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Advancing into its second century the cinema is now a mature art form
with an established list of classics. But contemporary cinema is so
subject to every shift in fashion regarding aesthetics, morals and ideas
that judgments on the true worth of recent films are liable to be risky
and controversial; yet they are essential if we want to know where the
cinema is going and what it can achieve.

As part of the British Film Institute's commitment to the
promotion and evaluation of contemporary .cinema, and in conjunction
with the influential BFI Film Classics series, BFI Modern Classics is a
series of books devoted to individual films of recent years. Distinguished
film critics, scholars and novelists explore the production and reception
of their chosen films in the context of an argument about the film's
quality and importance. Insightful, considered, often impassioned, these
elegant, well-illustrated books will set the agenda for debates about what
matters in modern cinema.





BFI MODERN CLASSICS

The Rkiht Suit
Tom Charity

BFI PUBLISHING



First published in 1997 by the
British Film Institute
21 Stephen Street, London W1P 2LN

Copyright © Tom Charity 1997

The British Film Institute exists to promote
appreciation, enjoyment, protection and
development of moving image culture in and
throughout the whole of the United Kingdom.
Its activities include the National Film and
Television Archive; the National Film Theatre;
the Museum of the Moving Image;
the London Film Festival; the production and
distribution of film and video; funding and
support for regional activities; Library and
Information Services; Stills, Posters and
Designs; Research; Publishing and Education;
and the monthly Sight and Sound magazine.

Designed by Andrew Barron &
Collis Clements Associates

Typeset in Garamond Simoncini
by Fakenham Photosetting Ltd

Picture editing by Millie Simpson

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available
from the British Library

ISBN   978 0 85170 624 5
eISBN 978 1 83902 045 2
ePDF  978 1 83902 046 9



Contents

Acknowledgments 7

Introduction 8

1 The Space Race: 1957-63 12

2 The Write Stuff: 1959-79 15

3 Backstory: 1979-80 21

4 The Right Stuff 32

5 Epilogue: 1983 85

Notes 89

Credits 91



6 I BFI MODERN CLASSICS 

Dedication 

For Fiona 



THE RIGHT STUFF I 7 

Acknowledgments 

This manuscript wouldn't have made it but for the interest, support, 

advice and encouragement of a good many friends and colleagues. My 

deepest thanks to Geoff Andrew, who is both, and who offered all of the 

above and more. Thanks to Rob White and Ed Buscombe, my editors at 

the BFI, to David Thomson, Kent Jones and Orapin Tantimedh at 

Cappa Productions for invaluable access to tapes, to Trevor Johnston, 

especially for his comments on the score, to Sorley Macdonald and 

Geoffrey Macnab for their generous assistance, to Rob Stone, Dominic 

Wells, Wally Hammond and Derek Adams, Brian Case, and - always -

Fiona Morrow. I must cite Spiro Kyriacou's unpublished thesis 'The 

nostalgia for futurism in The Right Stuff' as another useful source. I am 

grateful to Irwin Winkler and Scott Glenn for their reminiscences, and, 

most especially, to Philip Kaufman, who made himself available to me 

and donated supplementary materials. All unattributed quotations from 

Kaufman in the book derive from our conversations. 

Picture credits. All pictures from BFI stills, posters and designs except: 

Frank Spooner (pp. 3, 18, 63, 66, 67, 71, 87); Philip Kaufman (pp. 9, 

28, 52); Ronald Grant (pp. 15, 46-7); Moviestore (p. 42). All stills from 

The Right Stuff courtesy The Ladd Co. 



8 I BFI MODERN CLASSICS 

Introduction 

The Right Stuff is a return to the roots of the Western. It was made in answer 
to the question: 'What happened to the Western?' Philip Kaufman^ 

The Western is the quintessential American genre, where white America 

grapples with its character, its conscience and its sense of self. The 

Western affords America an heroic vision of its history and heritage, a 

mythology to call its own. It romanticises the pioneer and eulogises the 

wilderness. It negotiates the ambivalent terrain between law and anarchy, 

social responsibility and individual freedom, stasis and flux. Its trajectory 

is inevitably towards obsolescence: by the time the Western became 

established, the West was all over bar the shouting, and as the genre 

matured, 'progress' had begun to sound like a dirty word. It is the purest 

form of movie, the starkest and most physical of philosophical dramas. 

It is prone to announce itself with an iconic rider against the landscape, 

and often ends the same way. It is a very masculine genre, trading on 

fantasies of absolute male autonomy, dexterity and moral imperative. 

It is fundamentally concerned with the construction of the hero. 

The Right Stuff'is not a Western exactly, but it is very definitely a 

film about pioneer mythology, the changing light of history and the 

nature of heroism in modern America. Hailing an 'instant classic', the 

American reviewers must have jinxed it, for this big-budget epic flopped 

at the box-office and has never recovered its lustre. Something of a 

media phenomenon on its release (featured on the cover of Newsweek 

on down), the film has scarcely been written about since, enjoying little 

of the rich cultural afterlife associated with analogous titles such as 

Apocalypse Now, Raging Bull or even Heaven's Gate. The Right Stuff 

is too idiosyncratic a picture to fit neatly into larger theoretical 

frameworks. A hip movie about 'square' subjects (astronauts, the 

military, courage, patriotism), it ranges freely across apparently 

contradictory styles: mythic and satiric, documentary and surreal, even 

epic and underground. An auteur's film, written and directed by Philip 


