BLOW OUT  - Brian de Palma (1981)
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Blow Out is a 1981 American neo-noir thriller film written and directed by Brian De Palma. The film stars John Travolta as Jack Terry, a movie sound effects technician from Philadelphia who, while recording sounds for a low-budget slasher film, serendipitously captures audio evidence of an assassination involving a presidential hopeful. Nancy Allen stars as Sally Bedina, a young woman involved in the crime. 

The film is directly based on Michelangelo Antonioni's 1966 film Blow Up, replacing the medium of photography with the medium of audio recording. The concept of Blow Out came to De Palma while he was working on the thriller Dressed to Kill (1980). The film was shot in the late autumn and winter of 1980 in various Philadelphia locations on a relatively substantial budget of $18 million.

Blow Out opened to minuscule audience interest in 1981; however, it received a mostly positive critical reception. The lead performances by Travolta and Allen, the direction by DePalma and the visual style were cited as the strongest points of the film. Critics also recognised the stylistic and narrative connection to the work of Alfred Hitchcock, whom De Palma admires.  

1) Blow Out: a thriller full of cinematic interests but a commercial failure…
Thriller comes from the verb to thrill (= frémir), which refers to horror or detective movies full of suspense. Many topics are raised by the movie. Among them, there is the artificial construction of the information, as a result of a combine pressure of political and mediatic lobbies. No matter what the truth is, the goal is to get a proper version which fits a diversity of interests.

Sally is a victim, with the politician who died in the assassination, showed by the media as a car accident. It reminds us of the political assassination of President John Kennedy in Dallas (November, 22nd 1963).

Jack is a hero: he saved her, does not even kiss her, is looking for the truth and ready to fight for it: he’s definitely a fair hero, symbol of purity / morality.
The movie shows then a more complex image of the two heroes: Sally is involved in the bargain around the politician in order to blackmail him [= lui faire du chantage] and asks for money. 

Jack became an anti-hero: he couldn’t save Sally who died assassinated, he killed himself the serial-killer but above all, he used Sally’s scream for the soundtrack of his movie. The scene is ironical: it is the scream of a woman in her shower surprised by a killer – echo of the famous scene of Psycho by Hitchcock (1960) when Marion is killed in the bath. 
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2) John Travolta in Blow Out: as you’ve never seen before.
Many critics underlined the fact that Travolta performed well but the public did not appreciate Travolta in such role. It was due to his career: in 1981, he was already a world star, seen as the US male sex symbol. He started his career unprecedented success: 

· The TV serie for teenagers: Welcome back, Kotter, started in 1975
· The movies Saturday Night Fever (1977) followed by Grease (1978)

The public was used to see Travolta dancing, moving his athletic body, performing as the cliché of the Italian seducer, like a new Marlon Brando. But in the 1970s, the more the public wanted him in such roles, the more Travolta suffered from this cage and wanted to play more dramatic roles. He didn’t want to be an entertainer but a drama actor. That was why he agreed to work with De Palma (no sex, no dance, more dramatic tension in Blow Out). This ‘puritan’ Travolta disappointed the public and explains the commercial failure. 

Travolta was deeply affected by this failure and stopped his career to focus on his passion: flight. During a decade, he was absent from Hollywood studios, frustrated to not have found a movie maker who would reveal his talent. But resurgence happened in the 1990s: he agreed to work with Quentin Tarantino on a nonsense movie, reference to the pulps which were cheap magazines very popular in the 1920s/30s, about horror, fantastic or detective stories with graphic violence & punchy dialogues.  This movie was Pulp Fiction with Uma Thurman in 1994. It was a major success and enabled Travolta to begin a fresh start after the 1980s ‘dry period’ (= traversée du desert). 
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3)  John Travolta as you’ve been used to see

The reasons of the success of Saturday Night Fever in 1977 were that Travolta symbolized a new type of hero. Indeed, he played Tony Manero, a New Yorkese from Italian origins who belongs to the Middle Class, living a quite poor life in Brooklyn. 

But, in spite of this modest condition, he realized his American Dream through other means. He did not become rich, but his wealth was his art: dancing. And dancing Disco. So, Tony became the best dancer of Disco in a night club, each Saturday. The social message is strong: you can remain modest, living a poor life in Brooklyn, but you can fulfill yourself with pride and dignity, even on a dancefloor. 
Travolta participated thus to the widespread of Disco culture, through music (bands such as the Bee Gees or Cool & the Gang were worldly known) or typical clothes, such as the white suit with elephant-bottom pants. 

Travolta came back in 1994 with Pulp Fiction, including a parody of Saturday Night Fever: you want me to dance, so enjoy ! 
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