
[image: cover]


[image: ]


For Elaine


CONTENTS

PREFACE

1 BRITISH TRASH CINEMA

2 BRITISH TRASH CINEPHILIA

3 TASTE THE BLOOD OF ENGLAND

4 MOON ZERO TWO AND OTHER UNEARTHLY STRANGERS

5 ZOMBIES, SLEAZE AND PSYCHOMANIA

6 DINOSAURS AND FUR BIKINIS

7 NAUGHTY!

8 EROS EXPLODING

9 THE ART OF TRASH

10 WHAT FRESH HELL IS THIS?

NOTES

INDEX


PREFACE

This book began with dreams of slave girls.

For years I hankered after Slave Girls (1967), the second, cheapest and most obscure of Hammer’s prehistoric fantasies. Quickly thrown together after the success of One Million Years B.C. (1966) and filmed on the same sets and with the same costumes, Slave Girls was the story of a rhino-worshipping tribe of Amazonian women ruled by Martine Beswick. The stills I had seen showed her stretching in seductively feline poses on couches and stroking an enormous white horn. It looked sublime.

Often considered one of Hammer’s worst mistakes, Slave Girls was shown first in the US under its original title of Prehistoric Women and then cut by twenty minutes for its British release, retitled and dumped at the bottom half of a bill. Despite its disastrous reputation, this was a film I needed to hunt down and ensnare, for it ticked almost too many boxes for a British exploitation fan. An anticipatory cultist, I pursued this elusive film by degrees, securing a copy of the original screenplay (now signed by Beswick!) and a vast wall-filling French poster of Femmes Prehistoriques, but the film itself was virtually impossible to see till it turned up at the Barbican in 1996 as part of a Hammer season. At last I could revel in its gaudy colour in ‘HammerScope’ complete with stretched and grainy stock footage – and missed the second half because I had to rush for a plane. Not till the film came out on DVD in the US did I finally, with an admitted bat-squeak of disappointment, get to own and consume the whole marvellously camp farrago. Yet how could it ever live up to my imaginary construction of it? Now Slave Girls is available in Britain, uncut as Prehistoric Women, on pristine anamorphic DVD and Blu-ray, its aura diminished but not, for me, its talismanic fascination.

That obscure and unloved film, more than any other in its combination of rarity, erotic thrills and tantalising subtexts prompted this book’s adventures in the wilds of British cinema since the 1950s. Asked to describe the kind of ‘trash’ I was writing about, I would eagerly enumerate the qualities and bewilderments of Slave Girls. And the feelings I have about this seemingly indefensible film – proud embarrassment at liking it, irritation that it is now easily accessible to ‘civilians’ and slightly wishing it was still just out of reach, and uncertainty about why it matters to me beyond so many other much better films – echo throughout the pages of British Trash Cinema.

Slave Girls sums up, too, many of the problems of defining and making sense of British trash. It is a low-budget ‘exploitation film’, indifferently written and acted with the exception of Beswick’s imperious performance, which has earned it a minor but well-deserved cult following. The film’s flamboyant high camp is compromised by budgetary limitations, but that enforced rationing of ‘paracinematic’ excess itself seems typically ‘British’. Full of moments of rich idiocy, Slave Girls is surreal in the offhand way you might call an unexpected juxtaposition surreal, and there is too, from today’s perspective, a certain nostalgia in its innocent eroticism, trembling at the cusp of the Permissive Society, as well as more than a hint of self-mockery that suggests the film is not quite as daft as it looks. On the one hand, one could write about it as a laughable disaster (a ‘bad-film’, as scholars of trash say) or as a prime example of the wily cynicism with which British exploitation recycled material. But on the other hand, one could attempt an irrational enlargement, as the surrealists called it, a feverish appropriation of the film’s lurid interpretative possibilities in the language of dreams and poetry.
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The seductively feline Martine Beswick in Hammer’s Slave Girls



Slave Girls is from most rational perspectives a tatty but instructive waste of celluloid, at best an example of a certain kind of impoverished and disposable pulp film-making. Far more subjectively, though, it is what trash cinema itself is all about – those precious fleeting moments when the commercial stumbles haphazardly into the erotically oneiric and avant-garde. For whatever else it is, Slave Girls is emphatically a film – and its pleasures are wholly cinematic ones, however transient, trivial or meretricious, and the very trashiness of their execution is catnip to cinephiles. Unburdened, it would seem, by intentional meaning, this innocently hapless film is perfect for obsession and flights of writerly fancy – or is that perhaps just special pleading by an over-excited ‘trash aesthete’ hot for the thrills of weirdness and obscurity? Slave Girls fails comprehensively on a literary level, but how important, really, is that compared with cinema’s uniquely magical capture of images from the past, resurrection of the dead and the dreamlike experience of a fantasy world, however tawdry, unspooling in light?

Digging a little deeper, Slave Girls, with its racial and sado-masochistic fixations, enables little stabs of insight into what might grandiosely be described as the Unconscious, even what the Marxist critic Fredric Jameson calls the Political Unconscious, of British culture seething with repression and coming apart in the 1960s. Or perhaps the film really is just rubbish after all, trash in its most demotic and throwaway sense, and not worth a second glance when there are so many shiny new Blu-rays of Great Films to improve the mind.

British Trash Cinema is all about films like Slave Girls, from the first stirrings of British exploitation in the 1950s to straight-to-DVD horror in the present day. Here are the overlooked and the begging to be reappraised, the despised and the forgotten; the crassly populist and strangely compelling; mistakes, follies, botches and bold experimental disasters. Some are genre films and some uncategorisably odd. All are candidates for cult reappraisal. The discards of British cinema, these orphaned films, like trash everywhere, are worth the effort to salvage and recycle, to be made useful once again as objects of pleasure, contemplation and even scholarly indulgence.

‘Trash’ is a label in this book and not a contemptuous libel, as I’ve anxiously explained to film-makers piqued that their beloved movies pop up in its pages. Critics have often been at odds with both popular tastes, which they cannot police and regularly despair at, and with the even more recherché tastes of cultists and cineastes, who revel in bizarre and undervalued films maudits and who, when they notice British films at all, love a different kind of British cinema and perhaps a different vision of Britain. But this book is not simply an exercise in critic-baiting nor is it intended for aficionados of trash only. It is an entry-level introduction, indebted to the research of numerous amateur and academic scholars, to the underworld of British cinema since the 1950s.

I didn’t set out to write an industrial history of exploitation cinema, to compile encyclopaedia entries on every British trash film, or to replicate the bravura list-making and reviews of websites like britishhorrorfilms.co.uk and the porn review site bgafd.co.uk. This book aspires neither to the peerless comprehensiveness of the most distinguished historians of British horror, such as Jonathan Rigby and David Pirie, nor to the astonishing depth of knowledge of the doyens of sex-film scholars, Simon Sheridan and Gavin Whitaker, whose gavcrimson.blogspot is an invaluable resource on British sexploitation. Here you’ll find simply the trash films I passionately wanted to write about. There is an unapologetic prejudice towards the trash I find most interesting and challenging, am offended by or protective of; films in which, for one reason or another, I have acquired an unexpected emotional investment, biased by private preferences, nostalgia and politics. In short, this book is a cinephiliac dérive through my DVD and video collection (I saw few of them in the cinema) in the hope I might communicate some of my love for and excitement about the ‘worst’ of British pictures. I have approached the films from whatever perspective and in whatever style I felt did them justice – from academic ‘symptomatic criticism’ (the default when exploring trash) to industrial history, guided by archive work and interviews with practitioners and drawing on numerous accounts of production histories by fan-archaeologists.

As I’ll explain in more detail in the first couple of chapters, the term ‘trash’ is used here in a number of overlapping ways.

First, it refers, straightforwardly enough, to exploitation films – low-budget genre movies, mostly, which have sometimes gained cult reputations for their oddness and rarity. These films are trash in the sense of being designed for the built-in obsolescence of weekly exhibition cycles and the rapid turnover of video and DVD shelves. Often they are unrespectable and embarrassing films, whose attractions rely on the twin exploitation standbys of flesh and fiends, naked women and gory thrills.

But there are other kinds of trash here too, such as straightforwardly ‘bad’ films like Raise the Titanic (1980), tossed aside by cinema history and changing regimes of taste. Horror, science fiction (SF) and sexploitation, thanks to the ‘New British Revisionism’ which I discuss in Chapter 1, are in comparatively less need of critical survey and recuperation than when the pleasures of British trash first sucked me in back in the early 1990s. In fact, as my research went on, fascination grew for two almost entirely ignored categories of trash – kitsch crossovers between art and exploitation, such as Boom (1968), and The Great Ecstasy of Robert Carmichael (2005) and what is usually dismissed as rubbishy hack-work, like Dirty Weekend (1993) and Outlaw (2007).

The book also tracks the wider cultural influence of trash via art cinema and underground practice on film-makers such as Ken Russell and Derek Jarman, and the creation of a commercial trash aesthetic by entrepreneurs such as Antony Balch, whose activities as director, distributor and cinema programmer cut across exploitation and the avant-garde. Throughout the book I explore not only the history of trash cinema, in the many conflicting senses of the term, but also the uses and value of trash for film-makers, cultists and, for what it is worth, myself – as a style, a heritage and a metaphor for an alternative cinema and another Britain.

More covertly, this book is about the education of a trash aesthete, for whom trash cinephilia is a way of coping with the present by reimagining the past.

This book should have been written and published years ago; it is shameful to admit how many. Still, for various reasons it was not and the book reflects interests that go back through my entire academic career and life as a cinephile.

I am grateful to the following for granting me interviews and entering into correspondence: Anna Arrowsmith, J. G. Ballard, Martine Beswick, Rhys Davies, Vera Day, Mike Freeman, Richard Gordon, Ray Harryhausen, Lindsay Honey (www.ben-dover.biz), Poppy Morgan, Olivia Newton-John, Jonathan Sothcott and Norman J. Warren.

Many colleagues and friends have helped this book on its way over the years, and I extend my thanks especially to Martin Barker, Steve Chibnall and the Cinema and Television History (CATH) Research Centre at De Montfort University, Ian Conrich, Marcus Hearn, Peter Hutchings, David McGillivray, Laura Mee, Xavier Mendik, Julian Petley, Simon Sheridan, Sarah Street, Johnny Walker, Mike Weaver and the unfailingly helpful staff at the BFI Library and the BBFC. Rebecca Barden at BFI/Palgrave commissioned and supported the book wonderfully and patiently throughout its interminable gestation. Feona Attwood, Ernest Mathijs, David McGillivray, Julian Petley, Clarissa Smith, Justin Smith, Johnny Walker and Norman J. Warren were kind enough to read and comment on chapter drafts. I should stress that the book’s failings and errors are of course entirely my own fault.

The Faculty of Humanities at De Montfort University granted me study leave in 2011, which allowed me finally to start drafting the book. The Media, Film and Journalism Research Committee funded numerous visits to the BFI Library and the BBFC, and enabled me to try out some of my ideas at conferences. Duncan Murray Wines in Market Harborough, Leicestershire, fuelled the last few months of writing and helped me get through much panic, boredom and indecision.

My greatest thanks by far, however, go to my beloved mother and to Elaine, the book’s dedicatee, whose love and support were inspiring at a very difficult time.

The book draws on work I have published over the last fifteen or so years. Some of Chapter 4 reworks ‘The Far Side of Moon Zero Two’ in Science Fiction Studies vol. 85 (November 2001), pp. 355–64. Chapter 6 includes some material from my chapter, ‘Take an Easy Ride: Sexploitation in the 1970s’ in Robert Shail’s edited collection Seventies British Cinema (London: BFI, 2008), which is reproduced with the permission of the publishers. The section on Permissive in Chapter 7 was originally published in the booklet that accompanied the BFI’s Flipside release of Permissive on DVD and Blu-ray.


1 BRITISH TRASH CINEMA

This film is quite blatantly directed at a certain type of audience which, unfortunately, does exist.1

I seldom go to see British films for pleasure. I go out of duty, and invariably regret it.2

What is your idea of a proper British picture? A stiff upper-lipped romance in a railway station? A sturdy black-and-white war film with John Mills or Richard Attenborough? Something historical, perhaps, with floppy-haired Englishmen in white flannels and Keira Knightley looking soulful in crinoline? Or one of the great crowd-pleasers: Gainsborough, Ealing, Bond, Carry On, Hammer and Harry Potter?

It has been truthfully said that ‘British cinema, with the best will in the world, is more a carefully constructed illusion than a serious industry’, but the ‘brand’ of British cinema continues to have purchase on the popular imagination.3 A 2012 Film Policy Review paper on the future of the industry after the abolition of the UK Film Council (UKFC), at a time when British films were more successful than for many years, quoted British respondents as citing humour (‘a sort of dark humour’) and authenticity (‘gritty, more like real life’) as the key ‘British values’ that marked a film as British and thereby pleasingly ‘non-Hollywood’.4 In the global marketplace, meanwhile, British films seem firmly identified with classy nostalgia, realism and modest literary ambition. In 1999 the British Film Institute came up with an uncontroversial list of the 100 ‘best’ British films, topped by The Third Man (1949) and Lawrence of Arabia (1962) and weighted towards the 1960s.5 Consensus was that Britain could be proud of its numerous world classics, most of which were indeed, as you might expect, literary adaptations, ‘heritage films’ and realist dramas in the kitchen-sink tradition. Yet there still clings to British cinema a sense of disappointment, of being, on the one hand, in Hollywood’s shadow and, on the other, subordinate to and even oppressed by the great achievements of British theatre and the novel (for, as a current Waterstones promotion insists, ‘The book is always better’). British cinema for all its triumphs remains awkwardly stranded between art and populism, a nubile Cinderella – to borrow a line from If…. (1968) – sparsely clad and often interfered with.

Debate rolls on about what is meant by a proper British picture. Controversy is sharpest over what kinds of films to support financially so as to promote both commercial success and the national culture. The Eady Levy, which channelled box-office takings back into film production from 1950 till its abolition in 1985, encouraged the international investment that underpinned the sex and horror film boom of the 1960s to the 1970s; and in recent years the doling out of Lottery money through the late UK Film Council led to the funding of a number of barely released, low-budget comedies, horror films and thrillers, such as Sex Lives of the Potato Men (2004) and Straightheads (2007), which, given the heterogeneity of the films supported by the UKFC, earned the Council an undue amount of negative attention.6 The Daily Telegraph in 2004, after the disastrous release of Sex Lives of the Potato Men, which concentrated critics’ minds on the funding and profile of British cinema, complained that, unlike the Arts Council, whose role the UKFC took over in 2000, the Film Council tried to second-guess the market and fund ‘commercially minded’ films, and cited ‘wan little British films that disappear quickly from cinemas’.7 Examples included Bodysong (2003), This Is Not a Love Song (2002), Emotional Backgammon (2003) and Suzy Gold (2004), none of which recouped their budget. Emotional Backgammon sold 209 tickets and grossed £1,056. Needless to say, a film like Sex Lives of the Potato Men is somewhat at odds with a definition of British cinema that rests on Harry Potter (2001–11) and Oscar-bait like The King’s Speech (2010) (also backed by the UKFC). British cinema today ranges from Wuthering Heights (2011) and Skyfall (2012) to Stag Night of the Dead (2011) – all of them, in one way or another, expressive of contemporary Britain, but who is to say which is more properly ‘authentic’? Which represents the ‘true’ British cinema that projects ‘our’ culture to the world?
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Sex Lives of the Potato Men: not a proper British film?



CINEMA IN THE RAW

Beyond the heritage of official British cinema, there has always been, for want of a more precise term, British trash cinema – a long tradition of cheap exploitation and improper entertainments that has shocked, appalled, frustrated and delighted in equal measure. Into this makeshift category are grouped all manner of critically and often popularly despised offences against what British cinema ought to be, offences even more blatant than Bond, Hammer and the Carry Ons, which by some standards are quite trashy enough.

Trash represents what Charles Barr emphasised was a key component of British cinema – a ‘strong under-life – represented most powerfully by the horror film’.8 Here are weird, obscure, haphazardly surreal and marginal films, compellingly bad and entrancingly bizarre, the sort of films that mainstream critics disdain or simply never see but which cultists seek out (or rather nowadays click to purchase on amazon.com or download as torrents). Much of this is ‘psychotronic’ cinema, as Michael Weldon called it, condemned by critics ‘for the very reasons that millions continue to enjoy them: violence, sex, noise, and often violent escapism’.9 They especially appeal to that category of film fan, the ‘trash cinephile’ who revels in films exiled from the mainstream and ‘is far too cynical to sit through whimsical romantic comedy, or a big budget event movie’.10

This book outlines some of the key modes of British trash cinema, and their reception by their original intended audiences, but it is also, and in many ways more fundamentally, about the contemporary cult of trash cinema. Many of the films are not cult films – or at any rate not yet, though the field of British cinema as a whole is certainly the object of cult interest. But the reasons for getting interested in these films, and the pleasures they afford viewers today who watch them in a generous and receptive spirit, are absolutely informed by cult. There is then a dual perspective on the films – on the one hand, a neutral view which summarises the history of trash, and on the other, a cult view, not the same as that of the intended audiences, which addresses the films’ particular attractions and, more important, uses for a certain kind of excessively committed viewer.

Most obviously trash cinema includes exploitation and sexploitation films – low-budget horror and science fiction, shoestring sex comedies and softcore pornography, which are typically dismissed as the lowest, most formulaic and sometimes most dangerously corrupting manifestations of film production.11 From the 1950s to the 1980s over 400 exploitation films were made in Britain, ranging from international hits, such as Hammer’s Dracula (1958), to eternal outcasts little seen outside specialist cinemas, such as the sex films Come Play with Me (1977) and Erotic Inferno (1975). They count as trash because they are or were regarded as worthless, disposable and ephemeral junk; in short, not so much bad but disgraceful, and consequently the target of harassment by censors and moral guardians, who in Britain have long been suspicious of cinema’s delinquent energy and popular reach. Cultists have of course revived interest in the margins of cinema, especially horror and sex films, and it is cultists with a taste for low genres, bad taste and bad films, kitsch and the frankly sub-cinematic who are the main enthusiasts nowadays for British films which, however popular at the time, have since fallen by the canonical wayside.

But British trash cinema is arguably distinct from the disreputable cult cinemas of the US and continental Europe. It is less well known, for one thing. Hammer apart, British trash remains a niche cult among cults. It is true that the most celebrated of all cult films, The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975), is indeed British, but how many fans of that unique prefabricated trash movie went on to explore Devil Girl from Mars (1954), Psychomania (1973), Toomorrow (1970), Vampyres (1974), Big Zapper (1974), Dirty Weekend and the unforgettable kitsch of Boom and Can Heironymus Merkin Ever Forget Mercy Humppe and Find True Happiness? (1969)? Most Rocky Horror fans, I suspect, kept their virginity as regards such obscure gems. Yet each of those films can boast a select following of connoisseurs. Many times I’ve witnessed eyes light up in disbelieving recall at the mention of Psychomania – zombie bikers! Beryl Reid turning into a frog! As Fangoria sardonically remarked, that film ‘is an artefact of post-mod British kitsch, admired with irony and worshipped by millions, perhaps thousands, even dozens of cult movie fans around the globe’.12 For, alas, its cultists are few indeed, even in Britain, compared to those of the Italian horror maestro Lucio Fulci, the inept American auteur Ed Wood and, attracting the largest cohort of fans of British films, James Bond.

British trash also – how can I put this? – feels different from other trash cinemas (in ways not all cultists will respond to) thanks to the impact of restrictive censorship and the peculiar social, production and distribution contexts of British film. Although this book trolls through a cinema of transgression, not all of it is a wild ride into excess, subversion and lurid erotic defiance. British trash is also, and perhaps mostly, a cinema of routine underachievement, of stupid sub-B movies, austerity thrillers, unfunny comedies and failed grabs at naughtiness. Sometimes inspired, frequently weird, often sad and desperate – rather, in fact, like Britain itself – our trash cinema opens onto not only a world of exotic pleasures but also one of compromise and impoverishment, thwarted ambition, social embarrassment, silent erotic yearning and suburban boredom. That, being British myself, with a stereotypical fondness for unassuming mediocrity and gallant failure, is reason enough for me to love it.

BEASTS IN THE CELLAR

Trash refers in large part to what Julian Petley in 1986 famously called, borrowing the term from Hammer’s 1968 fantasy, ‘the Lost Continent’.13 Petley, in a foundational article for what I’ll risk capitalising as the New British Revisionism in Film Studies, highlighted the crucial counter-tradition of romance and anti-realism in British cinema, which had been overlooked for reasons of class, aesthetic snobbery and hostility to popular cinema and even, you might say, to cinema itself: ‘an other, repressed side of British cinema, a dark, disdained thread weaving the length and breadth of that cinema, crossing authorial and generic boundaries, sometimes almost entirely visible, sometimes erupting explosively, always received critically with fear and disapproval’.14 This lost continent included not only trash but the saturated romanticism of Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger, and the Gothic tradition of Hammer and its imitators, as well as the ambitious hybrid art cinema of Ken Russell and Peter Greenaway. Emerging from deeply culturally embedded traditions of fantasy, nonsense and absurd humour, this was a heterogeneous cinema which challenged the subordination of cinema to literature and theatre. Visceral and ‘visual’, boldly mythic and erotic, it had been habitually overlooked by critics committed to realism and the literary. The films, from art house to horror, still challenge dominant conceptions of British cinema and expand its range and remit beyond what cultural gatekeepers allow. Kate Egan makes the crucial point that horror films, for example, and especially modern ones,

are not considered in relation to the idea that they are commercial ventures based around spectacle and fantasy, but are measured against a realist norm, where the logic and plausibility of narrative and characterisation always takes priority over the visual and spectacular.15

Consequently, reviewers tend to ‘view any deviation from the notion that a narrative should be convincing, logical and realistic as evidence of a “bad” film’.16

The keynote of the films of the lost continent was fantasy, even a strain of British surrealism. Many of the films Petley highlighted were popular genre films, which critical convention had overlooked or taken for granted – the horror films in particular. But beyond them is, as well as other genres, unpopular popular cinema – films catering to the wrong people (devotees of sex cinemas, for example), or films barely seen at all, or flops even in otherwise successful genres. Tom Ryall, referring to British cinema in the 1930s, highlights the importance of conceiving of national cinema as being as diverse as the nation it represents. British cinema has always been torn between art and entertainment, low culture and literary ambition, imitation and rejection of Hollywood, public-service realism and genre:

The notion of a sub-current or an alternative oppositional strand of national cinema is important in the analysis of the idea of national cinema itself. The term ‘national cinema’ is often locked into a form of essentialism which implies the possibility of a single unitary form of expression which can be designated as representative of a nation. A corollary of this is that there also exists a unitary national culture which can simply be mapped onto a set of cinematic signifiers to constitute the national cinema. Britain, however, as a political entity has been carved out of a variety of regions and nations, ways of life which can be differentiated from each other in terms of gender, class and race. National cinemas in their overall profile necessarily reflect such differences and, indeed, can be conceptualised as elements in the broader arena of ideology.17

This notion of an alternative or ‘dark side’ of British cinema is a provocative and attractive metaphor, and I’ll exploit it ruthlessly throughout this book. But it can be criticised as an oversimplification, like the other handy binaries which bedevil mappings of British cinema, such as Michael Balcon’s phrase ‘realism and tinsel’, and
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