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DÉJÀ VIEW
In defence of the Hollywood remake 

B Y  M AT T  P O M R O Y

T
here’s a somewhat 
misleading belief that 
Hollywood has run out of 
ideas. It hasn’t. What it has 
run out of is money and balls. 

According to one Hollywood director we 
spoke to, “There are lots of great scripts 
knocking about, but few studios want to 
take risks on them. They know a remake, 
sequel, comic-book adaptation or some 
s*** based on a kids’ toy already has an 
existing core audience.” Tellingly, he asked 
to remain anonymous because, “Hey, one 
day I may get offered one of those reboots 
and they pay big.” 

Caution is understandable. Even the 
sequels and remakes are struggling to get 
approval. It was recently reported that the 
next James Bond fi lm has been delayed 
indefi nitely because MGM studios is $3.7 
billion in debt. Some fi nd this hard to 
believe given that the last two Bond fi lms 
have made a total of $1.2 billion worldwide, 
but the studio’s uncertain future means that 
even fi lms that 
are dead certs 
to make money 
are on hold. 
Their remake 
of RoboCop 
has been also 
shelved and 
Peter Jackson’s 
adaptation of 
The Hobbit has 
been pushed back. 
MGM’s sole release 
so far this year has 
been the sophomoric 
comedy Hot Tub 
Time Machine. 

But while it seems that yet 
another summer season is lacking 
originality, adopting a blanket 
distrust of remakes is foolish — they 
are not intrinsically bad things. In fact, 
some of the best fi lms of all time were 
second or third attempts at a story. Looking 
at the top 30 fi lms of all time (as ranked by 
cinema goers on IMDB), fewer than half of 
them are from original screenplays. 

So while there appears to be a lot of 
wretched and needless remakes cluttering 
up the cinemas this summer (Nightmare 
On Elm Street, we’re especially looking at 
you) it’s not indicative of Hollywood having 

run out of ideas, it’s just 
studios playing it safe and 
giving the public what it 
wants. Was it ever really any 
different? 

FIVE RULES FOR A 
SUCCESSFUL REWORK
1. TECHNOLOGY
If the original fi lm was a 
decent idea that was executed 
poorly (perhaps due to 
budgetary or technological 
constraints) then taking the 
good idea and making it work 
is fi ne. Ben Hur (1957) won 11 
Academy Awards, but it’s worth 
remembering that was a second 
remake, having previously been 
shot in 1907 as a 15-minute short 
and then again in 1925 as the most 
expensive silent fi lm ever (losing MGM 
a lot of money in the process). The same 
epic story with sound and Technicolor was 
always going to be the better version and a 
worthwhile endeavour. Having said that, a 
remake of Ben Hur is out this year as a TV 
two-parter (starring Ray Winstone) and 
no matter how good it is, people will react 
unfavourably because the ’50s version is 

such a well-loved 
classic. It would have 
been different if…

2. FEW PEOPLE 
REMEMBER 
THE PREVIOUS 
VERSIONS
Other remakes 
work because, even 
though the original 

was decent enough, 
their popularity hasn’t 
endured. So a well-made 
update brings the story 

to an audience that probably never saw any 
earlier incarnations. 

Bedtime Story (1964) — starring Marlon 
Brando and David Niven as lothario conmen 
on the French Riviera — was a decent fi lm. 
But because few remember it well, the 1989 
remake (titled Dirty Rotten Scoundrels and 
featuring Michael Caine and Steve Martin 
in the lead roles) was a huge success. The 
’80s version, however, may not have been 
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most the success it was had the fi lmmakers gone 
with their original choice for the lead roles: 
Mick Jagger and David Bowie. Which brings 
us to…

3. CASTING
If you’re going to re-do a fi lm, the casting 
has to be at least as good as the original. 
This is because if you’re hearing what is 
essentially the same story again, it can’t 
be told less convincingly. The much-loved 
Billy Wilder fi lm The Front Page (1974) 
with Jack Lemmon and Walter Matthau 
worked, despite being a remake of the near 
peerless His Girl Friday (1940) — which 
itself was a remake. The quality pairing of 
Lemmon and Matthau was the main reason 
they were able to re-create the comedic 
spark that Cary Grant and Rosalind Russell 
had. Lemmon played the part that Russell 
made her own 34 years previously and even 
kept the same character name of Hildy 
Johnson. Because both of these versions 
were excellent, they stand up far better 
than the later incarnation set at a TV studio: 
Switching Channels (1988). Had the very 
sterile and ’80s-looking Switching Channels 
been the original it would have been ripe for 
a re-working because… 

4. IT HAS AGED BADLY
Many fi lms encapsulate the era in 
which they were fi lmed, which is fi ne, 
but a great fi lm transcends this and 


