
ACCIDENT & 
EMERGENCY 



Have you ever found yourself in A & E late on 
a Friday night? If so, you’ll know that it can be 
quite a sweary, violent and unpleasant place. 

Rest assured that the Movie Doctors’  
A & E is nothing like that. True, our clinic is full 

of action, drama, glamour and movie magic: 
car chases, heroes who survive ridiculous 
injuries, real-life accidents on set. But ours 
is safe – you could watch the goriest, most 
violent scenes in our clinic and it wouldn’t  
add up to an hour spent in an actual A & E.  

Go on, collect a ticket at reception.  
The Movie Doctors will attend to you shortly. 



ON-SET A & E 
A Clinical Examination
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For anyone else, it would have been catastrophic 

– but not for The Stath. Luckily, before becoming 

everyone’s favourite shirtless, oil-wrestling screen 

star, Jason was a champion diver (he competed for 

England at the Auckland Commonwealth Games 

in 1990) and was thus able to leap nimbly from 

the crashing vehicle, presumably performing a 

perfectly executed pike en route, before swimming 

briskly to safety. ‘If anyone else had been in that 

truck he would have been dead,’ Stallone told the 

Indie. ‘But because Jason is an Olympic quality 

diver he got out of it.’ As for The Stath himself, he 

proved as cool as his on-screen persona, playing 

down the allegedly life-threatening incident, and 

insisting that the worst thing that happened to him 

during the shoot of The Expendables 3 was the fact 

that ‘I snapped a shoelace in the very first scene.’  

You can see why we love him.

Jason’s on-set accident made for acres of lively 

news coverage, all of which helped to publicise the 

movie. But the fact remains that (if the story is true) 

Statham had a very lucky escape. Others have been 

less fortunate. Indeed, over its hundred-year-plus 

history, the art of moviemaking has often proved 

injurious and occasionally lethal, with cast and 

crew risking life and limb in pursuit of a good shot. 

Michael Curtiz’s disaster epic Noah’s Ark (1928) 

was billed as ‘The spectacle of the ages!’, using 

F
ilm sets are really dangerous places to work. In August 2014, the Independent 

newspaper reported that gruff-voiced action star Jason Statham (of whom 

both the Doctors are huge fans) had ‘narrowly avoided death on the set of 

The Expendables 3’. According to the story, ‘the actor was forced to leap from a 

truck he was driving before it plunged 60ft into the sea after a stunt went horribly 

wrong’. ‘He faced death,’ declared Expendables co-star Sylvester Stallone 

with a straight face (or at least a face as ‘straight’ as Sly can actually manage).  

‘He was test driving a three-ton truck and the brakes run out. It went down 60ft 

into the Black Sea and was impaled.’ 
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a reported 600,000 gallons of water to bring the 

image of a massive biblical flood crashing onto 

cinema screens. Audiences were awestruck by the 

results, but few contemporary viewers knew that 

such overwhelming spectacle had been achieved 

at an extremely high human cost. According to 

popular folklore, three extras drowned during the 

climactic flood sequences, while another lost a leg 

from injuries incurred on the set. Indeed, so high 

was the casualty rate on Noah’s Ark that Hollywood 

promptly instigated new stunt-safety regulations 

with the specific aim of minimising the risks which 

had become an everyday part of moviemaking. Yet 

even with such apparent safeguards in place, lives 

have continued to be lost while making movies. 

Glancing back over the last forty years of film-

making, we find a litany of tragic accidents which 

demonstrate just how perilous the profession 

can be. Most distressingly, in the early eighties 

seasoned performer Vic Morrow and youngsters 

My-ca Dinh Le and Renee Shin-Yi Chen were killed 

on the set of Twilight Zone: The Movie (1983) 

when an action sequence involving a helicopter 

went horrifyingly wrong (the ensuing scandal 

and lawsuits would last a decade). In the nineties, 

rising star Brandon Lee died of a gunshot wound 

during the making of The Crow (1994), an accident 

blamed by many upon cost-cutting measures 

which led to a breakdown in standard safety 

procedures (a props master, rather than a weapons 

expert, was left in charge of the gun). In 2007, set 

dresser David Ritchie was killed when ‘a frozen 

piece of sand and gravel’ fell from the wall of an 

outdoor set during the making of the sci-fi thriller 

Jumper (2008). As recently as 2015, Randall Miller 

became the first film-maker to be jailed for an 

on-set fatality in the US. Miller pleaded guilty to 

the involuntary manslaughter of camera operator 

Sarah Jones, who died when a train hit a metal-

frame bed during the filming of a dream sequence 

on the Gregg Allman biopic Midnight Rider (the 

film has since been abandoned).

While such horrendous cases become headline-

grabbing news, far more common are the stories of 

everyday injuries which have long been a part of 

the moviemaking process. Back in the late 1920s, 

screen icon Louise Brooks was warned by friends 

and colleagues that Beggars of Life director William 

Wellman was ‘a madman’ who would try to get her 

to take part in dangerous stunts from which she 

should steer well clear. Yet, true to form, Brooks 

merely saw the warnings as a challenge, and opted 

to do several potentially lethal scenes herself, 

including a sequence in which she jumps a freight 

train with co-star Richard Arlen. Apparently, the 

rule of thumb for hobos at the time was that if you 

couldn’t count the lug nuts on the wheels of a train, 

it was moving too fast to board. Just try counting 

the lug nuts on the train onto which Brooks jumps 

in Beggars of Life. Even allowing for a degree 

of photographic ingenuity, that train is clearly 

moving fast enough to present a very real danger 

to the famously fearless actress, who miraculously 

completed the shoot without needing to be carted 

off to the local hospital.

In those days, such fortitude was business as 

usual for screen performers. Leading players Lillian 

Gish and Richard Barthelmess performed their own 

stunts for D.W. Griffith’s masterpiece Way Down East 

(1920), including the celebrated river sequence in 

which Gish drifts on a slab of floating ice toward 

a waterfall while Barthelmess leaps to her death-

defying rescue. Filmed at White River Junction in 

Vermont, the sequence opened with Gish – wearing 

only a thin dress and a shawl – running out into sub-

zero temperatures, the shock of which famously 

caused her to faint. A nurse was on hand to tend to 

Gish, but the medical ministrations seem to have 

amounted to little more than taking the actress 

indoors to warm up a bit before being sending her 

outside to do it again. Next, Gish was required to fall 

face down onto a slab of ice (real ice, as opposed 

to prop ice) which breaks free and floats off down 

the river. With her hair and a hand trailing in the 
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icy water, Gish promptly found her face frozen 

(you can see the ice forming on her skin) and lost 

the feeling in several fingers. Years later she would 

note that the hand in question still caused her 

pain. Meanwhile, Griffith (whose face also froze) 

kept his camera warm by lighting a small fire 

beneath it to prevent the machine from grinding to 

a standstill. To this day, the fact that both Gish and  

Barthelmess appear to be in genuine peril remains 

a key part of this legendary sequence’s appeal 

– an alluring mix of dramatic invention and 

documentary endangerment.

At around the same time that Gish was having 

her fingers frozen off on Way Down East, comedian 

Harold Lloyd was having two fingers blown off his 

right hand when a prop bomb exploded during 

the making of Haunted Spooks (1920). Meanwhile 

Buster Keaton fractured his neck while filming 

Sherlock Jr. (1924), but continued filming the scene 

in question, his injury not being detected until it 

showed up on an X-ray eleven years later! Dancers 

had a hard time of it too. While shooting a celebrated 

number for Swing Time (1936), Ginger Rogers was 

left with bleeding feet, prompting the famous quote 

that ‘Rogers did everything Fred Astaire did, except 

backwards and in high heels’. As for Astaire, he 

got whacked in the face by Rogers’ ‘flying sleeve’  

while filming ‘Let’s Face the Music and Dance’ for 

Follow the Fleet (also 1936) but ‘kept on dancing, 

although somewhat maimed’. The smack made it 

into the movie.

Other minor on-set accidents which have 

been caught on camera include Charles McGraw 

suffering a broken jaw as his head is forced into a 

vat of soup by Kirk Douglas in Spartacus (1960); 

Ellen Burstyn ricking her back while being hoisted 

off her feet by unseen ropes in The Exorcist (1973); 

Viggo Mortensen breaking two toes while kicking 

a helmet in frustration in Peter Jackson’s Lord of 

the Rings: The Two Towers (2002); Robert Downey 

Jr. breaking Halle Berry’s arm as he attempts 

to restrain her character in Gothika (2003); and 
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Leonardo DiCaprio accidentally smashing a 

glass with his hand in 2012’s Django Unchained 

(‘Blood was dripping down his hand [but] he never 

broke character,’ recalled producer Stacey Sher 

admiringly). Meanwhile, Brad Pitt spent a large 

portion of Se7en (1995) with a heavily bandaged 

arm after accidentally putting his hand through  

a car window (‘we worked his injury into the 

storyline’), and during the filming of Troy (2004), in 

which he plays hunky Achilles, managed to tear – 

guess what? – his Achilles tendon!

Afflictions such as these are all part of the 

rough and tumble of moviemaking, and there 

can be few performers whose screen careers 

have passed without a work-related visit to A & E.  

Oddly, audiences seem to rather like the idea of 

performers suffering actual bodily harm for the 

sake of their entertainment, provided the injuries 

remain relatively trivial. Yet the occasional tragedy 

shows us just how dangerous moviemaking can 

really be, and reminds us why film-making unions 

spend so much time banging on unfashionably 

about ‘health and safety’. 

Films may be fantasy, but on-set accidents are 

real, and the Movie Doctors look forward to a future 

in which cinema is not just spectacular, but – more 

importantly – safe. As executive producer Steven 

Spielberg observed in the wake of the Twilight  

Zone (1983) tragedy, ‘A movie is a fantasy – it’s 

light and shadow flickering on a screen. No movie 

is worth dying for. I think people are standing up 

much more now than ever before to producers and 

directors who ask too much. If something isn’t safe, 

it’s the right and responsibility of every actor or 

crew member to yell, “Cut!”’



CAR CHASES FOR  
THE CONSTIPATED

Doctors in Discussion   
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Dr Kermode: So, car chases. 

Dr Mayo: I don’t really like them.  

Dr K: Really? 

Dr M: Yes. Apart from the obvious . . . 

Dr K: Bullitt, The French Connection . . . 

Dr M: Sure, those but also the three that spring  

to my mind: the Minis in The Italian Job, the 

police car pile-up in The Blues Brothers and the 

Moscow chase in The Bourne Supremacy. Apart 

from those . . . 

Dr K: You think they’re boring.  

Dr M: Yes, I mean they should be the thing that 

makes you gasp in awe, makes you have to wipe 

the seat in the cinema, but that doesn’t really 

happen, does it? 

Dr K: The problem with most movie car chases  

is that they’re too fast. 

Dr M: You want a slow chase?  

Dr K: In a way. The thing is, car chases are only 

exciting when they have a sense of danger – for 

example, when the streets are crowded. Look at 

The French Connection. That film was produced 

by Philip D’Antoni, who produced Bullitt. He and 

director William Friedkin specifically set out to  

top the car chase from Bullitt . . . 

Dr M: A pretty tough call given there’s the Steve 

McQueen effect in Bullitt. 

Dr K: . . . and the most memorable thing about The 

French Connection chase is the sheer amount of 

traffic. Indeed, for certain sequences, rather than 

getting the necessary permissions, and getting  

the streets properly cleared, they just went ahead 

and filmed some sequences in the middle of  

normal traffic.

Dr M: What, with real people, real cars  

and everything?
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Dr K: Yes.

Dr M: And speed bumps?

Dr K: And speed bumps. So Gene Hackman’s car – 

which stuntman Bill Hickman was driving – does 

actually bang into a city bus at one point, for real.

Dr M: Ouch. Lawsuit.

Dr K: Oddly, no. The point is that one of the reasons 

the car chase in The French Connection really  

is a thrill ride is because it genuinely appears to  

be dangerous.

Dr M: So, you’re saying, contrary to popular belief, 

that it’s not how fast and furious the chase is, it’s 

how overcrowded it is.

Dr K: I am. That’s exactly what I’m saying. 

Dr M: But still, they’re usually boring, aren’t they?

Dr K: Well a lot of them are because they’re too 

inconsequential. You’re supposed not to care that 

fifty-six people have just been shunted off the 

freeway in a frenzy of twisted metal and  

squealing brakes because, hey, they’re not  

the stars of the movie! 

Dr M: Well you should toughen up a bit. Be like 

the guy who wins the chase. You crash through 

the streets of San Francisco or Las Vegas or Rome 

at 150 mph pursued by an evil assassin in some 

souped-up, off-road supercar and you emerge  

with nothing more than a rather sexy cut on the 

right edge of your forehead. That’s class. 

Dr K: Precisely. ‘Whiplash’ becomes merely the  

title of a film about a drummer (which, incidentally, 

isn’t really about a drummer).

Dr M: So we agree. Unless there are actual 

 people, in actual cars, with speed bumps,  

we’re not advocating a car chase to get your  

pulse racing?

Dr K: Yes, I think that’s medically sound. 



BEYOND BELIEF
Movie Heroes Who Defy Medical Science

JAMES BOND
SKYFALL (2012)

Shot with a depleted uranium shell, plummeting 

into a river from a racing train and fighting under 

water so cold it would make the surface of Mars 

feel like the Seychelles counted as a mildly hectic 

afternoon for 007 who, we submit, would have been 

as dead as an unnamed extra within the first seven 

minutes of the film. 

How dead? KKKKKKKKK

FRODO BAGGINS
THE LORD OF THE RINGS:  
THE RETURN OF THE KING (2003)

The Movie Doctors – despite our lack of detailed 

medical knowledge – can happily confirm that 

anyone who stands that close to a lake of molten 

rock bubbling nicely at 1200°C (in the accurately 

named Mount Doom) would simply self-combust. 

Unless you are a geothermal miracle and have 

magma running through your veins, you’re  

having a lava. 

How dead? KKKKKKKK 

JOHN RAMBO
 RAMBO (2008)

Most of the gunshots in Rambo seem to either sever 

their targets around the midriff (Dr M: Medically 

speaking, ‘the abdomen’) or produce a gory collage 

of brain and blood from a direct head shot. Rambo 

himself is made of sterner American steel. Plugged 

on the shoulder by a cannon, yes an actual Burmese 

military cannon mounted on a gunboat, he screams 

in pain a bit, and then carries on with the carnage. 

Proof that moral certainty based on a superior 

political system can perform biological miracles.

How dead? KKKKKKKKK

VINCENT
 COLLATERAL (2004)

When Jamie Foxx decides he’s had enough of Tom 

Cruise in the back of his cab (and who amongst 

us hasn’t thought that), he takes action. Instead of 

pulling over and asking him to leave, he turns the 

car over multiple times amid much metal-sparking, 

screeching of tyres and smashing of glass. The car 

finally comes to an upside-down halt and Tom 

shakes his head, dusts down his attractive suit 

and continues on foot. We don’t even think he was 

wearing a seatbelt . . .

How dead? KKKKKKK

JOHN MCCLANE
DIE HARD WITH A VENGEANCE (1995)

Tom the cat in Tom and Jerry has nothing on John 

McClane in the Die Hard franchise – he can dust 

himself down having fallen fifty feet, survive a 

hailstorm of machine-gun fire and, in a scene the 

Movie Doctors particularly like for its medical 

accuracy, can throw a massive explosive device 

out of the back of a subway train and survive 

unscathed – always armed with a pithy one-liner 

and a winning grimace. And our favourite vest, ever.

How dead? KKKK
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DOCTOR IN THE HOUSE
Essential First Aid in the Cinema

T
he Movie Doctors recommend that each and every cinemagoer undertakes 

at least a basic course in first aid because the cinema can be a physically 

and psychologically challenging experience. For example, say your 

movie companion is sucking on a chili dog (like John Mellencamp said) and a 

piece lodges itself in his/her throat, how do you rescue the situation while still 

maintaining focus on the action? Or, say, during Diana your buddy experiences 

an existential crisis of identity brought on by the mind-numbing awfulness 

of everything, how do you lead him/her back to tranquillity and self-respect? 

Part first-aid kit, part instruction manual, our guide to essential first aid in the 

cinema is an invaluable resource.

Anti-Nausea Pills 

For 3D films. Designed to reduce the headaches and 

eyestrain which cause a feeling of sickness while 

squinting at the screen through badly designed 

polarised glasses.

The Heimlich Manoeuvre 

For stuck snacks and plot twists impossible to 

swallow, press one fist, thumb side in, just above the 

belly button and grab with the other fist. Pull your 

fists upwards and inward to force the trapped object 

out. Pick up the ejected object and hand to the 

patient – these things are too expensive to waste.
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Earplugs 
There is a risk here that you will look 

like Prince Charles at a Meat Loaf 

concert. But if you put that to one 

side, as HRH did during ‘Bat Out of 

Hell’, then you should know we only 

have your future movie enjoyment as 

our concern. When even Cinderella 

is turned up to Fast and Furious, it’s 

time to wear protection, kids.

Tracheotomy
Having trouble breathing while watching one of 

Noah Baumbach’s stifling early works? A steak 

knife and a biro will open the airwaves nicely.

Night-And-Bay Cream 
A protective emollient to condition your skin 

against overexposure to vast amounts of 

fiery explosions. Also reduces wrinkles due 

to wincing at excruciating dialogue. 

Cough Syrup
There’s nothing more annoying than a good 

movie ruined by a persistent hacking cough. 

If you are a cougher – don’t go to the movies. 

Stay at home and annoy your family. But if 

you insist on acting selfishly, we, the rest 

of the cinema audience, assert our right to 

force-feed you Benylin.
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