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TV on DVD

Why are most of today’s costume dramas so
freaking dull? In the days before Star Wars,
no screen genre was a more reliable source of
action-packed popcorn entertainment.
Representing the field’s three chief
subcategories – biblical (1955’s The
Prodigal), Greco-Roman (The Colossus Of
Rhodes, Sergio Leone’s 1961 directorial
debut) and ‘other’ (Howard Hawks’s 1955
Land Of The Pharaohs) – the films in this
box set don’t quite fit in with Attack Of The
50 Foot Woman and the other entries in
Warner’s Cult Camp Classics Collection.
Sure, they’d elicit plenty of snickering from a
revival audience at independent cinema
house, Film Forum, or MoMA, but in the
living room they come off as breezy pulp
melodramas rather than heaping platters 
of cheese.

The main attraction is unquestionably
Pharaohs, a lavish curiosity sandwiched
between Gentlemen Prefer Blondes and Rio
Bravo on Hawks’s resumé. Though William
Faulkner is one of three credited
screenwriters, the film is as accessible as
Light In August is obtuse. Hinging on the
ancient Egyptians’ unshakable faith in the
afterlife, Pharaohs allows the young Joan
Collins to deliver a career-defining femme
fatale performance as a Sudanese princess
scheming to relieve Egypt’s ruler (Jack
Hawkins) of the dazzling jewellery he plans
to take to the grave. Its production values are

Cult Camp Classics 4:
Historical Epics

CHiPs – an acronym for California Highway
Patrol – was The Dukes Of Hazzard’s
Saturday afternoon rival in the late 70s, and
in the days before video recorders being
common in households, entire families were
split down the lines of Dukes or CHiPs. Some
30 years later the first season has finally
been given a DVD release. There are 22
episodes of Jon Baker (Larry Wilcox) and
Frank ‘Ponch’ Poncherello (Erik Estrada)
dealing with everything from karate-expert
car thieves to a truck of spilled snakes on the
mean highways of Los Angeles, in a way
that people only seem to do in light-hearted
dramas like this.

Much like The A-Team (which started in
1983, the year CHiPs ended), nobody got
shot, despite the fact they were dealing with
gangs, car-jackers and criminals in a violent
American city. In fact, we can’t remember a
single episode where either of heroes even
drew their guns. Significantly, the series
makes references to Jon Baker’s service in
Vietnam, which may seem like nothing these
days, but it made him one of the very first
Vietnam veteran characters on TV to be
shown in a positive light as opposed to
dysfunctional or bitter about their
experiences. Like a con man, a crazy fool, a
gold-laden hardmen and a cigar-chomping

smart-a** who still likes to be called colonel,
for example. In real life Larry Wilcox served
a 13-month tour in Vietnam as a Marine
artilleryman, so he was  a living example of
veterans retuning to regular day jobs, albeit
as an actor. The series also made Erik
Estrada a heartthrob, although after the
series ended he didn’t make the jump to
Hollywood, rather appearing in
unpredictable Latino daytime soaps. 

You can watch a few episodes for free at
the AOL Video site if you don’t want to buy
the entire series. MP
Dhs105 from www.amazon.com

CHiPs: season 1

The Muppet Show

There was a place where great actors like
James Coburn, Peter Ustinov and Peter
Sellers would hang out with a green frog and
talk about their craft, while fending off the
amorous attentions of an over made-up
attention-seeking pig. And no, it’s not Ivana
Trump’s condo. It’s a place where musicians
like Johnny Cash, Elton John and Dizzy
Gillespie would wander about and act blasé
when a chopper-wielding chef chased
chickens or a shortsighted scientist
performed largely-useless experiments and
then sing duets with the kind of creatures
that can’t even be described as close
approximations of any animals on earth. 
A place where comedians like John Cleese,
Steve Martin and Dudley Moore would
discuss the art of stand-up comedy with an
orange bear in a fedora hat. From 1976 to
1981 in a faux musical-hall variety show it
actually existed and was hugely popular. 
According to the Guinness Book Of Records,
by 1989 (thanks to re-runs), The Muppet
Show was the most widely viewed program
in the world, with an estimated audience of
235 million in 106 countries. It would be soon
overtaken by Baywatch, reinforcing the
belief that the public really do love to watch

When Clive Owen took on the role of
Stephen Crane – a handsome, arrogant and
incredibly charming investment banker
from working class Coventry – in this now-
cult-classic British TV series, he quickly
made a name for himself. Crane’s a fast-
talker who always comes in first, and his
business-savvy thinking earns him big
bucks and the respect of his evil boss. But
when Crane gets caught for scamming the
bank into investing in the failing Douglas
Motors Company, he gets kicked out. 

The suspense-filled, fast-moving plot is
made even better thanks to its early-90s feel:
Smile nostalgically when the tinkering of
keyboards chimes in to indicate something
big is about to happen. Owen’s splendid
acting and dashing good looks make this a
must-see series for his fans, and a should-
see for everyone else. The box set includes a
production photo gallery and cast
filmographies. 
Alicia Eler 
Dhs220 from www.amazon.com

as sumptuous as those in Colossus are hokey
– yet while the Leone film is the most
Mystery Science Theater 3000 – worthy of
the the three, the spaghetti-Western auteur’s
visual imagination (and an engaging, trivia-
laden commentary track by Leone
biographer Christopher Frayling) more than
compensates for the cornball performances.
The films are available individually, but the
buy-two-get-one-free pricing of the box
justifies a look at The Prodigal, which
stretches Luke 15:11-32 – a 508-word
parable – into a 112-minute soap that lets
Lana Turner show acres of skin. Andrew
Johnston Dhs88 from www.amazon.com

Chancer: season 1

muppets running about pretending to act,
and it can only be topped by throwing a few
top-heavy bikini babes into the mix. 
This DVD is the entire second season, which
first aired from 1977-78 and ran for 24
episodes, including the excellent musical
episode, with Julie Andrews and Kermit
singing ‘It’s Not Easy Being Green’. 

It also includes extras –  ‘The Muppet
Valentine Special’ (featuring a young Mia
Farrow), The Muppets on the Muppets
(interviews) and a music video where the
Muppets join the band Weezer. MP
Dhs105 from www.amazon.com

Top Muppet Show clips
on YouTube
• Debbie Harry and Kermit singing

‘The Rainbow Connection’ from
1981. Very sweet. 

• Johnny Cash singing ‘Jackson’ in a
duet with Miss Piggy, with
accompaniment from a backing
band of redneck Muppets.

• Alice Cooper singing ‘School’s Out’
with a cast of monster Muppets.


