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Introduction


Cult movies were once considered to be only those obscure pictures that were admired by a small, sad coterie of film “experts” and other social outcasts. But I choose to define “cult movies” quite broadly. I consider them those special films that elicit a fiery passion in moviegoers long after their initial releases; that have been taken to heart as if they were abandoned orphans in a hostile world, cherished, protected, and enthusiastically championed by segments of the movie audience; that are integral parts of people’s lives. Cultists don’t merely enjoy their favorite films; they worship them, seek them out wherever they are playing, see them repeatedly, and are intent on persuading anyone who will listen that they should be appreciated regardless of what reviewers thought. They will brave blizzards, skip their weddings, ignore their most solemn religious holidays, and even date their least-appealing cousins to see a film for what may be their tenth, twentieth, or one hundredth time.


When you speak of cult movies, you speak in extremes. Hardcore cultists, ranging from polite to lunatic, insist that their favorite films are the most intriguing, unusual, outrageous, mysterious, absurd, daring, entertaining, erotic, exotic, and/or best films of all time. Also they point out that cult films differ radically from standard Hollywood films in that they characteristically feature atypical heroes and heroines; offbeat dialogue; surprising plot resolutions; highly original storylines; brave themes, often of a sexual or political nature; “definitive” performances by stars who have cult status; the novel handling of popular but stale genres. Outstanding special effects, spectacular camerawork, and a willingness by the filmmakers to experiment distinguish many cult films, but adoration for some, like Reefer Madness, has absolutely nothing to do with admiration for the filmmakers’ skills—it’s often to the contrary.


The typical Hollywood product has little potential for becoming a cult favorite because it is perceived by everyone in basically the same way. Almost everyone agrees on the quality of these films, on what the directors are trying to say, and on the correct way to interpret the films’ messages. On the other hand, the great majority of cult films are born and live in controversy, in arguments over quality, themes, talent, and other matters. Cultists believe they are among the blessed few who have discovered something in particular films that the average moviegoer and critic have missed—the something that makes the pictures extraordinary. They grasp the elusive points of their favorite films, the filmmakers’ most personal visions, the cult stars’ real selves coming through; and they find glory in the belief that they are among the few on the same wavelength as the people involved in making these films. While word of mouth certainly plays a large part in the growth of cults for individual films, what is fascinating is that in the beginning pockets of people will embrace a film they have heard nothing about while clear across the country others independently will react identically to the same picture. There is nothing more exciting than discovering you are not the only person obsessed with a picture critics hate, the public stays away from en masse, and film texts ignore.


In this book on midnight movies, I have included prime examples of various types of cult films. You will find pictures that reviewers attacked and, almost as a reflex action, film enthusiasts rallied around; pictures hated by the average moviegoer as much as by the press that have been saved from oblivion by a cult of out-of-the-mainstream critics and film scholars; pictures underrated or neglected by everyone at the time of their releases that recently have been rediscovered and reevaluated; pictures that have gained popularity because they star performers who have become cult stars or were made by filmmakers who likewise have become cult figures; pictures for which we have nostalgic feelings because they had great impact on us when we were kids; pictures that are so out of the ordinary that attending them has become a communal event. You see that what really differentiates cult movies is that they can be discussed not only in terms of their genres but also in terms of their fans.





Aguirre, the Wrath of God


1972 (Germany) Distributed in the U.S. in 1977 by New Yorker Films


Director: Werner Herzog


Producer: Werner Herzog


Screenplay: Werner Herzog


Cinematography: Thomas Mauch


Music: Popol Vuh


Editor: Beate Mainka-Jellinghaus


Running Time: 93 minutes


Color


Cast: Klaus Kinski (Don Lope de Aguirre), Ruy Guerra (Don Pedro de Ursúa), Del Negro (Brother Gaspar de Carvajal), Helena Rojo (Iñez), Cecilia Rivera (Flores), Peter Berling (Don Fernando de Guzman), Danny Ades (Perucho).


Synopsis: In 1560, a large party of Spanish conquistadores under the command of Gonzalez Pizarro, their lavishly dressed ladies, and Indian bearers march from Quito across the Andes in search of El Dorado, the legendary city of gold. It is a frightful journey. Men in full armor must drag cannons on narrow mountain paths and through scorching jungles. Pizarro decides it best to send an expeditionary force ahead to see if there are hostile Indians lurking about and if El Dorado is in the direction they are going. Meanwhile, the rest of the party will make camp and await its return.


Pizarro appoints nobleman Pedro de Ursúa to lead the expedition, with soldier Lope de Aguirre as his second in command. Ursúa is to be accompanied by his beautiful, brave wife Iñez, and Aguirre by his fifteen-year-old daughter Flores. Also going will be Brother Gaspar de Carvajal, who wants to spread Christianity in this new world, fat warrior Don Fernando de Guzman, and about forty soldiers, servants, and Indian bearers.


The journey downriver on the rafts is perilous. One raft gets caught in a whirlpool and will not move forward or backward. Ursúa sends some men to the far side of the river to throw the stranded men ropes. But when they get there the next morning, they find that all the men on the raft have been killed by poison darts. Ursúa orders the dead men be given a proper Christian burial. Aguirre, realizing that they will have to stay in this dangerous area to perform the ceremonial burial, tells one of his cohorts to “accidentally” set off the cannon while it is aimed at the raft. The corpses are blown to bits and there can be no burial. Iñez tells Ursúa that Aguirre is responsible for what has happened to the raft.


The expedition continues. The men are terrified of Indians. The water rises, and most of the provisions are damaged. Ursúa decides they ought to give up the exploration and march back to Pizarro. Aguirre says they should continue downriver to glory. Ursúa orders Aguirre put in chains. Aguirre and his followers rebel. Ursúa is badly injured by a bullet. Aguirre takes over the command and everyone is too scared to protest. Iñez asks Brother Gaspar to help Ursúa rally the men, but Gaspar thinks it wiser to side with Aguirre. Aguirre arranges for Guzman to be elected leader and the “Emperor of El Dorado” with himself second in command but controlling Guzman. El Dorado is declared free of Spanish rule.


Ursúa is put on trial. Although he is condemned to hanging, Guzman—much to Aguirre’s chagrin—grants Ursúa clemency. Travel downriver resumes. Many men are picked off by poison darts and arrows aimed by unseen Indians on shore. Food runs out and no one wants to risk landing to look for more. Only Guzman, the emperor, eats well. Then he is killed by an arrow. Aguirre, now in command, orders Ursúa hanged. This is carried out.


The men come ashore and walk through a deserted village. Many are killed by spears thrown by unseen Indians, and Iñez walks into the jungle, never to be seen again.


The journey continues. Almost everyone is either dead or dying. Gaspar is shot by an arrow but thinks it an illusion. Flores is killed. Aguirre decides he will conquer Mexico, marry Flores, and found a pure dynasty. His only live companions, now, are the monkeys which overrun the spinning raft.


[image: image]


Aguirre and his precious daughter, Flores, with whom he wishes to mate and begin a new, “pure” race.


One of the most exciting cultural developments of the seventies was the spectacular renaissance of the once proud German cinema that had been decimated by the rise and fall of Hitler. Joining veteran filmmakers Volker Schlöndorff and Alexander Kluge in the vanguard of the resurgence were three brilliant young West German screenwriter-directors: the late Rainer Werner Fassbinder, an incredibly prolific filmmaker whose films were the first to make inroads in North America; Wim Wenders, whose Western influences range from American movie director Sam Fuller to the Kinks, the long-active English rock music group; and Werner Herzog, the most idiosyncratic and eclectic of the three. In time, the films of these directors may be accepted by the general public as enthusiastically as the once-considered-esoteric works of Bergman, Fellini, and Truffaut, but in most parts of the world, including America, their appeal is still limited to cult adulation.


Herzog hoped that Nosferatu (1979), riding the crest of the vampire-films wave, would at last lift him from obscurity and give him the satisfaction of having his films sought out by larger audiences, but for a vampire film it was simply too sublime, too sedate, and too nonviolent for general tastes, and it fizzled at the box office. Heart of Glass (1976), a film for which Herzog hypnotized all his actors before turning on the camera, and Woyzeck (1979), which like Nosferatu stars Klaus Kinski, were released in America at about the same time but didn’t fare any better. One of his earlier films, Aguirre, the Wrath of God, appears to be his lone film with a decent chance of catching on with the average moviegoer. It is an enormous cult favorite in such places as Mexico, Venezuela, Algiers, Paris, and America. (Herzog has gained respectability with mainstream critics in America and elsewhere by making a series of heady documentaries.)
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Symbolic of a journey to nowhere: a raft gets caught in a whirlpool allowing neither advancement nor retreat.


To see Aguirre for the first time is to discover a genuine masterpiece. It is overwhelming, spellbinding; at first dreamlike, and then hallucinatory. It is among the few nondocumentaries and non-Hollywood multi-million-dollar extravaganzas in cinema history—Children of Paradise (1945) and The Battle of Algiers (1966) are others which immediately come to mind—whose very production seems too remarkable to comprehend.


Aguirre was filmed in unexplored regions of South America, in jungles, on mountains, and on an Amazon tributary. There were enormous production difficulties shooting in this isolated, inhospitable region. Tempers flared, and at one point either Kinski or Herzog drew a gun on the other. It was filmmaking under the most trying circumstances, but the results are priceless; Thomas Mauch’s camera has gone back in time to a lost world that is at once both beautiful and terrifying.


The picture opens with an incredible image. Far below the camera, scurrying like ants around narrow mountain paths, are conquistadores in full armor, pulling cannons, and their ladies being carried in sedans by Indian bearers. Suddenly, several of the caravan pass within feet of the camera that is stationed above the clouds and we realize that there must be more than a thousand people Herzog has somehow coaxed into walking this dangerous footing. Further shots establish that this stumbling caravan does indeed stretch unbroken from where the camera is to as far as the camera can see. The movie closes with an equally stunning sight: the camera, aboard a motor boat, speeds around the raft where Aguirre stands among his dead party, his craft overrun by wild monkeys—an ironic comment on the “success” of evolution. Critic David Ansen has called this “the grandest, most chilling image of raging solipsism ever filmed.”


The journey downriver is full of haunting images: ghostly figures moving in the brush; abandoned cannibal villages; the small raft trapped in a whirlpool, the stranded soldiers’ voices drowned out by the roaring water; nature itself—the swirling, murky water, the birds, the eerie jungle so calm but full of death for intruders. This is not the Disneyland jungle cruise found in Apocalypse Now (1979), where we round each bend wondering what the special effects department has dreamed up, but a scary realistic trip into the unknown, the effect being that both the conquistadores and the film crew have somehow gone through a time warp and neither have any idea what lies ahead. The most mesmerizing shot in the film comes when the raft moves downriver, leaving behind a hooded black horse that has jumped off and now stands motionless at the water’s edge, surrounded by the prehistoric jungle—looking as out of place in this landscape as Godzilla in Tokyo.


Herzog adapted Aguirre from the diary of Brother Gaspar de Carvajal, who accompanied the real-life Aguirre and the expeditionary force on their ill-fated search for El Dorado.* Whether Herzog stuck to the “factual” account—considering that Brother Gaspar doesn’t return from the jungle in the film and there is no indication this is a “found diary” movie, one must doubt there really was a diary—or made the alterations he did, the plot seems ideal for what could be a colorful epic full of action and adventure—entertainment for the whole family. But Herzog was creating “art,” not entertainment. As usual, he filmed with great reserve, even detachment, concentrating on character and setting and deemphasizing the exploitable death scenes. The journey downriver becomes not so much an adventure as a somber funeral procession—complete with Popol Vuh’s haunting choral music—in which the unhappy participants are floating toward their own deaths. In Herzog’s first film, Signs of Life (1968), three German soldiers are garrisoned in a Greek island fortress, slowly going mad while waiting for battle; in Fata Morgana (1971), the Sahara Desert wears down the characters that pass through. Again, in Aguirre, Herzog reveals his fascination for placing characters in hostile environments where, having nothing tangible to fight, they are unable to cope with their inevitable deaths. Neither their draconian training nor religion has prepared them for this trip downriver, surrounded by unseen Indians who fling spears, blow poison darts, and shoot arrows from the jungle. They have no choice but to stay on the raft, where they will slowly die of starvation or fever if the Indians don’t get them. The farther they go downriver, the more their minds become mush. They see a great ship stuck high in a jungle tree—are they imagining it? They are shot by arrows and believe that they are illusions. Aguirre speaks of conquering Mexico although he should know he will never leave this river, and of marrying his daughter, Flores. The movie becomes increasingly delirious. The characters barely communicate with one another. It’s as if they have sunstroke or have been shot up with morphine. They endure their great suffering and deaths in silence, not even wincing when arrows penetrate their flesh. Their constant horror, depression, and fear of death have reached such abominable proportions that these feelings have become numbingly tedious—even to themselves.


[image: image]


The gloomy demeanor of the disposed leader Ursúa and his loyal wife, Iñez, is typical of all characters in Herzog’s film.


As always, Herzog allows his viewers to supply the thoughts and emotions that his (subtly expressive) characters conceal beneath their impassive visages. Aguirre has little dialogue, and that is delivered mostly in a dry-throated monotone, but seconds after the camera first studies Klaus Kinski—sneering and snarling, gnarled like Richard III, standing at an angle as if to signify he is at odds with the world, twisting his head before moving his body—one immediately understands him to be contemptuous of the world and the men around him, and tortured by inner demons.


Since Herzog is a German filmmaker, it is not surprising that many critics have surmised that he tried to make an analogy between Aguirre and Hitler, two megalomaniacs who convinced their followers to share their delusions of personal greatness. As it would be with Hitler in Depression Germany, Aguirre rises out of destruction and despair and convinces his men to move forward to fulfill their glorious destiny; having nothing to lose, they follow. As it would be with Hitler, Aguirre dreams of a “pure dynasty” and of amassing land and fame through conquest. Hitler’s downfall began with his unsuccessful Russian campaign, where his troops were defeated by guerilla ambushers and a hostile environment; Aguirre’s men suffer the same fate. Hitler ended up awaiting death in an underground bunker, his country crumbled around him, his dreams wrecked. Aguirre ends up on a raft, his dead men scattered around him, his dreams wrecked.
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Aguirre treats Iñez with contempt but she refuses to be intimidated. Behind them on the raft is the horse that will be left behind in the forest.


The analogy with Hitler holds up, but it also applies to other figures who sought out the greatness they were not capable of attaining. General George Armstrong Custer, like Aguirre, was a longhair who ventured among Indians, intent on exterminating an entire race of people in hopes of catapulting himself into power—in his case, the presidency. He, too, went into hostile territory and was ambushed. As legend has it, by the time he met his death at the Little Bighorn, his entire command, like Aguirre’s, lay dead around him. Custer, Hitler, Aguirre: all mad visionaries who led loyal followers down an insane path to destruction.… Oddly, Aguirre’s poor leadership reminds me of a scene in Buster Keaton’s classic Civil War comedy The General (1926): a foolish Union officer on horseback orders a train to cross a burning bridge, insisting that the bridge will be able to hold the great weight. His orders are followed, the bridge gives way, and the train crashes. Keaton quickly cuts back to the officer, whose expression changes ever so slightly but enough for us to know that he is feeling the complete horse’s ass in front of his regiment. Aguirre’s subtle facial grimaces each time disaster occurs because of a poor decision he has made remind me of that officer with egg on his face.


The allusion to Keaton is not off the wall. I believe that Aguirre is to a great extent a comedy. Herzog takes delight in presenting a film to document one of the most embarrassingly unsuccessful expeditions in history—carried out not by heroic figures, but by nefarious Spanish imperialists who wiped out entire Indian nations while in search of wealth and glory. He mocks their silly proclamations so ceremoniously delivered; the monk who tries to spread Christianity in a land into which God knows better than to travel; the nobleman Guzman, who spends his time eating, drinking river water from gold containers, and going to the raft’s outhouse; Aguirre, who has no ability to give an intelligent order; the great Spanish invaders, who are so dumb that they travel through a tropical environment in full armor and pull cumbersome cannons through the mud. And is there a more mocking scene than that skinny musician standing by Aguirre, playing one note repeatedly on a reed instrument that has as much musical tone as a bunch of straws strung together? If this film had a second raft full of movie good guys, one could see the comedy more easily—and laugh as these bad guys are killed off so ridiculously and as Aguirre, a great comic villain, becomes increasingly frustrated. Herzog believes these men deserve their doom. And he thinks it fitting that a scoundrel who saw himself becoming another Cortez or Francisco Pizarro ends up a mere historical footnote, known insultingly as “Aguirre, the Madman.”


*Exactly what happened remains unclear, but it is believed that Aguirre murdered Pedro de Ursúa, whom Gonzalez Pizarro (the half-brother of the dead Francisco) had placed in charge of the expedition, and then declared the party independent of Spain and crowned his puppet Don Fernando de Guzman “Emperor of El Dorado.” Later Aguirre killed Guzman and assumed command, but then he was murdered by his men, who eventually made their way to the northeast coast of South America and told the story of the expedition. This all sounds very similar to Magellan’s trip around the world: his men came back but he didn’t. In Herzog’s film there are some changes: Guzman is killed by an Indian arrow; Aguirre kills Ursúa after the death of Guzman, who had granted Ursúa clemency; Aguirre is the sole survivor as the film fades out, although his doom, too, is sealed.







Bad


Also known as Andy Warhol’s Bad


1977 A New World release of a Factory production


Director: Jed Johnson


Executive Producer: Andy Warhol


Producer: Jeff Tornberg


Screenplay: Pat Hackett and George Abagnalo


Cinematography: Allan Metzger


Music: Mike Bloomfield


Editors: Franca Silvi and David McKenna


Running time: 105 minutes


Color


Cast: Carroll Baker (Mrs. Aiken), Perry King (L.T.), Susan Tyrrell (Mary Aiken), Stefania Cassini (P.G.), Cyrinda Foxe (R.C.), Mary Boylan (grandmother), Charles McGregor (detective), Tere Tereba (Ingrid Joyner), Brigid Polk (Estelle), Susan Blond (young mother).


Synopsis: Mrs. Aiken is a middle-aged Queens housewife who shares her home with a useless husband, a mother who has lung cancer but still smokes, and Mary, a dumpy daughter-in-law, and her messy, always crying baby. To make money she runs a facial-hair removal business in her kitchen and an outcall murder-for-hire organization that specializes in doing away with kids and animals. While she performs the electrolysis herself, she has four young female employees who carry out the assassinations (and other acts of mayhem): the blond R.C., the Italian P.G., and Glenda and Marsha, a sister act. Mrs. Aiken is always on the phone making appointments for murder or hair removal.


L.T. comes to town, and although Mrs. Aiken usually doesn’t take men into her employ or into her house as boarders, she allows him to rent a room from her while he waits for a call from Mrs. Joyner to give him the go-ahead to kill her autistic child. Mrs. Joyner hopes that with the problem child dead, her husband will stop drinking. L.T. is physically attracted to the much older Mrs. Aiken, but she is not happy to have him around, watching television, eating, staring at her. When she discovers that he has slept with P.G., and that he has drugs and girlie magazines in his suitcase, she raises his rent to a hundred dollars a day—twenty-five more than the American Plan charges.


During L.T.’s stay at Mrs. Aiken’s house, Mrs. Aiken removes hair from a lot of women’s faces and sends her female assassins on various assignments. Mrs. Aiken becomes irritable during this time because the overly emotional Mary and her crying baby sit around the house all day and annoy her, her hit squad arrives too late to kill a baby that its impatient mother had already done away with, client Sarah’s nose hairs are growing back, and a crooked black cop is pressuring her to let him arrest one of her employees, perhaps L.T., who she insists is her nephew. At last, L.T. receives his call. While the Joyners pretend to sleep, he goes into the room of their autistic son. Since L.T. was unloved as a child, he relates to this neglected boy and is unable to bring himself to murder him. Nevertheless, he refuses to take the money and goes back to Mrs. Aiken’s, telling her that all he was given for committing the murder was an IOU. Because she wants her share of the money, Mrs. Aiken calls the Joyners to demand payment—only to find out that the boy is still alive.


L.T. leaves Mrs. Aiken’s house. The angry woman walks into the kitchen and discovers the black cop rummaging through her drawers. When she calls him a “stupid nigger,” he drowns her in the kitchen sink.
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Too impatient to wait for assassins Glenda and Marsha, a young mother disposes of the intended victim by tossing him out a window.


In the surprisingly funny Bad, poor Mary’s rare outing to a picture show proves disastrous when the film turns out to be in Spanish, and her two irritated female companions, Glenda and Marsha (both members of Mrs. Aiken’s assassination-for-hire squad) burn down the theater and drive off in a stolen car—leaving the befuddled Mary miles from home in the middle of the night. When Mary finally makes it home to Mrs. Aiken’s house, crying and totally bedraggled, L.T. notices her sorry condition and asks, quite seriously, “Bad movie?” The point director Jed Johnson and screenwriters Pat Hackett and George Abagnalo could be making is that L.T.’s question is not so foolish in a world where there exist Andy Warhol films—like Bad—which indeed have had a disturbing effect on many unprepared viewers.


In fact, it was the intention of Warhol and his directors to “disturb” the American audience’s movie-watching sensibilities as conditioned over the years by the dominant Hollywood product. Warhol forced us to accept his redefinition of cinema. In Bad, for instance, we are treated to doses of graphic violence (always with comic overtones) and to the typical Warhol images and language that many viewers have always found repulsive, and we must either adjust to his taste (or lack of it) or flee the theater—perhaps looking as disturbed as Mary does to L.T. Warhol’s wish was not to do away with the Hollywood-type film that he and his talented directors—especially film buff Paul Morrissey (an Anna Magnani fan), his most frequent director—obviously had knowledge of and appreciation for, but to expand the American cinema so it would include films not limited in terms of theme, subject, and method by Hollywood standards.


Beginning with Heat (1972), Paul Morrissey’s superdecadent homage to the already-decadent Sunset Boulevard (1950), and followed by Morrissey’s Flesh for Frankenstein (1973) in 3-D, and Blood for Dracula (1974), Warhol had more and more acknowledged his debt to Hollywood films and revealed his interest in creating not so much parodies as “parallel” films that use familiar storylines yet are made in the singular Warholian manner. Made for $1.5 million (more than three times the budget of his most expensive prior film), starring name performers Carroll Baker, Susan Tyrrell, and Perry King, and using a union crew, Bad is the closest Warhol has ever come to making a film that at least looks like a “legitimate” Hollywood film. If some enterprising European distributor dubbed the film with serious dialogue it could pass (almost) as a tough Hollywood melodrama—much in the way Woody Allen turned that Japanese film he bought into a comedy by dubbing it with silly dialogue for What’s Up, Tiger Lily? (1966). That’s how low-keyed the performers play their absurd parts in Bad, and how serious they look as they recite preposterous lines like “I want you to kill a dog, and I want you to kill it viciously.” Bad may very well be the most ridiculous film ever distributed by a Hollywood company (Roger Corman’s New World Pictures), but it is amazingly consistent in its ridiculousness, with characters, as weird as they are, acting within strict guidelines. First-time director Jed Johnson, just twenty-six, always keeps things under control, resisting the temptation to let his characters run wild (and improvise); as a result this one-gimmick (the absolutely absurd being played absolutely straight) black comedy beats the odds and works beautifully. It is Corman’s The Little Shop of Horrors (1960) with all the humor but without all the mugging.
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P.G. gets her kicks by covering the excitable Mary with aerosol spray.


“Like all Warhol movies, especially Trash [1970] and The Chelsea Girls [1966],” wrote The New York Times critic Vincent Canby, “Bad means to bewilder the audience by presenting, without moral comment and with a certain amount of glee, a picture of an absolutely rotten society.” The characters in Bad, whether motivated to perform evil by a desire for money or a need to fulfill a natural yearning to do wrong, are so nasty that they’d give that Richard Widmark villain of Kiss of Death (1947), who kicks an old lady in a wheelchair down a flight of stairs, a good run for his money. Working on a contract for Mrs. Aiken, P.G. lowers a car on a garage mechanic’s legs; too impatient to wait for the hired assassins, a mother tosses her crying baby out the window herself; Glenda and Marsha even go so far as to stab a dog with a sharp knife. But these are the only major crimes.


Bad is full of incidents where characters are mean to one another or pull cruel jokes merely to irritate those people they don’t like. It’s similar to early John Waters movies. The film opens with the beautiful R.C. intentionally clogging a drugstore’s toilet to make it overflow. When L.T. comes to the drugstore, he steals candy. Why? Because it’s there. P.G. cuts off the mechanic’s thumb for no reason and stuffs it in Mrs. Aiken’s ketchup bottle, then laughingly attacks Mary with a can of aerosol spray. Fat Estelle physically attacks a dog’s owner because he wears the same blue pants every day and still has the nerve to comment that she looks ugly in shorts.
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Mrs. Aiken has been responsible for countless murders; now she is about to meet her own end.


The meanest character is Mrs. Aiken, equally obsessed with her hair removal business and the murder-for-hire racket she runs on the side. She flicks lit cigarettes at her ineffectual husband, places broken glass on the floor where she knows her unwanted boarder L.T. will stand, and tells him when the damage has been done to “milk the wound.” (At this point, R.C. tells her “You’re so nasty.”) She constantly reminds Mary, who is married to her prisoner son, that he will never return to her and her ugly baby; chastises Sarah, who calls her to arrange a contract, for allowing nose hair to grow back; and, of course, arranges the murders of kids and animals. She is the breadwinner in the family and like most American housewives devotes her life to making ends meet. She holds down two jobs, rents rooms to her assassin employees, takes Mary’s welfare check for allowing her to live in a room in the basement, puts a lock on her phone so no one will make toll calls without her permission, and tells a blind newsdealer that she handed him a five-dollar bill when she actually gave him a one.


The Mrs. Aiken role was probably the only part turned down by Shelley Winters. Carroll Baker was an inspired second choice, playing the dowdy character in a beautician’s robe and pin curlers, emoting all the compassion of a prison warden. She is terrific—much better than Winters could have been—in what was her best role since Baby Doll (1956), her debut film. Baker came back to America from Europe after a ten-year self-imposed exile to work for Warhol and proved that her real calling wasn’t as a sex symbol but as a comedienne.


The part of L.T. was originally intended for drag queen Jackie Curtis. Perry King plays it soberly and somberly, like one of those many insane boarders found in movies since Hitchcock’s The Lodger (1927). Wearing a leather jacket and carrying a switchblade, L.T. reminds one of the title character King played in The Possession of Joel Delaney (1972), only this time instead of carving up bodies he uses his knife to core an apple, whittle away at Mrs. Aiken’s chair, and slice a doughnut. The L.T. sequence is the most peculiar in the film, because it has serious undercurrents. He is hired by Mrs. Joyner to assassinate her autistic son so her unhappy husband will stop drinking. But when L.T. enters the boy’s room he is unable to commit the crime. (He tosses the kid around the room but produces no emotional response.) Having had a bad childhood himself, neglected by his mother and kept alone in a room, L.T. relates to the plight of this unloved child. He carries the boy into the parents’ room where they pretend to sleep while the murder takes place. He throws the boy on the floor and yells at the Joyners to kill the child themselves—knowing that they don’t have the courage. This scene is quite poignant, even sentimental, and what is truly remarkable is that in a film that is otherwise a complete comedy it is not disruptive; what this sequence does is show us that in scenes that count—the ones that are realistic—Warhol and Johnson do not treat sensitive subjects irresponsibly.


Bad is not for everyone. It was made to be a cult film, and I predict that if it receives the exposure it deserves, its cult will grow to enormous proportions.
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The film’s one serious scene: L.T. feels compassion for an autistic boy.







Behind the Green Door


1972 Mitchell Brothers Film Group


Directors: Artie and Jim Mitchell


Producers: Artie and Jim Mitchell


Screenplay: Jim Mitchell and Ed Karsh


Cinematography: Jon Fontana


Music: Not original


Editor: Jon Fontana


Running Time: 72 minutes


Color


Cast: Marilyn Chambers (Gloria), George S. McDonald (Barry), Johnny Keyes (stud), Ben Davidson (doorman), Jim and Art Mitchell (kidnappers).


Synopsis: Two truckdrivers tell a diner counterman a strange experience they had. While sitting on the terrace of a resort hotel, they watched helplessly as two men kidnapped a pretty young blond woman, Gloria. That night they went to a secret night club and took their seats facing the stage. They were surprised to see Gloria being led onto the stage through a green door by six young women dressed in nuns’ habits. There was an announcement that Gloria would be forced to participate in various sexual acts and, as a result, would achieve great pleasure and forget her fears and anger.


The six women undressed Gloria and themselves. They kissed her all over and performed cunnilingus on her in preparation for what was to follow. In spite of her fears, she became sexually aroused.


To an African beat, a black man appeared wearing a leotard from which his long penis stuck out. He made love to the confused Gloria, slowly at first, but then much faster. Her passion built, and finally she had a tremendous, satisfying orgasm.


Meanwhile, everyone in the audience became excited and participated in an orgy.


Gloria was led to three men who sat on trapezes, their penises jutting out of holes in their leotards. Completely taken over by her sexual impulses, Gloria became a participant in the sexual activities. She willingly gave hand jobs to the men on her right and left and performed fellatio on the man who sat in front of her. He had an orgasm, shooting his sperm into her mouth.
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To take advantage of Marilyn Chambers’s fame following the successful releases of Behind the Green Door and The Resurrection of Eve, the Mitchell Brothers put together the documentary Inside Marilyn Chambers (1975), which features sizzling footage from those two films plus interviews. This is a handbill passed out in Los Angeles.


In the late sixties, when I lived in Madison, Wisconsin, there was a theater (the Majestic) in the center of town, near the capitol, that usually showed foreign films. Most often it showed a Bergman or a Truffaut, but on occasion it played an X-rated sex film of foreign or domestic origin that had no artistic pretensions. Trash: Isabel Sarli movies, Kim Pope in The Love Object (1970), etc. Softcore skin flicks that had much heavy breathing, some nudity, a little pubic hair. Everyone familiar with the theater was aware that for some reason bright lights would go on the exact second the picture ended. Consequently, about a half minute before the conclusion of the sex films, almost all the men in the theater would jump up and make a mad dash down the dark aisle toward the exits so no one would be able to identify them. I still remember one well-dressed businessman or legislator frantically beating his fists against a door that wouldn’t open.
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The fantasy begins: women dressed as nuns lick Gloria’s body.


All across the country at this time, raincoated men were sneaking in and out of theaters showing skin flicks—particularly those tawdry grindhouses in San Francisco and New York featuring 8mm and 16mm hardcore shorts (stag films and “beaver” loops).* But this would change in a hurry due to public acceptance of a number of softcore sex films as “legitimate” mainstream motion pictures. Russ Meyer’s Vixen! (1968), Radley Metzger’s Therese and Isabelle (1968) and his subsequent Camille 2000 (1969) and The Lickerish Quartet (1970), the earlier Swedish-made, Metzger-imported I, a Woman (1965), and the inept but money-making 3-D film The Stewardesses (1969) were major breakthrough films. These made filmmakers aware that for a sex film to be commercially successful it must attract women as well as men, and that the best way to arouse female interest was to make films about women striving for sexual fulfillment.


The commercial success in America of the Swedish I Am Curious (Yellow) (1967), a political film that contains a couple of moments of explicit sex, proved that women would come to hardcore sex films provided they played in first-run theaters. The first hardcore films to get bookings in suburban and neighborhood theaters were quasi-documentaries and “educational” marriage-manual films. The release of Bill Osco’s Mona (1970), about a girl who can’t get enough of fellatio, marked the first time a 16mm hardcore narrative feature played in theaters. A precursor to Deep Throat in terms of subject matter, Mona and Paul Gerber’s School Girl (1970), a fairly good sex comedy about a girl who enters the sexual underground so she can gather information for a college term paper, both made inroads into attracting a mixed audience. But of course it was Gerard Damiano’s Deep Throat (1971) that finally managed to make hardcore porno fashionable. Major critics reviewed it. A few even liked it. Everyone saw it. Children discussed it. Star Linda Lovelace became a household name, and instead of being treated as a leper, as performers in stag films of the past had been, she became an instant celebrity. She even was a popular, much-in-demand guest on the talk show circuit. As Deep Throat moved up Variety’s top-grossing films list, it was not uncommon for there to be long lines in front of (showcase) theaters where it played, and the men and women in those lines came from every socioeconomic group.


Deep Throat made it acceptable for middle-class men and women and their college-age children to attend porno films that played in legitimate theaters. But there would be only a few other hardcore films that would attract mixed audiences before attending porno was no longer chic. (Porno films, however, would be the bestsellers, come the advent of the video industry.) Without question, the three most important hardcore films of the period were Deep Throat, Damiano’s The Devil in Miss Jones (1973), and Jim and Art Mitchell’s Behind the Green Door, considered the classiest porno film ever made. All three are better made than the run-of-the-mill porno flick; each contains a variety of sexual acts that are illegal in many states; each features a woman in the lead part; each is about a woman who becomes sexually liberated. The Devil in Miss Jones is the only one of the three I liked when it came out, and I think that was because actress Georgina Spelvin was the only one of the three lead actresses who looked as if she’d enjoy the sex even if the camera were turned off. The other two films, especially Deep Throat, seem lazy and lacking in imagination.


To me, Behind the Green Door is just an elaborate stag film, and more boring than many of that dreary lot. But it does have special appeal to many people, including those women who prefer sex films to be erotic rather than raunchy like Damiano’s. I don’t find Green Door erotic, but at least that is what the Mitchell Brothers strived for. Damiano, on the other hand, worked for impact. He hoped that his strong images would elevate his films to the top of the porno list and force critics to consider them legitimate independent productions—thus making them commercially more viable in terms of distribution. At least the Mitchell Brothers, while entrepreneurs, seemed as concerned with artistry as with making money. I don’t think them as talented as Damiano, but I liked them better. One reason: Linda Lovelace (who would later contend that she was forced to make porno films) received a straight salary for her work in Deep Throat, a picture that has made countless millions of dollars; Marilyn Chambers was given a salary plus residuals for participating in Green Door; when the picture took off at the box office she justifiably made a great deal of money. (Chambers later claimed the Mitchells ripped her off, but after a long feud worked with them again in several ventures. In 1991, Jim was sentenced to six years in prison for involuntary manslaughter after shooting Artie during a confrontation about Artie’s alcohol and cocaine use. For many years, Chambers battled the same addictions.)


The story for Green Door was taken from a male-written pamphlet that circulated around army barracks during World War II, but it was filmed in a hypnotic, dreamlike fashion in hopes that women seeing the film might recognize their own sexual fantasy. I believe that if Green Door continued to be popular among women—who were a major part of the film audience in 1972 and later purchased Green Door video cassettes—it could be because they could identify with the character of Gloria. Screenwriter Ed Karsh spoke about this when interviewed by Adam Film World (Vol. 4, No. 7, 1973):


Here is a woman who is kidnapped, is brought through that barrier and goes through the process whereby she is not only a participant, but a willing and active participant. She abandons the fear that brought her into the circumstances, and that is an exhilarating kind of thing, and transforms all that energy into a tremendous sexual response to the circumstances. It builds from the beginning to the end. A woman has got to empathize with the woman on the screen. Obviously that is a male chauvinist point of view; I can’t speak to the issue of what women feel, so this is my assumption, based on the women I have spoken to.


If women do indeed identify with Gloria, it could be because they see themselves as star Marilyn Chambers (1952–2009), who was pretty enough to be a regular motion picture heroine. (Not until her Green Door follow-up, The Resurrection of Eve (1973), did Chambers talk; then it was discovered by all that she couldn’t act.) Chambers, who did a famous nude dive into a pool in the film Together (1971), didn’t look anything like the ugly, hunchbacked, pimply-faced women who populated stag films. She was good-looking, blond, shapely, and healthy. She was a middle-class WASP who had adorned boxes of Ivory Snow with a baby on her knee. How All American could you get? It is no secret that much of the initial success of Behind the Green Door was the result of people wanting to see the 99 44/100% pure “Ivory Snow Girl,” a minor celebrity whose face they knew well, participate in sex acts. As it was with Lovelace and Georgina Spelvin, women were curious about Chambers, but once they saw her I believe she was the only one whose sexual activities many could relate to. Chambers’s trapeze act (she performs fellatio on one man and simultaneously gives two others hand jobs) may be difficult, but, in comparison, Damiano’s women had amazing sexual talents.


I suppose the trapeze scene is the most erotic sequence in the film, although some viewers undoubtedly consider the scene in which Gloria is seduced by several women (dressed as nuns) more stimulating. I find the sex scene between Gloria and the “black stud” (played by ex-boxer Johnny Keyes) too self-conscious. The orgy among the spectators is more realistic than the ritualistic sex on stage, but there’s a really fat guy in there who spoils the whole effect. The climax of the film is a literal sexual climax, taking ten minutes of screen time; it is described in Sinema this way: “The image of one of the men ejaculating into the heroine’s mouth is shot in extreme slow motion, and it is repeated and reworked by means of dissolves, overprinting, and reverse printing. The color solarizes and the image becomes brilliant, abstract, changeable.” This sequence is fascinating for those interested in special effects, but considering what is happening in the shot, I found it erotic, then embarrassing (because of its extreme length), and finally boring. And because of the abstract way it is filmed, you’re not even sure if Marilyn Chambers is the female in the frame.


After Linda Lovelace (1949–2002) disavowed her association with porno films, Georgina Spelvin (born 1936) aged into her forties and was no longer given leads, and Desiree Cousteau (who appeared in Jonathan Demme’s R-rated Caged Heat in 1974, prior to starring in XXX-rated films) threatened to retire from sex films, Chambers became the undisputed queen of pornography, the industry’s fantasy girl. Chambers, whose second of three husbands (Chuck Traynor) had been married to Lovelace, was a regular contributor to a popular adult magazine, and in 1980, after breaking into mainstream films, most notably David Cronenberg’s Rabid (1977), made Insatiable. Her comeback sex film did good business due to her extensive promotion campaign that included her doing several radio talk shows in the buff. But it is Behind the Green Door that became a top-selling video and continued to gain her entry into middle-class homes when those doors—some green—were closed to other top porno stars. She even received 946 votes when she ran for vice president on the Personal Choice Party ticket in 2004. There would be brushes with the law and battles with addiction, but she’d campaign again in 2008, a year before her death from a cerebral hemorrhage at the age of fifty-six.


[image: image]


The fantasy ends: Gloria services several men in the notorious trapeze sequence.


*According to Sinema (Praeger, 1974), by Kenneth Turan and Stephen F. Zito, in 1969 there were approximately twenty-five theaters in the United States playing hardcore films.







Beyond the Valley of the Dolls


1970 20th Century Fox


Director: Russ Meyer


Producer: Russ Meyer


Screenplay: Roger Ebert


From an original story by Roger Ebert and Russ Meyer


Cinematography: Fred J. Koenekamp


Music: Stu Phillips


Songs: Bob Stone and Stu Phillips, Lynn Carey and Stu Phillips, and Paul Marshall


Editors: Dann Cahn and Dick Wormel


Running Time: 109 minutes


Color


Cast: Dolly Read (Kelly MacNamara), Cynthia Myers (Casey Anderson), Marcia McBroom (Pertonella “Pet” Danforth), John LaZar (Ronnie “Z-Man” Barzell/Superwoman), Michael Blodgett (Lance Rocke), David Gurian (Harris Allsworth), Edy Williams (Ashley St. Ives), Erica Gavin (Roxanne), Phyllis Davis (Susan Lake), Harrison Page (Emerson Thorne), Duncan McLeod (Porter Hall), Jim Iglehart (Randy Black), Charles Napier (Baxter Wolfe), Henry Rowland (Otto), Haji (Cat Woman), the Strawberry Alarm Clock.


Synopsis: Kelly, Casey, and Pet are an aspiring all-woman rock group. Harris, their manager and Kelly’s boyfriend, convinces them to go to Los Angeles to see if they can make it big. Once there, Kelly looks up her generous aunt Susan, who offers her part of a family inheritance despite the objections of her conservative lawyer, Porter Hall. They all go to a party given by rock producer Ronnie “Z-Man” Barzell, who takes a liking to Kelly. Harris gets jealous. With Ronnie’s help the band, now called The Carrie Nations, becomes bigger and better. Kelly has less and less time for Harris. When Kelly starts to date gigolo Lance Rocke, Harris is miserable and starts an affair with porno star Ashley St. Ives, who likes to make love anywhere but in bed.


Casey, confused about why she is not attracted to men, becomes friends with Roxanne, a lesbian fashion designer. Pet, although in love with Emerson, a young law student, has an affair with heavyweight boxing champion Randy. Randy beats up Emerson twice and Pet kicks him out of her life and asks Emerson to forgive her. He does. Z-Man holds many parties. At one, Baxter Wolfe, an old love of Susan’s, comes back into her life and she agrees to marry him. She fires Porter when she discovers he has slept with Kelly in order to get her to waive her share of the inheritance.


Ashley breaks up with Harris and calls him gay, which hurts him terribly. Drunk and on drugs, he goes into Z-Man’s house and fights with Lance. When Lance beats him up, Kelly tells Lance she is through with him. The depressed Harris goes to Casey’s apartment. She, too, has been taking pills. Harris makes love to her while she sleeps. She wakes up angry, and pregnant. Roxanne arranges for Casey to have an abortion and the two women become lovers.


The Carrie Nations perform on television. Harris attempts suicide by diving from the rafters onto the stage. He suffers traumatic paralysis and is confined to a wheelchair. Kelly realizes she loves him. She becomes loyal to Harris and plays chess with him.


Z-Man invites Roxanne, Casey, and Lance to his house for a party. They get high on drugs. Roxanne and Casey go into a bedroom and make love. Z-Man up ties Lance and then reveals his female breasts—Z-Man is truly a woman—and declares himself “Superwoman.” Although tied up, Lance mocks Superwoman, who takes a sword and cuts off Lance’s head. Totally berserk, Superwoman kills his Nazi butler Otto. He then puts a gun in sleeping Roxanne’s mouth. She wakes up, and Superwoman blows her brains out. Superwoman chases Casey through the house and shoots her in the head. Too late to rescue Casey, Kelly, Pet, and Emerson charge into the house, and in the ensuing struggle Superwoman shoots herself. Harris discovers that he has feeling in his toes. Kelly and the recovering Harris, Susan and Baxter, and Pet and Emerson have a triple wedding.


From 1959 to 1963, Russ Meyer was known as King of the Nudies. During this period he made a fortune as the independent producer-director-cameraman-editor-writer-distributor of such cheapie harbingers of the Naked Cinema as the ground-breaking The Immoral Mr. Teas (1959), Wild Gals of the Naked West (1962), and Europe in the Raw (1963). Some were fiction and others were stylized documentaries. Infinitely more ambitious were several tongue-in-cheek potboilers he turned out later in the decade that served as the basis for the pre-Beyond the Valley of the Dolls Meyer cult: Lorna (1964), Mudhoney (1965), Motorpsycho! (1965), Faster Pussycat! Kill! Kill! (1966), Vixen! (1968), and my favorite, Cherry, Harry & Raquel! (1970). Set in rugged terrains (swamps, back country, timberlands, deserts) that are inhabited by sexually driven buxom beauties (Meyer’s trademark), strong-jawed, no-nonsense heroes, and an assortment of religious zealots, rapists, and sweaty lowlifes, these films from Meyer’s second cinematic phase are essentially fake morality plays, in which the numerous sinners either repent or are punished severely. Full of nudity, infidelity, and scenes of extreme violence, they might well have been made by some shrewd, larcenous country preacher to use as object lessons in sermons for which he charged admission.


As skin flicks, Meyer’s 1964–1969 films were far superior to those of his competitors. They are extremely well photographed: the first four are in black and white; the final two are in bright color and the characters look as if they are garbed in Disney-cartoon clothes. They contain some truly erotic fantasy-fulfilling softcore sex scenes (especially those with Lorna Maitland in Lorna and the aggressive Erica Gavin in Vixen!) and fine, sharply edited action sequences (particularly in Cherry, Harry & Raquel!) that recall the raw power of the early Don Siegel. But what really gives these pictures their uniqueness—and what impressed early Meyer cultists—was Meyer’s willingness to inject his “sex” films with wild, absurd visual humor; dialogue that makes no sense (i.e., Vixen’s final tirade); and ridiculous plot situations—while his actors play their parts straight. It was as if Meyer was winking at us and saying, “Let the voyeurs enjoy the exploitation elements of my films. Both you and I know that I’m too talented to be making skin flicks, but as long as the motion picture establishment ignores me, I might as well have fun by making my films even sillier than the sex film genre dictates.” He is like Denholm Elliott in The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz (1974)—a frustrated filmmaker who, resigned to earning a living making short documentaries of bar mitzvahs, fills them with symbolism in an attempt to turn “home movies” into art films.
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The red-hot Carrie Nations, who sing and sleep their way to stardom. Kelly (L) sings lead; Casey (R) backs her up; Pet plays the drums.


Following the tremendous financial success of Vixen!, Meyer’s first film to play in first-run theaters as well as drive-ins and attract females as well as males, Meyer signed a three-picture deal with 20th Century Fox. His first project was to be Beyond the Valley of the Dolls, a major, multi-million-dollar production. Initially, BVD (as it was called in the industry) was intended to be a sequel to the horrible, money-making Fox film based on Jacqueline Susann’s trashy bestseller; but soon it was decided that BVD would have nothing to do with the original.* Given almost free rein by Fox to film whatever story he came up with, at last Meyer had the opportunity to showcase the talent and ideas that had supposedly been untapped during his sex-film years. Like many of his fans, I believed that BVD would rescue Meyer from a lifetime career of turning out trivial “sex” films.


To many moviegoers who hadn’t seen a Russ Meyer film, BVD was a revelation—a film that they (mostly college students) considered to be on their own “far-out” wavelength, evidence that there was a genius in their midst whose earlier works deserved investigation. (Thus began the numerous Meyer retrospectives and tributes at colleges and festivals.) But many of us who had been Meyer admirers prior to the release of BVD concluded that we’d overestimated his talents. BVD may take place in a big city and deal with “sophisticated” characters instead of hicks, but it is certainly no improvement on Meyer’s earlier works. Instead of making a cliché-filled parody of skin flicks, Meyer now made a cliché-filled parody of overblown Hollywood soap operas like Valley of the Dolls (1967). In addition, as the screenwriter, famous critic Roger Ebert pointed out in Film Comment (July–August 1980), Meyer wanted the movie to “simultaneously be a satire, a serious melodrama, a rock musical, a comedy, a violent exploitation picture, a skin flick, and a moralistic exposé of what the opening drawl called ‘the oft-times nightmarish world of Show Business.’” I had thought Meyer inventive; he turned out to be conservative. There’s nothing lazier than making a multi-million-dollar spoof of movies that are already self-parodies.
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Everyone has several sexual partners in BVD. Among the most relevant couplings are (clockwise from top left): Kelly and Harris; Kelly and Lance; Pet and Emerson when she professes she loves him and is through with Randy; and Roxanne (L) and Casey, moments before their deaths.


Meyer is known for his outrageousness, but his timidity is what I see in BVD—a fear that if he tests himself his limited talents will be revealed. Instead of aiming high in BVD he returned to his skin flick womb and relied on tricks that had succeeded in the past, counting on them to win over a new audience, making no attempt to turn out original, solid work. Once again he avoided using real characters and populated his picture with caricatures. And as if he were embarrassed to be making exploitation films, he tempered scenes of sex and violence with absurd humor so no one would take them seriously enough to judge his writing and directing talent. For instance, if an intimate scene between Pat and Emerson plays badly, he just put on soap opera music in the background and had them do a few bits that are obviously silly; when Lance is decapitated, Fox logo music can be heard; when it is announced that Casey is dead, crippled Harris immediately announces that he can wiggle his toes and Casey is forgotten. Meyer never just played a scene straight because he wanted to leave himself an out if it didn’t work. Consequently, one scene after another is full of intentionally exaggerated dialogue, clichés, non sequiturs, unresolved and unmotivated plot twists. Then, when the film made no sense, Meyer laughed and said that it was intended that way. In fact, it was at the last moment that Meyer and Ebert decided to have BVD end in confusion and to turn Z-Man into a transvestite. At the climax, they have him running around his house executing people (a la the Tate-LaBianca murders) but they did not bother to alter earlier scenes in order to make the switch from Z-Man to Superwoman seem logical. This is no artist at work. In an interview I did with Erica Gavin, the star of Vixen! and a costar in BVD, she commented:


Russ Meyer’s not a director, he’s a cameraman. He’s great at shooting that slick look, having colors very good, the light very bright, with no muted tones and everything looking sharp. As a director, I don’t think he really knows what he’s doing when he does it. He doesn’t really set out to make campy films. To him they’re all serious, but they come out that way. The reviews come out saying “It’s great, beautiful camp,” and he goes along with them: “Yes, it’s all camp. It’s all a big joke.” That’s bullshit. His thinking is just so back in the sixties that his work seems to be camp.


I agree, only I believe that from BVD on, Meyer was content to have his pictures regarded as nothing more than camp. That is an attitude that is hard to respect.


BVD is really a terrible film, energetically but poorly acted by ex-Playboy bunnies Dolly Reed and Cynthia Myers, model Marcia McBroom, and underemoting or overemoting stars. (I do have a special fondness, however, for Charles Napier, Erica Gavin, and Michael Blodgett.) Roger Ebert was a fine critic with the Chicago Sun-Times and the groundbreaking cohost (with Gene Siskel) of the TV series Sneak Previews, but his script was crude, stupid, and boring. As a critic he attacked films which show scantily clad women being terrorized by maniacs; so how could he justify the offensive scene in which Z-Man puts a gun into the mouth of sleeping nude Roxanne, who fellates it a few seconds without waking, and then has her head blown apart (shown graphically)? Or when Z-Man chases Casey with a gun while she wears a see-through nightgown? BVD is a smug film full of lines that were meant to show off Meyer’s and Ebert’s clever grasp of screen clichés: “Don’t bogart that joint”; “Hang cool, teddy bear”; “Why don’t you lose your laundry, Peter?” Even new lines are meant to sound like clichés; and when Harris tells Ashley that he wants a woman who will lick him between the toes (he’s joking, of course), she suddenly becomes Confucius: “Boys who wear sandals probably don’t get many offers.”


Cryptic jargon and Meyer’s rapid-fire editing techniques are meant to camouflage the picture’s emptiness. But the holes in the script come through. The biggest problem is that the final murder sequence has the effect of overwhelming what up to that point had been the thrust of the film: the problems that Harris and Kelly have been having with their deteriorating relationship. Also, what is all the fuss about Kelly’s share of the inheritance? Once she’s a big rock star, as the lead singer of a group that sounds like the Partridge Family, she certainly doesn’t need the money.


There is little in BVD to recommend. The only thing I enjoy is counting the numerous combinations of people that get into bed together. BVD is a flashy, artificial snow job. Most disturbing is that Meyer’s “put-on” morality of his sixties films has been carried over to his biggest production. Those people killed in the film are those that Meyer considers deviates; so not only do a Nazi and a murderous transvestite die, but also a bisexual and two lesbians who haven’t really harmed anyone. Those characters who have repented for their misdeeds and amoral behavior are the ones who survive. The world has been cleansed. Is Meyer parodying “movie morality” or does he really believe this?
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