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the motion picture industry.

The most recent incarnation of the outcast is
John Travolta. Travolta first gained fame as a star
of TV’s “Welcome Back Kotter,” a situation
comedy® set in a city public high school.
Travolta was the most charismatic of the
“Sweathogs,” a group of wise cracking® students
with whom Kotter, their teacher, parried.” Since
television comedies treat everything superficially,
the type was not yet set, for Vinnie Barbarino,
Travolta’s character, was not developed in
depth,® and one could not sympathize with the
problems he had to overcome.

He then played in a TV movie, “The Boy in
the Plastic Bubble,” a film based on a true story
in which a child was born with no white blood
cells, and therefore had no natural immunity to
disease. He thus had to be kept inside a plastic
bubble at all times to protect him from germs.
Again Travolta was an outcast, but this time it
was a physical alienation, not social.

Travolta came into prominence with the
release of the film “Saturday Night Fever.” Here
his type achieved definition. He played the part
of Tony Manero, a young paint store employee
with little purpose in life. He lived with his
family, an uneducated, quarrelsome group who
constantly berated one another for failing to
succeed. Their concept of success, however, was
abstract and, as it turned out, misguided; Tony’s
older brother had won his parent’s adoration by
entering the clergy, only to have their faith in
him shattered when he quit.

Tony achieved his identity® through his
nocturnal activities. He and his friends, a collec-
tion of crude misfits,' ®raced around in an old
car, swilling cheap whiskey, smoking cigarettes
and insulting people. Their real moment came,
however, when they entered the discotheque.
There Manero had earned reknown as the best
dancer in the area, and when he entered the disco
doors he was transformed from a loser into a
king. He would preen himself!! for hours in
front of a mirror to prepare for his forays! 2 into
the disco world. The film editors provided a
startling contrast between the tacky!® world of
Tony’s normal life, and the glamor he ex-
perienced as a dancer.

In the end, Tony realized the cheapness and
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superficiality of his life, and, through the efforts
of a woman (who, true to form, had not been
attracted to him at first) decided to abandon his
meaningless lifestyle’* and pursue some loftier
endeavor. Even the disco scene which had been
so important to him was discarded when he
recognized that its value was based on ap-
pearances, and that there was no substance to it.

The movie has been a great success due to
several factors. First of all, Travolta’s per-
formance is dynamic, especially in the dance
scenes. The producers have filmed the movie in
such a way that there is an electric feeling in the
disco: even a viewer who is highly skeptical of
the disco concept can sympathize with Manero.

Part of the film’s popularity is the disco
scenario itself. Disco is the prevalent form of
music listened to by the young teenagers who
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constitute a large portion of the record buying
public. Disco music pervades the entire film, not
only in the dancing scenes, but providing meter
and continuity for the whole movie. Thus, the
very setting is an attraction for many young
viewers.

The movie’s effects have been far reaching. It
has provided a boost to disco music, a genre with
such limitations that it is always in danger of
1S The soundtrack
album has generated millions of dollars in profits
for the producers and the Bee Gees, the group
responsible for most of the music; it has also

droning into somnolence.

provided enough exposure to disco to revive
interest in it, and make it worthwhile for its
purveyors.

Dance classes have greatly increased their
enrollments since the movie was released, and
hair salons!' ® are offering Travlota-style hair cuts
at exhorbitant rates. Some music promoters offer
Travolta look-alike! 7 contests, the winners of
which sometimes reap huge profits as models.
Dance contests have become big events, drawing
large numbers of competitors and offering
generous prizes. Also enormously popular are
white three-piece suits modeled after the one
that Travolta wore in the dance contest in
“Saturday Night Fever.”

Ironically, the movie has done much to'®
glamorize disco, when in fact its purpose is to
criticize the shallowness of the disco scene. Many
viewers remember only the excitement of the
dancing and forget that Manero’s reliance on the
disco indicates a void in his life: he has no
integrity.!® The people who idolize the Travolta
figure feel that the film “speaks” to them, telling
the truth about those with boring jobs who only
find meaning in the disco clubs. They forget that
Manero abandons his old friends and ways at the
end of the film, and starts looking for a
foundation upon which to build his character.
The ending of the film, then, is weak in
comparison to the rest of it; in most movies there
is a recency effect in which the latter part has the
greatest impact, but here the ending is forgotten.
The film has generated an interest in precisely
the areas that it criticizes: momentary pleasures,
superficiality, and a glorification of those who
lack a concrete focus in life.
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