
11/8/2017 Ferretbrain - Michael Bay Is America

file:///C:/Alasdair%20-%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/Alasdair%27s%20Ferretbrain%20Backup/ferretbrain.com/articles/article-956.html 1/4

Michael Bay Is America
by Alasdair Czyrnyj

playpen articles themes random comments podcasts people
Friday, 19 July 2013

Pain & Gain is actually a pretty good movie.
~

 
I think I may have misjudged Michael Bay.

  
Like most of you out there, I used to dismiss
him as a hack and a vulgarian, but lately I've
been changing my tune. The impetus for this
shift came from the depths of the
SomethingAwful cinema boards, specifically an
extended recap of Bay's Transformers trilogy.
Sadly the thread has been archived, but pdfs
collecting all the posts for the first two movies
and part of the third can be found here. To
summarize very briefly, they are an
oppositional reading of the Transformers
trilogy, one that argues that the movies are a
not-entirely successful satire of American
culture, one that takes all of the worst aspects
of that society, its materialism, its disdain for
the intellect, its love of sadism, its disquieting
tendency to dissolve the boundaries between
adulthood and childhood, and replicates them
onscreen in such a hyberbolic and grotesque
fashion that the audience has no choice but to
recognize it as a depiction of their shared
world. Now, you can take this reading or leave
it, but for myself I found the reading made a
peculiar sort of sense. It's the only explanation I've ever found that explains why the
movies are the way they are, of why they seem to embrace "conservative values" while
making them appear even more repellent. I also think the idea that Michael Bay is an
iconoclastic court jester who's smarter than his audience absolutely hilarious, so there's
that too.

  
So, with this new attitude, I was quite curious to see his newest movie, Pain & Gain,
back in May. After seeing it, I am more convinced than ever that Bay's social satire is
more than just idle speculation.

  
Pain & Gain starts in the Miami of 1994 with Daniel Lugo (Mark Wahlberg), a
musclehead and ex-con working as a personal trainer and assistant manager at the
Sun Gym, a place for fitness enthusiasts of all walks of life and one gender. Lugo is
able to make the gym a modest success, but it's not enough to get him his "American
Dream": a lawn and a riding mower of his own. After attending a seminar by
motivational speaker Johnny Wu (Ken Jeong as a brutish interpretation of motivational
speaker Tom Vu), Lugo decides a more proactive approach is needed. To that end,
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Lugo concocts a plan: abduct one of his clients, a minor real estate tycoon named
Victor Kershaw (Tony Shaloub) and force him to sign over all of his assets. To assist
him in this cunning gambit, Lugo recruits two gym regulars: his friend and fellow
trainer Adrian Doorbal (Anthony Mackie) and Paul Doyle (Dwayne Johnson), an ex-con
from up north trying to go legit. However, despite their superhuman physiques and
bewildering array of disguises, the three fail time and again to apprehend Kershaw. The
sixth time is a charm though, and the three eventually have their prize bound and
tazed in the back of their panel van. What follows is a hellish ordeal for Kershaw, as he
is tied to a chair, beaten, hung, burnt, fed Taco Bell, and forced to sign his life away
piece by piece. Eventually, there is nothing more Kershaw can give, and having
identified Lugo by scent on the first day of his confinement, his fate is sealed.

  
And then things get weird.

  
Pain & Gain is based on a true story, a fact the movie reiterates with gusto. At the time
of its release, this assertion caused a bit of controversy, with critics noting the many
areas where the film departed from the record. Chief among these departures are
Dwayne Johnson's Paul Doyle, who is partly a composite of two other members of the
actual gang and partially pure fabrication, and Tony Shaloub's Victor Kershaw, who is
based on Marc Schiller, the actual victim of the gang, but appears in the film as a far
more abrasive, unpleasant person that the Schiller in the article. Despite the
controversy, there is actually no disconnect between the film's assertions and the
reality of the events in question. Pain & Gain is not a documentary account of a
historical event; it is an interpretation offering a rationale for this event. It is "true" in
the sense that it is an attempt to explain the meaning of the Sun Gym Gang.

  
For Michael Bay, Lugo and his bros were not acting out some isolated psychopathology.
Rather, their actions were entirely in keeping with American culture. One of the things
the film cannily implies in its repeated evocation of "the American Dream" is how the
meaning of the dream has changed. While the traditional story of American success has
been predicated on the idea that hard work, by its own virtue, leads to a better life, in
contemporary culture that aspect of the legend has been eclipsed by the drive for
success. In today's America, it doesn't matter what you do or how you got it, all that
matters is that you are a success. Everyone will forgive you if you've "made it". The
only thing that is not permitted in American society is to be poor and a failure, a
dichotomy the film savagely displays in its second half. 

  
It is this belief that is behind the coarsening of Schiller into Kershaw. The article that
inspired the movie took pains to paint Schiller as the victim of the gang, focusing on his
ordeal and his fears for his family. In Bay's film, Kershaw has been made into a cruder
person in order to short-circuit the audience's natural inclination to always side with the
victim, and to foster the realization that both Lugo and Kershaw are plugged into the
same system. However, despite the similarity in desires, Bay does not go so far as to
suggest that the two are equivalent; Kershaw may be an ass, but the movie makes it
clear in no uncertain terms that he does not deserve what he experiences at the hands
of the Sun Gym Gang.

  
The second half of the film also makes it clear that this all-consuming desire for success
feeds into another American institution: the cult of narcissism. However, this is not
quite the traditional interpretation of narcissism as mere selfishness. Rather, it is more
about monomanical focus on development of an image of oneself that is to be
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broadcasted to others and repeated to oneself to the exclusion of all else. It is this
obsession with image that the film mocks from the outset. Adrian Doorbal is introduced
to the audience alone in his apartment, surrounded by pictures cut from muscle
magazines, fretting about his penis rendered unresponsive by steroid abuse. (It should
also be noted that the milieu of the film is the world of bodybuilders, of people who
sculpt their bodies to appear strong, unlike weightlifters, who build their bodies to
actually be strong.) The poster child for narcissism, however, is Daniel Lugo. Lugo's
narcissism is brought to full flower by both Michael Bay and Mark Wahlberg; as a film
director/former director of commercials and an actor/former underwear model
respectively, the two understand the power of image and use it to excellent effect.
Wahlberg is often shot in a heroic pose with a swooping camera, creating an image that
is immediately undercut by the incredible nonsense coming out of his mouth. Lugo
spends the whole movie pretending to be something: a businessman, a CIA agent, a
pillar of the community, but the truth of who he is always seeps through. In a
memorable instances, his attempts to ingratiate himself with Kershaw's neighborhood
by shooting a few hoops with the local kids ends ignominiously after Lugo reverts to his
high school days in a manner both hilarious and horrible.

  
While this is not my wheelhouse, a brief word should be given to the sexual politics of
the movie. Michael Bay is no stranger to accusations of misogyny and homophobia, and
there is certainly a fair bit of both in Pain & Gain. However, I am not entirely convinced
that those elements in Bay's films are put there unconsciously, or simply for the sake of
a cheap laugh. In Transformers, the women are secondary characters and are ogled by
the camera, but they remain human beings throughout the films while the male
protagonists slowly decay into violent ignorant monsters. (It is also worth noting that
the name of Megan Fox's character in the Transformers films is "Mikaela Baines.")
When watching Pain & Gain, I was reminded of the assertion of the French
writer/misanthrope Michel Houellebecq that one of the baleful effects of the sexual
revolution has been to put interpersonal relations under the influence of the market,
with the end result of sex becoming a matter of acquisition and competition. Something
similar to this seems to be present in Pain & Gain. Being manly men very concerned
with their manliness, Lugo and the gang are fixated with getting women, being studs,
and so on. The few women in the film act as the female complement to the gang's
attitudes on sexuality and success. The one female character who gets the most
screentime is Sorina Luminita (Bar Paly), a Romanian immigrant-turned-stripper who
attaches herself to Lugo and comes to enjoy an open relationship with Lugo and Doyle.
She is motivated by the same drive for success as the guys, in her case to become an
actress, and she sees the key to sexual fulfillment as lying with as many partners as
possible. As for the issue of homophobia, I would say that any movie depicting
contemporary American masculinity that doesn't involve a helping of "gay panic" is
being dishonest, but I confess I don't really know enough about the issue to say
anything for sure. I am tempted to say Bay is using it as a way to mock the etiolated
and unpleasant form of masculinity embraced by Lugo et al, but I really don't know.

  
However, despite all I have said about Pain & Gain, there is one point, above all the
others, that must be emphasized above all else: it's actually a pretty funny movie.
When I saw it in the theater I was laughing constantly through the whole thing. There
is a lot of crude humor, yes, but there are also quite a few visual jokes that gleefully
savage the characters and their illusions. In terms of tone it really resembles a Cohen
brothers movie; many reviewers have used Fargo as a comparison, but I associated
this movie more with Burn After Reading, with its cast of ordinary characters who
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imagine themselves extraordinary, whose desires for a better life soon become an all-
consuming sense of entitlement. Hovever, while Bay is more scatological than the
Cohens, he is also less cruel; while Burn After Reading ended in undeserved death and
a lack of closure, Pain & Gain ends with a sort of justice having emerged, and with two
characters having discovered separate paths out of the zero-sum game of American
"success".

  
Also, the scene where it is finally revealed just what the Rock was cooking for all those
years is honestly worth the price of admission.
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