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Somehow I became respectable. I don’t know how, the last film I directed got some terrible reviews and was rated NC-17. Six people in my personal phone book have been sentenced to life in prison. I did an art piece called Twelve Assholes and a Dirty Foot, which is composed of close-ups from porn films, yet a museum now has it in their permanent collection and nobody got mad. What the hell has happened?

I used to be despised but now I’m asked to give commencement addresses at prestigious colleges, attend career retrospectives at both the Film Society of Lincoln Center and the British Film Institute, and I even got a medal from the French government for “furthering the arts in France.” This cockeyed maturity is driving me crazy!

Suddenly the worst thing that can happen to a creative person has happened to me. I am accepted. How can I “struggle” when my onetime underground movies are now easily available?—even Multiple Maniacs was rehabilitated music-rights-wise and is back in theatrical release from Janus Films, the original distributor of Godard and Truffaut movies, for God’s sake. Pink Flamingos has played on television! How can I whine about my films being hard to see when Warner Bros. now handles many of my titles and Criterion, the classiest of all DVD distributors, is restoring some of my rudest celluloid atrocities? Even the Museum of Modern Art now has in their collection the elements of my earliest 8mm movies that have never been formally released, and, jeez, seven of the books I’ve written are still in print and two of them became New York Times bestsellers. How could that be? How?

I can’t even impersonate a damaged artist anymore. I have actually had friends for fifty years and some of my dinner dates are not tax-deductible for business—the sign of really having a successful personal life. Knock on wood, I’m in good health. Good Lord, I’m seventy-three years old and my dreams have come true. Couldn’t you just puke?

Success is not the enemy you may think it is when you’re young, but if it comes too quickly it can be a high-class problem. Yes, you should feel slightly panicked if your insane early work is taken seriously without any initial resistance, but know that being a starving artist is an outdated concept. There’s nothing wrong with making money from doing something you love. You can be happy and fucked-up and still triumph, I promise you.

But suppose you’re still failing, struggling unsuccessfully to find your voice? You should ask yourself, am I the only person in the world who thinks what I’m doing is important? If yes, well, you’re in trouble. You need two people to think your work is good—yourself and somebody else (not your mother). Once you have a following, no matter how limited, your career can be born, and if you make enough noise, those doors will begin to open, and then, and only then, can you soar to lunatic superiority. Mr. Know-It-All is here to tell you exactly how to live your life from that day forward.

I’m never wrong—just ask Joan Rivers—well, you can’t, because she’s dead, but when she was alive, I introduced her to a date after we watched her perform in Provincetown and she said to him, “Are you with John?” When he replied yes, she advised, “Just do everything he tells you to do.” Joan knew I was infallible. She knew it raw.

First of all, accept that something is wrong with you. It’s a good start. Something has always been wrong with me, too. We’re in a club of sorts, the lunatic fringe who are proud to band together. There’s a joyous road to ruin out there, and if you let me be your garbage guru, I’ll teach you how to succeed in insanity and take control of your low self-esteem. Personality disorders are a terrible thing to waste.

Being crazy in a happy creative way begins and ends with your family. No matter how hard you try, as you get older, you turn into a twisted version of your mom and dad. No, it’s not fair. But too bad, you can’t choose the house you want to be born in, so just look at fate like a bingo card: sometimes you get a winner, other times you have to improvise, switch cards, and even cheat to not lose. That’s just how it goes.

Children can’t demand good parenting any more than their parents can expect to be made proud. I was lucky. My mom and dad encouraged my dreams right from the beginning even though they must have been scared of their firstborn, who arrived six weeks too early—a preemie. A teacup baby. A little boy slightly miswired, already not following the rules, ahead of his birth time and ready to roll. Maybe I was baptized too often, stripped of my inner coating of original sin. There’s only one thing wrong with the Waters baby—It’s Alive!

All I know is I was born with a screw loose. I realize now how hard it must have been for my parents to understand my early eccentricities. As a child in kindergarten I always used to come home from school and tell my mother about the twisted little boy in my class who’d only draw with black crayons and never talked to the other kids. I yakked about this unnamed friend so much that my mother eventually mentioned him to my teacher, who looked confused and then blurted, “But that’s your son!” I was creating characters early for myself and you should let your kids do the same. Having multiple personalities when you’re young is mandatory for a happy childhood.

A few years later, every morning I would slink down the steps of our family home on the way to school pretending I was the Nude Descending a Staircase painting I had read about in Life magazine. “What’s the matter with you, boy?” my dad would sputter, confused for good reason. “Haven’t you heard of Duchamp, fool?” I’d haughtily think without ever explaining out loud the roots of my fantasy behavior. My parents didn’t overreact; they just took a deep breath and opened their minds a little wider.

But suppose your mom and dad did freak? That doesn’t mean you have to punish yourself by repeating their humiliations for the rest of your life. Realize all childhoods are treacherous, followed by teenage years of further torture. Being an adult should finally be a relief. Don’t waste time spinning your wheels for the rest of your life trying to get back at your parents. Marvel at how they were even more neurotic then than you are now. It takes two to do an ass-backward tango, so why not dance?

Let’s be fair. Maybe you got on your parents’ nerves, too. After adolescence, stop trying to shock them. Haven’t they had enough? You’ve learned early how to push their buttons because you grew up with them pushing yours. But it’s a losing battle. Your parents’ fucked-upness came first.

Let’s say, for example, that you’re a gay “bear” and they’ve not only accepted your sexual preference but also the homo sub-culture you live in. You’re an overweight, hairy gay man who’s about to make an honest “husbear” out of your “significant otter” and your parents have agreed to come to the hirsute wedding ceremony in your hometown during the annual “Bear-quake” celebration. Leave it at that. Don’t tell the relatives that the bridesmaids are all bear “blouses” (feminine tops). Let them figure that out for themselves. No need for them to know the best man identifies as a “dolphin” bear, a onetime fat hairball who tired of his faux-masculine role, shaved his entire body, and then started acting nelly while fluttering his arms like Flipper himself . . . or was that herself?

Radical kids forget to feel sorry for their liberal parents. They’ve tried to understand the ever-changing sexual politics of the young but sometimes they’re just plain flummoxed. These well-intentioned left-leaning folks spent a fortune to send their children to fancy private colleges, and they accept that there are no report cards given and one can actually major in “Folk Dancing in New Guinea.” When their daughter comes home on spring break sporting a full Gabby Hayes beard, announces she’s been taking male hormones, has cut off her breasts, demands to be called Fred, and needs $25,000 for a down payment on the first step of “bottom surgery,” well, they panic.

I tell these overwhelmed moms and dads, moms and moms, dads and dads, that they don’t get a choice these days. The proper response to “Do you have boys or girls?” is “Ever changing.” Two children might really be four if you count their sexual re-assigned identities. He or she or “they” could then “come out” as gay in their new sexual being, change their mind and “come in” again to be straight, get a sex change, and end up being gay all over again.

The next minority? The few transgender souls who feel they’ve made an irrational decision once they’ve completed their gender switch and demand new surgery to go back to their original plumbing. Is “reluctant pussy” a new way to rebel? Can “dislocated dick” suddenly be the new frontier? Of course it can, and it’s bound to happen. Sooner than you think. There’s no such thing as boys or girls anymore. Get used to it.

So what is a real man today? A heterosexual male should realize (even if he was once a woman) that Freud was wrong about only one thing: men have penis envy, not women. Or at least they should. Envy of all penises that stand up for strong women without shrinking in fear or going soft at the first mention of any female “asking for it.” Jealous of all penises that have learned to own the male gaze with humor, lust, even dominance, as long as they are ready to turn the tables sexually and let any woman do the same invasive thing to them in return. Any self-respecting pubic unit should envy the more intellectually developed penises of others who have considered and tried to understand all erotic behavior as long as it’s between enthusiastic consenting adults.

Gay men must accept that there really is such a thing as a completely heterosexual man and that he shouldn’t have to put up with endless lewd cruising just because it’s coming from another male. Straight guys can mean “no,” too, just as a woman can, but at least they will now get how their girlfriends must feel every day of their lives walking the streets of any big city. Hip young queers appreciate how you modern hetero dudes sometimes experiment with us homos but need to understand that many straight guys just can’t hack performing fellatio, no matter how well intended, and feel much like the late actor/performance artist Spalding Gray, who, after trying to give a first-time blow job on a one-night stand in Greece just to see what it was like, wrote in his journal, “I find that I’m choking on what felt like a disconnected piece of rubber hose.”

But hetero guys, by the same token, don’t expect your straight girlfriends to be fake lesbians for your voyeuristic sexual arousal, either. And your penis is definitely not what Sapphos “need” or they wouldn’t be gay in the first place, would they? Would you like it if your lady love requested you to give your straight frat-guy roommate a “bro-job” for her watch-queen pleasure? Probably not. And listen, if you always expect blow jobs from your “old lady,” be prepared to embrace cunnilingus on demand with the same enthusiasm you expect from her.

Ladies, I understand your fury. We should all love women who hate men and hate men who hate women and then we’d be perfectly balanced radical feminists. Read Andrea Dworkin, one of the angriest women’s liberationists, who writes that heterosexual sex itself is the “pure, sterile, formal expression of men’s contempt for women.” “Intercourse,” she continues, communicates to woman “her own inferior status, impressing it on her, burning it into her by shoving it into her, over and over, pushing and thrusting until she gives up and gives in—which is called surrender in the male lexicon.” Should you believe what Dworkin suggests: that all penetration by heterosexual men is basically rape? Of course not! We, the enlightened, know that a woman can be fingered and free, but we must revel in all extreme sexual liberation movements, no matter how insane, to fully understand the human condition. We hold these truths and nontruths to be self-evident. We really do.

Aging gracefully is the toughest thing for a rebel. As the years pile on, you have two choices: being fat or gaunt. You should choose gaunt. People think I’m skinny, but after quitting smoking 5,965 days ago (I write it down every day), I’m really not. I have to watch what I eat and so should you. Eat sensibly on weekdays and irresponsibly on weekends. Weigh yourself every Friday morning when you’ll weigh the least and never on Monday mornings when you’ll weigh the most and keep a diary to follow your skinny progress. Then you can “Eat Your Way to Happiness,” as the hilarious title of that cheap paperback book I keep displayed in my Baltimore kitchen proudly proclaims. If diet fails, I’ve also figured out that if you wear something weird on your face (mustache) and feet (pointy-toe purple tennis shoes), nobody will look at the middle, where every ounce of my excess weight seems to end up.

Cooking Light should have been your bible. I always made every meal (even for company) out of this magazine, and, no, I was never paid to say that. I’m actually mad they didn’t hire me to be their advertising spokesperson. Was I too fat-friendly because of Hairspray and therefore suspect to readers who were trying to slim down? I would have told these future Twiggys-trapped-in-Tracy-Turnblad bodies that Cooking Light really worked—I never gained weight if I only ate meals made from their recipes. But now my favorite culinary magazine has suddenly gone out of business, so it’s too late. I could have saved them if they’d only given me a chance.

OK, here’s another thing I know. Nora Ephron was right to “feel bad about [her] neck,” as the title of her book admitted, and so should you as you mature. That is why turtlenecks were invented, and this article of clothing should be a staple of the wardrobe of anybody who isn’t a teenager. A T-shirt on any man over forty only makes him look fifty. I’ve recently seen photos of myself wearing this type of garment and I wanted to scream. Avoid the T-shirt look even if the temperature outside is ninety degrees. Even if you’re in the privacy of your own home. Bruce Springsteen may be the exception to this rule, but you’re not him, are you? Skinny jeans on anyone over twenty years old are also a no-no—you look like a loser in a Ramones Halloween costume. Shorts and no socks worn in winter are not youthful or butch, they’re just as dumb as the term “windchill factor.”

There’s no such thing as good plastic surgery if you notice it. “Good” would mean no one noticed and that is rare except in Switzerland, where “understated” has always been a national trait. In Los Angeles, pretty soon, everybody will look exactly the same: not old, just part fish, part android—desperate and surprised.

Nothing shouts midlife crisis louder than driving a convertible. All sensible old people know a breeze is your hair’s enemy no matter how much of it you have left. “Windswept” and “aging gracefully” definitely do not go hand in hand. Dyed hair on a man never fools anyone. No human has that dead single-color tone that Just For Men produces. Some males have been known to dye their beards with this same product, to match, which is doubly unfortunate. The thought of pubic dying is too atrocious to imagine but I’ve heard it’s been done. And of course a toupee is the ultimate violation. Every single person who sees you instantly spots your rug, knows it’s fake, and laughs at you behind your back. Worse yet, you can develop W.O. (wig odor), the nauseating smell of sweat and glue mixed together. Ewwww!

OK, I’ve given you pointers on family, parenthood, sexual identity, diet, beauty, and aging. You are now headed on the right path to some kind of newfangled serenity, but still, no matter what your age, you’ll need guidance on matters of the heart. Falling in love is a full-time job with little security. There’s no such thing as romantic unemployment. “One always loves the other more in a relationship,” my friend Pat Moran always warned, “so never let your partner know which one you are!” It is good advice but hard to follow. Blurting out “I love you” is always problematic because it demands an answer. A word of advice: never say “I love you” out loud to the person you do unless they are sleeping. It takes the pressure off. You can’t get an answer you don’t want. They hear you, subliminally. And when they wake, they’ll have absorbed it. They feel your love without pressure, control, or imbalance and they can love you back. And if the same thing is said to you while you are sleeping, you’ll realize it without knowing, wake up in a better mood, confident of well-being, aroused from the subconscious commitment, oddly emotionally satisfied, and yes . . . dare I say it? Content. It might only last one second and then vanish, but so what? A lot of people never get that one second. Go ahead. Whisper “I love you” tonight, very, very softly. But whatever you do, don’t let them hear you.


BYE - BYE, UNDERGROUND
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The press always used to ask me, “Did you ever imagine that one day you’d be making Hollywood movies?” “Well . . . yes,” I’d think, vaguely annoyed, “I’m not some kind of idiot savant. Didn’t I have a successful puppet-show career at twelve years old?” I’d want to bellow. “Read Variety at fourteen? Make my first underground movie at seventeen? I was no slacker,” I yearned to shriek. My whole being was throbbing with unhinged ambition, ready to claw my way to the top.

You should feel the same. If you have to ask “How do I become successful in show business?” you never will be. The question is not “How?” but always “When?” The damaged and the driven like you and me are so determined that we don’t take no for an answer. Believe your own grandiosity and go wrong to make your career go right, just as I did.

In the introduction to a later edition of the first memoir I ever wrote, I explained, “Shock Value ends before I made Polyester and one day I’ll continue that tale with another book.” But haven’t I already exploited every detail of the making of those later films since, in press interviews and DVD commentaries? Looking back is so exhausting (I know. I sorted through hundreds of boxes of press clippings and business letters at my archive at Wesleyan University), yet the hindsight gained from doing so can be startling. You never make much money on the projects you think up when you’re young—the ones that are the most original, the ones that get you noticed. No. You cash in later, once you’ve made a name for yourself and begin to fail.

I always wanted to be “commercial,” and that doesn’t have to be a dirty word, if you do it with a twist. Making money shouldn’t be your first goal—surprising the world should be—but selling tickets must come in second. We’re not in a country such as France or Germany or even Canada where the government steps in and helps finance the most shocking art films. Here in America, even if your idea is foreign to the film-going public, you have to think of a way to make it sound like a potential hit to get funding. And then a certain number of people have to pay to see it.

After Desperate Living tanked at the box office in 1977, I knew I needed a new business plan. Videos were just coming out, and suddenly nobody wanted to go see weird movies in a theater at midnight anymore. People wanted to see them at any time, at their house, with their friends, and smoke their pot that they didn’t have to hide from nosy ushers. Better yet, they could jerk off while watching—the real reason home videos became so big.

As a young smart-ass movie director with a few . . . well, one box office hit behind me (Pink Flamingos), I could never get out of my mind the show tune “You Gotta Get a Gimmick,” the stripper anthem from Gypsy. Story arcs, surprise endings, marketing, even movie stars themselves—they’re all gimmicks, and if you use them in real life, the final lyrics to the song, “And you too can be a star,” will come true. Everybody needs a gimmick. Get one now.

Archer Winsten, the now almost completely forgotten onetime film critic for the New York Post, always rose to the bait of underground or midnight movies, and mine were no exception. He wrote after seeing one of my films, “If you ever see Waters’ name on the marquee, walk on the other side of the street and hold your nose.” Now, there’s a bad review. I’ve never trusted directors who say they never read their own notices; you should always read all your reviews—the good ones twice, the bad ones once, then put them all away and never look at them again. But in this case, the write-up was so negative that I defied my own rules, read it three times, and was instantly inspired to make a movie that really did stink. Maybe I could strike it rich.

None of the “smell” movies of the past that I had read about had been successful at the box office, though. Scent of Mystery, that 1960 Smell-O-Vision travelogue, bombed because the smell machine hissed and misfired, and audiences complained about odors reaching their noses way before the action on-screen referenced them. With no way to clear the air between showtimes, the entire theater became a stink bomb of failed ballyhoo by the end of each day.

No one I ever met actually saw or smelled Behind the Great Wall, the documentary that was released in AromaRama, but I met the guy who claimed to own the rights to this complicated process and would “sell it to me cheap.” I realized right away that the real problem with these odorous ideas of showmanship was not the technology itself. The problem was that all the smells were good. I had a hunch that bad smells were the road to an olfactional hit. I would reinvent the smellploitation picture and get the whole world to pay me money to smell dirty tennis shoes.

I wrote the script as an homage to both Father Knows Best and Douglas Sirk, a parody melodrama about an alcoholic housewife driven crazy by life’s odors. I knew I had to change all my acting troupes’ images this time. Divine played against type: instead of the woman-monster we had created in the past, he portrayed the victim, the sad one, the well-meaning but tragic wife and mother. Mink Stole, our resident character actress, became the sex bomb, a deluded Bo Derek who lured away Divine’s character’s porn-theater-owner husband. Mary Vivian Pearce, who played Cotton in Pink Flamingos, played a nun, for Christ’s sake. Even Edith Massey (sadly in her last role before she died) was reimagined, as a goofy debutante—about as far away from her real-life gap-toothed thrift-shop owner’s persona as possible.

But who would finance such a picture? Bob Shaye had over-seen the distribution of Pink Flamingos and Female Trouble through his company, New Line Cinema, but was having second thoughts about my climb up from the underground after doing the same for Desperate Living in 1977. He thought I had taken a step backward with that movie. I was gross, but suddenly I couldn’t gross. “Come on, John,” Bob griped impatiently, “make a movie that can play everywhere. Let’s make some money!”

“OK,” I thought, “here’s my big chance.” I had read that Larry Flynt’s Hustler magazine had already featured a center spread with a scratch-and-sniff vagina (lavender smell). I also knew about children’s books that celebrated disgusting smells using the same technology. Doing a little research with the help of Bob’s head honcho, Sara Risher, a New Line executive I loved and had traveled with extensively promoting my earlier titles, we found out the 3M Company pretty much had a monopoly on smell-related ventures. Their “library of smells” was inspirational. Along with the script, I pitched the scratch-and-sniff movie idea (“Ladies and Gentlemen—This is Odorama!”) to Bob and he said yes! Oh my God, a $300,000 budget, an unheard-of amount to me at the time. Finally I could shoot in 35mm. No more grainy, weirdly framed blowups from 16mm. A real movie!

Of course there were strings. New Line put up half the budget, and Bob got Michael White, one of the producers of The Rocky Horror Picture Show, to put up more, but I had to raise $50,000 of it myself. “OK, that’s fair,” I thought, “I have no pride; I’m used to asking rich friends for cash.”

Learning to raise money in nontraditional ways is one of the most valuable lessons I can teach you here. Today there’s Kick-starter, but public begging is not only embarrassing, it often doesn’t work. Discreet private lunatic investors are not always available. Sometimes you really have to think out of the box to raise money. When I was forming limited partnerships for one of my earlier films, I had run into a counselor who had me as a camper when I was about fourteen years old. I remember him because he used to jerk me off under the covers in our group cabin as he was telling us ghost stories before we went to sleep. I didn’t mind. It wasn’t traumatic. Actually, I was thrilled and had been looking for this kind of action for a while but didn’t know where to find it. As I got older, though, I realized this was hardly appropriate on his part. He seemed happy to see me but a little nervous. “What have you been up to?” he asked, as I eyed the much-too-young boy who was with him. I figured now was the time to turn straw into gold. “I’m making a movie and I need money for the budget,” I said with a slight edge in my voice. He gave me $30,000. I paid him back, too. You learn early in independent film financing to work with whatever you’ve got.

Odorama wasn’t enough. We needed a star. A bankable one. A Hollywood star to play the male lead, Todd Tomorrow. One with a name that theater owners knew, one they’d never imagine working with the “filthiest people alive,” as we were still referred to in some circles. Tab Hunter fit the bill perfectly. He was still handsome, could act, had fifties movie-star baggage, and carried a hint of tabloid notoriety. Better yet, he didn’t have an agent at the time to talk him out of it.

I had read that Tab loved riding horses, so I nosed around the few connections I had with the old-money Maryland horsey set and found his home phone number. I just called him cold, and when he answered himself, I started my motormouth pitch for the film, hoping he wouldn’t hang up on me. Tab may have been startled to hear the ridiculous plot and the details of Odorama, but he just laughed good-naturedly when I mentioned his leading lady would be a man named Divine and they had an on-screen love scene together.

Luckily, he had never seen Pink Flamingos. I explained I only needed him for one week and could shoot the rest of the film around him. “Sure,” Tab said with a chuckle, “I’ll consider it. Send me the script.” I couldn’t believe my ears.

Make sure when you submit your material to a star that it looks extremely presentable; good cover page with a possible early attempt at an ad campaign, even a high-concept one-paragraph pitch for agents who don’t have time to read more than the first few pages (what gets a film greenlit) or the last few (what makes a film a hit). More important, develop a good-luck, hoodoo-voodoo ritual you go through right before shipping.

I raced home, boxed up Tab’s script, and, as always, licked the package several times, getting it wet with my saliva to remove any “curse” of show business rejection before dropping it in the mailbox. Even if I’m not physically present, my staff knows that they, too, must lick all parcels of anything we send out for consideration. After all, if the recipient says no, their jobs could be in peril just like mine.

It must have worked because Tab said yes. I offered him the most money I had ever paid anyone to be in my movies, and he accepted probably the lowest amount he ever received. When we hung up, I let out a scream of happiness. Tab Hunter was going to be in my film! Hot damn! My production company just got reinvented! Dreamland Part Two was about to begin.

I actually hate the making of a film even if it goes well. As the director and writer you are in a state of constant anxiety whether you’ll “make your day” (and you never do have time for all the camera setups you need). Talk about bad hours! If you are awake, then you’re at work. No one from production ever stops asking questions. If it’s low budget, you don’t get to eat because there is no food, and if it’s big budget, your whole lunch hour is spent doing press that is required by the studio. One thing all future auteurs must learn—you will never have time to defecate while directing a movie.

You should always do one more rewrite before the shoot begins. The third act of Polyester is so preposterous that even Divine muttered, “Totally unbelievable,” before we filmed the climactic scene where her character catches Tab Hunter having an affair with the elderly grandmother. Who knows, if I had been able to fix this dubious plot point, Polyester might have gone on to be a TV series today.

Try to scope out your locations for troublemaking neighbors early on. I learned this the hard way. We rented an empty suburban house for Polyester and basically just moved in and started shooting twenty-four hours a day with no thoughts that the generator noise, night scenes, and general anarchy of a low-budget movie crew might disturb anyone. Except for a few (who became extras), most of the neighbors hated us. It took them a while to figure out that the overweight man who showed up unshaven and dressed in a one-piece garbageman work suit early in the day and the one who later came running out the front door in a dress screaming “Help me!” was one and the same person: Divine. Tab wasn’t due on the set until the end of the shoot, and even though we used his name to try to impress the local naysayers, I don’t think they believed he was coming since I couldn’t announce him to the press yet because my movie was nonunion. I had told Tab this potentially deal-breaking reality before he got there, but he hadn’t realized that as a Screen Actors Guild member he was violating their rules by even setting foot on my set (and was later fined when the film was released). It was a good thing Christine Jorgensen, the first transgender woman I had ever read about as a kid and loved, had politely turned down the role of Divine’s mother in the film. Imagine what the neighbors would have thought of that addition to the cast!

The sight of the punk rocker Stiv Bators on the set seemed to cause further alarm in the little cul-de-sac of suburbia we had taken hostage. Even though he was a total pro and a gentleman at all times, his skinny appearance and snarling on-screen demeanor didn’t cross over to the culture of our neighbors’ families. I wonder if any of these contempt-before-investigation Polyester oppositionists followed his career after the movie was released. Did they ever know Stiv later dropped the final s of his last name, was hit by a car in Paris, and died shortly there-after from the injuries? Had they read that he was cremated and his girlfriend at the time snorted his ashes? I hope at least one of them knows now what a good guy Stiv Bator really was and how their chance encounter with him was special, happily tarnished, and fleetingly historical.

Our new discovery, Ken King, didn’t go over any better in the neighborhood. Sharon Niesp, Cookie Mueller’s girlfriend and Dreamland actress, and I had found him in a bar on the Lower East Side of New York at the last minute right before shooting began in Baltimore, and unlike Lana Turner, perched on that stool in Hollywood’s Schwab’s drugstore, waiting to be found, he was just sitting there minding his own business, an acting career the furthest thing from his brain. We practically kidnapped him, and three days later there he was on set playing Divine’s son, Dexter (named before the TV show was developed), aka the Baltimore Foot Stomper, a character based on a real-life lunatic who had been convicted more than forty times for stomping on the feet of unsuspecting females he followed on the street. Kenny barely knew what hit him, but he seemed to inhabit his role immediately. Was he a Method actor without even realizing it? All I know is that once I said “Action” and the neighbors got a load of him staggering up their peaceful street, snorting poppers and rubbing his crotch, they recoiled in fear, and when he stomped on Divine’s foot in a scene, moaned in sexual pleasure, and then laughed maniacally in fetishistic afterglow, the entire community realized this was certainly not a normal movie they’d ever pay to see. I don’t know why they didn’t warm to Kenny King. Everybody on Polyester (including Divine, Mink, and me) fell a little in love with him—why couldn’t they?

To make matters worse, right in the middle of our shooting schedule, the local papers printed a big article about how the Maryland Censor Board had banned Multiple Maniacs, a movie I had made ten years earlier, because it was finally getting a commercial run at a local art theater and therefore needed an official seal of approval. “Even the garbage can was too good for it,” Mary Avara, the head of the censors and my archenemy from the beginning of my career, ranted after a judge declared it was “obnoxious but not legally obscene.” “The Court’s eyes were assaulted,” he continued, “. . . horrendous, sickening, revolting.” I guess he didn’t like it. “I tried to move heaven and earth not to release this film,” Mary Avara sputtered in defeat. While I secretly chuckled at the thought of her having to watch the “rosary job” scene, I knew that as we were trying to convince the Polyester neighbors that we were making a Hollywood film, this was not the time to debate the socially redeeming reverence of this sacrilege-on-screen sex act between Divine and Mink Stole. We were already causing a stink without Odorama.

By the time Tab Hunter arrived, it didn’t matter to the local community what a team player he was. They couldn’t have cared less how kind he was to Divine, how he calmed him down from nervousness that first day on the set when Divine and he had to slow dance together on film. Nobody but our gang knew how lovely Tab was the day we filmed the love scene when he tenderly moved Divine’s face into the proper lighting before falling to the floor and kissing him on the lips (the mouth that had eaten shit, as some later howled).

The final straw was the Sunday morning we shot the car-accident scene where Tab’s and Divine’s characters “meet cute” when they’ve both stopped to gawk at the dead, mutilated bodies. For us it was comedy, but for the churchgoers on their way to Sunday services it was a tragedy, and many of the pastors asked their congregations to pray for the victims. They thought it was real. When the word spread after church that it was us, they were furious! Wasted prayers! Tab Hunter was just as bad as Divine in their book. We were all underground scum who had raided their community in the name of filth. They were sort of right.

Pay for your music rights, young directors, and pay for these rights in the beginning of your postproduction—they only get more expensive the longer you wait. If you only knew the headaches and financial heartbreaks I went through on my early films because I ignored these very real legalities, you’d never fantasize about having any tune on your soundtrack again. Budding directors always seem to make the mistake of using one of their favorite songs from their youth in their movie and then imagine they’ll just figure out the rights question after they get a little attention at a film festival.

Suppose your movie does become the toast of Sundance. The festival audience loved your life-affirming but edgy ending, especially with that great song you used on the soundtrack with the lyrics that fit the plot so perfectly. Distributors are offering big advances, you might even be able to pay back your partners up front. But there’s a little detail you haven’t revealed: you haven’t yet cleared the music. It costs an average of $25,000 a song for each needle drop for worldwide rights, and you have to find and make a deal with both the publisher of the music and the writer (not the singer). Guess what? You’re fucked. Forever.

When Chris Stein and Debbie Harry, then riding high in Blondie, came on board to write the music and lyrics for a lot of the original vocals, I was over the rainbow of retro heaven. Finally the music in one of my films would be legal from the very beginning! Tab had had a few manufactured hits in the fifties (“Young Love”; “Red Sails in the Sunset”), and Debbie told me she had been his biggest fan. So if Tab would sing again and have Debbie doing vocal backups, old wave could meet new wave and listeners just might levitate. Michael Kamen, who was just starting out in his career before going on to compose the scores for monster hits such as Die Hard and Lethal Weapon, did Bob Shaye a favor by agreeing to contribute soundtrack music, which added a whole new level of professionalism to our crackpot melodrama. When Bill Murray said he’d sing the vocals on one of the more ludicrous love songs (“The Best Thing”), I thought I might finally have a real soundtrack album that could be a hit. But alas, Blondie’s record contract forbade them from releasing any music on another label, so, once again, legal snafus kept us off the charts.

Make sure you take good stills when you are shooting your movie to use later for promotion. The unit photographer is an incredibly important position on the crew. As time goes by and the cinema history books are written, audiences don’t remember the actual movie, they remember the stills. No one today can recall the plot of From Here to Eternity, but everybody remembers the still of Burt Lancaster and Deborah Kerr making out on the beach. That shot of Divine in that fishtail gown pointing the gun from Pink Flamingos? It’s still the most famous image from any of my movies thanks to Lawrence Irvine, the photographer who was there on the set almost every day when we barely even had a real crew. That posed portrait of Tab Hunter embracing Divine that we had shot separately from the scene was kept secret until after we wrapped and New Line took out the then-traditional “Principal Photography Has Been Completed” ad in Variety and used this image. Readers couldn’t believe their eyes. Tab Hunter and Divine in love? It couldn’t be true!

But it was and the movie was a hit. A modest one. It started off great. The first screening with the Odorama cards took place at the Hof International Film Festival in the upper-Bavarian section of Germany, and the audience went nuts. I was there and I wanted to shout out the character Dr. Quackenshaw’s on-screen dialogue along with him when he explains to the viewers at the beginning of the film how to scratch and sniff the cards. “It works,” he happily shouts after the crowd smells a rose, “by God, it actually works!” And “work” it did. Moviegoers would hear the sound of a fart, see #2 flash on the screen, and even though every person in the world knew that they would smell the manufactured odor of flatulence, they’d still eagerly scratch and sniff the card and howl in group repulsion. The urge to smell a fart is universal. Remember that.

When New Line took Polyester to the marketplace of the Cannes Film Festival in 1980, I was so proud. The main industry hangout at the time was still the terrace of the Carlton Hotel, and we had the only billboard above it. There it was for the world to see—that same great photo of Divine and Tab in love blown up, and I was sitting there under it being oh so international. So many people came to the screening that there was a mini-riot and the glass doors of the theater were shattered by pushing cinemaniacs. Foreign rights were snapped up (“I don’t have to see your films,” the old-school sales agent groused to me, “I just have to sell them”), and Bob Shaye, Sara Risher, and I all came home excited and ready for the U.S. release.

Polyester opened aboveground in America in real first-run movie houses that even had matinees! We had never before been seen in the light of day, and I thank Tab Hunter’s name for making that possible. At first the movie did well in the big cities. Reviews were pretty good, too, even though some of my early supporters felt I had sold out. Ha! I wish. Once New Line tried to widen the release to midsize hubs in the heartland, Polyester stalled quickly. Should I have been amazed that my film about a porn-theater owner, his alcoholic fat wife, and their abortion-loving teenage daughter and foot-fetishist son had gotten as far as it did, or should I have been disappointed that a love story between a drag queen and the movie star Tab Hunter with the smell of natural gas and pizza mixed in hadn’t ripped it up at the box office in Peoria? Another problem: theater owners never paid the distributor their Odorama bills, and those little muvvas didn’t come cheap. But what could we do about it? Odorama repo men? No such thing. And our threat, “If you don’t pay up on your Odorama bill, we’ll never give you any more for your next smell picture,” hardly worked. They laughed in our faces.

Over the years, Polyester has gone on to have a life of its own. It even made a little money (“How do you always manage to make friends with New Line’s accountant?” Bob Shaye once griped). Years after its initial theatrical release, the DVD came out and included a smaller version of the Odorama card, and in France the movie was broadcast on TV and you could pick up your card at local 7-Eleven-type convenience stores. More ludicrously, a Rugrats Hollywood sequel copied my scratch-and-sniff card idea in 2003 but made it worse by using the Odorama name and the exact same logo after New Line had forgotten to renew the trademark. I was horrified to see that, in some sort of product-placement deal, the studio was giving the cards away at Burger King! Those fuckers! When I complained, the offending marketing team said, “We did it as a tribute to you!” Oh, come on! Everybody in Hollywood knows a “tribute” means money. Oh, well, maybe imitation is the sincerest form of flattery. Just recently, new Odorama cards were developed and Polyester was again rereleased commercially in movie theaters. It goes to show: You can’t keep a smelly girl down.


ACCIDENTALLY COMMERCIAL
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All you need is one really good idea. And, boy, a fat white girl fighting for racial integration was it! The miracle of Hairspray is a gift that keeps on giving. First came my original movie in 1988, based on my exaggerated memories of The Buddy Deane Show, a local TV dance party only broadcast in Baltimore. Hairspray was a dance movie, not a musical. None of those crazy-gimmick rhythm-and-blues songs you heard on the soundtrack (except the great title song by Rachel Sweet) were written for the film. They were hidden away in my record collection just waiting to be listened to again in a brand-new way.

Even though I didn’t yet have any kind of agent, I tried to go Hollywood when my L.A. friend Jeff Buhai, suddenly hot with his hit movie Revenge of the Nerds, offered to take me around to the studios to pitch my new movie idea. I didn’t even know what a pitch was, but Jeff taught me. He explained how you go into a producer’s office and basically do a stand-up routine: a fifteen-minute song and dance about your imagined movie; why it will be good, make money, and bring coolness to the studio. I figured with all my experience being on the road and hyping my past “trash epics,” this new vaudeville routine might be a snap.

We went everywhere: Geffen, Fox, Paramount, Columbia, David Madden, Laurie MacDonald, Dale Pollock—they all turned us down. Even though I hadn’t written the script yet, I did have the entire movie in my head right down to some of the more obscure dance steps, which I performed live right in their offices. Nobody went for it. Not one nibble. I had a past that could scare away even the most adventuresome executive. Yes, they respected what I’d done—Odorama had been a marketing coup and most of them had seen Pink Flamingos at midnight somewhere in their youth, but that didn’t mean they were willing to risk their jobs by backing my next production. I was still unsafe.

OK, no development deal. I had to write the script on spec, but since I had already thought up the pitch in such detail, it wasn’t that hard a job. Larry “Ratso” Sloman, the editor at National Lampoon, who had been publishing some essays that ended up in my book Crackpot, suggested I contact a friend of his, the New York producer Stanley Buchthal, who might be able to get me the budget for Hairspray after New Line had been noncommittal. Bucky, as he was known, never did get anyone to invest, but he talked a good game, and the chance of his possibly taking over the project bluffed Bob Shaye into stepping up to the plate and including Bucky in the deal.

We talked New Line into a real budget of $2.7 million, and I remember holding my breath before having the nerve to ask Bob Shaye for $100,000 to write and direct plus a share of the profits (the film took twenty-one years to break even according to reports I still receive). When he didn’t blink and said yes to my demands, I almost collapsed. We went Screen Actors Guild, too, something I had always needlessly feared and shouldn’t have, because they worked with me to give us a good deal since we hired so many African American actors. I stupidly didn’t join the Directors Guild of America or the Writers Guild, which was so naive of me. Always join the unions! You later get royalties on DVDs, foreign levies, and TV sales without the expenses deducted as on usual studio paperwork. Even if your film was a big bomb! If I had been in the Writers Guild when I made Hairspray, my deal on the musical with New Line would automatically have been more lucrative. The biggest perk of all in the unions? Guild members must be flown first-class by the studios when out on a promotional tour. I still was flying coach! But who’s complaining? I was about to film a Hollywood movie!

Making Hairspray was one of the happiest times in my life. The shoot went miraculously well even though that summer the dreaded invasion of the seventeen-year locusts was in full force. These ugly cicadas ruined sound takes with their infernal buzzing and smashed their disgusting little bodies into the camera lens by the hundreds. Ricki Lake wasn’t fazed; she was Tracy Turnblad for real, and even though only a handful of fat girls showed up to audition in 1987 (there was a line of a thousand Tracy wannabes outside the NBC studios when they announced open casting for that role for the 2016 version), no one has ever topped Ricki’s performance, in my book. She deserves every bit of the success she’s had since. I haven’t spoken to the original Link Larkin, Michael St. Gerard, for decades but I do know where he is. This onetime Elvis look-alike was for a while a Christian minister in Harlem, and Ricki’s still in touch with him. Colleen Fitzpatrick (Amber) went on to be the pop star Vitamin C, and Clayton Prince (Seaweed) later was high up in the Guardian Angels, the real ones—not the movie version. Jerry Stiller (Wilbur) is alive and well and went on to Seinfeld and lots of other TV and film hits. Leslie Ann Powers (Penny) seemed missing in action until recently, when she stepped out of her self-imposed Hairspray Witness Protection Program and showed up at the thirtieth-anniversary screening at the IFC in New York City, coming up onstage with me to do a Q&A. Sadly, Ruth Brown is no longer with us, but, wow, what a legend, what a career. Sonny Bono was killed in that tragic skiing accident, and the only real time I ever met Cher, she thanked me for the nice things I said about him on Ted Koppel’s show right after the news broke. Debbie Harry is more than still working, she’s a living legend, and I was first in line to buy tickets for her cabaret act at the Café Carlyle in New York. We’re still buddies and sometimes even go out on “dates” to premieres. She “puts out” in the glamour department big-time.

Pia Zadora was brave to make Hairspray with me at the pinnacle of her screen notoriety. I’m proud that I got her good reviews for her performance as a beatnik chick. Allen Ginsberg seemed offended when I asked him for permission for Pia’s character to read “Howl” out loud in the movie. Lighten up, Allen; I wasn’t making fun of the poem or Pia. Both were always iconic without irony in my book. Did I bring up your unrepentant membership in NAMBLA, the long-term pedophile’s rights group? No, I did not. Don’t be so judgmental. Pia never was.

I got my first taste of Hollywood marketing hell when New Line decided to give Hairspray test screenings in California before it opened nationally. Obviously, I had never tested my earlier films (imagine the forced reshoots that would have resulted for Pink Flamingos; Divine would have eaten gummy bear worms at the end!), so I didn’t fear the results as much as I should have. Mercifully, I wasn’t there in Long Beach, but I did hear about it soon after. Of the 293 recruited audience members, 55 walked out. Overall the film received “below average” ratings. Males liked Ricki Lake much better than females did. Fifty-seven percent described Hairspray as “corny,” and 23 percent said it was “unbelievable.” Amber’s throwing up on the amusement park ride was singled out as a “least favorite scene.” Duh.

When the MPAA gave the film a PG rating, I, at first, thought I’d never work again, and New Line was nervous, too, suggesting I dub in the word “shit” somewhere on the soundtrack so we’d get a PG-13. But then I realized maybe a family-friendly rating was the shock I needed to turn my career around forever. I didn’t know it yet but Hairspray was a Trojan horse. It had the power to sneak into middle-class homes and espouse gay marriage and teenage race mixing without anybody noticing. We were soon to find out that the test results were wrong. Even racists loved Hairspray!

But New Line was still anxious about marketing a John Waters film for mainstream moviegoers. Instead of visually showing our fat teenage heroine or her drag queen mother in the ads, they shot a generic photo of two sets of dancing legs vaguely dressed in sixties fashion and used that for the poster. No members of the cast were shown at all. I had thought up an ad line, “Their Hair Was Perfect but the World Was a Mess,” but I guess that didn’t test well either because it wasn’t used until much later, in the U.K. release.

None of this mattered once the reviews came out. Except for The Baltimore Sun’s Lou Cedrone (“Admittedly doing a comedy about racism isn’t that easy, so maybe we can blame it on that. Waters is obviously aiming for camp but it doesn’t quite work”) and Rex Reed (“disgusting”), all the notices were spectacular. Divine was especially pleased when Pauline Kael praised his performance. My favorite good review, in Rolling Stone, was by David Edelstein, who described Hairspray as a “family movie that both the Bradys and Mansons could love.” The grosses were good, too—the first week we averaged $10,000 a screen and it opened wider the next week and continued doing well. “Could play here forever,” Variety trumpeted of the grosses at the Waverly Theater in Greenwich Village (now the IFC). Finally it seemed I had a real aboveground hit.

And then Divine died. I’m still shocked to this day that he’s gone. He was only forty-two years old. My friends’ children are older than that today. Hairspray had been in the theater for just two weeks. The last time I saw Divine was when we met for dinner at Odeon Restaurant (last table on the right on the southern wall) in New York City. He arrived in a limo (God knows who paid for that) and we ate alone and marveled happily at our new success. After, I walked him to his car, kissed him
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