then every single thing, from the script to the performances to the way it's shot, serves that tone. And another thing: this is a movie where everyone, from the actors to the cinematographer, has been told that they are not making a comedy. If any of these actors had tried to play `Dr. Strangelove' as a comedy, it would have been a disastrous movie. There is no winking at the camera — except for one specific moment, but we'll talk about that later."

This quality — playing comedy as drama — is what Mr. Sonnenfeld strives for in his own work, whether "The Addams Family" (1991), "Get Shorty" (1995) or "Men in Black" (1997). It is definitely a quality he goes after in his two films that will be released over the next four months.

"Big Trouble," based on a comic novel by Dave Barry, was originally intended to be released last fall. But since one of the jokes in the film involves attempts by dim-witted thugs to smuggle a nuclear bomb onto a passenger plane, Disney decided it would be better to let some more time pass between Sept. 11 and the film's release. It's now due on April 5. Then on July 3, "Men in Black 2" will reunite Mr. Sonnenfeld with Will Smith and Tommy Lee Jones.

"I don't mean to imply that the movies that I make are anything near as good as `Dr. Strangelove,' but in all of them I'm always trying to make sure that the actors don't act like they know they're in a comedy," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "They don't act like they think they're supposed to be funny. To me, that's what makes Tommy Lee Jones so fantastically funny in the `Men in Black' movies. I just kept saying to him, while we were shooting, we're making `The French Connection' here. It just happens to be about aliens instead of drug dealers."

The Accidental Director
Mr. Sonnenfeld, 48, stumbled into filmmaking, largely because of his partnership with two fellow New York University students, Joel and Ethan Coen. Mr. Sonnenfeld, whose guiding interest was photography, said he earned extra money as a cameraman on low-budget films, including some pornographic ones. When the Coen Brothers were interested in making their first movie, "Blood Simple" (1984), they recruited Mr. Sonnenfeld as cinematographer. The team made two more films together: "Raising Arizona" (1987) and "Miller's Crossing" (1990), and they remain good friends. Not until "The Addams Family" did Mr. Sonnenfeld make the move into directing.

"I remember very clearly the first time I heard about `Dr. Strangelove,' " Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "My dad and my French horn teacher, who later became my business manager, were playing pinochle and talking about how brilliant this new movie was. It came out in, what, 1962?" Actually, 1964. "So I would have been 9 or maybe 10 years old. I just remember them raving about this movie. But I didn't actually see it until several years later, when I was something like 16 or 17."

Mr. Sonnenfeld talks quickly, often in long, high-pitched bursts that flow from idea to idea, and he tends to lean his head back and stare toward the ceiling as he tries to remember something.

"There was a short period where I spent my days at the New Yorker movie theater instead of going to high school," he said of the long-gone theater at 89th Street and Broadway. "One of the great moviegoing experiences of my life was a double feature one day of `Duck Soup' and `Hamlet.' It was pouring rain, the kind of rain where your pants are soaked from wherever your coat ends, and I was kind of depressed. I was the only person in the theater except for this old woman, who looked like a street person, and I'd brought in this tuna sandwich that really stunk the place up. All through the movie, this woman in the back of the theater, kept saying over and over again in this very sad voice: `Don't trust them, Hamlet. Don't trust them!' "

It was during one of these New Yorker excursions that he saw "Dr. Strangelove" and immediately recognized that it meshed with his own comic sensibility.

The Accidental Comedy
Originally, "Dr. Strangelove" was intended to be a political thriller. Based on a book by Peter George, who shares screenwriting credit with Kubrick and Terry Southern, it was a tense antiwar drama. But while the script was being developed, the dark comedy bubbled to the surface, and Kubrick found himself pulled toward satire. (It turned out to be a fortunate decision, as the movie was released within a few weeks of "Fail-Safe," another nuclear-war thriller with a plot bearing striking similarities to this film's.)

The first thing to appear on the screen is a white text crawl on a black screen, assuring the audience that the events depicted in the movie could never actually happen. The writing is so serious and so bureaucratic that it becomes comical, especially on repeated viewings, when you anticipate the absurdities to come.

"I've always wondered if this was Kubrick's idea or if the studio made him put on this crawl," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "Because the effect is actually brilliant. Already you're smiling."

Then the opening credits: the refueling of a strategic bomber in mid-air that is shot as a kind of technological copulation, complete with a Muzak-like version of "Try a Little Tenderness" on the soundtrack.

"See how these credits are handwritten and some of the words are bigger than other ones?" Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "It's very distinctive. When I made my first movie, I tracked down Pablo Ferro, the guy who did these credits. That's why the `Addams Family' credits are almost identical to these. Hey, have you ever noticed this?"

He pointed to the screen as the writing credits appeared.

"There's a misspelled word at the bottom there, see?" he said. "It says `base' on a book instead of `based' on a book." He cackled happily. "That's one of the pitfalls of handwritten credits, I guess. And no one caught it."

The Accidental War
The opening shots of Kubrick's satire are designed to look like a documentary, a series of scenes of B-52's and twirling radar antennas and the long, dark runways of an Air Force base. Only gradually are we cued to the comedy.

Peter Sellers, who plays three roles in the film, makes his first appearance in a sight gag, suddenly appearing from behind a sheet of computer printouts. As Group Capt. Lionel Mandrake he looks vaguely like Terry-Thomas, with a handlebar mustache and overly proper British aplomb. His first phone conversation with General Ripper (Sterling Hayden) is played, like all their scenes, as a series of banalities that grow increasingly absurd.

"They're always repeating things to one another, but very seriously," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "It adds to the flatness of it, the obvious banality. And it's in the contrast between that flatness and banality and the outrageous things they are discussing, like nuclear annihilation, that we get the comedy."

Ripper informs Mandrake that the United States is in "a shooting war" with the Soviet Union and that the base's planes have been ordered to attack their targets inside Russia. "Oh, hell," is Mandrake's only response.

As the orders to attack go out to the planes, we are introduced to the crew members of a B-52 whose captain is Maj. T. J. Kong (Slim Pickens).

"I love these shots in the B-52," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "Notice how the guys are always eating. They're stuffing food in their mouths or chewing gum or drinking coffee, almost every time you see them. It's a way of making a joke out of how ordinary and everyday this is for them, how it's just a job and a kind of tedious one at that."

'Wing Attack'
Major Kong, eyes shifting around the cockpit, pages through a copy of Playboy magazine. When he unfolds the month's playmate, it is a woman lying on her stomach and covered only by an open copy of Foreign Affairs magazine. "See that woman in the picture?" Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "She's the same woman who we see having an affair with George C. Scott a few scenes from now."

Major Kong leans back to take a nap. The camera, jittery and hand-held and in the harsh glare of the bare bulbs inside the jet, works its way from one crew member to another. Suddenly the jet's radio, called the CRM-114, begins to blare. The message decodes as a "wing attack, plan R," which the crew cannot at first believe.

"Notice, the whole time this conversation is going on with Major Kong, this guy is stuffing food in his mouth and trying to talk through mouthfuls," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "That is a very definite directorial decision because it's a motif you see throughout the movie. Even later, in the war room scenes with George C. Scott, he's always stuffing gum in his mouth. It's like, this is their job, this is where they go to work, and they're kind of bored."

The crew is ordered to program a coded, three-letter prefix into the CRM-114, a code known only to General Ripper and a code that must precede any order to abort the mission.

Once Major Kong accepts that the orders are genuine ("Well, boys, I guess this is it, nook-leer combat, toe-to-toe with the Rooskies"), he opens a safe and replaces his flight helmet with a cowboy hat. It is the first truly absurd moment in the film. And as the hat hits his head, the music starts up, a somber and serious version of "When Johnny Comes Marching Home," complete with drums and funereal chorus.

"Now, we get Kubrick's decision to allow Kong to put on his cowboy hat," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "It is timed perfectly. He has already established the tone of the film, that it is a kind of absurdist realism, and he is ready to start pushing it a little bit, daring the audience to come along with him. At the wrong moment, a sight gag like that could have sucked all of the air out of the movie. Instead, it's exhilarating. It's brilliant. Because Kubrick has laid the groundwork for it."

The way the music is used — in a very straight-faced manner, as if this were the most serious war drama ever made — is also calculated to seduce the audience, Mr. Sonnenfeld said.

"We, in the audience, get to be smart," he said. "He doesn't underline the joke for us or stick it under our nose. He just lobs it out there and lets us discover it. That's something I always try to do as a director: to let the audience be smarter than the filmmaker, to let them discover the jokes. In this scene, it lets us make the connection that Kubrick is using serious music for a comic effect. And this, in turn, cues us how to react to the movie as a whole."

The Calculated Lighting
In a similar way, Mr. Sonnenfeld is taken with the way Kubrick lighted the sets.

"In the bomber, it's all very glaring and the camera is jumping around," he said. "But take a look at how he shoots General Ripper in his office."

A grid of fluorescent lights hangs over the general's desk, casting a harsh glare onto nearby Venetian blinds. The general sits behind the desk, a long cigar clenched in his teeth. As he begins his first psychotic rant — about a Communist conspiracy to impurify "natural bodily fluids" — the camera is placed very close to his face, but a few inches below.

"You can already see the stylization in the way Kubrick has shot this room," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "The only light seems to come from this fluorescent grid above him. The rest of the room is either completely black or very dim. Yet when we look up at Ripper, there is a warmer light on his face. This is all calculated to make the image much more dramatic, and you can be sure that while Kubrick was setting up the shot he was being peppered with questions like, `Shouldn't there be more fluorescent lights? Do you want a desk lamp?' "

Deliberate Non Sequiturs
Another major character, Gen. Buck Turgidson (George C. Scott), is introduced off-screen as we watch his secretary and lover — the bikini-clad Miss Foreign Affairs, Miss Scott (Tracy Reed) — answering a phone call in the general's bedroom. As soon as the scene came on-screen, Mr. Sonnenfeld shouted out, "You have to!"

It is only seconds before the line is spoken by the general. (His secretary asks whether she should answer the phone, and the general, who is in the bathroom, yells that she has to.) Mr. Sonnenfeld is one of those movie fans who delight in yelling out their favorite lines just moments before they are spoken on the screen. And for such people, he said, "Dr. Strangelove" is a cornucopia.

"I'm always picking out lines from this movie and using them on the set of my own movies," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "I'll suddenly shout out, `They'll see the Big Board!' or `I'm not saying we won't get our hair mussed.' And everybody else just has to figure out what I'm talking about." Other film buffs of a similar stripe tend to pick up on it, he said, and offer lines of their own in response. "Gentlemen, you can't fight in here," they'll say. "This is the war room!"

In "Raising Arizona," a comedy he made with the Coen Brothers, they put the initials OPE on a men's room wall where a pair of escaped convicts pause to refresh themselves. Those are the code letters General Ripper uses with the CRM-114, an anagram the deranged man draws from "peace on Earth" and "purity of essence."

And Mr. Sonnenfeld said he frequently ended letters to studio executives with a final paragraph that is taken directly from a mad, rambling letter that General Ripper sends to the Pentagon. It says, "God willing, we will prevail, in peace and freedom from fear and in true health, through the purity and essence of our natural fluids."

Another bright cackle escaped from Mr. Sonnenfeld.

"It drives them crazy," he said. "They don't know what I'm talking about. Really, it's amazing, a lot of the executives, especially the television executives, have no idea where that comes from."

The scene that introduces General Turgidson — when his secretary asks whether she should answer the phone and he barks "You have to!" — is shot as one very long take.

"This is brilliant, risky filmmaking," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "There is not a cut in this scene. Not one. And there's so much going on in it. This is the same woman who we saw earlier in the Playboy centerfold, and then we can tell by her body language that she's not only having an affair with George C. Scott but with the guy on the phone who's calling the general. And then look, see? George C. Scott comes into the room and takes the phone. Look at all the mirrors all over the place. Where is the camera?"

General Turgidson is informed that Ripper has sent the bombers to attack the Soviet Union, and he smacks his stomach with a loud thump. "I don't like the look of this," he tells the office on the phone, but as he does so he is staring at his lover's body.

All in the Timing
"To do a long, complicated scene like this in one take, you really have to trust that the timing is going to work," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "Because you have nothing to cut to. If it doesn't work, you're stuck with it. But Kubrick realized that comedy — true comedy — plays best without cuts. Cuts are the enemy of comedy. If you watch a really great comedy, like `His Girl Friday' or `Palm Beach Story,' it's always a series of actions and reactions within one shot, with very little cutting. It's just the way it is. Every cut pulls you further from the comedy."

Another example comes later in the film when Mandrake discovers that Ripper has sent the bombers to the Soviet Union on his own authority, and Mandrake tries to countermand the order. But Ripper locks the two of them in his fluorescent office and proceeds to regale an increasingly alarmed Mandrake with tales of Commie conspiracies and natural bodily fluids.

A Book Is No Accident
One long sequence has Sellers and Hayden side by side on a couch in the general's office. Ripper has his arm gently around Mandrake's shoulder, and the cringing Mandrake fidgets and whimpers with alarm with every psychotic rant.

"Comedy always plays best, like this, in a two-shot where you have both characters on the screen together," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "If Kubrick had been cutting between the two of them, instead of keeping them both on the screen, the comedy would have bled out of the scene. When you have Sterling Hayden with wild eyes talking about the fluoridation of children's ice cream and then a frantic Peter Sellers right next to him, fighting panic, it's so much more funny."

In the war room, where Turgidson and President Muffley, also played by Sellers, and the others discuss ways to recall the bombers before they strike, a ring of fluorescent lights hovers over the circular table like a halo, and the big board, showing the attack lines of the planes, rises behind them.

"Watch how George C. Scott plays this scene," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "He's saying the most absurd things, but he's playing it totally straight. And look at that book on the table in front of him. What does it say? `World Targets in Megadeaths.' It's absurd. It's a joke. But Kubrick just leaves it sitting there. He doesn't focus on it or cut to it. If the audience discovers the joke, fine. If they don't, that's fine, too."

Winking at the Camera
A short while later — when the president invites the Soviet ambassador into the war room to impress upon him that the attack is not official United States policy — Mr. Sonnenfeld points to the most glaring moment where, he feels, Kubrick lost his footing.

"This is that one moment I was talking about earlier," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "It's the one time that they're winking at the camera."

As Scott fumes about the presence of the Soviet ambassador — "He'll see the big board!" — he walks backward, stumbles, rolls over and hops back up to his feet, freezing in a position of mock exasperation.

"See that freeze?" Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "It's too much. It's over the top. It's deliberately comical. To me, tonally, it says, `Look at me, I'm trying to be funny.' "

As he watched the film again, Mr. Sonnenfeld realized that there were two or three other similar moments — all involving Scott's performance — when he felt the actor went a little too far. At one point, when he says something particularly idiotic, he puts his fingertips over his lips and looks sheepish. Later, when he says something idiotic, he flattens a hand on his head and freezes with a comic look on his face.

"Isn't that weird?" Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "It's just a little too far again. And really, it's a wonderful performance. We're only talking about eight seconds or so throughout the whole film. But it's not right. It doesn't fit with the rest of the movie."

Mr. Sonnenfeld even has a theory of how it happened.

"Not to take anything away from George C. Scott's performance, but what sometimes happens is that the funniest stuff in the dailies turns out, in the end, not to be right for the movie," he said. "It's the weirdest thing. And then there are other scenes where the actor is just driving a car or something. It looks inert in the dailies, but then it plays like gangbusters in the movie. My guess is that this George C. Scott stuff was the funniest stuff in the dailies every day. Everyone was laughing. But then when he put it in the movie, it doesn't quite work because it's not exactly in sync with the rest of the performances."

Mr. Sonnenfeld draws a contrast to Keenan Wynn's much smaller role as an Army officer who arrests Mandrake after Ripper's suicide. Mandrake has figured out the three-letter code, but he can't make the utterly serious and skeptical Wynn believe him. In the sequence, an increasingly frantic Mandrake tries to make a long-distance call from a pay phone but doesn't have enough change. Twice during the sequence, Kubrick cuts back to Wynn, whose face is completely devoid of expression.

"He's hilarious," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "Keenan Wynn never gives an inch. He is totally, totally serious at every moment. And the truth is, in most cases, no reaction is the best reaction. But I'll bet when they were looking at the dailies and they had a shot of Keenan Wynn without any emotion in his face, no one in the room said, `Wow, we've got gold here.' Yet in the movie, it's among the funniest moments."

The Deliberate Setup
When the Russians reveal that they have invented a new doomsday machine, a series of underground bombs set to irradiate the world if the Soviet Union is attacked, the efforts to stop the American bombers become even more frantic. And when the code that Mandrake has divined is finally relayed to the bombers, and one of them — Major Kong's — refuses to turn back, the comedy slides completely into the darkest nuclear nightmare.

Dr. Strangelove, Sellers in his third role, makes his appearance, a giggling scientist with a German accent who savors words like slaughter. He has some strange, spastic malady that causes him to speckle his dark suit with cigarette ashes and occasionally wrestle with his own rebellious arm that periodically jerks into an involuntary Nazi salute.

"This is just so brilliant and so close to being ridiculous," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "It's so close to being bad. But it works, and the reason it works is because of the way Kubrick has set it up over the last 80 minutes. Gradually, bit by bit, he has gotten us accustomed to accepting more and more ridiculous materials, and here, with Dr. Strangelove, he is really pushing us, almost daring us not to go along with him."

As the president and his staff plot to escape the coming nuclear holocaust by disappearing into mine shafts, Dr. Strangelove gradually lifts himself out of his wheelchair. "Mein Führer!" he shouts. "I can walk!" And the screen explodes in a series of nuclear blasts set to the tune "We'll Meet Again."

Mr. Sonnenfeld jumped up. "Mein Führer, I can walk!" he said, cackling again, and flipped on the lights in the screening room.

"I love this movie because Kubrick is always so close to being over the top, yet he keeps it so totally real," Mr. Sonnenfeld said. "And it is so difficult to walk that line. When you are trying to stylize a movie, it is so hard to figure out how far you can go at any given moment. And that's why this is such a great movie. Because Kubrick seems to have such total control. He always knows where that line is, and he's always teasing right up against it."
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Movie Trivia 
· Peter Sellers was cast in four roles, but experienced problems when trying to develop a Texas accent for Major T. J. King Kong. After Sellers coincidentally broke his leg, Kubrick was forced to find another actor. Convinced that nobody could have acted the part as well as Sellers, Kubrick decided to cast someone who naturally fit the role. Remembering his work on the western One-Eyed Jacks (1961), Kubrick cast Slim Pickens as Kong, the gung-ho hick pilot determined to drop his bombs at any cost. Pickens was never shown the script nor told it was a black comedy; ordered by Kubrick to play it straight, he played the role as if it were a serious drama - with amusing results.

· Sellers based Dr. Strangelove's strangled accent on the voice of Weegee, the famous German-born crime photographer of the 1950s whose name was given by New York police due to his uncanny ability to show up at murder scenes before they did. Sellers heard Weegee talking during an on-set visit and adopted his strange German accent for the title character.

· The photographic mural in General Ripper's office, presumably showing an aerial view of Burpelson AFB, is actually a view of Heathrow Airport, London.

· General Turgidson (George C. Scott) was not scripted to fall over in the war room when he gets excited, but when it happened, Kubrick decided it was in character, and left it in.

· In Terry Southern's script, Muffley has a bad cold. Peter Sellers played this up so hilariously that the cast kept breaking up during filming, but Kubrick then decided to make him a foil for everyone else's craziness instead, and re-shot the scenes with Sellers now playing the role straight.

· The illuminated symbols on the War Room map displays were cutouts lit by individual floodlights behind them. These generated so much heat that the display was quickly damaged and special air-conditioning had to be installed.

· Jonathan Swift Major Kong's plane's primary target is an ICBM complex at Laputa. In Jonathan Swift's 1726 novel Gulliver's Travels, Laputa is a place inhabited by caricatures of scientific researchers.

· In the novel by Peter George the two H-bombs are named Hi There! and Lolita. Two years earlier, Kubrick directed Lolita (1962). The graffiti on the second bomb is Dear John in the movie.

· Major Kong's comment about the survival kit (a fella could have a pretty good weekend in Vegas with all that stuff) originally referred to Dallas instead of Las Vegas, but was overdubbed after President Kennedy's assassination in Dallas.

· Kubrick intended the film to end with a custard pie fight between the Russians and the Americans in the War Room (which is why we see a big table of food there). The footage was shot, but he decided not to use it because he considered it too farcical to fit in with the satirical nature of the rest of the film.

· Another reason for cutting the custard pie fight at the end of the film was that at one point, President Muffley took a pie in the face and fell down, prompting Gen. Turgidson to cry, Gentlemen! Our gallant young president has just been struck down in his prime! Kubrick had already decided to cut the pie fight before the Kennedy assassination, but this line (or possibly even the whole sequence) would certainly have been cut due to its eerie similarity to real events.

· When Strangelove is talking about the doomsday device, Turgidson says, Strangelove. What is that, German? The reply he receives is He changed his name; it was originally Merkwurdigliebe - which in German means Strangelove.

· Features George C. Scott's own favorite performance.

· Some references show the date of this film as 1963. Its world premiere was scheduled for December 12, 1963, but following John F. Kennedy's assassination on November 22, it was felt to be inappropriate to release such a film so soon afterwards, so it was not shown until January 1964.

· The end sequence, in which Vera Lynn's "We'll Meet Again" is played over several shots of nuclear explosions, was suggested by Peter Sellers' fellow ex-Goon, Spike Milligan.

· The centerfold in Major King Kong's copy of Playboy is Gen. Turgidson's secretary, Miss Scott.

· Strangelove apparently suffers from alien hand syndrome an actual affliction that can be caused by a stroke or other brain injury causing damage to the nerve fibers that connect the two brain hemispheres (the corpus callosum). Researchers at the University of Aberdeen who identified it named it Dr. Strangelove Syndrome. According to Professor Sergio Della Sala, The patients are exactly like Peter Sellers. They come out and they slam their hand and shout 'My hand does things that I don't want to do!'

· Based on the novel Red Alert by Peter George, and originally conceived as a tense thriller about the possibility of accidental nuclear war. Director Stanley Kubrick was working on the script when he realized that many scenes he had written were actually quite funny. He then brought in Terry Southern to turn the story into a satire. Among the changes were the addition of the title character and the renaming of other characters using satirical names such as Turgidson, Kissoff, Guano, DeSadesky, and Merkin Muffley.

· The ending in the novel was more like that of the novel and movie Fail-Safe (1964) - see also trivia for that film. Author Peter George detested the conversion of his book to a satire, but consented to write a tie-in novelization of the film anyway.

· In an original script draft, Dr. Strangelove is referred to as Von Klutz.

· This film was the debut for James Earl Jones.

· Director Trademark: [Stanley Kubrick] [three-way] USA vs. Russia vs. General Ripper.

· Director Trademark: [Stanley Kubrick] [faces] General Turgidson, General Ripper, and Dr. Strangelove.

· Dr. Strangelove is a composite. He is based on, among others, Henry Kissinger (German-born political historian, nuclear strategist and later part of Richard Nixon's cabinet), Wernher von Braun (a Nazi scientist who developed the V1 and V2 rockets and was later given amnesty by the US to help with early space rocket programs), and Herman Kahn (nuclear war theoretician, whose book On Nuclear War was read several times by Stanley Kubrick). On the other hand, Turgidson is more directly based on General Curtis LeMay ('Bombs Away' LeMay).

· Director Trademark: [Stanley Kubrick] [114] Name of the message decoder CRM-114.

· Terry Southern was brought in as co-writer by Peter Sellers because Sellers was a big fan of Southern's novel The Magic Christian. Five years later Sellers starred in the film version of The Magic Christian (1969).

· The glove worn by Peter Sellers as Dr. Strangelove came from director Stanley Kubrick's personal collection. Sellers had seen Kubrick wearing them to handle hot lights on the set and thought of them as sinister-looking, so he wore one of them on his right hand (the one not under his control) to add to Strangelove's eeriness.

· The stock footage shown in the opening credits (a suggestive image of refueling military aircraft) was also used in Santa Claus Conquers the Martians (1964)

· Originally planned to be shot in the United States, filming had to take place at England's Shepperton Studio since Sellers had to stay in England for the duration of the shoot.

· The Playboy magazine that Slim Pickens is reading in the B-52 is the June 1962 issue.

· It was widely suggested, and widely denied, that the model for the character of Dr. Strangelove was the father of the hydrogen bomb, physicist Edward Teller.

· Early titles for the project were The Edge of Doom and The Delicate Balance of Terror.

· One version of the script featured all of the action being observed by aliens from outer space.

· The U.S. government dismissed Kubrick's scenario of an accidental nuclear war as being too farfetched. However, one scene caught their attention and was shown at a session of Congress: the scene where Captain Mandrake (Peter Sellers) is trying to get through to the Pentagon with the code to recall the bombers, and can't because he doesn't have enough change for the pay phone. Congress said it raised legitimate questions about whether crucial information could find its way to the right people during a nuclear crisis.

· General Ripper's belief that putting fluoride in water was a Communist plot to poison Americans is not made up; it was a common theory among the American right wing during the 1950s.

· The background footage for the model B-52 is filmed from a Boeing B-17G, whose shadow can be seen on the ground.

· Has the longest title of any film ever nominated for the Best Picture Oscar.

· For the role of General Jack D. Ripper, Stanley Kubrick was able to talk Sterling Hayden into coming out of retirement to make his first film in five years. Kubrick had previously used Hayden in The Killing (1956).

· When Stanley Kubrick selected 'Slim Pickens' to fill the role of Major Kong, it caused a delay in production. Pickens had never been outside the United States and, therefore, did not have a passport to travel to England.

· This was the final collaboration between Stanley Kubrick and his producing partner James B. Harris. Harris left to begin his own directing career. Harris was involved in the early development stage of this production. It was during this stage that, according to Harris, Kubrick began to toy with the idea of turning it into a comedy.

· The U.S. Air Force would not allow Kubrik or his designers to see the interior of a B-52 for security reasons. So, they were forced to look at a photograph of a plane and extrapolate its interior based on that. Their surmises were so accurate that after the film's release, the Air Force was certain that they'd stolen classified information.

· Stanley Kubrick wasn't sure how to end the movie, and told Spike Milligan this. He said, "Why not have Vera Lynn sing "We'll meet again"?"

· Usually, Stanley Kubrick usually give directions to actors without cracking a smile. However, during the shooting of this film, Kubrick was laughing a good deal of the time that Peter Sellers was performing, often laughing so hard that he brought himself to tears.

· Was voted the 14th Greatest Film of all time by Entertainment Weekly.

· Other than Miss Scott ('Tracey Reed (II)' ), there are no female characters in the film.

· Number 3 in the American Film Institute's list of 100 greatest comedies.

· The score for the B-52 scenes is mostly made up of the melody of "Johnny, I Hardly Knew Ye", an old Irish traditional. It is the story of a soldier coming back from a war heavily mutilated and broken, with the last lines being "They're rolling out the guns again, but they'll never take my sons again". The ballad was sung frequently in the US military; thus, it's both a march song and a pacifistic comment.

· The premise of Slim Pickens' character riding the H-Bomb to his death was "borrowed" from an early-1950s episode of "Tom Corbett, Space Cadet" (1950) in which Cadet Astro (Al Markim) rides an atomic torpedo.

· Kubrick wanted the tablecloth on the War Room table to be green, so it looked like the world leaders were playing poker with the world's fate.

· Dan Blocker was first choice to play Major 'King' Kong after Peter Sellers was injured. However according to Terry Southern (co-writer), Blocker's agent rejected the script as being "too pinko".

Movie Goofs

  Miscellaneous: The opening sequence contains the grammatically incorrect credit "Base on the book Red Alert by Peter George".

  Miscellaneous: Towards the end of the film, when Strangelove is fighting with his renegade right hand over control of his wheelchair and punches it several times out of frustration, the Russian Ambassador clearly corpses (laughs) at Peter Sellers' performance and then quickly regains his composure.

  Continuity: When Gen. Ripper and Capt. Mandrake are using the belt-fed machine gun, in one shot Mandrake is holding a chair over his head for protection, but when it cuts and the camera is behind them and Ripper crawls away from the window, Mandrake isn't holding the chair, and the closest chair is 10 feet away from him.

  Continuity: Regardless of camera angle, the "World Targets in MegaDeaths" binder on the table in front of General "Buck" Turgidson is always positioned so that the title on the spine faces the camera and can be read by the film viewer.

  Revealing mistakes: The background footage for the model B-52's is filmed from a Boeing B-17G, whose shadow can be seen on the ground. See also Trivia.

  Boom mike visible: During Ripper's P.A. announcement to the base, the boom mike is visible in the first shot of Ripper.

  Audio/visual unsynchronized: After Major Kong lists the contents of the emergency ration kits, he says "Shoot, a fella could have a pretty good time in Dallas with all that stuff." After filming, the line was dubbed to "pretty good time in Vegas". The mismatch can clearly be seen. This was done because President Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas shortly after filming was completed, and the producers did not want to offend anyone.

  Factual errors: In the opening credits, the standard disclaimer about events and characters being fictitious has the word misspelled as "ficticious".

  Anachronisms: The big map on the Pentagon wall is badly out of date - Finland lost Karjala to the USSR during WWII.

  Crew or equipment visible: Strings can be seen holding up the model of the bomber. 
Movie Filming Locations

Shepperton Studios, Shepperton, Surrey, England, UK

    (studio)
Alternate Versions
  The US version opens with the following text being displayed before the Columbia lady appears: "It is the stated position of the U.S. Air Force that their safeguards would prevent the occurence of such events as are depicted in this film. Furthermore, it should be noted that none of the characters portrayed in this film are meant to represent any real persons living or dead."

  An entire alternate ending scene was cut from the film involving a huge custard pie fight between everyone in the war room. Following is the events as they occurred: This footage began at a point in the War Room where the Russian ambassador is seen, for the second time, surreptitiously taking photographs of the Big Board, using six or seven tiny spy-cameras disguised as a wristwatch, a diamond ring, a cigarette lighter, and cufflinks. The head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Air Force General Buck Turgidson (George C. Scott) catches him in flagrante and, as before, tackles him and throws him to the floor. They fight furiously until President Merkin Muffley intervenes: "This is the War Room, gentlemen! How dare you fight in here!" General Turgidson is unfazed. "We've got the Commie rat redhanded this time, Mr. President!" The detachment of four military police, which earlier escorted the ambassador to the War Room, stands by as General Turgidson continues: "Mr. President, my experience in these matters of espionage has caused me to be more skeptical than your average Joe. I think these cameras," he indicates the array of ingenious devices, "may be dummy cameras, Just to put us off. I say he's got the real McCoy concealed on his person. I would like to have your permission, Mr. President, to have him fully searched." "All right," the President says, "permission granted." General Turgidson addresses the military police: "Okay boys, you heard the President. I want you to search the ambassador thoroughly. And due to the tininess of his equipment do not overlook any of the seven bodily orifices." The camera focuses on the face of the ambassador as he listens and mentally calculates the orifices with an expression of great annoyance. Why you capitalist swine!" he roars, and reaches out of the frame to the huge three-tiered table that was wheeled in earlier. Then he turns back to General Turgidson, who now has a look of apprehension on his face as he ducks aside, managing to evade a custard pie that the ambassador is throwing at him. President Muffley has been standing directly behind the general, so that when he ducks, the president is hit directly in the face with the pie. He is so overwhelmed by the sheer indignity of being struck with a pie that he simply blacks out. General Turgidson catches him as he collapses. "Gentlemen," he intones, "The president has been struck down, in the prime of his life and his presidency. I say massive retaliation!" And he picks up another pie and hurls it at the ambassador. It misses and hits instead General Faceman, the joint Chief representing the Army. Faceman is furious. "You've gone too far this time, Buck!" he says, throwing a pie himself, which hits Admiral Pooper, the Naval Joint Chief who, of course, also retaliates. A monumental pie fight ensues. Meanwhile, parallel to the pie-fight sequence, another sequence is occurring. At about the time that the first pie is thrown, Dr. Strangelove raises himself from his wheelchair. Then, looking rather wild-eyed, he shouts, "Mein Fuhrer, I can valk!" He takes a triumphant step forward and pitches flat on his face. He immediately tries to regain the wheelchair, snaking his way across the floor, which is so highly polished and slippery that the wheelchair scoots out of reach as soon as Strangelove touches it. We intercut between the pie fight and Strangelove's snakelike movements -- reach and scoot, reach and scoot -- which suggest a curious, macabre pas de deux. When the chair finally reaches the wall, it shoots sideways across the floor and comes to a stop ten feet away, hopelessly out of reach. Strangelove, exhausted and dejected, pulls himself up so that he is sitting on the floor, his back against the wall at the far end of the War Room. He stares for a moment at the surreal activity occurring there, the pie fight appearing like a distant, blurry, white blizzard. The camera moves in on Strangelove as he gazes, expressionless now, at the distant fray. Then, unobserved by him, his right hand slowly rises, moves to the inner pocket of his jacket and, with considerable stealth, withdraws a German Luger pistol and moves the barrel toward his right temple. The hand holding the pistol is seized at the last minute by the free hand and both grapple for its control. The hand grasping the wrist prevails and is able to deflect the pistol's aim so that when it goes off with a tremendous roar, it misses the temple. The explosion reverberates with such volume that the pie fight freezes. A tableau, of white and ghostly aspect: Strangelove stares for a moment before realizing that he has gained the upper hand. "Gentlemen," he calls out to them. "Enough of these childish games. Vee hab vork to do. Azzemble here pleeze!" For a moment, no one moves. Then a solitary figure breaks rank: It is General Turgidson, who walks across the room to the wheelchair and pushes it over to the stricken Strangelove. "May I help you into your chair, Doctor?" he asks. He begins wheeling Strangelove across the War Room floor, which is now about half a foot deep in custard pie. They move slowly until they reach the president and the Russian ambassador who are sitting crosslegged, facing each other, building a sandcastle. "What in Sam Hill..." mutters General Turgidson. "Ach," says Strangelove. "I think their minds have snapped under the strain. Perhaps they will have to be institutionalized." As they near the pie-covered formation of generals and admirals, General Turgidson announces gravely: "Well, boys, it looks like the future of this great land of ours is going to be in the hands of people like Dr. Strangelove here. So let's hear three for the good doctor!" And as he pushes off again, the eerie formation raise their voices in a thin, apparition-like lamentation: "Hip, hip, hooray, hip, hip, hooray!" followed by Vera Lynn's rendition of "We'll Meet Again." The camera is up and back in a dramatic long shot as General Turgidson moves across the War Room floor in a metaphorical visual marriage of Mad Scientist and United States Military. The End.

  The "Special" 40th Anniversary DVD of the film is presented with an aspect ratio of 1.66:1. This was created by cutting off the top and bottom of the original 1.33:1 (apx.) print, and does not add any new footage to the image (rather, it deletes a good chunk of it). 
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Movie Soundtrack

  "We'll Meet Again"
Written by Ross Parker & Hughie Charles
Performed by Vera Lynn


  "Try a Little Tenderness"
by Harry M. Woods, James Campbell and Reginald Connelly
Arranged by Laurie Johnson
Performed by Studio Orchestra


  "When Johnny Comes Marching Home Again"
Written by the Union Army bandmaster, Patrick S. Gilmore 
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(novel Red Alert, aka Two Hours to Doom)
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(screenplay and adaptation) &

Terry Southern
 
(screenplay and adaptation) &

Peter George
 
(screenplay and adaptation)
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Peter Sellers
.... 
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.... 
Gen. 'Buck' Turgidson
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.... 
Brig. Gen. Jack D. Ripper
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.... 
Col. 'Bat' Guano
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.... 
Maj. T.J. 'King' Kong
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.... 
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.... 
Lt. Lothar Zogg

Tracy Reed
.... 
Miss Foreign Affairs

Jack Creley
.... 
Mr. Staines

Frank Berry
.... 
Lt. H.R. Dietrich

Robert O'Neil
.... 
Adm. Randolph

Glenn Beck
.... 
Lt. W.D. Kivel (as Glen Beck)

Roy Stephens
.... 
Frank

Shane Rimmer
.... 
Capt. G.A. 'Ace' Owens

Hal Galili
.... 
Burpelson AFB Defense Team member

Paul Tamarin
.... 
Lt. B. Goldberg

Laurence Herder
.... 
Burpelson AFB Defense Team member

Gordon Tanner
.... 
Gen. Faceman

John McCarthy
.... 
Burpelson AFB Defense Team member
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.... 
producer

Victor Lyndon
.... 
associate producer
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executive producer (uncredited)

Original Music by
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dubbing mixer

Richard Bird
.... 
sound recordist

John Cox
.... 
sound supervisor

Leslie Hodgson
.... 
sound editor

Special Effects by

Wally Veevers
.... 
special effects

Alan Bryce
.... 
special effects (uncredited)
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