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    Dedication


    


    To lovers of film, all genres, mainstream and independent, large budget or small…Never feel guilty about the movies you love!
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    Introduction: What is a Guilty Pleasure?


    by Gary J. Svehla


    


    Guilty: 1. Responsible for or chargeable with some reprehensible act; 2. Having committed a crime; 3. At fault, delinquent, culpable; 4. Laden with, prompted by or showing a sense of guilt: a guilty conscience.


    


    Pleasure: 1. An enjoyable sensation or emotion, satisfaction or delight; 2. A source of enjoyment, gratification, or delight; 3. Amusement, diversion, or worldly enjoyment; 4. Sensual gratification or indulgence; 5. One’s preference, wish, or choice: What is your pleasure?


    


    The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, New College Edition


    


    When it comes to defining the concept of guilty pleasure as far as horror films are concerned, we can’t merely pull out from the dictionary a definition for “guilty” and thrust it together with one for “pleasure” and hope to define this very subjective, complex obsession. A film fan’s guilty pleasure is much more personal and stylized; the concept means different things to different people.


    For example, writer Jeff Hillegass, from our forthcoming Son of Guilty Pleasures of the Horror Film, defines the concept as follows: “I maintain that guilty pleasures are discovered retroactively. One day, you view a film that you hadn’t watched for many years, and you suddenly realize that this wonder you used to love is, frankly, difficult to sit through. There is still a great deal you like about the film, but much of your pleasure derives from memories of your initial viewing, from a time when cinema was less sophisticated, and so were you. Seeing the movie again, you feel a nostalgic twinge…[but] you pray that no friends or family walk through and ask, ‘Why are you watching this ?’ Your affections seem, on the surface, entirely indefensible…a guilty pleasure provides hidden and perplexing enjoyment for one.


    Being a fan of horror films always makes one suspect, but having a fondness for those horror films which most of your peers readily dismiss as being inferior or below contempt is what this volume is all about. Sometimes we cannot objectively defend why we love a specific film other than that the cinematic black sheep just “felt right” emotionally during the initial viewing. As writer John Parnum admits in this volume: “To me, a guilty pleasure is a movie you have admired over many years, usually one seen as a child, and one to which you’re ashamed to own up.”


    Another avenue by which to define guilty pleasure is to recognize the film as a product of its culture. As writer David J. Hogan proclaims in this volume: “…the movie didn’t want to be respectable when it was produced, and has done nothing to deserve the onus of respectability now. Rather, it’s very much a part of the dark side of junky, postwar American pop culture. It’s junk, but like the best of its distinctly American, low-culture companions, it set out to be the best junk it could be…it accomplished what low art often does far better than high art: It defined its time and place even as it provoked and entertained us, and thus became a model for others to emulate.”


    But how can junk define the culture and times in which a guilty pleasure was made? For a second, let us examine one of this volume’s entries, William Castle’s The Tingler (1959). In this film, screenwriter Robb White and producer/director William Castle, being influenced again by the French classic thriller Diabolique, decided to scare the pants off America’s youth market. Embellishing the merits of their movie by adding a diabolical gimmick, they wired select seats in movie houses with powerful, vibrating motors which they activated when the fiendish Tingler gets loose in the movie theater. Instead of depending upon the thrills and scares within the movie itself, Castle, always the showman, felt he needed to have a gimmick in order to sell his movie to the ever more sophisticated movie public. And his game plan worked magnificently. By the late 1950s, audiences went to movie theaters for experiences which television couldn’t provide. At various showings, theater managers hired women to faint. Medical attendants were required to run down the aisles, place the fallen victims on stretchers, and carry them away, all part of the show. Thus, for William Castle, the late-1950s’ movie experience required showmanship and creativity. The film itself, featuring horror film motifs of the monster within us and betrayal by loved ones, stands on its own merits. But what made The Tingler a runaway financial hit was the creativity inherent in its showmanship. Certainly, that was a product of its time. The Tingler was never meant to be high art but remains cherished cinematic junk.


    But what kinds of movies become guilty pleasures? Can they only be low-budget crap, or can mainstream Hollywood produce them? Must they be a product of early cinema (the golden age of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s) or can more recent movies be examples?


    As this book defines cinematic guilty pleasures, they can be found almost everywhere: in every era, in both shiny expensive packages and under the muddy rocks of poverty row productions. If it looks like a guilty pleasure, feels like a guilty pleasure, and smells like a guilty pleasure, then…Guess What? Yes, it must be a guilty pleasure! Our book begins by highlighting Bret Wood’s guilty pleasure, Dwain Esper’s Maniac (1934). This movie becomes something akin to a carnival sideshow attraction and defines the concepts of exploitative maverick and underground moviemaker. As Wood puts this into perspective, he states, “The poverty row studios, such as PRC or Monogram, were giants in comparison to such forgotten filmmaking concerns as Real Life Dramas, Jay Dee Kay Productions, and Roadshow Attractions Co., which functioned as the cinematic red-light district in the City of Angels.”


    The volume ends by detailing two modern and expensive Hollywood mainstream guilty pleasures: Dino De Laurentiis’ King Kong and Dune (yes, he’s the only producer to have two movies in this first volume!). Thus, when grandiose publicity promises the movie viewer the world, yet only delivers large-scale disappointment, then yes, these colossal financial bombs can also qualify as guilty pleasures.


    And every type of in-between production is included here as a representation of cinema’s guilty pleasures: we have the long-forgotten Warner Bros. 1930’s chestnut Sh! The Octopus; we have the beloved 1950s’ “P.T. Barnum” schlock of William Castle’s The Tingler; we have the cutting-edge 1960’s gore of The Flesh Eaters; we have the sensual fantasy and thrills of both ancient (One Million B.C.) and modern (When Dinosaurs Ruled The Earth) dinosaur movies; we have the beloved Toho special-effects flying dinosaur of Rodan; we have the nadir of fast-falling Lon Chaney, Jr.’s career with The Indestructible Man; and we even have Dean Martin and Jerry Lewis’ Scared Stiff.


    And this is only in Volume One!


    Discovering one’s filmic guilty pleasure is easy. Writing about it seems far more difficult, because the writer has to share internal struggles, sometimes embarrassing predilections, idiosyncrasies, and lapses in good taste, and literally, has to bare both soul and personality in order to define the merits of a piece of moviemaking which most people have either forgotten or else dismiss as utter trash. Thus, writing about one’s cinematic guilty pleasure takes intricate self-analysis heaped upon piles of courage. And what of the final product? We have writers here who confess that the outside-the-theater movie poster turned out to be better than the inside-the-theater movie. We have writers describing sequences whereby the illusion of a fiend gouging out the eye of a cat is poorly faked by switching an actual cat of one color with a real-life, one-eyed cat of another color. We have writers describing the difference between the theatrical release print which features even more disgusting (yet necessary) gore vs. the edited, censored versions now available on videocassette. We have a writer who maintains that the man-in-monkey-suit special effects of the 1976 King Kong are, for the most part, just as effective as the stop motion animation of the original 1933 RKO version, and this same writer feels that the characterizations for the ‘76 Kong are superior to the ’33 original! We have a writer who feels that Japan’s Toho studio and its original monsters are just as meaningful to the Japanese culture as Universal, Hammer, and American International are to ours. Another writer reveals a plot so silly — another “it’s all a dream” scenario — that it can only be a guilty pleasure: “Where else but in a married cop’s nightmare would all the players turn out to be cops, save for the villain — and she, of course, is his mother-in-law!” And finally, we have another writer who believes the most underrated special effect in Hammer’s When Dinosaurs Ruled the Earth was the tragically doomed actress, Imogen Hassall.


    More than a lifetime of guilt exists within these pages, but thankfully, even more pleasure is admitted to and expressed within these 256 pages. Controversy, cutting-edge opinions, and fist-waving outrage are often the by-products of any guilty pleasures volume, but when we direct the concept to the obsessive, died-in-the-wool horror movie fan, one thing is certain: sparks will fly and tempers will flare. But isn’t that what good film criticism is all about?
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    Maniac (1934)


    by Bret Wood


    


    Who has not, a hundred times, found himself committing a vile or silly action, for no other reason than because he knows he should not? Have we not a perpetual inclination, in the teeth of our best judgment, to violate that which is law, merely because we understand it to be such? It was this unfathomable longing of the soul…to do wrong for the wrong’s sake only — that urged me to continue…


    


    Edgar Allan Poe, The Black Cat


    


    Viewing Maniac (1934) in the context of Hollywood films of the era is like encountering a spicy pulp magazine in a library of leather-bound literature — a satisfying reprieve from the carefully paced, well-behaved, over-scripted mainstream pictures that dominate the history of cinema handed to us by studios and scholars alike; a lungful of odorous sulfur in a land of Lysol.


    Consciously or not, Dwain Esper’s Maniac is a mockery of Hollywood, refusing to mimic its veneer of sophistication and its idea of artistry, delivering the same sex, violence, and intrigue in slop buckets rather than pearly teacups.


    Esper’s lurid narrative is laden with technical shortcomings — absurd camera angles, poor lighting, and discontinuous editing — never approaching the technical quality of the films being churned out by the major studios. Cast with third-rate western actors and amateur walk-ons, and shot on a shoestring, Maniac (and Esper’s entire body of work, for that matter) is characterized by a consistent technical crudity, especially in post-production where little regard was given to continuity, timing, or music.


    Yet this deviation from the norm endows Esper’s films with unique qualities: a raunchy reality and visceral kick that remind the viewer that this isn’t Hollywood make-believe. It’s not real life either, but something strangely in between, a mismatched parade of vice, scatological humor, and fleeting glimpses of nudity, unfocused, cloaked in shadow, its visual seediness profoundly complementing the nihilism of Esper’s vision.


    We cannot know today what Esper’s intentions were in making Maniac, other than his unwavering desire to accumulate money and, if one listens to Maxwell’s peculiar closing soliloquy, “to amuse — to entertain.” The surviving copy of Esper’s shooting script suggests that the film was undertaken casually, rather than with stern-faced sobriety. The cover of the screenplay is decorated with silly caricatures of a man attacking a black cat, the title spelled out in the manner of a ransom note, its bold letters cut-and-pasted from a magazine. Whatever the motives, however shallow or deep the personal inspirations, the results are unlike anything one would expect from an independent filmmaker of the 1930s. It’s a horror film made by someone who didn’t particularly like horror films…someone who, in fact, didn’t care much for movies in general.


    Esper’s disinterest in current trends was a significant factor in the shaping of his films, pronouncing a clear parallel between his work and American folk art of the era. Both were created by self-taught craftspeople (who would never really consider themselves artists) who ignored the specific methods and trendy theories of the properly educated artist. Nevertheless, these crude works are often capable of mesmerizing the viewer with their primitive energy and raw emotions, unobstructed by the diffusive veil of artistic pretense. Many spectators casually dismiss the legitimacy of folk art — with its stylized sloppiness, childish simplicity, and thematic inclinations toward old-fashioned morals and corny patriotism — but to others, it is a cherished window into a bygone era, each painting or sculpture a snapshot of the soul of its creator. Quite often, as in the case of Bill Traylor’s menacing silhouettes or Carlos Cortez Coyle’s paintings of Americana strangely corrupted, the dark side reveals itself amidst the colorful quaintness.


    If Maniac is likewise a representation of Esper’s psychological state in 1934, let us be thankful that he found a medium in which a soul swimming in such pools of black pessimism could find harmless release.


    With its strange imagery and twisted narrative, the film seems less a contrived piece of fiction than a walking tour through the mind of a bonafide lunatic, the view distorted by insanity’s own warped perspective. Having clearly forsaken the laws of filmic convention, the film gives itself over to “the sudden, frequent, and ungovernable outbursts,” spoken of by Poe’s protagonist in The Black Cat, “a fury to which I now blindly abandoned myself.”


    With the rise of the Classical Hollywood Cinema, the film industry began formulating an invisible style, in which directors were discouraged from employing ostentatious camera techniques and screenwriters were encouraged to construct predictable, linear narratives. The result was easily digestible cinema: movies as formula-bound, mass-produced, neatly packaged product that buttressed the financial security of the major studios.


    Maniac was the antithesis of this cinematic approach — relishing its own blind fury, its own ignorance and ugliness. Its appearance on public screens was like the escape of a genetically impure, criminally insane cousin from the locked cellar to which he had been exiled, defecating on the screens usually reserved for the champagne glasses, silver trays, and paper flowers of Hollywood’s bloated spectacles such as MGM’s Marie Antoinette or A Midsummer Night’s Dream. One dressed its sensational come-on in soft-focus photography, famous names, and national ad campaigns, while the other spurned airs of sophistication and bared its vulgar appeal brazenly, like a contemptuous and defiant whore.


    And if Maniac was the contemptuous whore, then the brothel where she spread her legs was the exploitation underground of the 1930s. Produced on microscopic budgets on rented sets with largely nonprofessional actors, exploitation films have a dark and mysterious flavor lacking in their big-budget contemporaries, rising from the improvisational manner in which they were made and the taboo subject matter they addressed. Thriving in the shadow of the Production Code (which regulated the content of the big-studio releases), the exploitation cinema sidestepped the censors and freely indulged in the widespread American iniquities to which Hollywood could only hint.


    The Poverty Row studios such as PRC or Monogram were giants in comparison to such forgotten filmmaking concerns as Real Life Dramas, Jay Dee Kay Productions, and Roadshow Attractions Co., which functioned as the cinematic red-light district in the City of Angels. Perhaps no filmmaker better represents the spirit of the exploitation film than Dwain Esper, a ruthless, rambunctious, greatly admired, widely feared man whose eccentric personality was provocatively mirrored in his work.


    Esper’s films took screen sensationalism to bold new extremes, with assorted vices and felonies such as drug abuse, sexual deviance, kidnapping, and murder — vividly depicted with manic intensity. The style of his films was radically nonconformist, even for the convention-breaking exploitation genre. Through the mingling of stock footage, intrusive inter-titles, over-the-top performances, and comedic non sequiturs, Esper’s work defied narrative logic in all-out exploration of the taboo. Denied the budgets and facilities of the major studios, Esper relied upon technical and aesthetic ingenuity to not only survive, but prosper.


    Most exploitation films followed formulaic approaches to a narrow range of topics — drug abuse, sexually transmitted diseases, and other controversial issues of a carnal nature (e.g. forced sterilization, nudism, polygamy) — and draped their sinful tapestries across the skeletal pretense of public education. Esper made his share of such films, but with Maniac, he attempted to step out of these topical boundaries and make something more unconventional, something darker and more shocking than its rivals — which is surprising, since most exploitation films were so shocking that the Production Code Administrator refused to pass them and major theatre chains refused to play them, allowing them to fall into the eager hands of the independently owned movie houses, many of whom survived the Depression on the strength of the sex-education and drug-awareness features, which the yokels invariably circled the block to see.


    Often dismissed as a low-budget mad scientist movie, Maniac is actually a wondrously crude, cleverly modernized retelling of Poe’s The Black Cat, laced with the suggestion and outright depiction of a wide array of forbidden topics: necrophilia, murder, reanimation, nudity, and animal abuse.


    In order to qualify as an exploitation film — which it had to do, since exploitation producer Louis Sonney put up $5,000 for Esper to make it — Maniac chose to hysterically exploit a topic unexplored by his peers: insanity. The film wasn’t required to say very much about mental illness, but it was necessary that it have a look of legitimacy to justify its gaudy displays, and to give exhibitors something to thump their forefingers against if confronted by the threat of censorship on the local level.


    Not every censor board accepted Maniac’s tissue-thin pretense of enlightening the public on matters of mental illness. On April 14, 1938, two examiners from the New York Censor Board began screening the film, and got no more than 20 minutes into the narrative before halting the projector and calling a special meeting of their fellow censors. The following day, Maniac was viewed in its entirety by every member of the censor board’s examination staff except one. Afterwords, the film was promptly banned throughout the state, on the grounds that it was “inhuman, immoral, would tend to corrupt morals, and would tend to incite to crime.” No one bothered to appeal.


    The following is a synopsis compiled by the censor board following its screening of Maniac (from which the nude scenes seem to have been cautiously removed, an example of the old print-switch grift perfected by Esper and his cronies):


    


    The story opens with a foreword about the brain, and is supposed to be a treatise on the different forms of insanity.


    It makes reference to “dementia praecox” — “paresis” or general paralysis — “paranoia and maniac psychoses.” But the real story is that of a Dr. Meirschultz and his theory that he can bring a person already dead back to life.


    An actor, Don Maxwell, because of protection received by him from the doctor, helps him steal bodies from the morgue and assists the doctor in his heinous experiment.


    Maxwell is finally forced to shoot the doctor in self defense when the doctor demands that he, Maxwell, shoot himself, in order to enable the doctor to bring him back to life.


    After killing the doctor, he walls him up in the cellar — and as Dr. Meirschultz, continues his crazy experiments.


    There are many scenes of Meirschultz using hypodermic needles on the individuals he has stolen from the morgue. There are views of two women fighting in the basement after receiving hypodermic injections from the doctor (sic), until finally the police become suspicious of the doctor, make a raid on his office, and take him, screaming — a raving maniac — to jail.


    


    Penned by Dwain’s wife, Hildagarde, the screenplay is surprisingly intelligent, laced with clever bits of dialogue and subtle literary references which were ground into mulch in the hands of the author’s husband and the film’s performers. In their haste to put the picture on the screen, Maniac’s director and cast either didn’t take the time to recognize the script’s nuances, or else purposefully spurned these flourishes as pointless attempts to break into the silk purse market, when they were in the business of selling sows’ ears.


    Hildagarde peppered the story with references to mental illness: the central characters’ obvious derangement; several Edgar Allan Poe homages; a secondary character treated for amnesia (a sequence Esper deleted); and a casual conversation between two showgirls about a man who found a wallet with $42,000 in it.


    


    Maizie: People made such a fuss over him that he went “nutty.” Thought he was the Almighty in person.


    


    Marvel: So, that’s what being honest gets ya. A nice soft padded cell in the bughouse.


    


    Trampling these indirect references to the film’s professed topic, Esper took leave of the script and fortified the film’s educational value with title scrolls defining various forms of mental illness, so that when Maxwell shoots Meirschultz, the action suddenly stops and a textual definition of “Dementia Praecox” fills the screen, backed by syrupy, “home, sweet home”-style music. Maniac couldn’t screech to a more sudden halt if the film jammed and boiled in the gate. As soon as the viewer recovers from this intrusion and begins to read the title, it suddenly snaps from view and he or she is returned to the doctor’s laboratory, where the action proceeds as if there had been no interruption at all. This happens numerous times in Maniac, when Esper felt it urgent to explain to the audience the meanings of Paresis, Paranoiac, and Manic Depressive Psychoses (cribbed from an essay by “William S. Sadler, M.D. F.A.C.S., Director of the Chicago Institute of Research and Diagnosis). The terms have virtually nothing to do with the characters, but were merely cut in after the film was completed to substantiate Maniac as an educational tract.


    Rather than mar the experience of watching the film, these intrusive titles raise Maniac to a higher level of surreality…the film’s fragmented consciousness forming a neat cinematic representation of schizophrenia. The violent juxtapositions of hammy action, academic text, and moments of disturbing weirdness make Maniac more akin to an avant-garde film of the 1960s than a horror movie of the ’30s, a film that smashes boundaries and ignores norms, not with theoretic motives or for the sake of art, but from a deep, sullen contempt for the status quo. Poe’s “unfathomable longing…to do wrong for the wrong’s sake only.”


    Esper seems to even have a certain contempt for the audience, expressed in the various forms of eye trauma that are woven into the narrative: the removal of a cat’s eye, the spreading open of a patient’s eye (in an image powerful enough to belong to Buñuel), and the ocular gleam that drives Maxwell to murder, neatly appropriated from Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart:”


    


    I think it was his eye! Yes, it was this! He had the eye of a vulture — a pale blue eye, with a film over it. Whenever it fell upon me, my blood ran cold, and so by degrees — very gradually — I made up my mind to take the life of the old man, and thus rid myself of the eye forever.


    


    Though he may have destroyed many of the screenplay’s finer points, Esper contributed more than his share of glaring strangeness. Before the opening credits have ended, the film confounds the viewer. As the soundtrack emits a library recording of the lush fourth movement of Tchaikovsky’s Sixth Symphony, the titles are superimposed over a series of shadowy, monstrous faces which are never explained in the plot (they are actually the sculpted likenesses of society’s most brutal murderers, borrowed from Louis Sonney’s Hollywood Wax Museum, and were also used to decorate Meirschultz’s laboratory).


    Maniac hangs in one’s mind long after its 51 minutes have raced by, its fragmented images resonating with the power of an unsettling nightmare: the super-imposition of demonic clips from an anonymous cinematic depiction of Hades (neither Benjamin Christensen’s Haxan: Witchcraft Through the Ages nor Fritz Lang’s Siegfried as has been erroneously posited) over Maxwell’s ranting visage; a shot of Maxwell (disguised as Meirschultz) dragging his identical victim into a cellar (thus beginning his own descent into madness); and Maxwell crawling through a narrow passageway in fast motion, eerily evoking the arrhythmic movement of a skittering bug.


    Perhaps the most effective of Esper’s devices was the use of animals as visual metaphors for the characters’ emotional states (a technique he used the previous year in Narcotic). The scene in which Maxwell breaks into an undertaker’s workshop to steal the body of a dead gangster begins with several shots of a cat stalking a mouse.


    Maxwell becomes frightened and flees the room when two cats engage in a vicious fight. As Maxwell runs through the streets in a mad panic, Esper focuses on a cat and dog caught in a violent scrap. There is something slightly gruesome in these shots, knowing that these are not trained animals but pets and strays collected by the filmmaker, made to fight (the dog and cat seem to be bound together by a piece of string) and captured on film like some kind of domesticated-pet snuff movie.


    Cat lovers might be quickly nauseated by the degree of feline abuse. In addition to the above sequences, there’s the film’s famous eye-gouging scene, in which Maxwell finally relieves himself of the tormenting gaze of Meirschultz’s cat, Satan, by thumbing out its eyeball and eating it. “It’s not unlike an oyster…or a grape.” We know that scene to be faked (the cat was eyeless before Esper got a hold of it) but how exactly did the director get a cat to leap through a plate glass window? Needless to say, Maniac bears no seal of approval from the Humane Society or ASPCA.


    Another memorable bit in Esper’s animal follies involves the wacky neighbor (whom Esper neglected to identify in the credits, but who in the script is referred to simply as “Goon”) who farms cats for furs. It wasn’t until the third or fourth viewing that I stopped chuckling and noticed how many cats there were (they couldn’t have rounded up that many strays just for one scene) and what thick, luxuriant pelts they had, and realized that Esper had actually filmed the scene at someone’s backyard kitty slaughterhouse. In a moment of comic relief (of the blackest variety), the Goon explains his ingenious system:


    


    I figgered out that rats breed faster than cats — cat skins make good fur — the cats eat rats. Rats eat raw meat. That is, they eat the carcasses of the cats. So — the cats eat the rats — the rats eat the cats. And I get the skins — simple ain’t it?


    


    The reason the scene is so hideously funny (one friend calls it “a creepy pre-Texas Chainsaw homage to the perseverance of the American working man”), and the cat farmer’s warped logic so sensible, is that it is real. Made in the midst of the Depression, the film makes one almost respect the strange economic logic behind such a plan. This backyard monstrosity is as ridiculous yet fascinating as Maniac itself, which was practically shot across the street from the Espers’ home (their studio facilities were located less than a block away from their house). The Espers’ daughter, Millicent, has idyllic memories of these years, though she confessed to being rather traumatized when, as a little girl, she quietly strolled over to the set as dad was filming the butchering of a pig for a jungle picture: “He took a hammer and (whack). What they were going to film was cutting the head off and opening the head and taking the brain out. Dad didn’t know I was there. I didn’t like the animals dying.”


    Diabolical vignettes such as this and the cat coop incident keep Maniac from drifting into pointless farce. One could never mistake a Dwain Esper movie for an Ed Wood film. Both may be aesthetically inept (from traditional perspectives), and both may carry the heartfelt feelings of their makers, but Esper’s work has a malevolence and ruthlessness that the more good-natured Wood’s films shied away from. This philosophical difference extended beyond the frames of their films and into their personal lives, which possibly explains why, in their later years, Esper prospered (though he was widely despised by his peers for his ruthless business tactics) while Wood struggled (though he was generally liked for his calm amiability).


    Curiously, Maniac was shot by the same man who, almost 20 years later, filmed Wood’s Glen or Glenda: William C. Thompson. Apparently Thompson was still in the process of learning his craft, for the characters are consistently out-of-focus (though the backgrounds, just a few feet beyond, are quite crisp) and day-for-night scenes are almost indecipherable. At times, the director’s and cinematographer’s clumsiness merged into remarkably sloppy images, such as one in which Horace Carpenter (Meirschultz) engages in a bit of over-emoting while his unfocused face is blocked by a stand of laboratory equipment.


    Detailing Maniac’s technical flaws would be a tiresome endeavor and would diminish the raw beauty of the film. A surprising number of times, the illogical and incompetent combine to fuel Esper’s manic narrative. For example, when Meirschultz opens a desk drawer to retrieve a gun, Esper has his hands tremble so that the entire contents of the drawer rattle noisily. In the same sequence, Meirschultz pushes aside a chair which, in an insert shot, crashes violently against a heap of boxes, as if thrown. With the most minute details heightened to the extreme — amidst growling cats, intrusive titles, and evocative double exposures — Maniac becomes a film exploding with frenzied energy (albeit messily), striking nerves at the most unexpected moments.


    One such moment occurs when a wife (Phyllis Diller, not the Phyllis Diller) brings her husband (Ted Edwards) to Meirschultz’s home for treatment. Maxwell mistakenly injects Mr. Buckley with “super adrenaline,” which transforms the patient into a raving, sex-crazed maniac who, in yet another Poe reference, believes himself to be the “Ourang-Outang” murderer of the Rue Morgue. He metamorphoses from browbeaten husband into a snarling Hyde-like monster, mostly within a 53-second uninterrupted shot during which his mental seams are ripped apart. Edwards actually carries the scene quite well under the difficult circumstances. Without anything to hide behind (special lighting effects, makeup, or quick cutting), he single-handedly provides the horror while the camera remains fixed on him with the same clinical, unwavering intensity of a microscope. There is much throat-grasping, eye-rolling, and hair-tugging, and as it escalates, one keeps expecting Esper to cut away to something else. But the camera keeps rolling and Edwards comes increasingly unwound, until finally his voice breaks and sends a genuine chill down the spine. Once the firmly rooted camera finally releases its uncomfortable grip on him (and the viewer), he is allowed to attack his wife, Maxwell, and finally the reanimated Maria Altura, who chose this inopportune moment to sleepwalk into the consultation room from behind a decorative screen.


    Just as Maniac is broken by the unexpected appearance of titles, so is the film frequently intruded upon by scenes of gratuitous sex of minimal narrative relevance. In a few cutaways from a conversation between Maxwell and Mrs. Buckley reacting to Mr. Buckley’s sudden seizure, Esper drifts away from the screenplay and tosses in a dose of sex for those theaters bold enough to defy the PCA, state censor boards, and any other force that might attempt to regulate the content of their screenings. Apparently filmed day-for-night near dusk, the scene is so underexposed that the faces are obscured and the bodies predominantly in shadow, though it is light enough for the viewer to realize that Maria’s hair has changed from blond to brunette during this supplementary scene, not unlike the cat which changes from black to gray when it comes time for the eye-gouging. There were only so many women willing to appear nude in a low-budget exploitation film. A beggar like Esper couldn’t be a chooser and had to figure the viewer was wise enough to the tumble that differing hair color wouldn’t detract from their enjoyment of the scene.


    One could write this substitution off as ineptness but again, it functions as an example of Esper’s flagrant disregard for Hollywood rules of continuity. If an audience is going to suspend its disbelief enough to accept an independently funded scientist who discovers a way to reanimate the dead, the saps shouldn’t complain about a brunette subbing for a blonde or a tabby sitting in for a black cat when it comes time to flash the breasts and gaping eye sockets.


    Esper didn’t feel he should have to work too hard to squeeze a little cheesecake into the picture, since that was what the majority of the audience was there for (especially after Louis Sonney changed the title of the film to Sex Maniac, cloaking the film’s warped originality behind the magic buzzword that guarantees box-office success). In Maniac, a brief dialogue scene meant to convey a morsel of information plays as though it were blocked on a burlesque stage, with four girls chatting in their underwear, dancing in their underwear, ironing their underwear, posed for the viewer’s gratification in a bathtub, a mere towel, and — ah, Esper’s divine shamelessness — a vibrating exercise belt.


    But not all Maniac’s nudity was gratuitous. Oneof the unscripted scenes Esper added to the film wordlessly conveys a great deal about Maxwell’s inner confusion, employing a visual style reminiscent of the latter-day silent movies. The scene is so proficiently expressive it is almost anachronistic within Maniac’s swirling hysteria. Disguised as Meirschultz, Maxwell prepares to see a female patient, who peeks out from behind a screen (offering glimpses of her bare breast). The scene shifts to the woman sitting clothed on an examination table, while Maxwell comes to her side with a hypodermic. As he looks at her body longingly, the Meirschultz disguise fades away, leaving Maxwell in his ordinary street clothes, experiencing his ordinary desires. He embraces the woman and moves to kiss her, but before he does, he regains his doctorly demeanor and puts aside these feelings, standing up as the Meirschultz disguise dissolves back in. As the composed and officious doctor, he begins unfastening the woman’s dress. Not only offering a bit of insight into Maxwell’s emotions, the sequence slyly raises questions about the divided mentality of those in the medical profession, giving the viewer something to think about the next time he or she is sitting in a doctor’s waiting room.


    Such quiet, meaningful moments are few in a film rife with hysteria. When Maniac builds to its climax, Esper pulls out all the stops and the film peaks in a frenzied orgasm of excess. In a quickly hatched plot to rid himself of his tormentors, Maxwell pits his wife Alice (Theo Ramsey) against Mrs. Buckley, arming them with deadly hypodermics and sending them into his basement to finish each other off. Regrettably, the women cast the needles aside at the first sign of danger, bare fingernails being the weapons of preference in Esper’s dynamic melee.


    In true Esper fashion, the women’s fight consists mainly of tearing each other’s clothes off, supplemented with healthy doses of slapping, grunting, and screaming, echoed by a foot-stomping Maxwell upstairs, who dementedly paces and laughs and shouts while myriad demoniac images sweep across his stormy, over-emoting visage, and while the cat-farming Goon peers curiously through a window. Stock footage of racing police cars accelerate the already delirious climax, and almost lost in the pandemonium is more of Esper’s oblique animal imagery (this time a jumping frog and flapping bird).


    As the viewer wonders just how much more over-the-top the film can possibly go, Esper punts the narrative over the edge with flashes of gruesome violence. Alice twice pounds Mrs. Buckley’s head with a plank of wood, but the domineering wife quickly takes her revenge by smashing a clay pot on Alice’s face with startling force — the camera never modestly turning away.


    At the base of Maniac’s easily dismissed excess lies something more troubling, a sense of reality lurking beneath the cheap sets and bad performances that endows the film with a feeling commonly associated with the mythical snuff movie, or some public act of human degradation caught by a bystander’s camcorder.


    When Maxwell attempts to steal a corpse from an undertaker’s shop, the body lies in an actual coffin, not a cheaply constructed prop, and a number of Meirschultz’s instruments appear to be tools for embalming. Esper seems to have borrowed these items from an actual funeral home, and a clue is perhaps provided by the script’s specification that one scene is to be shot at “Robinson’s Mortuary on Washington Street” (though the shot indicated is not in the finished picture).


    Meirschultz’s lab is situated in a Hollywood bungalow rather than a gothic castle or spacious white-tiled surgical theatre. A truly mad scientist would be working out of a spare room in his small Los Angeles home. Less atmospheric, perhaps, but — bearing in mind that history’s greatest serial killers were almost always suburbanites — it makes the viewer question his or her assumptions about where evil lurks and the false Hollywood convention that it is always somewhere safely remote. In Maniac, the innocent victims make no voyage into shadowy hinterlands to find death; it lives down the block from them. The horror lies not only in the basement of a demented scientist but also the backyard of an ambitious, cost-conscious furrier.


    Probably more for budgetary reasons than philosophical ones, Esper emphasizes this geographical and cultural proximity of evil to the viewer with scenes shot on public streets, in and about Meirschultz’s ordinary American neighborhood. This horror-next-door feeling is underscored by a naturalistic, almost documentary-like scene in which the detective questions a local housewife, who dismisses her neighbor’s weirdness with a shrug and a bit of unwanted moralizing (the Depression-era equivalent to modern-day TV news interviewing the unsuspecting neighbors of a mass murderer). The snatch of conversation demonstrates Hildagarde’s gift for penning intentionally semi-literate dialogue (elsewhere in Hollywood spoken only by hillbillies and African-Americans): “To my notion, those that monkeys with what they got no business to gets queer sooner or later.” This immortal line is spoken by Marion Blackton, daughter of J. Stuart Blackton — one of the pioneers of the projected image, who had by then fallen on hard times with the rest of the country. Marion’s brother, J. Stuart Blackton, Jr., served as Maniac’s assistant director. One of the great blind spots in film history is not knowing what the influential inventor thought of his children working with the cinema’s most disgraceful heretic.


    In my view, Maniac’s most chilling scene is one that plays on the sense of reality the film evokes: a conversation between two morgue attendants as they watch Maxwell and Meirschultz trying to resuscitate the recently deceased Maria Altura (again, no actress credited). Meant to be enjoyed as comedy, the scene is made terrifying by the amateurs who stumble through their lines, gazing into the lens with lascivious stares, making the hill men in Deliverance look like a couple of altar boys. These two men literally express an undercurrent that runs throughout Maniac — that ours is a world filled with disintegration and death — as they load a particularly heavy corpse into a box.


    


    First Embalmer: These stiffs is gettin’ heavier and more of ’em every day.


    


    Second Embalmer: Between the gangsters and the auto drivers, we won’t need another war to carry off the population.


    


    First Embalmer: You didn’t even mention…(nervous twitch) the suicides.


    


    Their morgue humor is as believable as it is distasteful. As they watch Meirschultz massage life into a fresh suicide victim — a young blonde suicide victim — the First Embalmer says, “Say, did ya notice the beaut that came in today?” Then he adds with a lecherous grin, “She’s the one that’s got the coroner doing night work.”


    By far, the necrophilic comedy duo’s most disturbing moment comes at the end of the scene. The First Embalmer, looking at the bearded Meirschultz, is supposed to say, “I wonder who that old Santy Claus is,” but before he can finish the sentence, his words deteriorate into wheezing laughter and he is joined by the forced chuckles of his disheveled, toothless partner, who wipes his sweaty palms on his pants as if aroused by the spectacle of Ms. Altura’s midnight treatment. Whether by accident or by design (and it really doesn’t matter which), Esper concocted an epiphanic moment of profound eeriness, and it’s doubtful that any of the masters of makeup could have conjured with their tools such disturbing visions of mundane horror.


    Dwain Esper had no interest in making monster movies. He knew too much about the reality of horror to waste his time with lumbering creatures and stormy nights. Dwain Esper knew that death didn’t wear fangs and lurk about European castles. This is the man who sold a film featuring John Dillinger’s bullet-riddled, fly-speckled corpse on the coroner’s slab, and casual glimpses of decapitated bodies, lynchings, and an entire family’s suicide. The man who showed women’s stomachs cut open and embryos drawn out, women’s faces sliced and stitched in pursuit of beauty. The man who laid his hands on wartime government footage and splayed the Nazi death camps on the Main Street screens of middle America. The man whose favorite uncle, according to one family member, “just laid out on the bed, and took a .45 and blew his (own) head off” (an event Esper later re-enacted in one of his films).


    “Evil thoughts became my sole intimates — the darkest and most evil of thoughts.” Poe’s protagonist says in The Black Cat. “The moodiness of my usual temper increased to hatred of all things and of all mankind.”


    Though in many respects it may look like hokum today, there was something in Maniac that viewers of a land ravaged by economic depression couldn’t turn away from. Peddled like contraband substances, theatre to theatre, by fast-talking cinema sharps of the 1930s, Maniac rattled and stumbled and raged. But beneath the bluster, it whispered something frightening in the ear of the bemused spectator. Schizophrenically exploring every path of education and exploitation, it spoke something different to every member of its audience.


    The remarkable thing about Maniac is that, if one listens intently enough, its raspy voice can still be heard today.
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      Meirschultz (Horace Carpenter) is walled up in the cellar.
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      Esper wove eye trama into the narrative.
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      Esper figured people wouldn’t notice the character’s change from blonde to brunette.
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      Dwain Esper had no interest in making monster movies.
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