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dogtown and z-boys

Saturday, May 7, 12:30 p.m.

Sunday, May 8, 1:00 p.m.
2001, 91 mins. 35mm print source: Sony Pictures Classics.
Directed by Stacy Peralta. Written by Peralta and Craig Stecyk. Produced by Agi Orsi. Photographed by Sebastian Jungwirth and Peter Pilafian. Edited by Paul Crowder. Original Music by Crowder and Terry Wilson.

Review by Ann Hornaday,The Washington Post, May 3, 2002:

There are two ways to review Dogtown and Z-Boys. There’s the easy way, which is to say, Just go see it. 

Then there’s the hard way, which is to explain why. There are myriad reasons to watch this gorgeous, poetic, exhilarating film. Prime among those reasons, for younger viewers, will be its subject: the birth of modern skateboarding. But Dogtown and Z-Boys is the rare and wondrous nonfiction film that transcends its subject to become a thing of beauty in itself, a slice of pop-cultural history that shimmers with life, an often mesmerizing collage that captures a time and a place—in this case 1970s California—with astonishing immediacy and power. It is also, not incidentally, a ripping good yarn. 

What is Dogtown and who are the Z-Boys? The former is a neighborhood in Los Angeles, bordered by the trendy precincts of Santa Monica, Venice Beach and Ocean Park, that one observer describes as “the last great seaside slum.” Cornered by its wealthy neighbors, Dogtown in the early 1970s was a wild, dangerous place whose epicenter was the broken-down pier of Pacific Ocean Park, which had closed in 1967 and had become a hiding place for junkies, artists and surfers who took their lives in their hands every time they carved a path through its jagged ruins of concrete, wood and rebar. “It was a dirty, filthy paradise,” one witness recalls fondly. 

Pacific Ocean Park was also where surfboard shaper Jeff Ho and the co-owners of his Zephyr Productions Surf Shop recruited a bunch of wiry dead-end kids to form the Zephyr surf team. More of a street gang than a conventional sports team, the Z-Boys personified Dogtown in all its aggression, fearlessness and testosterone-fueled swagger. 
In the early ‘70s, the Z-Boys discovered that one way to while away non-surfing time was to practice on skateboards, which had long been thrown into attic boxes along with hula hoops and yo-yos. But in the Z-Boys’ hands—or in this case, under their preternaturally prehensile feet—skateboards became hot rods, weapons and instruments. Seeking out invisible waves in empty streets, parking lots and playgrounds, these agile outcasts invented a whole new way of skating, one characterized by a low-slung crouch, a scowl and an ever more acrobatic—and risky—repertoire of moves. 
The turning point came when California suffered the worst drought in the state’s history. Suddenly Los Angeles became an archipelago of empty swimming pools, ideal places for the Z-Boys to hone their signature style of skating. Breaking into back yards and keeping watch for the police, the team became a roving band of punk artists who saw empty canvases in the places their wealthy neighbors had discarded. “It was a massive cement playground,” says Zephyr co-owner Skip Engblom as Dogtown and Z-Boys opens. “But it was the minds of 11-year-olds that could see the potential.” 

Within a few years, the Z-Boys would burst onto the skateboarding scene, their life and culture captured by photographer and writer Craig Stecyk in SkateBoarder magazine. In 1975, dressed in their uniform of blue T-shirt, Levi’s and Vans sneakers, they bullied their way through the Del Mar Nationals skateboarding competition, where one observer notes “they were like a hockey team at a figure skating show.” They won nearly every competition at that event, and what we now know as skateboarding—not to mention the entire notion of extreme sports—was born. 

Filmmaker Stacy Peralta, who himself was one of the most celebrated Z-Boys, has documented this extraordinary journey with all the instinct, fluency and grace of the skaters themselves. Using Stecyk’s material as well as films and photographs shot by Glen E. Friedman, Peralta has been able to construct a documentary that conveys all of the thrills of being present at the creation. Thus the audience feels jolt after visceral jolt as these boys invent a breathtaking new form of physical expression before the cameras. Using nearly every photographic format at his disposal, from grainy, color-saturated Super-8 home movies to digital video, Peralta manipulates the images to reflect the outsider spirit of his subjects: The film is ripped, burned, scratched, reversed and sped to achieve a densely textured visual document crackling with the same guerrilla energy that propelled the Z-Boys. In a telling and note-perfect passage, he even leaves in a mistake made by the film’s narrator, Sean Penn. 
It’s not surprising that Dogtown and Z-Boys should be a dazzling visual document: Peralta had a wealth of archival materials to work with—as well as the boys (and one girl) themselves, whose lithe grace and baby faces suggest angels rather than hooligans. The soundtrack, of classic 1970s rock, is another exuberant no-brainer. But what gives Z-Boys its heft is Peralta’s writing, which is unusually graceful and evocative. At one point he calls Los Angeles “the place where Manifest Destiny collides with the Pacific Ocean” and Pacific Ocean Park “a no man’s land of symbiotic disharmony, a dead wonderland.” His subjects are often just as eloquent, especially Engblom, who compares the Z-Boys to Peter Pan’s Lost Boys and the Zephyr owners to Captain Hook. “Essentially we defeated Pan and turned them into pirates,” he says. 
Dogtown and Z-Boys celebrates the triumphs of the Z-Boys, many of whom went on to have productive, comfortable lives, even as it documents the downfall of the team’s most promising member. Peralta treats this interlude solemnly, perhaps too much so. But the person in question, with his frank reflection on why he failed to live up to his potential, turns an otherwise maudlin moment into one that is refreshingly free of self-pity. 
Even that skater’s hard-luck story is right in keeping with the distinctively American themes that he and his teammates personified: striving, amid poverty and powerlessness that results in either mythic triumph or failure; the outlaws, frontiers and endless possibilities of the West; the competition, resourcefulness and self-expression that define the country’s spirit. Dogtown may not have just given birth to the Z-Boys: It just might have inspired the Great American Novel. Except in this case it’s a movie, and it’s all true. Do yourself a favor. Just go see it. 
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