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SICK IN THE HEAD


SECOND COMING


SHE DEVIL WITH A SHOTGUN


 


***
















 


 


“The fundamental reason young males
went to schlock double features in the golden age was in the hope of seeing
breasts or, failing that, stuff blowed up real good.”


Roger Ebert


 


 


“If we had to justify our trivial
silly pleasures, we’d have a hard time.” 


Pauline Kael.
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For as long
as the hoi polloi have enjoyed watching schlock, the upper echelons have
attempted to restrict their access to it.  Intended to govern the content of
movies, the Motion Picture Production Code inadvertently allowed exploitation
films to flourish during the 1930s and 1940s when independent filmmakers began
making and showing the kinds of films that Hollywood no longer could.  These
were itinerant carnival people that moved from territory to territory, leasing
theatres and showing beat-up prints of their latest cinematic atrocity, earning
themselves fortunes in the process.


One of the
most famous of the early exploiteers was Dwain Esper, whose lurid promotional
gimmicks often saw him chased out of town by disgruntled authorities.  Dubbed
“The king of the celluloid gypsies”, he exhibited the mummified body of
Oklahoma outlaw Elmer McCurdy in the lobby of theatres showing Narcotic
(1933) and displayed salt, sugar and flour at screenings of Marihuana
(1936), labelling them cocaine, heroin and opium.


Drive-ins
put an end to “roadshowing”, but as they declined in popularity during the
1960s and 1970s, theatre owners began looking for edgier material that would
draw crowds.  Changing social attitudes meant the Production Code was
officially abolished in 1968 and as Drive-in operators began booking movies
like Night Of The Living Dead, The Texas Chain Saw Massacre and Halloween,
the exploitation movie entered its golden age.


During this
period, filmmakers such as Herschell Gordon Lewis, John Waters and Al Adamson
made many wild, weird and wonderful movies.  The writing was on the wall by the
late 70s, though, and they knew it.  Adamson left filmmaking behind in 1983,
around the time the exploitation circuit started to collapse in the face of
competition from video.


When
Paramount released Friday The 13th in 1980, the glorified
Drive-in movie took in over $100 million worldwide, forcing competing studios
to muscle in and effectively transferring the exploitation film from the
Drive-in to the multiplex.  As giant conglomerates swallowed up studios and
began producing movies to tie in with their theme parks and merchandising
outlets, motion pictures became trailers for the ride, the toys, the CDs, the
games.  Hollywood no longer made films; it was selling a product.  


No longer
guaranteed a theatrical run, the producers of low-budget schlock took to
selling their titles through the large chains, which required the content to be
fairly mainstream.  That meant no torn off penises, no Nazi villainesses and
almost certainly no power tools shown entering a man’s head above the tagline The
blood flows in rivers, and the drill keeps tearing through flesh and bone. 



Toning down
exploitation movies for mass consumption, however, seems to be missing the
point.  As Frank Henenlotter notes, they’re supposed to have an attitude you
don’t find with mainstream Hollywood productions.  They’re meant to be a little
ruder, a little raunchier, to deal with material that people don’t usually
touch on.


In
exploitation pictures, the family unit is either failing or dysfunctional, and
Julia Roberts’ smile won’t fix it.  Their aim is to get under your skin, not
prop up the fantasies of homemakers in Peoria.  Sure, a lot of them were made
just to put rubes in seats, and Zombie Flesh Eaters doesn’t have much to
say about The Meaning Of It All, but it still has an attitude that’s absent
from most modern fare.


Hopefully
your ambition now is to seek out as much old school schlock as you can, in
which case this book should serve you well.  In these pages, you’ll find
several dozen spirited alternatives to the formulaic flicks that clog up
multiplexes.  From Mexican wrestling movies through Nazisploitation to a nude space
vampire wreaking havoc in 80s London, there isn’t a movie here that was
assembled by committee or set before a focus group.


But enough
already….
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A LONG
TIME AGO….


Before a
single British cinema opened its doors, filmed entertainment had acquired a
sleazy reputation courtesy of the Kinetoscope, or peepshow.  Popular at
funfairs and amusement parks, and such a novel invention that showmen didn’t
require a licence to operate them, the little black boxes allowed the working
classes to view such unforgettable tableaux as What The Butler Saw and Beware
My Husband Comes.


At the
beginning of the Twentieth Century, peepshows were eclipsed by movie palaces
that projected two-minute (or shorter) moving pictures onto their walls. 
Actually, palace is too grand a word for the converted shops where
Britain’s poor gathered to watch the earliest films.  The rooms lacked lighting
and often stank of urine, it being easier to relieve yourself in the dark rather
than visit the outdoor conveniences.


The point
seems worth stating: movies began as cheap entertainment for the poor who,
unlike the upper classes, were transfixed by the new medium.  Much to the
chagrin of moral watchdogs, they wanted to see action, violence and sex, though
not necessarily in that order.  


When the
British Board of Film Censors (BBFC) opened for business in 1913, its remit was
simple: to give Government approval to the film industry’s output and, if
necessary, to censor or ban pictures considered “abhorrent to British ideas.” 
With no written code, the Board classified films as “U” (general admission) or
“A” (“Advisory”, suggested for viewers aged over 16). 


Within the
first two decades of its existence, the BBFC imposed the two longest running
bans of the Twentieth Century.  Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin
was banned between 1926 and 1954 lest its scenes of rebellion give anyone ideas
on how to conduct a mutiny, but the longest running ban was reserved for the
censor’s favourite whipping boy, the horror film.  Shortly before the
introduction of the ‘H’ certificate (for ‘Horrific’), Tod Browning’s Freaks (1932)
fell afoul of the censor for its story of greed and murder at a circus where
the performers were played by real-life freaks.  By the time the BBFC
overturned the ban in 1963, America’s Drive-ins were showing the kind of
pictures that would cause British censors trouble in the future.


Films such
as Blood Feast (1963), Love Camp 7 (1968), A Bay Of Blood (1971)
and The Last House On The Left (1972) were either never formally
submitted to the BBFC or refused a certificate and, until the arrival of video,
remained unseen in a country that considered Hammer Films the ne plus ultra of
gore.  The novelty of video meant that distributors were not legally obliged to
submit their material for classification, so for the first time punters were
able to watch movies about cannibals, sadistic Nazis and psychotic killers
armed with power tools.  The cover art for these videos would’ve done an American
exploitation outfit proud: from Cannibal Holocaust’s gut-munching native
to S.S. Experiment Camp’s crucifixion of a naked starlet, nothing was
left to the imagination.


It wasn’t
long before Mary Whitehouse of the National Viewers and Listeners Association
(NVALA or “National Valour”), which had previously rallied against such TV
shows as Benny Hill and Dr Who, campaigned to ban these “Video Nasties.”  Mrs
Whitehouse had an ally in Conservative MP Graham Bright, who sponsored a Bill
that amended the 1959 Obscene Publications Act to include movies.  Working from
a list of 72 offending titles drawn up by the Director of Public Prosecutions
(DPP), police seized any material they believed would “deprave and corrupt”
viewers, often citing the covers as reasonable grounds for confiscation.  


Even though The
Last House On The Left, Cannibal Holocaust and I Spit On Your Grave
played in American theaters without inciting riots, anyone who owned or
distributed them in the UK faced fines and imprisonment.  Justifying his
position in an on-camera interview, Bright said, “I believe there is research
taking place and it will show that these films not only affect young people but
I believe they affect dogs as well.”


There was a
saner explanation for the moral panic: 1983 was an election year.  After the
Conservatives seized power in 1979, their image as the party of law and order
was tarnished by riots, unemployment and a high crime rate.  Video gave them
the perfect opportunity to say, “Don’t look at us, look at them.”


After the
party returned to power, the Bright Bill passed without a single dissenting
vote and the Video Recordings Act was born.  From September 1 1985, all videos
released in the United Kingdom required a certificate from the newly
rechristened British Board of Film Classification, and all uncertified titles
had to be withdrawn and resubmitted. 
















 


ANTHROPOPHAGUS:
THE BEAST (1980)


Directed
by Joe D’Amato


Starring George Eastman, Tisa Farrow, Mark
Bodin, Bob Larsen


 


ABSURD
(1981) 


Directed
by Joe D’Amato


Starring George Eastman, Edmund Purdum, Annie
Belle, Katya Berger


 


Working
under dozens of aliases, Joe D’Amato (born Aristide Massaccesi) directed at
least 200 films before his death in 1999, and the fact that two of his
productions were prosecuted for obscenity comes as something of a surprise –
most of his pictures are unwatchable.


At least Anthropophagus
gets off to a promising start: after dragging a bikinied bimbo underwater,
an unseen assailant wades ashore to dispatch her boyfriend with a meat cleaver. 
Then it becomes a test of endurance as a group of tourists, stranded on a
seemingly deserted Greek island, seek refuge in an old dark house with a
surprise lurking in every corner.  After meeting a blind girl (who rants about
a man that reeks of blood) and a woman in black (who tells them to leave – what
is this, Scooby Doo?), they encounter a cannibal (George Eastman), who’s
been working his way through the villagers.


The film’s
big set piece involves Eastman tearing a foetus (clearly a skinned rabbit) out
of a pregnant woman’s womb and devouring it, which like the rest of the film’s
gore isn’t particularly convincing.  That said, the scene caused British
authorities to mistake Anthropophagus for a snuff movie, which was
reported as “fact” on television news.  It wasn’t long before the picture was
withdrawn and successfully prosecuted, and when the film was reissued as The
Grim Reaper in 2002, the sequence was missing in its entirety.  


The movie
was finally released uncut in 2015, but you’re better off seeking out Absurd,
the sort-of-but-not-really sequel.  Eastman returns as a mute, unstoppable
killer, but this time his character’s been modelled on Michael Myers, so when
he’s not stalking nurses and babysitters he’s being pursued by a priest (Edmund
Purdom, essentially playing Donald Pleasance’s character).  The movie has a
wonderfully hokey explanation for why you can’t kill the Bogeyman: a
“biochemical experiment” (performed on a Greek island, no less) transformed
Eastman into a superhuman killing machine whose body regenerates after being
shot, stabbed, set on fire etc.  The only way to stop him: destroy the
“cerebral mass.”


From its
prowling camera to its synth score, Absurd imitates Halloween at
every turn, and ripping off a better filmmaker has inspired D’Amato to make a
better film, or at least a more enjoyable one.  Instead of cramming all of the
gore scenes into the last reel, D’Amato throws one in every ten minutes or so,
with a nurse, an orderly and a motorcyclist (played by Michele Soavi) all being
dispatched in the first act.  He still cranks it up for the climax, delivering
a shameless facsimile of Halloween II as Eastman, blinded by the
heroine, hunts her by sound in a confined space.


After
wandering around aimlessly for most of the second half, Purdom finally turns up
in the last three minutes only to be throttled by Eastman, who stands still
long enough for Katia (Katya Berger) to take an axe to his neck.  “You don’t
need to be afraid anymore,” she tells her young brother, holding up Eastman’s
severed head.
















 


THE BEAST IN
HEAT aka S.S. HELL CAMP (1977)


Directed
by “Ivan Kathansky”
(Luigi Batzella)


Starring Macha Magall, Gino Turini, Salvatore
Baccaro, Brad Harris


 


Let’s say
you live in a country that in 1982 gets three TV stations (with a fourth on the
way in November) and the highest rated shows include Jim’ll Fix It, 3-2-1
and that Only Fools And Horses episode where the Trotters smash a
priceless chandelier.  There’s no such thing as 24 hour broadcasting and the
year’s biggest event is the UK television premiere of Star Wars on ITV. 


A movie like
The Beast In Heat wouldn’t just capture your attention, it’d grab you by
the lapels and say, “Check this out!”  When it first appeared in stores,
Beast’s cover showed a busty young woman being attacked by a mutant and
if the Swastika in the background didn’t tip you off that the film wasn’t
suitable for children, there was a warning to that effect on the box.  


During the
first seven minutes, you realize just how unsuitable for minors the movie is when
cackling Nazi villainess Dr Ellen Kratsch (Macha Magall) throws a naked redhead
into a cage with her latest test subject.  Described by the video box as “a sex
crazed half-man half-beast she has created with experimental injections”, this
leering predator (Salvatore Baccaro, who played Ook in Frankenstein’s Castle
Of Freaks) rapes every woman sent his way and director Luigi Batzella (Nude
For Satan, The Devil’s Wedding Night) feels obliged to show the assaults in
detail.  There’s implied necrophilia when the girl goes limp and Batzella
throws in a dash of lesbianism as the doc shares a kiss with one of her female
guards.  


Made to cash
in on the success of Ilsa She Wolf Of The S.S. (1974), The Beast In
Heat goes out of its way to be trashy and throws in everything you’d expect
to see in a cheaply made Italian Nazisploitation picture.  As well as human
experiments, there are Nazis that machine gun babies and old ladies, naked
women with electrodes attached to their genitals and female guards who lick their
lips while watching the mutant tearing out a girl’s pubic hair.  Too over the
top to be shocking, the violence has an unintended comic effect when a woman
having her fingernails torn out says, “You’re hurting me!”


Beast has all the sleaze you could want, but
what it doesn’t have is much of a plot.  It’s basically 40 minutes of softcore
footage padded out with war scenes lifted from other movies, most notably
Batzella’s own When The Bell Tolls (1970).  Batzella also edited, and he
must have used a meat cleaver because scenes don’t run together so much as slam
into each other at high speed, making the battle footage more exciting than it
really is.


If you’re
wondering about the title, it’s explained when Dr Kratsch starts stripping for
a handcuffed male prisoner, who tells her, “You’re just a bitch on heat!”  She
leaves him hanging, telling him that’s it’s just a “little taste” and she’s not
lying.  Later on, the movie goes berserk and throws in a protracted sequence
where prisoners are shown being eaten alive by rats (actually guinea pigs
painted black), dunked head first into water or hung upside down – all while
the doc cackles and the creature is seen pawing another victim in the
background.


Judged
purely as entertaining trash, The Beast In Heat is some kind of
classic.  If you find a copy in your attic, hang onto it: after being swept
away by the Video Recordings Act, the movie was never classified for rerelease
in the UK.
















 


THE BEYOND
(1981)


Directed
by Lucio Fulci


Starring Catriona MacColl, David Warbeck,
Sarah Keller (Cinzia Monreale), Veronica Lazar


 


After a
lengthy career directing comedies, westerns and thrillers in Italy, Lucio Fulci
had his biggest commercial success with Zombie Flesh Eaters (1979),
which typed him as a horror director and led to City Of The Living Dead (1980),
House By The Cemetery (1981) and New York Ripper (1982).  The
British censors weren’t remotely ambivalent about these films: they hated them. 



Banned and
successfully prosecuted for obscenity, Zombie Flesh Eaters and House
By The Cemetery remained unavailable in the UK in their unedited versions
until 2005 and 2009 respectively.  New York Ripper went one better -
after being denied a cinema certificate by the BBFC, the print was escorted out
of the country by Her Majesty’s Constabulary.


In contrast,
The Beyond was banned as a Video Nasty in November 1983, available in an
edited version from April 1985 and released uncut in 2002, with 1 min 26 sec of
chain whippings, eye gougings and spurting blood reinserted.  The film finally
gained some respect, but Fulci wasn’t around to enjoy it – he died on March 13
1996, following a series of health problems.


Unusually
for a cheap exploitation movie, The Beyond’s poster features several
images taken straight from the movie.  And what images: there’s Sarah
Keller’s blind girl, the zombie attack on Catriona MacColl, and David Warbeck
blasting part of a zombie girl’s face away.  If that doesn’t whet your appetite
for gory mayhem, then the trailer promises flesh-ripping spiders, a face
dissolved by acid and a man being nailed to a wall – all set to Fabio Frizzi’s
memorable score. 


Less a
coherent movie than a surreal nightmare, The Beyond favours mood and
style over plot and character.  There’s a basic story of a young woman
inheriting a hotel that turns out to have been built over one of the seven
gateways to hell, but it’s really an exercise in atmosphere where most of the
people are there to be victimised.  


For all the
gory kills in the movie, the quiet moments stay with you, such as when MacColl
encounters a lone woman in the middle of an empty highway, a location that
impressed Fulci so much that he posed for several photographs.  There’s also a
red headed girl who says next to nothing, has no real purpose in the story and still
manages to be one of the creepiest kids in any Fulci movie.


Also
noteworthy is the zombie attack in the hospital (a sequence imposed by
producers that wanted another Zombie Flesh Eaters), where the living
dead are more like ghosts than flesh-eating ghouls, interested in scaring our
heroes rather than actually devouring them.  It’s a remarkable sequence, and
Atsushi Moroga pays homage to it in Junk (2000) with zombies that walk
in the same eyes-closed heads-bowed manner 


By the way,
keep your eyes peeled when MacColl and Warbeck enter the elevator during this
scene and you’ll see her break character and burst out laughing just as the
doors close.  That’s because Warbeck, who in real life knew nothing about
firearms, was trying to reload by shoving a bullet down the gun barrel. 


Fulci was at
the top of his game here, and for an exploitation movie shot quickly and
cheaply, The Beyond looks like a million bucks.  It failed to impress
Roger Ebert, who in a half-star review adopted the condescending tone that
critics reserve for horror films.  He has great fun mocking the dialogue and
pointing out that a hospital sign reads “Do Not Entry”, but at no point does he
mention Sergio Salvati’s incredible photography or Fabio Frizzi’s score, both
of which are so important to the film’s success. 


Then again,
what did you expect from the screenwriter of Beneath The Valley Of The
Ultra-Vixens?
















 


BLOOD FEAST
(1963)


Directed
by Herschell Gordon
Lewis


Starring Connie Mason, William Kerwin, Mal
Arnold


 


History may
have failed to record Dwain Esper’s opinion of Blood Feast, but it’s
likely the schlockmeister would’ve been tickled by the picture’s sheer
primitivism and outlandish promotional gimmicks, which included stationing
‘medical personnel’ outside theatres and dispensing barf bags that proclaimed:
“You’ll need this after watching Blood Feast!”  Then he would have sued
Herschell Gordon Lewis for a million bucks, claiming the director stole his
idea.


Neither man
could claim to be an auteur, they were just carnival barkers in suits, hawking
an outrageous (and outrageously tacky) product in as sensational a way as
possible.  Lewis had a few elements Esper could only dream of – colour
photography, gore effects, a Playmate in the lead – but other than that, the
filmmaking was on a par with Maniac (1934).


Shot in four
days for $24,000, Lewis and producer David F Friedman handled most of the
production duties themselves as they had done on a previous string of ‘nudie
cuties’, but the clock was winding down on that particular craze and they knew
it.  While shooting Bell, Bare and Beautiful in Florida, the pair stayed
at the Egyptian-themed Suez Motel, whose décor gave Lewis the inspiration for a
mad story about an Egyptian caterer who serves human flesh.  This would allow
him to promise, and indeed deliver, an experience the moviegoer had never
enjoyed before – young women in a state of undress having their tongues torn
out and brains smashed in by a saucer-eyed lunatic.


We get a
taste of what’s in store in Blood Feast’s trailer, which opens with
actor William Kerwin announcing that the following picture, “Contains scenes
which under no circumstances should be viewed by anyone with a heart condition
or anyone who is easily upset….We urgently recommend that if you are such a
person, or the parent of a young or impressionable child now in attendance that
you and the child leave the auditorium for the next ninety seconds.”  Thus
intrigued, we’re shown a succession of ‘highlights’, including bashed-in heads,
ripped-out hearts and torn-off limbs.  To make sure we fully understand, an
onscreen caption reads: “Nothing so appalling in the annals of horror!”


Viewed
today, of course, the picture looks as cheap and sloppy as Plan 9 From Outer
Space.  ‘Actors’ attempt to express shock by raising their hands to their faces,
show their consternation by crossing their arms and try to look pensive by
touching their chin.  The lead detective, though a “keen student” of Egyptian
folklore, can’t connect the wave of mutilation murders and the weird local
caterer (who dyes his hair and eyebrows the same ash grey) who’s planning an
“Egyptian feast.”  Then there’s Connie Mason.


Casting the
Playmate may have made sense commercially, but also tasked the director with
pulling a performance out of her.  (“You have to give Connie credit,” Lewis
says in his DVD commentary. “She was decorative.”).  Performing her part as
though she were reading the script aloud into the mirror, the starlet is a
fascinatingly vacuous lead, the perfect choice for a film that’s laughably
amateurish in every respect.  Blood Feast, as its maker likes to point
out, is like a Walt Whitman poem – it’s no good, but it’s the first of its
type.


The change
of pace paid off to the tune of $4m in box office receipts, launching Lewis’s
career in a new direction and incidentally birthing the splatter movie.  Before
dropping the director’s name became fashionable, before his movies were even
available on VHS, he was a major influence on such filmmakers as Brad Grintner
(Blood Freak), John Waters (Pink Flamingos), Mario Landi (Patrick
Lives Again) and Frank Henenlotter (Basket Case).  Lewis, though,
always remained refreshingly unpretentious, objecting to the auteur label while
cheerfully admitting that the acting, effects and staging in his signature film
are all terrible.


On its
release, Variety called Blood Feast a “totally inept shocker”,
and it’s difficult to imagine anyone taking it seriously enough to be
offended.  When the film arrived in the UK in May 1982, however, it remained on
shelves for fourteen months before being banned as a Video Nasty.  Several
successful prosecutions for obscenity meant that the film wouldn’t be available
in its uncut form until 2005 – 42 years after first playing in American
Drive-Ins.
















 


CANNIBAL
HOLOCAUST (1980)


Directed
by Ruggero Deodato


Starring Robert Kerman, Francesca Ciardi,
Perry Pirkanen, Luca Barbareschi


 


What Mario
Bava’s A Bay Of Blood (also banned in the UK) is to the slasher film,
Ruggero Deodato’s Cannibal Holocaust is to the Found Footage movie. 
Just as Bava’s movie influenced such later films as Halloween and Friday
The 13th, Holocaust’s techniques were repeated in the
likes of Man Bites Dog (1994) and The Blair Witch Project (1999).


In fact, a
good tagline for the movie might’ve been: “In February 1980, four young
filmmakers disappeared in the Amazon jungle while shooting a documentary.  Two
months later, their footage was found.”  Alan Yates (Carl Gabriel Yorke) is a
filmmaker from the Mondo Cane school of ruthless manipulation, whose
previous documentary, The Last Road To Hell, showed several fake
executions performed by soldiers paid to “do a bit of acting.”  


When he and
his colleagues enter the jungle to capture footage of a tribe “known for their
cruelty”, they kill animals, burn huts and discharge weapons in order to get
the shots they want, terrorizing the locals and forcing them into acts of
savagery.  Eventually, they’re torn apart and eaten in front of their own
camera, footage that’s later recovered and screened by New York anthropologist
Professor Harold Monroe (Robert Kerman).


Deodato’s
film-within-a-film is so effective that Sergio Leone reportedly praised its
authenticity but remarked that audiences would find it a little too real. 
Such remarks proved prescient when, shortly after the Italian premiere, Deodato
was arrested and charged with obscenity, a charge he evaded only when he
produced his actors in court to prove he hadn’t made a snuff movie.  What he
couldn’t dispute was that all the violence against animals in the movie was
real. 


In scenes
intended to show the characters’ descent into savagery (an irony that might’ve
been lost on the filmmaker), pigs, racoons, turtles, monkeys and snakes were
slaughtered by Ruggero and his crew, who subsequently cooked the critters and
ate them.  This was enough enough for Holocaust to acquire a reputation
as “The most controversial movie ever made”, although being banned in a
rumoured 50 countries (including Italy and Norway) probably didn’t hurt either.



In the UK,
the film bypassed cinemas and appeared on video in February 1982, sporting
outrageous cover art that showed a native eating intestines.  This promptly
brought the film to the attention of the authorities and in July 1983 it was
withdrawn from distribution and prosecuted for obscenity.  The picture wasn’t
available again until 2001, when it was released in a heavily edited version
that excised several scenes of sexual violence and animal killings.  
















 


THE EVIL
DEAD (1982)


Directed
by Sam Raimi


Starring Bruce Campbell, Ellen Sandweiss,
Betsy Baker, Hal Delrich, Sarah York


 


The plan was
simple: in order to fund his idea for a horror movie, Sam Raimi shot Within
The Woods, a short film he exhibited for potential investors.  By proving
he knew how to make a movie, he managed to scrape together a $90,000 budget.


No fan of
the genre, Raimi chose horror because not only were those movies popular, they
could be made cheaply and quickly.  When checking out the competition at local
Drive-ins, he noticed that audiences would sound their horns or flash their
lights during the slow, talky parts of the movie.  His motto became “The gore
the merrier.”


Described in
its own credits as “the ultimate experience in gruelling terror”, The Evil
Dead lives up to its director’s motto, and then some.  You will not find a
better synopsis than the one written by Joe Bob Briggs: “Five teenagers become
spam-in-a-cabin when they head for the woods and start turning into
flesh-eating zombies.  Asks a lot of moral questions like: ‘If your girlfriend
turns zombie on you, what do you do?  Carve her into itty-bitty pieces or look
the other way?’  One girl gets raped by the woods.  Not in the woods.  By the
woods.  The only way to kill zombies: total dismemberment.”


Originally,
the BBFC’s James Ferman was in favour of allowing the film through uncut, conceding
that its college humour and over the top splatter was unlikely to warp the
intended audience.  He changed his mind, however, when another reviewer claimed
the movie had “affected her physically” and left her feeling that her “bodily
integrity had been attacked.”  Cuts were now required: the number of shots of a
pencil being twisted in a leg were reduced, as were the number of blows
inflicted on Bruce Campbell’s character. 


It was this
version that played in UK cinemas, but when the movie came to video, the lack
of an age rating system caused concern among moral watchdogs.  Dubbed the
“number one nasty” by Mary Whitehouse, The Evil Dead’s distributor,
Palace Pictures, ended up in court charged with distributing an “obscene”
videotape.  Facing imprisonment and a £20,000 fine (not to mention potential
bankruptcy) the company breathed a sigh of relief when the jury at Snaresbrook
Crown Court returned a ‘not guilty’ verdict in November 1983.  


None of
which meant that the film could now be enjoyed at home in its uncut glory.  In
fact, when the movie was resubmitted to the BBFC in 1990, they increased the
cuts made to the cinema version from 49 seconds to 1 minute 55 seconds.  It
wasn’t until 2001 that British audiences got to see The Evil Dead in its
unexpurgated version.
















 


FIGHT FOR
YOUR LIFE (1977)


Directed
by Robert A Endelson


Starring Robert Judd, William Sanderson,
Catherine Peppers, Lela Small


 


According to
Bill Landis and Michelle Clifford in Sleazoid Express, black audiences
cheered when Fight For Your Life’s African-American hero, played by
Robert Judd, gunned down his honky aggressor at the film’s climax, after which
white viewers “tried to leave the theatre as unassumingly as possible.” The
pulse behind the movie isn’t to create an African-American hero, though, but to
shock, and racial violence is used here the way I Spit On Your Grave treated
sexual violence.  Robert Endelson’s picture may be less well known than Grave,
but it’s also more competently directed, better acted and, though hardly
unwilling to get down and dirty, less gratuitous.  The racial element, coupled
with the home invasion storyline, means it often plays like a Blaxploitation Last
House on the Left, though its protagonists are portrayed with more dignity
than is common in the subgenre.  


Not only is
“Ted Turner” (Judd) an important member of the mainly white community, he’s
also respected enough by local law enforcement for the sheriff to allow his son
to play with Turner jr, into who Ted tries to instil honour, strength, humility
etc.  Into this civilized environment come three escaped convicts led by Jessie
Lee Kane (William Sanderson), who takes Turner’s daughter hostage during a
liquor store robbery before deciding to hole up chez Turner and torment the
family.  A psychopath of the hair-trigger variety, the movie’s broadest hint
that Kane might be lacking in the empathy department comes when he puts a gun
to a baby’s head, cocks the hammer and….pulls the trigger on an empty chamber. 



He also has
‘racial issues’, calling Turner “Martin Luther Coon”, telling him to shine his
shoes, sing Glory Glory Hallelujah, dance a jig and say “yessuh massuh”
in between employing every racial epithet imaginable.  When the tables are
turned, however, Ted’s revenge on Kane (which he clearly relishes) isn’t
portrayed as stooping to the aggressor’s level but as the villain getting his
just desserts.  Even the all-white police force, not known for being
sympathetic in films with coloured heroes, choose to look the other way.  Small
wonder audiences applauded.


Coming from
sexploitation producer William Mishkin, who distributed several Andy Milligan
movies as well as the disarmingly titled Fleshpot on 42nd Street,
the most surprising aspect of Fight For Your Life is that it doesn’t go
further.  But when a film already dwells on racial slurs, child murder and
rape, that might be a good thing.  


The movie
was rejected for a UK theatrical release in 1981, more for the racial abuse on
display than the explicit violence (though there’s still plenty of that).  It
later appeared uncut on VHS, and was banned ahead of a successful prosecution
for obscenity.  If you own a copy, hold on to it – not only was the film never
cleared by the UK censors, but the original negative was destroyed in 2012. 


 
















 


DEATH TRAP
(1977)


Directed
by Tobe Hooper


Starring Neville Brand, Mel Ferrer, Carolyn
Jones, Marilyn Burns


 


THE FUNHOUSE
(1981)


Directed
by Tobe Hooper


Starring Elizabeth Berridge, Cooper Huckabee,
Largo Woodruff, Kevin Conway


 


Let no one
tell you that being known as the director of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre helped
Tobe Hooper’s short-term career.  Being ripped off by Bryanston Films (which
had ties to the Colombo family of the Cosa Nostra) was one thing, but when
British censors took issue with the film’s “level of terrorisation”, they
refused to grant the picture a certificate and it remained unseen – legally at
least – until 1999.  


For good
measure, the BBFC banned any film whose title referenced murder committed with
“everyday implements”, including Axe (1974), The Driller Killer (1979)
and The Toolbox Murders (1978).  And to ensure that the British
character remained unsullied by Chain Saw’s “pornography of terror”,
they also banned Hooper’s next two theatrical features, Death Trap and The
Funhouse.


Death
Trap’s sleazy intent
is established early on with a close-up of Robert Englund’s crotch (!?) as he
announces, “I’m Buck an’ I’m a rarin’ to fuck” to Clara (Roberta Collins), the
latest addition to Carolyn Jones’ whorehouse.  When she quits, Collins makes
the mistake of absconding to the Starlight Motel, one of those seedy,
out-of-the-way places with a crocodile living in the front yard.  Worse, it’s
run by Neville Brand, the least reassuring motel owner since Anthony Perkins,
who upon realizing her predicament kills her and feeds her to the croc for no
reason other than because he can.  


There isn’t
much story here, never mind motivation or logic, so it’s mostly a succession of
scenes where Brand stalks his guests with a scythe (including one chase that
copies Leatherface’s pursuit of Sally in Chainsaw) and carves them up
into snacks for his ‘pet.’  With no one to root for and no central character
other than this sicko there’s a patchwork quality to the narrative as
characters come and go, and the lack of a wholesome protagonist somehow makes
the proceedings feel even sleazier.  But at least Hooper secured himself a
stellar B-movie cast, even though nobody does very much or even has much to
do.  


There’s Chain
Saw’s Marilyn Burns, who spends most of the picture tied up, plus William
Findlay (Phantom of the Paradise) as her odd, ill-starred hubby and, as
their daughter, Halloween’s Kyle Richards, who is also Paris Hilton’s
aunt, so you can understand why Brand sends his pet after her.  Along with
Sheriff Stuart Whitman (Night of the Lepus) and The Hills Have Eyes’
Janus Blythe is Mel Ferrer, a looong way from working with Claudette
Colbert and Audrey Hepburn, who delivers the movie’s sincerest performance as a
father searching for his runaway daughter (Collins), but once that sub-plot has
been sketched in, his ticket is as good as punched.  It may not come as a total
shock if we inform you that his last scene involves a scythe.  


According to
rumour, Hooper quit before the end of production and was replaced by Carolyn
Jones, Morticia Adams herself, which if it isn’t true, should be.  Sure, Eaten
Alive might be sleazy, illogical and lackadaisical, but it’s never boring
and far from Hooper’s worst.  Invaders From Mars and Spontaneous
Combustion were still in his future.  


There’s
another white trash psycho at work in The Funhouse, who the astute
locals suspect may have ties to the carnival that recently arrived in town. 
You see, the same carnival went through Fairfield last year when two girls went
missing, and when their bodies were discovered they’d been so badly mutilated
that the authorities needed dental records to make a positive ID.


“You will
scream in terror,” announces the funhouse barker (Kevin Conway).  “You will beg
for release.  But there will be no escape!”  Throw in a psychotic bag lady as
well as such “attractions” as a mutated foetus in a jar and Daisy May the
two-headed cow, and you’ve got a place that’s as creepy as the Texas backwoods
in summer.  It’s also home to such eccentric characters as Marko The Magnificent
(William Finley), who appears to murder a member of the audience (“Is there a
doctor in the house?”) before revealing that it’s all a gag, and Madame Zena
(Sylvia Miles), a potty mouthed fortune teller who tells our heroine, “A tall
dark stranger will enter and change your life.”


She’s proved
right when, after the carnival closes, Amy (Elizabeth Berridge) and her friends
witness the murder of a prostitute by the funhouse barker’s son, who’s
basically Leatherface without a chainsaw.  A mute brute who doesn’t know his
own strength, the kid hides behind a mask and boy does he need to.  Without
giving too much away, there’s a reason why he has to pay for sex and when the
group discover his secret, it leads to a game and cat and mouse in the deserted
carnival.


Funhouse may not be as fondly remembered as Chain
Saw, but it’s still one of Hooper’s best films, and he uses the bigger
budget to give the movie a garish, unsettling look, reflecting the fact that
this is after all a Universal horror picture.  For good measure, he throws in a
ton of references to the studio’s classic monster movies, and even dresses his
lumbering killer in a Frankenstein mask.  This is the kind of place that would
make Captain Spaulding feel at home, so it’s apt that twenty years later the
same studio funded (and later dropped) Rob Zombie’s House Of 1000 Corpses.



Larry
Block’s screenplay was novelized by Dean Koontz (writing as “Owen West”), who
in the new edition pats himself on the back for fleshing out the thin
characters and adding more plot.  He also claims the book was selling just fine
thanks until the lousy movie opened and caused sales to plummet, which explains
why Koontz never offered Watchers or Hideaway to Hooper to
direct.


Talk about a
lucky escape….


 
















 


I SPIT ON
YOUR GRAVE (1978)


Directed
by Meir Zarchi


Starring Camille Keaton, Eron Tabor, Richard
Pace


 


 


As Day Of
The Woman, Meir Zarchi’s movie did little business until it was acquired by
The Jerry Gross Organization, who changed the title and gave the picture a
memorable (if inaccurate) tag line: “This woman has just cut, chopped, broken
and burned four men beyond recognition….but no jury in America would ever
convict her!  I Spit On Your Grave….an act of revenge!”


It was this
version that Roger Ebert saw with a crowd of “vicarious sex criminals” who
hooted and hollered during the rape sequences or yelled “Cut him up, sister”
when the tables were turned.  The screening was “one of the most depressing
experiences of my life” and Ebert turned on the film, calling it a “geek show”
and a “vile bag of garbage.”  “It is a movie so sick, reprehensible and
contemptible,” he wrote, “that I can hardly believe it’s playing in respectable
theaters.”


The plot is
easily summarized (“told with moronic simplicity”, according to Ebert): when
Jennifer Hills, a writer from New York, arrives in the country to work on her
first novel, she’s attacked by four men who (in a twenty-five minute sequence)
rape her three times before leaving her for dead.  The rest of the film
revolves around Jennifer’s revenge as she kills the assailants one by one.  One
is hung from a tree, another has his penis cut off and bleeds to death, and so
on.


Zarchi later
found an unlikely ally in feminist Julie Bindel, who after protesting against
the movie in the early 80s found it to be more feminist “albeit in a purely
accidental way” than The Accused, an Oscar-winning drama starring Jodie
Foster.  Both films address rape, but in a very different manner: The
Accused is “a fairy tale about how we would like things to be”, where a
group of men are convicted after drunkenly cheering a rape instead of
attempting to stop it.  In the real life incident that inspired the film, not
only were the onlookers acquitted, but a march was organised to celebrate their
release, effectively running their victim out of town.


I Spit On
Your Grave, however,
is “something men should fear.  It does not rely on the law of the land, but on
a woman being pushed too far and deciding enough is enough.”  As exploitative
as the movie is, it doesn’t ask us to fantasize about crusading lawyers and
winning justice through the courts.  The majority of men that rape women get
away with it and getting even through a series of vigilante attacks is no more
realistic than getting even through the legal system. 


It was
probably unintentional, but there’s a curious symmetry to the attacks in the
movie: after being assaulted three times by four men, Jennifer then takes
revenge on the four in three separate attacks, as if Zarchi is saying that the
punishment fits the crime.  There is no such “symmetry” in the 2010 remake,
which reduces the heroine’s suffering, increases the number of assailants and
has Jennifer take revenge in increasingly elaborate (and cartoonish) ways. 


The remake
is slickly photographed, with a handful of actors (Tracey Walter, Andrew
Howard) you’ve seen in other movies.  Not so Zarchi’s movie, whose no-name
cast, badly recorded sound, and lack of musical score makes for an exercise in
bare bones filmmaking.  It’s a raw, ragged movie, whose minimalism has the
unintended effect of convincing the viewer that what’s happening is real.  


If you need
convincing of the film’s power, consider its censorship history in the UK. 
When it was formally submitted to the censor in 2001(after the uncertified
video release was banned and prosecuted in the early 80s), the BBFC brought out
the big guns to justify their stance.  As their website explains: “Under the
terms of the Human Rights Act, the BBFC is required to take a proportionate
approach to any perceived dangers in a work.  Article 10 of the European
Convention of Rights guarantees freedom of expression but does allow
restrictions to be placed on such freedoms, provided they are justified and
proportionate.”


Their
“justified and proportionate” response was to release the film with 7 min 2 sec
of cuts, which excised the scene where Jennifer is raped over a rock in its
entirety (so much for symmetry).  In 2010, the censors concluded that these
cuts were “excessive” and re-released the film with 2 min 54 sec trimmed,
reinstating any material “that emphasized the horrors of sexual violence.” In
the same year, the remake passed with only 43 seconds trimmed, proving that
they really don’t make them like they used to. 
















 


THE LAST
HOUSE ON THE LEFT (1972)


Directed
by Wes Craven


Starring David Hess, Sandra Peabody, Fred J
Lincoln, Lucy Grantham, Jeramie Rain, Martin Kove


 


After
collaborating on the Marilyn Chambers picture Sensual Paradise (“The
most important film ever made on sex relations!”), Wes Craven and Sean Cunningham
regrouped to make an extreme exploitation movie tentatively titled Night Of
Vengeance.  Taking inspiration from Ingmar Bergman’s The Virgin Spring (1960),
the plot involved a Manson-like group that abducts rapes and murders a pair of
teenage girls.  When their van breaks down, the killers seek shelter at a house
they don’t realize belongs to the parents of one of their victims.  


If ever an
exploitation movie had greater intent than to appeal to the lowest common
denominator, it’s Last House On The Left.  Directed by a Professor of
Humanities, the film seems more interested in contrasting the lifestyles of the
central characters than in exploiting the violence that brings them together. 
The Collingwoods are a typical middle class family whose lives only intersect
with those of the slum-dwelling killers when their teenage daughter attempts to
buy marijuana from them.  Both sides resort to violence, but there’s no
satisfaction felt by either perpetrator because, it is implied, violence
degrades victim and victimizer alike.


Heady stuff
for a “mere” exploitation film, don’t you think?  It makes you want to forgive
the film’s flaws, including the toe-curling comic interludes with a Sheriff so
inept he seems to have wandered in from an episode of Scooby Doo.  Also,
let’s tune out the newscast about “the daring daylight escape of two convicted
murderers, dope pushers and rapists that cost the lives of two prison guards
and, surprisingly, a German Shepherd.”


Few films
have achieved the notoriety of Last House(“It rests on thirteen acres of
earth,” claims the trailer, “over the very centre of hell!”), and if the title
isn’t quite as attention-grabbing as I Drink Your Blood or The Texas
Chain Saw Massacre, the genius tag line more than makes up for it.  All
together now: “To avoid fainting, keep repeating ‘It’s only a movie…only a
movie…only a movie…’”


If the
trailer’s opening jingle sounds familiar, that’s because Rob Zombie sampled it
for his song Living Dead Girl.  In fact, filmmakers have been
referencing the film since its release, recycling the title (Last House On
Dead End Street, House On The Edge Of The Park etc), the songs (Cabin
Fever) and the plot (Chaos, Late Night Trains).  David Hess
reprised his demented sicko act in Hitch Hike (1977) and House On The
Edge Of The Park (1980) while porno filmmaker Fred Lincoln directed The
Last Whore House On The Left (2005) under the name “Weazel Padowski.”


In 1974, the
first of many battles with the BBFC began when examiner Stephen Murphy rejected
the film for theatrical release.  He wrote: “We can find no redeeming merit in
script, in acting, in character development or in direction which would lead us
to feel that this muddly [sic] film is worth salvaging….Maybe we are wrong. 
But if we are to go into this area of sexual violence, it will have to be for a
film in which we detect greater merit than this.”


A decade
later, the situation escalated when police seized uncertified VHS copies of the
film, which was subsequently banned and successfully prosecuted for obscenity. 
After years of disputes and appeals, the movie finally became legally available
to watch (with cuts) in 2002, but it remained unavailable in its uncut form
until 2008.  By an extraordinary coincidence, a bigger-budgeted remake hit
cinemas exactly one year later.  It was passed uncut.
















 


NIGHT OF THE
DEMON (1980)


Directed
by James C Wasson


Starring Michael Cutt, Joy Allen, Melanie
Graham, Bob Collins, Jody Lazarus


 


When Roger
Patterson and Robert Gimlin claimed to have shot footage of an ape-like cryptid
in Bluff Creek, California, in 1967, they unwittingly launched the screen
career of the creature known as Bigfoot (or Sasquatch), who went on to ‘star’
in a string of productions that even the most charitable viewer would describe
as “Shoddy.”  Any amateur filmmaker who had a camera, a monkey costume and some
very game friends could knock one out over a weekend.  No need to come up with
a story, just have a college Professor lead some students into swamp country,
throw in some talk about myths and legends, then have your leading man show up
to shake some trees or, depending on the rating, carry off a co-ed or two for
breeding purposes.


To the
delight of the exploitation crowd, director James C Wasson goes the latter
route, setting his dime-store Chewbacca on the usual suspects, including a
redneck biker who suffers the film’s greatest indignity while relieving
himself.  We don’t fully see the creature until the climax, but an early
sequence in which Sasquatch twirls a victim around before impaling him on a broken
tree limb suggests we’ll be in for a treat.  Sure enough, when we do see him up
close, he looks like a cross between the monster from 1976’s Ape and Lou
Ferrigno.


He may
resemble a hirsute Hulk, but Wasson’s Bigfoot is one stealthy beast, capable of
sneaking up on an unsuspecting lumberjack and divesting him of his axe before
splitting his cranium in two.  Clearly circus trained, he’s also able to make
two knife-wielding girl scouts stab each other repeatedly while banging their
heads together.  You never saw that in Harry And The Hendersons.


When the
“academic” leads his students into harm’s way without protection or even
photographic equipment, they encounter Crazy Wanda (Melanie Graham), the local
hermit who bore Bigfoot’s offspring. (Yes, you read that right).  After
reliving her encounter with the horny beast in flashback, Bigfoot Jr knocks
down the door and begins dismissing the class one by one, ripping out
intestines, tearing out throats and impaling bodies on pitchforks – while
nobody attempts to escape.


Following
the expected formula, Night Of The Demon yields more entertaining
results than others of its ilk (Legend Of Bigfoot, Search For The Beast
etc.), and would probably be reprehensible if possible to take seriously. 
Released on video in June 1982, Demon was banned as a Video Nasty in
October 1983 and remained unavailable until 1994.  Shortened by 1 m 41 s, this
release was missing a disembowelment, a face being burned on a stove and the
previously mentioned castration sequence.


 
















 


ZOMBIE FLESH
EATERS aka ZOMBIE aka ZOMBI 2 (1979)


Directed
by Lucio Fulci


Starring Ian McCulloch, Tisa Farrow, Richard
Johnson, Al Cliver, Auretta Gay


 


Originally
intended for director Enzo G Castellari, Zombie Flesh Eaters is the
Italian version of George Romero’s Dawn Of The Dead (1978), which played
in Italy under the title Zombi.  Despite being marketed in the territory
as a sequel, Lucio Fulci’s film owes less to Romero than to the B pictures of
the 1940s.  Rather than use radiation emitted from a crashed space probe as a
plot device to explain why the dead get up and walk, Fulci attributes the
resurrections to voodoo rituals conducted on a Caribbean island.


In no other
aspect of the movie is the influence of B&W zombie pictures apparent.  When
they're not tearing out throats or piercing the eyeball of a showering starlet,
Fulci’s zombies like nothing better than disappearing beneath the waves to
wrestle with sharks.  As these killers attempt to eat each other, any
resemblance to King Of The Zombies and its ilk is swiftly forgotten.


There are
plenty of other memorable moments, including the opening scene where a deserted
boat is spotted in Hudson Bay, which spells bad news for two members of the
harbour patrol.  Supposedly added to the picture in post-production, the scene
features two real life off-duty policemen who wore their own costumes, thus
saving the production money.  


For a
director who didn’t care for horror, Fulci could mount a zombie attack with the
best of them, and one of the film’s most famous images (used on the Italian
poster) is of the living dead shuffling across the Brooklyn Bridge….with the
traffic flowing freely below.  The punchline’s a killer, though: as the dead
stumble into a local radio station, the presenter announces: “I’ve just been informed
that zombies have entered the building….they’re at the door….they’re coming
in….AAAARGHHH!!!”


What’s
remarkable about the film is how well it stands up, particularly when compared
to the other Spaghetti imitations of the day.  For an exploitation film made
quickly and cheaply, it’s astonishingly well-shot (by Sergio Salvati), with
astute use of its New York and Caribbean locations.  Giannetto De Rossi’s
make-up effects are similarly top notch, and Fabio Frizzi and Giorgio Tucci
contribute one of the most memorable scores of any Fulci movie.


Alas, the
film’s artistry was lost on the BBFC, who excised the eyeball piercing from the
theatrical prints in 1979.  It was present in the “Strong Uncut Version”
available on video, though, much to the chagrin of the newly elected
Conservative government.  Removed from distribution and successfully prosecuted
for obscenity, this version of the film wasn’t made available again until 2005.


On its
release, Craig Lapper, a Chief Assistant at the BBFC, was questioned about the
Board’s attitude towards the film.  He said their problems stemmed from “the
detail of the violence and gore.  There was never any question that the film
would seriously harm anybody – just that it was ‘a bit much’.”


As Woody
Allen might quip, “You say that like it’s a bad thing….”
















 


AND THE REST….


 


AXE (1974)


An
inoffensive, unremarkable thriller about a young girl who murders the escaped
convicts that’ve invaded her home, Axe’s successful prosecution for
obscenity remains something of a mystery.  The Evil Dead, with its eye
gouging and dismemberment, escaped prosecution but Axe was banned and
remained unavailable in its uncut form until 2005.


Since most
of the grisly violence in Frederick R Friedel’s is left offscreen, that might
be due more to bad timing than anything else.  Not only was the picture
released in the same year as The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, it played
under the title California Axe Massacre to cash-in on Tobe Hooper’s
film, and probably confused the censors.


 


 


A BAY OF
BLOOD (1971)


Also known
as Blood Bath, Carnage and, confusingly, Last House On The Left II,
Mario Bava’s classic was reviled on its release, with even Christopher Lee
voicing his concern at the picture’s content.  Under its American title, Twitch
Of The Death Nerve, the film found its audience in Drive-ins and
grindhouses, where it played for years.


It’s the
archetypal slasher film where people are stalked and murdered in a remote
mansion by a barely-seen killer, but later films such as Friday The 13th
would do away with Bava’s convoluted plot and instead concentrate on the grisly
murders, which Bay Of Blood has in abundance.


In all, 13
characters meet their end in the film, making it Bava’s most violent picture. 
Of particular interest to fans of Friday The 13th Part II will
be the machete to the face and the young lovers who are impaled mid-coitus,
both of which it reuses.


 


 


BLOOD RITES
(1968)


Also known
as The Ghastly Ones, Blood Rites is a typical effort from New
York filmmaker Andy Milligan: though set in Edwardian times, the characters
have modern hairstyles, and all of the sleaze is so badly filmed as to be
off-putting. 


Even though
the set-up (several couples who agree to spend three days in “sexual harmony”
end up being murdered) allows for nudity and gore, the footage is usually out
of focus and Milligan’s habit of swirling the camera during the murder
sequences detracts from their effectiveness.  Throw in endless talk, chintzy
library music and bad period costumes (designed by the filmmaker) and you’ve
got the most painful way of spending a rainy afternoon possible.


“When Andy’s
movies are bad,” says Jimmy McDonough, “there’s nothing – nothing –
worse.”  Bear in mind, that’s the director’s biographer speaking.


 


 


BLOODY MOON
(1981), DEVIL HUNTER (1980) & WOMEN BEHIND BARS (1975)


Of Jess
Franco’s three films on the banned list, only Women Behind Bars avoided
a successful prosecution for obscenity.  They’re all bandwagon films to an
extent, and are watchable enough provided you’re not expecting too much.  Bloody
Moon is Franco’s attempt to capitalize on the slasher craze, and while it’s
too badly paced to really succeed, there’s death by knife, saw and fireplace
tongs, all of which rubbed the BBFC up the wrong way in the mid-80s.


Devil
Hunter is an attempt
to copy the Italian cannibal movies, a genre Franco didn’t care for, and you
can tell his heart isn’t in it from his laughably ridiculous villain.  Finally,
Women Behind Bars is the filmmaker’s personal favourite of his women in
prison pictures, no doubt due to the lingering close-ups of his real-life
girlfriend Lina Romay’s body.


 


 


THE
BOOGEYMAN (1980) & RETURN OF THE BOOGEYMAN (1983)


Michael
Adams calls Ulli Lommel “perhaps the worst, most cynical director of all time”
and based on his two films on the banned list, it’s hard to disagree.


Starring
DuPont heiress Suzanna Love (aka Mrs Lommel), The Boogeyman is an
obnoxious timewaster about a murder victim’s evil spirit that seeks vengeance
by….possessing a mirror.  This is even worse than it sounds and reaches its
nadir at the climax, when a shard from the mirror somehow grants Love the
ability to shoot lasers and cause eyes to bleed.


Boogeyman
is a dull, dumb,
soulless mess that tries to cash in on the slasher craze by ripping off Halloween,
but it has one thing going for it: it’s not the sequel.  Lommel handed the
reins to Bruce Starr on this one, but he turns up playing a film director who
brings Love’s character to Hollywood, where a piece of the broken mirror
somehow causes the killings to begin again.  There’s death by electric
toothbrush and shaving foam (why not?), but the worst punishment is saved for
one character who has an exhaust pipe rammed through her mouth.


It’s
difficult to see why Lommel didn’t take director credit – the film recycles
some forty minutes of footage from its predecessor.


 


 


THE BURNING
(1981)


The
Burning is a
fast-and-cheap Friday The 13th rip-off, but there’s plenty of
talent in the movie: the effects are by Tom Savini, which ensures gore galore,
while the supporting cast includes Jason Alexander (Seinfeld), Fisher
Stevens (Short Circuit) and, in her debut, The Piano’s Holly
Hunter.  The editor is Jack Sholder, who later directed The Hidden, and
the producers are Brad Grey (The Sopranos), plus Bob and Harvey
Weinstein.  


Once again,
a bunch of meddling kids get theirs courtesy of a barely seen psycho, this time
a garden shears-wielding caretaker named Cropsey who takes revenge after being
burned in a prank gone awry.  Whenever Cropsey’s offscreen, though, the movie
strays into Porky’s territory: the nerd watches showering starlets,
jocks discuss masturbation while reading Hustler and the bully gets his
comeuppance when he’s shot in the ass.  


The film’s
most notorious sequence is the “raft massacre”, where Cropsey takes his revenge
on five teenagers with his weapon of choice – a pair of garden shears.  In
about a minute of screen time, throats are slit and fingers are hacked off,
which led to copies of the film being confiscated under the Obscene
Publications Act.  


A decade
later, Vipco released the film on home video but due to a previous conviction
for obscenity were obliged to remove 30 seconds of footage.  The film was
finally released uncut in 2001.


 


 


CANNIBAL
APOCALYPSE (1980)


Not to be
confused with Cannibal Ferox, Cannibal Holocaust, The Cannibal Man or Cannibal
Terror, all of which made the DPP list, Cannibal Apocalypse was
released in Italy as Apocalypse Domani in order to capitalize upon the
success of Apocalypse Now.  To make matters more confusing, it’s
director Antonio Margheriti’s version of Dawn Of The Dead.


Infected
with a virus during the war, a group Vietnam veterans return home and
contaminate anyone they bite, resulting in an epidemic of cannibalism in 80s
Atlanta.  The effects are by Giannetto De Rossi, who handled similar chores on Zombie
Flesh Eaters and House By The Cemetery, so tongues are ripped out
and breasts are torn off, all of rubbed the DPP up the wrong way.


Released
uncut in the UK in July 1982, the movie was banned a year later and remained
unavailable until 2005, when it was released in a version shorn of 2 seconds to
remove a scene of animal cruelty. 


 


 


CANNIBAL
FEROX (1981) & DEEP RIVER SAVAGES (1972)


Cannibal
Ferox is director
Umberto Lenzi’s answer to Cannibal Holocaust as well as his attempt to
claw back some credit for pioneering the cannibal subgenre with Deep River
Savages (1972).  In fact, it’s pretty much Holocaust all over again
with another excursion into the jungle, another native cannibal tribe and
several actual animal killings performed on camera.


“They raped
and killed his sister while he watched helplessly!” claimed the original US
tagline.  “Now it’s his turn to make them die slowly!”  Nothing like this
happens in the film, but that doesn’t mean that Lenzi lets his actors off
lightly.


Proudly
proclaiming itself “The Most Violent Film Ever Made”, Ferox features
castrations, hooks being driven into a woman’s breasts and a head being sliced
open, all of which resulted in a successful prosecution for obscenity.  The
film wasn’t reissued until 2000, when it appeared in a version minus a scene of
animal cruelty.


Slightly
less outrageous is Deep River Savages (aka Man From Deep River),
where a London photographer (Ivan Rassimov, the early 70s answer to Sam Jones)
is captured by a primitive tribe he ends up joining, even fathering a child
with one of the women.  There’s more nudity than cannibalism here, but the
BBFC’s biggest complaint was the level of animal cruelty (a mongoose and a
snake are forced to fight, a crocodile is cut open while alive etc.).


Resubmitted
to the Board in 2016, the film passed with three minutes of cuts.


 


 


THE CANNIBAL
MAN (1972)


Released in
the US as Apartment On The 13th Floor, Eloy de la Iglesia’s
movie is really a thoughtfully paced character piece about a slaughterhouse
employee (Vicente Parra) who strangles his girlfriend following an argument. 
He keeps the body in his brother’s room, attempting to hide the smell with
perfume and air freshener, and whenever somebody discovers his secret, they
suffer the same fate.


Not only is
the title misleading (the Spanish title translates as “The Week Of The
Killer”), but the original VHS cover, which showed a bloody still from the
movie, tried to sell the picture as something it really isn’t.  With little in
the way of gore, the film is closer to Roman Polanski’s Repulsion (1965)
than Cannibal Holocaust, but the BBFC thought otherwise.  Following a
successful prosecution for obscenity, the picture was rereleased in 1993with
three seconds removed.


 


 


CANNIBAL
TERROR (1980)


“Deep in the
jungle the flesh eaters are waiting!” lies the tagline.  The “jungle” looks
more like rural Spain, with footpaths, modern buildings and traffic visible in
the background.  Thank goodness director “Allan W Steele” (aka Alain Deruelle)
splices in so much stock footage to add authenticity. 


Anyway, the
plot involves a trio of petty crooks who kidnap a young girl and abscond into
the jungle where they encounter a group of pale, overweight “natives” who’ve
clearly taken grooming lessons from Adam Ant.  Escaping their clutches, the
crooks seek refuge with an old man whose young wife doesn’t seem to mind too
much when one of them ties her to a tree and rapes her.


Apart from
some fake-looking gore, the most shocking thing in the entire picture is the
amount of recycled and reused footage (see if you can count how many times
Deruelle uses the same close-up of a plastic skull).  The BBFC disagreed, and
the film was unavailable in its uncut form until 2003.


 


 


CONTAMINATION
(1980)


It’s hard to
imagine anyone taking issue with this low-budget Alien rip-off because
aside from a few gory sequences it’s one of the least offensive titles on the
DPP list.  When submitted to the BBFC in 2004, the uncut version was granted a
“15” certificate.


Set for
budgetary reasons on Earth, Contamination’s alien is a rubbery cyclops
whose glowing eggs (actually painted balloons) detonate when they reach a
certain temperature, showering anyone nearby with a toxic liquid that causes
their bodies to explode.  Got that?  Using a coffee plantation as a front for
smuggling the eggs all around the world, the creature intends to annihilate
life on the planet but reckons without the attentions of Ian McCulloch, a
former astronaut sent to put the kibosh on the scheme.


McCulloch
had previously appeared in the notorious Zombie Flesh Eaters (1979) as
well as the very similar Zombie Holocaust (1980), which must’ve been the
reason why the film was branded a Video Nasty in October 1983.  In order for it
to become legally available, distributors had to remove nearly 3 minutes of
exploding bodies in order to bring the movie into line with British tastes.


 


 


DEAD &
BURIED (1981)


This
dreamlike tale of weird goings on in a coastal town would make a terrific
triple bill with Invasion Of The Body Snatchers and Messiah Of Evil. 
When Sheriff Gillis (James Farentino) investigates a string of murders in
Potter’s Bluff (“a town the size of a postage stamp”), he uncovers a plot by a
mad mortician to populate the town with his “children” – zombie-like facsimiles
of murdered locals who have no memory of dying.  


There are
some sadistic moments – a man is set on fire, an eyeball is punctured by a
syringe – but under the direction of Gary Sherman (Death Line), the
picture is more eerie than violent.  Its inclusion on the banned list seems
both arbitrary and pointless, yet it was unavailable in its uncut form until
1999.


 


 


DELIRIUM
(1979)


Directed by
Peter Maris (Alien Species), Delirium is part slasher movie, part
cop movie and part conspiracy movie, with a dose of vigilantism thrown in for
good measure.  On top of that, the trailer makes it look like a post-Vietnam
thriller, with a veteran flipping out once he returns home.


You see,
there’s this secret right-wing organization that employs returned veterans and
has them hunt down the rapists and murderers that’ve eluded local law
enforcement, which isn’t difficult because the cops mostly sit around drinking
coffee.  Unfortunately, one of the organization’s members (who we know is a
veteran courtesy of some incredibly cheap flashbacks) is so unstable that he
starts killing every woman he meets, and as the detectives follow the trail of
corpses they eventually uncover the conspiracy.


Featuring
death by spear, knife and pitchfork, Delirium’s casual misogyny earned
it a place on the banned list in November 1983, though it later returned to
video (in a heavily cut version) as Psycho Puppet.  It’s not really
worth seeking out.


 


 


DON’T GO IN
THE HOUSE (1980), DON’T GO IN THE WOODS (1982), DON’T GO NEAR THE PARK (1981),
DON’T LOOK IN THE BASEMENT (1973)


Looking down
the banned list you’ll find cult films, pseudo-art films, so-bad-they’re-good
films and lots and lots of trash, which is where the Don’t cycle
belongs.  Of interest mainly as the inspiration for Edgar Wright’s fake trailer
in Grindhouse (2007), you could live a happy and fulfilled life without
seeing any of them.


The worst of
the bunch is Don’t Go In The House, a very poor man’s Psycho about
a disturbed loner who kidnaps and incinerates women that remind of him of his
tyrannical mother.  The most interesting thing about the film is that it was an
early credit for British-born cinematographer Oliver Wood, who later shot Die
Hard 2, Face/Off and The Bourne Ultimatum.


At least Don’t
Go In The Woods has some unintentional laughs as a group of bad actors
spend 80 minutes running away from a deranged killer.  Imagine Just Before
Dawn directed by Herschell Gordon Lewis (or Ed Wood) and you’re in the
right ballpark.


Speaking of
unintentional laughs, you’ll be too busy chuckling at Don’t Go Near The Park
to be corrupted by this incoherent story of a pair of 12,000 year old
cannibals who retain their youth by eating the entrails of their own
offspring.  Or something.  The cast includes Aldo Ray and Linnea Quigley, who
of course removes her clothes.


Last and
least interesting is Don’t Look In The Basement, a dull story about
lunatics that take over an asylum from S.F. Brownrigg, the man behind the
equally stupefying Scum Of The Earth (1974) and Keep My Grave Open (1976). 
Small world dept: the movie is the only writing credit for Tim Pope, who later
directed The Crow: City Of Angels (1996).


 


 


THE DRILLER
KILLER (1979)


From being
hounded by Britain’s moral watchdogs, who blamed the movie for declining social
values, through to its uncut release in 2002, the history of The Driller
Killer is more interesting than the film itself.


Far more
attention-grabbing than the narrative was the videocassette’s cover, which
showed a drill boring into a man’s skull beneath the caption, “The blood runs
in rivers….and the drill keeps tearing through flesh and bone!”  After numerous
complaints to the Advertising Standards Authority, the film was banned in
1984.  


According to
Mike Bor, Principal Examiner for the BBFC, The Driller Killer was
“almost single-handedly responsible for the Video Recordings Act.”  If you were
a kid in 1984, then the artwork had a very different effect – it transformed
you into a lifelong horrorphile.


 


 


EVILSPEAK
(1981)


Clint
“Brother of Ron” Howard plays Stanley Coopersmith, a bullied military cadet who
discovers the diary of an excommunicated Spanish monk.  Using his Apple PC to
translate the diary, he unleashes a malevolent spirit that starts taking
revenge on his enemies.


Evilspeak is a very silly film, never more so
than when a woman is attacked by killer boars while bathing.  The BBFC were
unimpressed and in March 1984 (the same month that Brother Ron’s Splash
was released in the US) the picture was banned as a Video Nasty.


As well as
the boar attack, the censors were concerned that the devouring of entrails, a
neck snapping and the numerous decapitations would somehow deprave and corrupt
the audience, so when the picture was re-released in 1987, it was with nearly 4
minutes of cuts.  The film wasn’t available again in its uncut form until 2004.


 


 


EXPOSE
(1976)


The only
British film on the banned list, Expose was financed partly by porn king
Paul Raymond who ensured that Fiona Richmond, one of the most popular starlets
appearing in his top-shelf magazines, received a prominently billed part. 
Playing the girlfriend of a novelist (Udo Kier), Richmond gets naked at every
available opportunity, most notably for a shower sequence that ends with her
being slashed to ribbons by an assailant.


Along with
several shotgun murders, this sequence was trimmed when the film played
theatrically, but the video version left the violence intact and was pulled
from distribution in March 1984 ahead of a successful prosecution for
obscenity.


 


 


FACES OF
DEATH (1978)


Hosted by
“Dr Francis B Gross”, Faces Of Death purports to be a documentary about
people who met their maker in particularly grisly ways, but while the film does
feature some graphic file footage of fatal accidents, about 40% of the movie
was staged.


In later
years, director John Schwartz admitted adding specially shot inserts to spice
up the stock footage and pointed out that one of the film’s most famous
sequences – the death in the electric chair – was shot in a friend’s loft
apartment.  In truth, the staged footage isn’t particularly difficult for a
modern viewer to spot, given the quality of the “acting” and make-up effects.


In those
pre-YouTube days, though, viewers couldn’t get enough, and the movie grossed
more than $30 million on a $450,000 budget, leading to several “sequels”. The
film’s popularity must’ve come as a relief to Schwartz – his day job included
writing TV scripts for Knight Rider and The Fall Guy.


 


 


FLESH FOR
FRANKENSTEIN (1973)


In his
second prosecuted film, Udo Kier plays the sleaziest, most demented Baron
Frankenstein yet to reach the screen.  He also delivers a line that would make
Peter Cushing blush: “To know death, Otto, you have to fuck life….in the gall
bladder!”


In a
laboratory dungeon filled with body parts, electrical equipment and a naked
female corpse he mounts when the fancy takes him, the Baron tries to create a
super race but reckons without the attentions of local peasant Nicholas (Joe
Dallesandro), who realizes that Frankenstein murdered his best friend and is
using the body in his experiments.  Eschewing villagers with flaming torches
and police inspectors with wooden limbs, the film instead throws in several
gore sequences, most notably a scene where a character is decapitated with
garden shears and his body continues to stagger around with blood pumping from
the neck.  


This was too
strong for British tastes and the film played theatrically with eight minutes
of cuts, most of which were reinserted for home video.  Banned in March 1984
and successfully prosecuted, the movie wasn’t available in its uncut form until
2006.


 


 


FOREST OF
FEAR (1980)


Also known
as Blood Eaters and Toxic Zombies, this miserably acted
time-waster plays like a less accomplished version of I Drink Your Blood. 
There’s another group of hippies on the rampage, but this time they’re turned
into bloodthirsty savages when their marijuana crop is sprayed with an
experimental herbicide by crooked government officials.  Limbs are chopped off,
eyes are gouged and throats are torn out, but the low budget means that the
effects leave much to be desired.


Incredibly for
a movie with such fake gore, Forest Of Fear found its way onto the
banned list shortly after debuting on video in November 1982 and was
subsequently prosecuted for obscenity.  The film was never resubmitted to the
BBFC because director Charles McCrann, who held the rights, died in the World
Trade Center attack on 9/11.


 


 


FROZEN
SCREAM (1975)


Best
described as Ed Wood’s lost cryogenics movie, Frozen Scream was banned
for two months in 1984 before the authorities came to their senses.  Of the 72
titles on the list, this one has a real shot at being the worst, with
mind-blowingly dreadful performances, cinematography and direction.  The
performers recite their lines like pod people, which is odd when you realize
that lead actress Renee Harmon taught acting in Los Angeles. 


Briefly, the
plot – to save you from watching it – involves a pair of mad scientists seeking
the key to eternal life.  They go about this the way “scientists” in bad movies
usually do, by killing strangers and keeping the bodies in cold storage until
they can be resurrected as zombie slaves.


Too listless
to be funny, the film makes its 75 minute running time feel like twice as
long.  Unavailable for years, the movie recently appeared on DVD, so if
masochism is your thing, help yourself.


 


 


GESTAPO’S
LAST ORGY (1977)


“The sickest
entry in the Nazisploitation genre!” promises the tag line.  Actually, Cesare
Canevari’s film is equal parts arthouse and grindhouse, aiming for dramatics
along the lines of Salon Kitty and The Night Porter whenever a Jewish
foetus isn’t being consumed or a naked woman being set on fire.  


The BBFC
failed to appreciate such artistry and, following a successful prosecution, the
film was never re-released in the UK.  There is a multi-region DVD
available, though, which negates the point of the ban. 


 


 


THE HOUSE BY
THE CEMETERY (1982)


To be
prosecuted once for obscenity is bad enough, but (to paraphrase Oscar Wilde)
twice is simply careless.  Not content with declaring Zombie Flesh Eaters obscene,
Britain’s moral watchdogs also took issue with Lucio Fulci’s The House By
The Cemetery, much to the puzzlement of the filmmaker’s fans.


Far more
explicit than THBTC is City Of The Living Dead, which despite
several gruesome sequences never even found its way onto the Video Nasty list. 
At no point in THBTC, for instance, does anyone throw up their own
intestines, tear out a man’s brains or thrust a drill through someone’s cheek.


Essentially
an Old Dark House gothic tale, albeit one with gory set pieces, THBTC
rubbed the censors up the wrong way with its shots of mutilated corpses and
scenes where throats are ripped out, which were enough to get the picture
banned.  In 2001, the film was prosecuted for obscenity a second time following
the discovery of bootleg copies of the uncut VHS, meaning that it wouldn’t be
until 2009 – nearly 30 years after it was first shown – that the film would be
available in its uncut form.


 


 


THE HOUSE ON
THE EDGE OF THE PARK (1980)


In 2006, the
authors of this book participated in a BBFC commissioned research screening of The
House On The Edge Of The Park intended to examine reactions to scenes of
sexual violence.  After being told that an uncut print was being shown (which
ran nearly 12 minutes longer than the version then in circulation), audience
members were advised that the film was a brutal home invasion thriller and
anyone who couldn’t stomach the violence was free to leave.


Thus
intrigued, we sat there expecting the worst and sure enough, the second half of
the movie dwelled on the torture of a naked woman, but that wasn’t what
provoked the biggest audience reaction.  That came towards the end of the
movie, when the bug-eyed villain (David Hess, playing pretty much the same
sicko he did in The Last House On The Left) got his comeuppance in
unintentionally funny slow motion.


Whether it
was Hess’s expression of wide-eyed surprise or just a cheesy moment, the scene
had the unfortunate effect of bringing down the house and the 100 or so
volunteers, clutching their serious-minded questionnaires, were still laughing
as the credits rolled.


The movie
was subsequently re-released with only 46 seconds of cuts.


 


 


HUMAN
EXPERIMENTS (1981)


Human
Experiments features
no graphic violence, no gore and no exploitation, which is surprising because
the producers are Summer and Edwin Brown, the husband and wife team responsible
for XXX titles like Every Woman Has A Fantasy (1984).  They were also
behind slasher movie The Prey (1984), which if nothing else boasts a
great tag line: “It’s Not Human And It’s Got An Axe!”


Geoffrey
Lewis stars as a mad scientist who attempts to curb the behaviour of his
inmates with “experiments” that are more like a series of practical jokes, and
very mild they are too.  Except for some brief nudity and a trickle of blood,
the film could play on daytime TV.


However, the
title convinced the authorities that the content was similar to S.S.
Experiment Camp and the movie was banned.  It hasn’t been available since.


 


 


I MISS YOU,
HUGS AND KISSES (1978)


Based on a
real-life murder case, this courtroom drama tells in flashback the events
leading up to the murder of a manipulative model, played by Elke Sommer.  What
unfolds is basically an episode of Murder She Wrote spiced up with
stabbings, genuine slaughterhouse footage and a head being bashed in, and it’s
a very bland viewer who’ll be offended by any of it.


The only
possible explanation for why the picture was banned alongside zombie films and
cannibal movies is the cover of the Intercity Video box, which showed Elke
Sommer wearing a wet t-shirt and carrying a pistol.  Along with the title, that
must’ve caused overzealous police officers to mistake it for a “blue movie.”


 


 


INFERNO
(1980) & TENEBRAE (1982)


The first
indication that Inferno would be problematic came when Dario Argento
screened the movie for the President of Twentieth Century Fox, who told him the
picture was “too strong” for American tastes and sent it straight to video. 
The film played theatrically in the UK, but a movie from the director of the
successfully prosecuted Tenebrae was never going to escape unscathed and
the film was added to the banned list in August 1984.


There are
some grisly moments as Leigh McCloskey’s hero searches for his sister in New
York but nothing that compares to the highlights of Tenebrae or Suspiria,
and the film’s presence on the DPP list seems more like guilt by association
than anything else.  Inferno escaped prosecution, however, and was
available in a cut version in 1987 before being released in its entirety in
2010.


Less
fortunate was Tenebrae, which is too bad because it shows Argento at the
top of his game.  It’s a demented giallo full of arresting camerawork (by
Luciano Tovoli, who also shot The Passenger) with an equally memorable
synth-heavy music score composed by several former members of Goblin.  In order
to keep it from corrupting British viewers, it was unavailable in its uncut
form until 2003.


In March
1984, the film was cited as one of the most offensive Video Nasties in the UK
and subsequently banned.  The major bone of contention was a 4-second shot
where, after losing an arm to the killer’s axe, a woman’s bloody stump
continues to spray crimson across her apartment.


When the
movie finally returned to British screens in its original form, it arrived on
DVD just before the far more explicit Texas Chainsaw Massacre remake
(which was backed by Michael Bay and New Line Cinema) played uncut in UK
cinemas.  But that’s probably just a coincidence.


 


 


ISLAND OF
DEATH (1975)


Mindful of
the profits being made by cheap exploitation films such as The Texas Chain
Saw Massacre (1974), first time director Nico Mastorakis set out to make
the most shocking film imaginable (and in the process turn a tidy profit). 
After completing a script in one week, he took a crew out to the Greek island
of Mykonos and filmed a bizarre tale of a duo on a killing spree.


The first
hint that Celia (Jane Ryall) and her brother Christopher (Robert Behling) might
not playing with a full deck comes when they enjoy a moment of passion inside a
phone booth – during a call to their mother, no less.  Claiming to be doing the
Lord’s work, they proceed to rid the island of its homosexuals, hippies and
nymphomaniacs, dispatching each victim in a brutal and gory fashion. 


For reasons
known only to the filmmakers, Christopher also enjoys a moment of passion with
a goat, after which he slays the animal and returns to his holy quest.  This
scene comes out of leftfield, lasts a few moments, and then is never referred
to ever again, making you question its importance to the narrative.


In the UK,
the theatrical print was shorn of eight minutes, and when the film appeared on
video in November 1982, it wasn’t long before moral watchdogs called for it to
be banned and prosecuted.  The film eventually reappeared in its uncut form in
2010.


 


 


KILLER NUN
(1978)


Based on
“actual events that took place in a Central European country long ago”, Killer
Nun tells the story of Sister Gertrude (Anita Ekberg, a long way from La
Dolce Vita) who while recuperating from neurosurgery on a brain tumour
becomes addicted to morphine and starts mistreating patients in the the
geriatric hospital where she works.  When the patients start falling victim to
an unseen killer, Gertrude becomes the chief suspect, but any half-awake viewer
will be able to guess the ending.


Stylishly
directed by Giulio Berruti, this odd mixture of Nunsploitation and giallo has
its moments, but ultimately it’s not that great.  A movie called Killer Nun,
which throws in lesbianism, torture and nuns in silk stockings, really ought to
be more engaging but this is no more fun than Baba Yaga (1973), on which
Berruti worked as a second unit director.


 


 


THE LIVING
DEAD AT THE MANCHESTER MORGUE (1974)


Filmed on
location in England, this Spanish/Italian co-production sought to cash in Night
Of The Living Dead but it’s better made than most other George Romero
imitations.


The plot
involves experiments with ultra-sonic radiation that cause the dead to rise and
go on their usual rampage, in one sequence tearing off a nurse’s breasts and
gorging themselves on her entrails.  Director Jorge Grau doesn’t quite match
the apocalyptic feel of George Romero’s films, though: no more than half a
dozen zombies are seen throughout the film.


Withdrawn
from distribution in October 1983, the film spent eighteen months on the banned
list before being re-released in a version that edited out most of the gore
scenes, including the attack on the nurse, an axe murder and a police officer’s
mutilation.  The cuts weren’t waived until the film was released on DVD in
2002.


 


LOVE CAMP 7
(1969)


Directed by
the legendary Lee Frost (The Thing With Two Heads), Love Camp 7 is
the father of Nazisploitation as well as the picture that began the trend for
“chicks in chains” movies.  You will not find a better synopsis than the one
the BBFC provided when they rejected the film:


“Love
Camp 7 is an
exploitation film set in a Nazi ‘love camp’ during the Second World War.  The
film contains numerous scenes of women prisoners being abused, tortured and
humiliated by their Nazi captors.  Indeed the whole purpose of the work is to
invite male viewers to relish the spectacle of naked women being humiliated for
their titillation.  Love Camp 7 contains both eroticised depictions of
sexual violence and repeated association of sex with restraint, pain and
humiliation.  These sequences were in clear contravention of the Board’s strict
policy on sexual violence, which prohibits scenes that eroticise or endorse
sexual assault.  The possibility of cuts was considered.  However, because the
sexual violence runs throughout the work cutting was not considered a viable
option.”


All of which
builds the movie up as the Citizen Kane of sleaze, but for a subgenre
whose entries include Gestapo’s Last Orgy and Ilsa: She Wolf Of The
S.S., it’s actually rather tame. 


 


 


MADHOUSE
(1981)


Ovidio G
Assonitis, the veteran schlock producer behind Piranha 2: The Spawning, Tentacles
and Beyond The Door, directed, produced and co-wrote this odd tale
of a woman being stalked by her evil, deformed twin sister.  It’s basically an
Italian facsimile of the American slasher movies, complete with an ending that
echoes the same year’s Happy Birthday To Me.


Slickly shot
by Roberto D’Ettorre Piazzoli (Starcrash) and scored by Riz Ortolani (Cannibal
Holocaust), Madhouse is no great masterpiece but for an imitation
made quickly and cheaply, Assonitis sets up the hand-through-the-window scares
quite nicely.  The BBFC disagreed and, following a successful prosecution for
obscenity, the film was only available in a heavily censored version until
2004. 


 


 


MARDI GRAS
MASSACRE (1978)


You’d expect
a remake/rip-off of Herschell Gordon Lewis’ Blood Feast (1963) to be
horribly acted, ineptly directed and loaded with fake gore, and Mardi Gras
Massacre doesn’t disappoint.  For good measure, director Jack Weis also
throws in funky disco music, exotic dancers and dialogue that lands with a thud
every few minutes.


There’s an
Aztec high priest instead of Fuad Ramses and the action is relocated to New
Orleans, but otherwise the film plays out as you’d expect.  There’s more nudity
and gore in this version, as becomes apparent during the scenes where our
monosyllabic murderer picks up a hooker he proceeds to tie up, cover in oil and
slash to ribbons.  The fact that his pad resembles a Satanic temple really
should have tipped her off.


Released to
video in 1982, the movie was successfully prosecuted a year later and has yet
to see an official release in the UK.  Beg, borrow or steal a copy of the
region 1 DVD, but under no circumstances should you buy one. 


 


 


NIGHTMARES
IN A DAMAGED BRAIN (1981)


Great title,
shame about the film.


If nothing
else, this story of a released psychiatric patient who starts to kill again
resulted in one of the best anecdotes from the Video Nasties furore.  During
the picture’s successful prosecution for obscenity, critic Derek Malcolm was
asked his opinion of the film, which he described as, “Not a classic, but well
executed.”  To which the judge replied, “So was the German invasion of Poland!”


Not content
with banning the film, the judge also sent David Grant, who’d released an uncut
version on video, to prison for eighteen months (later reduced to one year). 
The film finally saw release in a cut version in 2005, but it was another
decade before the uncut version was unleashed in the UK.


 


 


NIGHT OF THE
BLOODY APES (1969)


Proving that
Britain’s moral watchdogs never actually watched the films they attempted to
ban, Night Of The Bloody Apes is an unintentionally hilarious hodgepodge
that includes mad scientists, Mexican wrestlers and a monstrous man-ape who
rampages across Mexico ogling showering senoritas.


A very loose
remake of director Rene Cardona’s earlier Doctor Of Doom (1963), the
film throws in as much sex and cheap gore as it can to appeal to the
international market, even adding some scenes of actual open heart surgery. 
Those scenes aside, the effects are otherwise laughably cheap, and the
ape-man’s make-up will inspire chuckles even as he tears apart another victim.


Incredibly,
the movie was deemed likely to “deprave and corrupt” British viewers, so it was
added to the Video Nasties list in December 1983.  In 1993, an uncut version
was mistakenly distributed by Vipco, only to be withdrawn again days later.


 


 


NIGHT SCHOOL
(1981)


From the
director of Chitty Chitty Bang Bang comes this shamelessly imitative slasher,
which apes Psycho’s shower scene and restages a chase sequence from Cat
People.  Neither the worst nor the best of its type, Night School’s
defiantly masculine-looking killer, who wears skin-tight leathers and a helmet,
is ultimately revealed to be Rachel Ward, in her film debut.


Released on
VHS (in a cut version) as Terror Eyes, the film has yet to see a UK DVD
release under either title.


 


 


NIGHT TRAIN
MURDERS (1975)


This Italian
version of Last House On The Left adheres pretty closely to the story,
focusing on two young girls (including Irene Miracle, in her film debut)
attacked by a trio of thugs during a train ride to Italy.  The thugs are then
met by the parents of one of the girls at the station, and you know what that
means.


For a
cheaply made imitation, the picture at least remains true to the spirit of its
inspiration, juxtaposing the scummy villains (first seen assaulting a man
dressed as Santa Claus) with the more sophisticated parents, who discuss
totalitarianism with their intellectual friends when they’re not skirting the
topic of divorce.  It’s probably not as effective as Wes Craven’s movie, but
it’s still a world away from House On The Edge Of The Park.


Alas, such
sincerity failed to win over the BBFC.  After being rejected for theatrical
exhibition in 1976, Aldo Lado’s film appeared as an uncertified video in
November 1981 and was added to the banned list in July 1983, finally receiving
an uncut release in 2008.  


 


 


NIGHT
WARNING (1982)


Often
mistaken for a routine slasher in the Night School tradition, this
psychological thriller has more in common with Whatever Happened To Baby
Jane? and doesn’t deserve to be on a list with titles like Unhinged or
The Toolbox Murders.


Susan Tyrell
gets the Batty Old Dame role, playing a single woman who stabs a repairman to
death and forces her nephew to cover up the crime by claiming it was an
attempted rape.  When the police are eventually involved, a homophobic cop (Bo
Svenson) uncovers evidence of a homosexual affair between the nephew and his
basketball coach and becomes determined to pin the murder on one of them.  All
told, the movie has more depth than you’d expect from the director of How To
Stuff A Wild Bikini.


There are
some gory moments in the film’s second half, but nothing worthy of the two-and-a-half
years this film spent on the banned list.  After being dropped from the list in
December 1985, the film had to wait another three decades before it became
available again.


 


POSSESSION
(1981)


The artiest
(and most perplexing) film on the list, Andrzej Zulawski’s picture details a
relationship breakdown between lovers Sam Neill and Isabelle Adjani, who’s
eventually hypnotized by an octopus-like creature.  Or something.  This
arthouse piece was well regarded by critics (Adjani won Best Actress at Cannes)
but the casual viewer will find it too ponderous and pretentious to easily
enjoy.


There are
some grisly sequences – a carving knife to the throat, for one – but they
weren’t enough to keep Possession on the list for long, and within
twelve months of being banned the film was cleared of obscenity.  It was
finally released uncut in 1999.


 


 


PRANKS
(1982)


A tedious,
sub-Friday The 13th slasher, Pranks was banned for a
very simple reason: the cover shows a baseball bat with nails, the kind of
implement that would’ve alarmed the DPP.  Despite a high body count, with the
killer using a different weapon each time, there’s absolutely nothing in this
generic slasher that deserves anyone’s attention.


The film was
released uncut in 2001, by which time co-director Stephen Carpenter had
established himself as a mainstream filmmaker.  After directing Soul
Survivors (2001) starring Casey Affleck and Eliza Dushku, he later scripted
The Man (2005) and co-created the TV series Grimm.


 


 


PRISONER OF
THE CANNIBAL GOD (1978)


Also known
as Primitive Desires and Mountain Of The Cannibal God, this
jungle movie has a well-regarded director (Sergio Martino, who made Your
Vice Is A Locked Room And Only I Have The Key) and a cast that includes
Ursula Andress and Stacy Keach, but it’s still a pretty tedious effort. 
Andress and Keach venture into New Guinea in search of her missing husband, and
it’s only at the end that his rotting corpse turns up, being worshipped by a
cannibal tribe.


The title
was enough to bring the film to the attention of the DPP, but aside from some
scenes of animal cruelty there’s nothing here to make the hairs on the back of
your neck stand up.  The film was re-released with cuts in 2001, but it’s too
poorly paced to be worth checking out.


 


 


THE SLAYER
(1981)


The kind of
film that ought to star John Carradine and appear on Mystery Science Theatre
3000, The Slayer is an often unintentionally amusing time waster
where an uninteresting quartet vacation on a deserted island, and faster than
you can say “potential victims” they’re being stalked and slashed to ribbons by
an unseen killer.  Characters are dispatched with pitchforks, boating oars,
fishing rods and a trapdoor (don’t ask), which broke the ban on the use of
“everyday implements” as deadly weapons and resulted in the film being
withdrawn.


By the time
picture was released uncut in 2001, director J.S. Cardone was enjoying
mainstream success with The Forsaken, about a young man (Kerr Smith) who
gets involved in a war against vampires.  Cardone went on to script The
Covenant (2006) as well as the remakes of Prom Night (2008) and The
Stepfather (2009).


 


 


SNUFF (1975)


Credited as
the picture that helped mythologize the snuff film, Snuff began life as Slaughter
(not to be confused with the Blaxploitation movie starring Jim Brown), a
1971gore film that depicted the depredations of a Manson-like cult.  Filmed on
the cheap in Argentina, it was the first horror picture from Michael and
Roberta Findlay, the husband and wife team that had hitherto made primitive
sexploitation movies.


After
playing in only three theaters, Slaughter would’ve fallen into
well-deserved obscurity but for a producer named Allan Shackleton who, sensing
an opportunity, changed the title and added a brief epilogue.  In Shackleton’s
footage, a young actress (she’s supposed to be the female lead in Slaughter,
but looks nothing like her) is murdered while the camera keeps rolling,
but the sequence is so badly handled that it has an unintended comic effect.


Bad acting
aside, the gore is so obviously fake that it ruins the intended shock when the
screen goes black and the cameraman is heard announcing that they’ve run out of
film.  Still, it was enough to fan the flames and before long, the existence of
snuff films became an acknowledged “fact”.


 


 


SS EXPERIMENT
CAMP (1976)


Few
subgenres baited the censors as eagerly as Nazisploitation, and of all the
films banned in the UK, few were more deserving than SS Experiment Camp. 
The video art, which showed a nude woman on a cross being leered over by a
Nazi, left no doubt that this was not The Sound Of Music.


Unlike the
previous year’s Ilsa: She Wolf Of The SS, however, the film has more on
its mind than gratuitous female nudity.  Seeking a new pair of testicles, a
Commandant castrates one of his guards, which leads to an unintentionally funny
moment when the guard says, “You bastard, what have you done with my balls?”


The BBFC
were unamused and banned the film, more for its artwork than its content, which
they later described as mild and poorly executed.  In fact, when the film was
resubmitted with different artwork in 2005, it was passed uncut.


 


 


THE TOOLBOX
MURDERS (1978)


Mistaken
listed by the DPP as The Tallbox Murders, Dennis Donnelly’s film is some
sort of sleaze classic for its first twenty minutes as a masked maniac kills
the residents of a Los Angeles apartment complex with a hammer, a drill, a
chisel and, most graphically, a nail gun.  Then Donnelly unsuccessfully
attempts to juggle a second plot strand, and the film comes to a grinding halt


The first
hint that the movie wouldn’t find favour among feminists came when 60
Minutes mentioned it in a piece on misogyny in the popular culture. 
Released in UK cinemas with two minutes of cuts to the scene where the killer
cuts porn star Kelly Nichols’ bathtub masturbation short, the film appeared on
video in the same BBFC sanctioned version and was banned in November 1983.  


The same cut
version was re-released in 2000.


 


UNHINGED
(1982)


Tediously
generic, badly acted and poorly made (the clapperboard is visible during a slow
fade), Unhinged’s presence on the banned list is something of a
mystery.  What violence there is isn’t enough to generate controversy, and if
the film hadn’t been singled out as a video nasty it would’ve disappeared into
obscurity (or at least appeared on MST3K).


The plot
involves three young women that’re taken to an old house following an
automobile accident, but the performances are so broad (and the direction so
hamfisted) that it’s impossible to get caught up in their plight as they’re
stalked by a scythe-wielding figure.  Even at 79 minutes it’s a long haul, and
the “twist” ending isn’t worth sticking around for.


Incredibly,
the film wasn’t released uncut in the UK until 2005.


 


 


VISITING
HOURS (1982)


Oscar winner
Lee Grant plays a television journalist who incurs the wrath of twitchy psycho
Michael Ironside, leading to an assault that leaves her hospitalized.  When he
learns his victim is still alive, Ironside (who looks so intense he might
explode) visits the hospital she’s in with murder on his mind.


This is
basically the Canadian version of Halloween II (1981), but whereas that
movie had nudity and gore galore, the most disturbing thing in Visiting
Hours is a cameo from William Shatner, who must’ve filmed his part during a
day off from Star Trek II: The Wrath Of Kahn.  


 


 


THE WEREWOLF
AND THE YETI (1975)


Born Jacinto
Molina Alvarez, Paul Naschy played every horror villain from Count Dracula to
Dr Fu Manchu, but he was best known for playing Waldemar Daninsky(aka The Wolf
Man) in a series of cheaply-made Spanish exploitation films. 


The
Werewolf And The Yeti
is the 8th of the 12 Daninsky films, and it’s one of the most
ludicrous, with Naschy captured (and used as a sex slave) by a pair of female
vampires while searching for the Yeti in the Himalayas.  When he attempts to
escape, they bite him and transform him into El Hombre Lobo, setting up
everything you could want from a Yeti vs werewolf movie.


There’s
nudity, flagellation plus several torn out throats, and even though the
climactic confrontation takes up about a minute of screen time, it was enough
for the BBFC to ban the movie in 1984.  The film has never been resubmitted for
classification and remains unavailable in the UK.


 


 


THE WITCH
THAT CAME FROM THE SEA (1976)


The Witch
That Came From The Sea is remarkable mostly for the talent involved: the cast includes George
‘Buck’ Flower (Back To The Future), Millie Perkins (Wall Street)
and Roberta Collins (The Big Doll House), while director Matt Cimber
also made The Black 6 (1973) and The Candy Tangerine Man (1975). 
The cinematographer is Dean Cundey, who later shot Halloween, Back To The
Future and Jurassic Park.


Slow moving
and not particularly satisfying, the film tells the story of a disturbed woman
(Perkins) who goes on a killing spree in a coastal town.  There’s some Freudian
psychology at work in Robert Thom’s script, but if you remember the film for
anything it’ll be Perkins’ performance and Cundey’s eerie photography.


 


 


ZOMBIE
CREEPING FLESH (1980)


At a
chemical plant in New Guinea, a leak transforms the staff into bad actors in
shoddy make-up, who stumble around as though they’re auditioning for Dawn Of
The Dead.  Meanwhile, in what feels like a completely different movie, a
hostage rescue team encounter a female journalist and her cameraman, who’ve
just encountered more bad actors in even less convincing make-up.


It seems
that an epidemic of bad acting is sweeping across New Guinea, so the rescue
team, which is comprised mainly of hair-trigger psychos, decides to blow them
all to pieces.  Along the way, they also encounter badly dubbed supporting
players and enough stock footage for three Ed Wood movies.


The film’s
first cut reportedly contained so much unusable material that most of it was
junked and re-shot, with documentary footage haphazardly edited into the
narrative, which perhaps explains why the first thirty minutes feels like three
films overlapping.  Throw in some acting styles best described as “unsubtle”,
and you’ve got an incoherent mess that deserves to seen by all lovers of ‘So
Bad It’s Good’ cinema.


Incredibly,
the film found its way onto the Video Nasty list in July 1983 and wasn’t
available in its uncut form until 2002. 
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ENTER THE
NINJA (1981)


Directed
by Menahem Golan


Starring Franco Nero, Susan George, Sho
Kosugi, Christopher George 


 


When cousins
Menahem Golan and Yoram Globus took over ailing Cannon Films in 1979, they
began producing a string of B-grade actioners that were successful enough for
the company to become a Wall St darling and proclaim itself “the company of the
future.”  Such optimism turned out to be misplaced, however: after a series of
flops, the company was swallowed up by Pathe in 1990.  During the 80s, though,
Cannon was synonymous with wonderfully terrible action movies starring the
likes of Chuck Norris, Charles Bronson, Sylvester Stallone and Sho Kosugi.  


Touted by
some as the movie that popularized Ninjutsu in the early 80s, Enter The
Ninja owes its status neither to its director nor its leading man but its
villain, a real-life practitioner of the form.  After uncredited appearances in
The Godfather II, Bruce Lee Fights Back From The Grave and The Bad
News Bears Go To Japan, this was Kosugi’s first ‘real’ film, and he made
such an impression that Cannon built a franchise around him.  Though a villain
here, Kosugi was promoted to hero in Revenge of the Ninja (1983) and Ninja
III: The Domination (1984), playing a different character each time, albeit
one who owned a black ninja costume, battled laser-wielding nemeses and had no
problem throwing people off rooftops.  


Enter The
Ninja’s credit
sequence tells you what to expect: after demonstrating his proficiency with
throwing stars, nunchaku, a blowpipe etc., Kosugi’s black ninja is knocked out
by Nero’s white ninja, whose flying kick doesn’t connect.  Credibility is then
thrown further to the winds during an opening sequence where Nero, who’s about
as convincing a martial artist as Chris Farley in Beverley Hills Ninja,
singlehandedly disposes of an army of red ninjas (wouldn’t life be boring if
all ninjas looked the same?).  Turns out it’s really a training exercise, but
that’s not what steams Kosugi up: he’s just had his ass handed to him by a
blue-eyed Caucasian ninja with a floppy moustache.  This is unforgivable, so Kosugi
exits swearing vengeance later in the film etc.  


Meanwhile,
Nero goes to visit an “old army buddy” who despite living in a mansion and
being married to Susan George isn’t doing so good.  He’s being strong-armed out
of his property by a hook-handed goon in the employ of Mr Venarius, a cackling
villain played by City of the Living Dead’s Christopher “no relation”
George.  When Nero realizes this, we know what’s going to happen:


1) Nero will
“send Mr Venarius a message”


2) Mr
Venarius will retaliate with an army of fighters so poorly trained they stand
around waiting to get hit


3) Nero’s
buddy dies


4) Leading
to a wartime flashback


5) “He was
my friend.  You killed him.  Now I’m going to kill you!”


6) So
Venarius hires Kosugi….


7) ….and
they both get theirs in the final showdown


Enter The
Ninja was based on a
story by former World Professional karate champ Mike Stone, who also served as
stunt co-ordinator and doubled for Nero during the more physical scenes.  The
second unit director, Emmett Alston, later directed the bizarre 9 Deaths of
the Ninja (1985), also starring Kosugi, who by that time was one of the
best known martial arts performers.  By the end of the decade, though,
ninjasploitation had run its course and Kosugi returned to Japan, working
mainly in television.  His son Kane, who appears in 9 Deaths and Revenge
of the Ninja, later followed his old man to Hollywood, winning roles in DOA:
Dead Or Alive (2006) and War (2007).  


 
















 


REVENGE OF
THE NINJA (1983)


Directed
by Sam Firstenberg


Starring Sho Kosugi, Arthur Roberts, Kane
Kosugi, Ashley Ferrare


 


Revenge is an improvement over its
predecessor in several ways: it’s better staged, there’s more action and we’re
not asked to believe that an Italian actor could be a ninja.  Not only does Sho
Kosugi make for a more convincing lead, he has no trouble fighting five guys at
once.


The story
begins in “Tokyo, Japan” with several members of Kosugi’s family being
butchered by ninjas for oh some reason.  It’s a cultural thing or something. 
Anyway, Sho’s friend Arthur Roberts suggests a move to America, so he takes his
mother and infant son and in “United States Six Years Later”, is preparing to
open an art gallery that sells and displays ninja dolls.


What he
doesn’t realize is that Roberts is using the dolls to smuggle heroin and is
owed money by some Eye-talian mobsters that say things like “I fuck with
whoever I want to!”  Roberts is also a ninja and wears a mask with glowing
green eyes that hypnotize people, but mostly he just takes out the mobsters one
by one while they’re using the bathroom or in the Jacuzzi or whatever.  


Why doesn’t
Kosugi notice that his best friend is not only evil, but a ninja to boot? 
Because he’s distracted by his six yea- old son Kane, who deals with bullies as
only the son of a ninja can.  This annoys Kosugi no end because he’s given up
fighting and no longer follows the ninja way since it killed his wife and he
wants his boy to follow suit.  In order to “honour our ancestors”, Sho still
teaches him all the fighting styles, so you know what’s going to happen.


Revenge is a thriller without filler,
eighty-eight minutes of unapologetically fun action that at no point attempts
to be deep or goes off on a meaningless tangent.  Sure, you can bitch about the
B-movie production values (is that the cameraman’s shadow during the van
chase?), but as long as Hollywood keeps churning out joyless and oppressive
dreck like Transformers, these films will retain their appeal.
















 


Ninja III:
The Domination (1984)


Directed
by Sam Firstenberg 


Starring Sho Kosugi, Lucinda Dickey, Jordan
Bennett, James Hong


 


Before they
revolutionized the world of breakdancing with Breakin’ 2: Electric Boogaloo (1984),
Sam Firstenberg and Lucinda Dickey made Ninja III: The Domination, the
greatest martial arts/ possession/ aerobics movie ever.  Described by
Firstenberg in an interview as the weirdest ninja film you’ll ever see, it’s
the same mix of gonzo storytelling and bad fashion choices that you saw in No
Retreat No Surrender, only with more laughs and better action. 


For reasons
unexplained, there’s a ninja on the loose in 80s Arizona, and after murdering
some dude in front of his minders – in broad daylight, yet – he evades capture
by taking out his opponents with a seemingly limitless supply of shuriken. 
This guy is so skilled, in fact, that he can throw a dart down a gun barrel,
causing it to explode in the shooter’s face.


It’s not
long before the fuzz show up, but despite being surrounded by cops that empty
their weapons into him, Bad Ninja manages to escape.  Fortunately for him,
telephone linewoman (and bad music enthusiast) Lucinda Dickey is nearby and
before he expires, Bad Ninja hands her his sword, causing a mysterious breeze
to ruffle her hair.  This is the filmmakers’ subtle way of informing the viewer
that Something Bad Has Been Passed On.


Before we
realize what, the movie makes an important revelation – Dickey is also an
aerobics instructor!  After class (cue lots of close-ups of perspiring female
bodies set to a synth score), she’s set upon by four attackers she manages to
defeat with her hitherto unmentioned martial arts ability….almost as if she
possessed a ninja-like grace, in fact.


This endears
her to local cop Jordan Bennett, who in a whopping coincidence just happens to
be one of the uniforms that gunned down Bad Ninja.  Bennett’s a slick guy, and
has such charm and winning ways that after knowing him a few days, Dickey
allows him to lick V8 juice off her cleavage.


This
charming romance is interrupted when an unseen force causes Dickey’s windows to
open in the dead of night and dry ice to pour from her closet, where the ninja
sword unsheathes itself and floats towards her.  In a trance, she ventures out
to a desert cave where she discovers a secret arsenal of ninja gear, including
shuriken, swords and, bizarrely, eyeliner.  


Now fully
equipped, Dickey starts taking revenge on the cops that gunned down Bad Ninja,
throwing one guy through a window and interrupting another’s threesome to
dispense vengeance.  Waking with no memory of her crimes, Dickey mentions to
her doctor that she blacks out every time dry ice pours from her closet. 
“There’s nothing out of the ordinary,” the doc says.  “Apart from your
exceptional extrasensory perception and your preoccupation with Japanese
culture.  But there’s nothing wrong with that.”


In
desperation, Dickey turns to exorcist James Hong, who diagnoses her problem:
she’s been possessed by Bad Ninja, who’s causing her to cuss in a bass voice
and kill people.  “There is one power that can destroy him,” Hong says.  “Only
a ninja can destroy a ninja!”


Fortunately,
they don’t need to travel to Japan because there’s another ninja already in
town, and you know he’s a good ninja because he’s played by Sho Kosugi.  He’s
barely in the film’s first hour, and is playing a different character than in Revenge
Of The Ninja (1984), but Kosugi’s character doesn’t need to be fleshed out
because the moment he appears, you know he’s there just to kick Bad Ninja’s
ass.  In the finale, Bad Ninja’s spirit leaves Dickey’s body and enters his
dug-up corpse (now why didn’t he do that sooner?), leading to a confrontation
whose outcome won’t surprise you.


Sure, there
are other ninja movies out there, but they don’t answer such important
questions as: Can you drive away an evil spirit with bad 80s music?  Do cops
take shotguns to funerals?  Most importantly, if you’ve been possessed by a
ninja, can you kill a bunch of guys without messing up your hair?


Ninja III
isn’t deep, clever
or grounded in reality, but for sheer fun, it can’t be topped.  In a
perfect world, every living person would own the Blu-Ray. 
















 


DEATH WISH
II (1982)


Directed
by Michael Winner


Starring Charles Bronson, Jill Ireland,
Vincent Gardenia, Anthony Franciosa


 


Released
four years before Cobra, Death Wish II shares its simplistic
approach to issues and even starts in a similar fashion, with a reporter citing
crime statistics before urging people to wage war against the criminals
paralyzing society.  Paul Kersey (Charles Bronson) did just that in New York
before the cops forced him out of town (see previous film) so now he’s living
in Los Angeles, working as an architect and seeing a nice lady played by Jill
Ireland, aka Mrs Bronson.


Faster than
you can say “plot contrivance”, Kersey has his wallet stolen by a group of
thieves (including Laurence Fishburne) that later turn up at his house to knock
him unconsciousness, rape his housekeeper and kidnap his daughter, who they
also proceed to rape.  She’s mute following a similar assault in the first
film, so rather than go through it all again she escapes and throws herself
through a window, landing on some railings.  When Kersey recovers, he pulls his
gun out of the closet and takes a walk through the seamier parts of town,
searching for those responsible.


That’s just
the first twenty minutes of Death Wish II, whose remit appears to have
been “more of the same, only sleazier.”  In our more enlightened era, it’s
impossible not to notice that all of the African-American characters are
scumbags or that the women are usually degraded in some manner.  The only
female who isn’t brutalized is Mrs Bronson, whose husband had it written into
his contract that she couldn’t be victimized in any way.  So this is the only Death
Wish where Bronson’s love interest survives the movie.


Its attempts
to appeal to the first film’s audience are pretty transparent.  Viewers
reportedly cheered whenever Bronson killed people, so this sequel has nothing
more on its mind than setting up some one-dimensional creeps for him to blow
away with a pithy one-liner.  Noticing the cross around one villain’s neck,
Bronson asks him whether he believes in Jesus and when the the guy says he
does, Charlie shoots him and says, “Well, you’re gonna meet him.”  


It’d be
amusing if Cannon genuinely thought they were making a valid comment on American
society because the movie tackles vigilantism about as convincingly as the Ed
Wood-scripted The Violent Years tackled juvenile delinquency.  Even
after fighting a dozen cops, one of the killers is remanded to a psychiatric
hospital “until such time that he becomes able to take his rightful place in
society” when the Judge rules that his actions were due to being on PCP, which
is “a mind-altering drug.”  


This sticks
in Charlie’s craw a tad, so after faking an ID using liquid paper and a
photocopier, he enters the hospital to take revenge.  Their showdown becomes a
full-blown grudge match with flying furniture and improvised weapons, then
turns ludicrous when Charlie electrocutes his opponent (don’t ask). 
Fortunately, the guard (played by Halloween’s Charles Cyphers) thinks
he’s a hero and allows him to escape. 


With its
one-note characters, ridiculous dialogue (“Why would he ask you not to kill
muggers if you weren’t doing it in the first place?”), simplistic politics and
brief running time, Death Wish II is a virtual blueprint for Cannon’s
later action films.  It would probably cause offense if it was possible to take
seriously.
















 


HOSPITAL
MASSACRE (1982)


Directed
by Boaz Davidson


Starring Barbi Benton, Jon Van Ness, Charles
Lucia


 


Riding in on
the coattails of Halloween II (1981), only without its ‘subtlety’ and
‘sophistication’, comes this hospital-set slasher that if nothing else proves
Cannon Films’ commitment to pursuing the lowest common denominator.  You could
be forgiven for believing otherwise, though, because the screenwriter is Marc
Beam (co-writer of The Beatles’ Help!) and cinematographer Nicholas Von
Sternberg is the son of Josef Von Sternberg, the Austrian-American director who
worked with Howard Hughes and Charlie Chaplin.  Then again, the director is
Boaz Davidson of Lemon Popsicle fame (he later produced The
Expendables series) and his female lead is Barbi Benton, a former Playboy
cover girl.  


A new
benchmark for over-the-top direction, unbelievable storylines and performances
so broad they qualify as camp, Hospital Massacre starts as it means to
go on when Harry, one of those heh-heh-heh psychos capable of sneaking into
your house without your knowledge, impales young Susan’s brother on a hat stand
as punishment for her rejecting his advances.  Years later, Susan has flowered
into Ms Benton, and Harry’s abuse of her medical records somehow results in her
being detained by the medical staff and subjected to the kind of sleazy
assessments Playmates usually receive in horror pictures.  Not only does Barbi
prove a great screamer, though, but she can take a nude prostrate exam with the
best of them.  


About
halfway through the film, Susan’s boyfriend Jack, who’s been waiting in the car
the whole time, finally comes to the rescue and….loses his head to Harry’s bone
saw.  Said noggin is then delivered to Susan in a bow-tied box, but when she
summons help it’s been replaced by a cake, leading the
too-dumb-to-be-believable nurses to restrain her etc.  Then they wander off
alone for an appointment with Harry’s saw etc etc.  


Best
described as “uncomplicated”, Hospital Massacre seems to be winking at
the audience on occasion, but it’s hard to tell.  Certain scenes, such as when
the ‘blood’ dripping on Susan’s shoes is revealed to be ketchup from a creepy
patient’s hamburger, verge on parody, but with performances so unrestrained and
a narrative so bizarre, it’s difficult to judge whether or not the filmmakers
were trying to be funny.  
















 


INVASION USA
(1985)


Directed
by Joseph Zito


Starring Chuck Norris, Richard Lynch, Melissa
Prophet


 


With Commie
paranoia at its 80s peak, two Proud Republicans attempted to convince viewers
how weak America had become militarily with a pair of films portraying her
invasion by a brilliant-but-evil foreign power.  First out the gate was Red
Dawn, John Milius’ depiction of a Communist takeover of Seattle that could
only be thwarted by Charlie Sheen, C Thomas Howell and the leads from Dirty
Dancing, but it’s Invasion USA, with its black-and-white worldview
and simple-minded narrative, that’s the Reefer Madness of
ultra-conservative survivalist fantasies.  


Absurd
enough to be a laugh riot, Invasion is a cautionary tale of what happens
when whiney suit-and-tie liberals don’t let Chuck Norris kill people.  The
Company’s single genius operative, Chuck can spot a terrorist disguised as an
American soldier, knows the enemy better than anyone and will do anything for
the Stars and Stripes, but they never heeded his warning that Miami was the
weak point all along, so now they’re hip-high in Red Scum, who do they turn
to?  


Reunited
with director Joseph Zito and co-writer James Bruner (Missing In Action),
NRA member Chuck wraps himself in the American flag and packs enough firepower
for this to qualify as some sort of fetish video for gun lovers.  The approach
to characterization is, you might say, somewhat shallow, with our hero depicted
as an invincible killing machine, but since his quarry are a bunch of faceless
creeps who’re pure evil and nothing more (and foreign, to boot), it’s somehow
justified.  


When
introduced, Matt Hunter (Chuck) is wrangling a crocodile on his ranch while,
several miles away, Russkie bad guy Rostov (Richard Lynch) is shooting up a
roomful of sleazy contacts whose services he no longer requires.  Then he
throws a black woman through a window because, you know, he envies our
freedoms.  But Lynch still has nightmares about Chuck, having had his ass
handed to him during a previous encounter, so he sends a team to raze Ranch
Norris, kill his Native American buddy and leave him for dead before returning
to business.  


“Eighteen
hours from now, America will be a different place,” Lynch growls, as his
soldiers come ashore and start using white, upper-middle class homes for target
practice.  Which gives our hero all the motivation he needs to hop into his
all-American pick-up truck (the bad guys drive Nissans.  Hiss!) and sabotage
their plans to blow up malls, churches and school buses.  He even gets to
torture one of Lynch’s men, stabbing him through the foot and leaving him
holding a grenade, telling him: “If you live through this, tell Rostov it’s
time to die.”  Pure evil, and a Commie sympathizer to boot, the guy had it
coming.


With its
lone wolf (McQuade) hero single-handedly conquering armies of disfigured,
repellent creeps with nothing but gung-ho patriotism, Invasion USA isn’t
so much a precursor to the humourless, downbeat 24 as a natural heir to The
Green Berets’ right-wing wish fulfilment.  Possessing not a shred of Jack
Bauer’s self-doubt or regret, Chuck’s black-and-white worldview is basically
John Wayne’s, only without the salute to the armed forces.  All it takes to
defeat an Evil Empire, it seems, is a rugged individualist with a pick-up
truck.


And a
bazooka.


 
















 


LIFEFORCE
(1985)


Directed
by Tobe Hooper


Starring Steve Railsback, Mathilda May, Frank
Finlay, Peter Firth, Patrick Stewart


 


Your typical
story of a beautiful nude space vampire wreaking havoc in 80s London, Lifeforce
was a landmark picture for Cannon.  The first film in their three-picture
deal with Tobe Hooper, who the company signed up after the success of Poltergeist
(1982), it was also their first megabucks effects movie.  Crucially, it became
one of their biggest flops.


At a
whopping $25 million, Lifeforce was a very different proposition from Rappin’
and American Ninja (released the same year) and when it grossed $11
million worldwide, the writing was already on the wall for the company.  More
disappointments followed, including Over The Top and Superman IV: The
Quest For Peace, and by 1988 the company was in such dire financial straits
that it was taken over by Pathe Communications.


It’s a very
sanguine viewer who watches Lifeforce’s trailer and thinks, “Looks
awesome!”  In under two minutes, we’re promised OK special effects, nudity,
ho-hum performances, nudity, explosions and did you know there’s nudity in this
movie?  Even if forewarned viewers had turned up, they would’ve seen a film
that could not be called, by any stretch of the imagination, a good story well
told.  A busy story, sure: there’s psychic connections, body hopping and
a mysterious blue light that sweeps through London, gathering souls (we think)
and causing double decker buses to explode in impressive fireballs, but most
first time viewers will stagger out of screenings thinking, “What the hell did
I just watch?”


Fortunately,
like all the best “bad” films, Lifeforce improves on repeat viewings,
and you have to admire a company that’s prepared to throw $25 million at what’s
basically the missing link between The Quatermass Xperiment and Species. 
It’s based on Colin Wilson’s novel The Space Vampires, which eschews sex
in favour of philosophical discussions about the nature of vampirism, but
Wilson distanced himself from the movie and slams it in his autobiography, Dreaming
To Some Purpose.


The biggest
surprise is that the screenplay is co-written by Dan O’Bannon, who in the same
year was off making his directorial debut with the mighty Return Of The
Living Dead.  You won’t find much trace of that (or Alien and Total
Recall) here, so either co-writer Don Jakoby (Double Team,
Evolution) did the lion’s share of the work or the duo were heavily
rewritten.  You have to suspect the latter because the movie lacks the humour
you’d expect from the guy who co-wrote Dark Star.


But boy, are
there some weird sequences.  One of the best/oddest features hero Steve
Railsback attempting to communicate with Mathilda May’s vampire (billed as
“Space Girl”) who’s taken over Patrick Stewart’s body.  You have to respect
Stewart’s professionalism for pretending to be possessed by a naked space vamp
and you really have to give him his props in the scene where Railsback
asks why they share a telepathic link and Stewart/May just says “I love you.” 
When the time comes to do Stewart’s TV obits, this is the clip they’ll show.


Certain
sequences were supposedly either cut or left out due to budgetary constraints,
so you can forgive the movie for its elliptical storytelling, but casual
viewers beware: the film goes completely berserk in the final act,
throwing in an epidemic of vampirism that seems to break out in five minutes.  


As blue
light sweeps through London’s streets, exploding buildings and setting
bystanders on fire, Railsback and May decide to engage in a final bit of
softcore porn, then after he stabs her their bodies fly into space.  Then the
credits roll.


Lifeforce
may be Hooper’s
oddest film, but it’s far from his worst.  He made Invaders From Mars next.

















 


AMERICAN
NINJA (1986)


Directed
by Sam Firstenberg


Starring Michael Dudikoff, Steve James, Don
Stewart, Tadashi Yamashita


 


Described by
Leonard Maltin’s Movie Guide as a “low-grade martial arts entry”, American
Ninja stars Michael Dudikoff as Joe, the “new guy” at Fort Sonora, a US
Army base in SE Asia, who rescues a Colonel’s daughter from ninjas on his first
day by throwing screwdrivers at them.  This daring display of talent impresses
the head ninja, called “Black Star Ninja” because, you know, he has a black
star tattooed on one cheek, who remarks “He possesses great skills” and allows
Dudikoff to escape.  


Back on
base, however, the guys mockingly call him “Joe Hero” and “Karate Boy” because
the Army is all about teamwork and “acting like John Wayne” means nothing but a
court martial.  “Glory boys like you get people killed,” snarls soldier Steve
James, who everyone wants to “teach him a lesson.” It wouldn’t be an 80s movie
if they didn’t become buddies after some homoerotic grappling, so after getting
whupped by a garden hose-wielding Dudikoff, wearing a bucket on his head (long
story), James picks himself up and announces, “Joe’s all right, everybody!”  


Their
relationship established, it’s now time for James (and the audience) to get
Joe’s mysterious backstory.  Discovered by a construction crew on a desert
island six years ago suffering from amnesia, Dudikoff knows nothing about his
early life, but of he’s been having these late-night flashbacks of his younger
self being taught kung-fu by a whiskered sensei.  By a strange coincidence, his
tutor turns out to be the landscape gardener of a “French” arms dealer named
Ortega, whose number one henchman is none other than Black Star Ninja.  It’s
all something to do with an illegal plot to supply arms to right-wing
guerrillas, leading to a final reel massacre (body count: 114) for which James
prepares in true 80s fashion – by donning a headband.


Directed by
Sam Firstenberg, Cannon’s own Michael Bay, with the same cheesy flair he
brought to Revenge of the Ninja, you can call American Ninja
stupid and indefensible, but you can’t say it isn’t entertaining.  Don Stewart’s
“French” villain may invite comparisons to Inspector Closeau and Pepe Le Peu,
but Tadashi Yamashita is fun to watch as Black Star Ninja, whether he’s
sparring with dayglo-orange ninjas or testing Joe’s “great skills” with an
arsenal that includes machine guns, flame-throwers and lasers.  Dudikoff and
James, who re-teamed for the sequel as well as Avenging Force (also
directed by Firstenberg), are a likeable team, though you can see why the
former’s career faltered while James, no stranger to being paired with a less
charismatic performer, was playing similar roles up until his death in 1993.  


 
















 


FIREWALKER
(1986)


Directed
by J Lee Thompson


Starring Chuck Norris, Lou Gossett, Melody
Anderson, Sonny Landham


 


The
mid-1980s were the era of half-assed Indiana Jones knock-offs, and none were
more half-assed than those distributed by Cannon Films.  Released between King
Solomon’s Mines (1985) and its sequel, Allan Quatermain And The Lost
City Of Gold (1987), Firewalker introduced audiences to the comedy
skills of Chuck Norris.


This turned
out to be a bad idea.  Whether he’s dressed as a priest or escaping from a
sinking vehicle by doing a “hilarious” doggy paddle, Chuck’s light comedy
skills will remind you that at that he’d gotten famous fighting Bruce Lee in Return
Of The Dragon (1973) – a role that required a single facial expression.


The plot is
easily summarized(this is Cannon, after all): Melody Anderson has acquired a
map to an Aztec temple filled with gold, and hires Chuck’s “soldier of wacky
misfortune” as well as his partner (Lou Gossett) to escort her there safely. 
What they don’t know is that the temple is guarded by Sonny Landham, a muscled
villain whose eyepatch keeps switching sides.


When we’re
introduced to Landham, his character appears to be sightless in his right eye,
but he must be messing with our heads because in his next scene, he’s wearing
the patch over his left eye.  The patch continues to move back and forth
for the rest of the film, finally favouring Landham’s right eye in time for his
big showdown with Chuck.  If you didn’t know that director J Lee Thompson was
the inspiration for Burke Dennings, the boozy filmmaker in The Exorcist,
you could guess as much from Firewalker’s continuity.


Looking like
they’re trapped in headlights, the cast wander through polystyrene caves,
spouting dialogue that lands with a thud, and it’s sometimes difficult to know
which lines are meant to be funny and which are just lame.  “All I know is that
if the gold isn’t in that cave,” someone says at one point, “then it must be
somewhere else!”


Firewalker
is a very poor man’s
Temple Of Doom, and Chuck is nobody’s idea of a stand-in for Harrison
Ford, but if you want to see just how low Cannon were willing to swoop in
pursuit of a quick buck, it’s easier to sit through this than Allan
Quatermain And The Lost City Of Gold.
















 


MASTERS OF
THE UNIVERSE (1987)


Directed
by Gary Goddard


Starring Dolph Lundgren, Frank Langella,
Courtenay Cox, Meg Foster, Chelsea Field


 


When The
Empire Strikes Back conquered the global box office in 1980, each
subsequent year seemed to belong to another big bucks, effects-driven fantasy,
from Raiders Of The Lost Ark (1981) and ET (1982), to Return
Of The Jedi (1983), Ghostbusters (1984) and Back To The Future (1985). 
In their pursuit of The Next Big Thing, Hollywood’s movers and shakers made
some spectacularly wrong-headed decisions, including turning Sherlock Holmes
into an Indiana Jones-ish adventurer (Young Sherlock Holmes) and
adapting Steve Gerber’s witty and acerbic comic strip into the mega-flop Howard
The Duck.  


More
entertaining was Masters Of The Universe, a reversal of the usual
marketing tie-in – the movie was based on the toy line.  In the time it took
the epic battle between He-Man and Skeletor to reach the screen, a cartoon series
had been and gone, whetting the appetite of fans for a big-budget adaptation. 
It wasn’t to be.  Cannon Films was involved.  


No movie
that stars Courtney Cox, Dolph Lundgren, Frank Langella and Billy Barty
can be ignored, but it’s only the absence of Lou Ferrigno that suggests we’re
watching anything more than an Italian knock-off.  Unable to mount a
large-scale picture that remained close to the cartoon series, Cannon choose to
set the majority of the action in present day California - not a bad idea
considering how cheap and cheerful Castle Greyskull looks.  Watching the
shirtless Lundgren stumble through the cheap sets or the California desert
(doubling for Eternia) is one thing; seeing him arrive in a pink car and enter
a music store elevates the movie to high camp.  


He-Man and
co have arrived in the present in pursuit of the “Cosmic Key”, one of those
MacGuffins that allows whoever wields it to become the most powerful person in
the universe….somehow.  (If the plot seems familiar, that’s because
screenwriter David Odell recycled it from Supergirl, where Helen Slater
and Peter O’Toole came to Earth to retrieve the ‘Omegahedron’).  The key is
discovered by Star Trek Voyager’s Robert Duncan McNeill, who because
everyone in the movie is a complete idiot thinks it’s “one of those Japanese
synthesizers.”  Small world dept.: exactly twenty years later, an even shittier
movie based on a toy line made jokes about how Transformers were
“probably Japanese.”  Now that’s progress.  


Anyway,
Skeletor sends four guys in moth-eaten costumes to retrieve the MacGuffin, but
when they’re unable to do so (what’re the odds?), he gives them the “are you
aware of the penalty for failure” speech before vaporizing one of them.  Then
he sends them back accompanied by Evil-Lyn (They Live’s Meg Foster,
whose pale blue eyes are not contacts), who’s able to retrieve the key
by morphing into Cox’s dead mom (long story), setting the scene for an
epic-scale battle that….Cannon couldn’t afford to shoot.  So He-Man follows
Skeletor back to Eternia, they fight, good wins out etc etc.  


Masters might be short on spectacle, but like
the spaghetti imitations it often resembles, it’s never boring and kind of
endearing in its own goofy way.  Lundgren, then white-hot after Rocky IV,
was never going to challenge Arnie or Sly in the personality stakes, but his
blandness is compensated for by Langella, who’s a better villain than the movie
deserves.  Throw in some scenes of He-Man ‘flying’ that look suspiciously like
the actor being towed, add some cornball dialogue and you have yourself a
riotously silly way of wasting ninety minutes.  Someday, all toy commercials
will be this much fun.  
















 


SUPERMAN IV:
THE QUEST FOR PEACE (1987)


Directed
by Sidney J Furie (Iron
Eagle)


Starring Christopher Reeve, Gene Hackman, Jon
Cryer, Mark Pillow, Margot Kidder


 


In this era
of $250 million blockbusters, it’s hard to imagine the Superman franchise
being sold off to a glorified exploitation outfit, but that’s happened when Superman
III “underperformed” and the Salkinds, convinced the series had run its
course, sold their interest to Golan-Globus.  The result was a staple of All
Time Worst lists that to this day remains the lowest grossing entry in the
franchise.


Lured back
with the promise of story input, Christopher Reeve quickly regretted his
decision when Cannon, still reeling from the failure of Lifeforce, began
pinching pennies at every step.  You can tell that only half the proposed $34
million budget ever materialized from the opening credits, which could’ve been
made for a TV show.  Remember how epic the opening titles looked in the
previous movies?  Well, here’s the Cannon Films version, done as quickly and
cheaply as possible, which perfectly sums up the film.


The flying
sequences are sub-par too, accomplished either with visible wires or by pasting
the actors onto the screen.  Poor rear projection, obvious models and wobbly
sets are apparent throughout, but what really sets the movie apart from its
predecessors is the attempt to recreate Metropolis on an industrial park in
Milton Keynes, England, because Cannon couldn’t afford to film in New York. 
Complain all you like that Metropolis and New York are supposed to be two
different places, but the city has never looked more like a backlot than it
does here.


Anyway, the
plot: when a seventh-grader pleads with him to rid the world of nuclear
weapons, Superman decides to do just that to the chagrin of Lex Luthor, who’s
escaped from jail and looking to get rich by selling nukes to both sides. 
After stealing a lock of Superman’s hair from the local museum (!?), he creates
Nuclear Man, who has big hair, big muscles and no discernible acting ability. 
With his blond bouffant, silver nails and gold-and-silver costume (with an “N”
on the chest), he’d be more at home sharing a ring with Hulk Hogan or Roddy
Piper.


As camp as
this guy is, he’s nothing compared to Luthor’s first attempt at creating
a supervillain, who sadly hit the cutting room floor.  Looking like a cross
between Moe Howard and Peter Boyle in Young Frankenstein, the prototype
Nuclear Man wears only a patch across his groin when introduced, but once
Luthor supplies him with clothes he engages in a car-crushing contest with
Superman, who promptly burns him to a crisp.  He’s just one of several excised
subplots you can view on the DVD, so check out the deleted scenes if you want
an idea of how much worse the movie was in its 134-minute original cut.


Also
included on the DVD is an unfinished scene where Nuclear Man II creates a
tornado, and even though several effects shots are missing, it’s no more
underwhelming than the finished sequences that are in the movie.  Whether
Superman is saving a toy model village from a toy model volcano or repairing
the Great Wall of China by running the footage of its destruction in reverse,
there’s very little of the wow factor in evidence.  Clearly, if you spend a
quarter of the money, you get a quarter of the fun and excitement.


After doing
so much wrong for ninety minutes, Superman IV’s final line is curiously
apt.  Dropping Luthor off at prison, Superman says, “See you in twenty” which
after the movie made $15 million in the US is nearly how long it took to get
another Superman movie into theatres.  By that time, Christopher Reeve was gone
and Cannon Films had passed into nostalgia and legend.  May the legend never
die. 
















 


HONOURABLE MENTIONS


 


THE
ADVENTURES OF HERCULES II (1985)


When his
seven mighty thunderbolts are stolen, Zeus, the Greek God of fake beards, calls
upon Hercules (Lou Ferrigno, apparently dubbed by Adam West) to battle extras
in yeti costumes and rubber monster suits in order to retrieve them. 


There’s
more: Hercules’s nemesis, King Minos, has been resurrected by the forces of
evil and sent to kill him. If that whets your appetite for a climactic
swordfight, however, we’re sorry to disappoint you. But if you just thought, “I
bet they transform themselves into animated dinosaurs – one yellow, one blue –
and have a fight in outer space”, give yourself a cigar.


With its
poorly choreographed fight sequences and scenes of skimpily attired maidens
being sacrificed by a villain in a Ronald McDonald wig, The Adventures of
Hercules proves director Luigi Cozzi (Starcrash, Contamination) to be
the grand master of jaw-on-the-floor fantasy filmmaking. “If another threat
emerges, the Earth is surely doomed,” announces Zeus. “Can mankind survive?”
With Ferrigno and Cozzi in our corner, how can we fail? 


 


 


THE
BARBARIANS (1987)


Picture
Charlie Sheen’s head on Arnold Schwarzenegger’s shoulders, then duplicate the
image and you’ve got David and Peter Paul, the “bad boys of bodybuilding” who
were touted as action stars in the late 80s but are now best remembered for
being cut out of Natural Born Killers.


Next,
picture these bozos slathered in olive oil and tearing limbs off rubber creatures
in a cheaply made swords and sandals movie and you’ve got The Barbarians, to
which the words ‘shoddy’ and ‘inept’ do not do justice. The seams begin to show
early on when our heroes, introduced as children, suddenly transform into the
Paul Brothers. “They grew,” says the helpful narrator, “until they were men.
But not ordinary men – barbarians!”


The only
cast members who’ve aged, the brothers display their charm as performers by
grunting at each other in every scene. Whether facing the gallows or a 15
hooker gang bang, these two mesmerizingly awful screen presences dazzle us not
with zingers but by impersonating seals. So much for comic relief.


 


 


COBRA (1986)


All judges
and suit-and-tie police Captains want to do is protect the rights of violent
criminals, who go free on a technicality and commit the same offence again
seventy-two hours later. That’s why we need cops like Marion ‘Cobra’ Cobretti,
a loner who disobeys the rules and gets the job done. Where the law stops….he
begins. 


Exploiting
the fear of crime as shamelessly (and cartoonishly) as Rambo: First Blood
Part II exploited concerns about American POWs, Sylvester Stallone once
again proves his patriotism by annihilating everything in sight. Fortunately, Cobra’s
bad guys are easy to spot: they’re a sweaty, humourless bunch of over-actors
who, in between banging axes together in a warehouse, talk about “the way of
the new world.” 


His
colleagues wear suits, but Cobra prefers jeans, designer shirts, sunglasses and
a matchstick that occupies a corner of his mouth for the entire movie. 
Whenever he caps a bad guy, he either twirls his weapon or pulls a ‘cool’
firing stance, just like Robocop. He says stuff like, “I don’t deal with
psychos, I put ‘em away.” He tells one creep, “You’re the disease, I’m the
cure.” Thank God he’s on our side.


 


 


MURPHY’S LAW
(1986)


If you’re
only familiar with Charles Bronson through his films with Michael Winner, you
might find it hard to believe that he was also in The Magnificent Seven, The
Great Escape and The Dirty Dozen, among others. He’s a long way from
his glory days in Murphy’s Law, but it’s still the pick of his 80s
films.


Framed for
the murder of his ex-wife, Chuck hightails it to a rustic cabin, where his
ex-partner takes him in, gives him a weapon and says “take care, old friend.”
So we know the guy’s as good as dead. Sure enough, when Chuck leaves to
confront whoever set him up, along comes psychotic Carrie Snodgress who’s
waging a vendetta against the men that put her away, including the partner, who
she wastes on the spot.  


All the
expected clichés and caricatures are present and correct in this Cannon
classic, but best of all are the eye-talian mobsters that Chuck tangles with.
When one of them informs him of Murphy’s Law (“anything that can go wrong may
result in a nosy cop taking a swim”), Bronson says: “The only law I know is
Jack Murphy’s law. It’s very simple. Don’t fuck with Jack Murphy.”


 
















 


PART III


 


WILD WILD WOMEN
















 


ATTACK OF
THE 50FT WOMAN (1958)


 


When it
comes to classic 50s sci-fi, sure, you’ve got your little green men, whether
from Mars or Pod People R Us, your Ymirs from twenty million miles beyond
space, not to mention Klaatu Barada Nikto and whatnot, but what kind of space
invader putters about the galaxy in a giant wire-supported cue ball?


According to
Attack Of The 50ft Woman, it’s the giant baldy who, though unnamed in
the film, bears a striking resemblance to the star of producer Bernard
Woolner’s previous hit, The Amazing Colossal Man.  Following the launch
of sputnik, Woolner probably figured a movie that recycled Colossal Man’s
must-be-the-radiation plot device and changed the lead character’s sex would be
a smash with audiences and, in the process, bring about world peace, but he had
to ruin everything with a bizarre twist.  In an attempt to be topical, UFOs
became “Satellites” and UFO-watchers “Satellite seers”, which probably worked
on paper but becomes confusing onscreen, especially when the UFO/satellite
seems to have escaped from some intergalactic pool game.  


According to
a local newscaster, this “Strange glowing object” has previously been sighted
over Auckland (somewhere near South Africa, apparently) and is next due to
appear over the California desert.  When it arrives, interrupting Allison
Hayes’ late-night drive, a giant papier mache hand pops out and Hayes,
unaccustomed to such sights, screams and runs back to hubby.  Bad idea, because
two-timing Harry (William Hudson) has been planning to have her committed,
steal her fortune etc, and all this talk about cueballs, baldies and papier
mache does is put a gleam in his eye.


“She’s
cracking up again,” he tells mistress Yvette Vickers.  “She’s seeing satellites
and giants!”  Sure, Harry’s a cheating, abusive, cold-hearted creep, but he
still has more credibility with the locals than his better half, a souse who’s
been in and out of sanitariums.  When he sees the colossal baldy for himself,
though, he shows his true colours by turning tail and leaving Hayes to be
menaced by a papier mache hand.  


As everyone
knows, “Satellites” emit radiation, and radiation causes “Astonishing growth”,
though how someone could grow to fifty feet in a top floor bedroom without
cracking the walls is never explained.  You can’t keep a fifty foot girl down,
though, so Hayes soon smashes through the roof and rampages across town, laying
waste to a number of miniatures while shouting, “Harry!  I want my husband
Harry!”  Transparent in long shots, solid in close-ups and a giant rubber hand
at all other times, this scantily-clad she-hulk outwits the comic relief deputy
(“A thirty foot giant?  Oh no!”), locates Harry and squashes him and Vickers to
a pulp.  


So dismayed
was director Nathan Juran (Twenty Million Miles To Earth) by the special
effects that he took the billing “Nathan Hertz”, but while they may lack
conviction, the central performances, especially the normally underused Hayes
in her signature role, do not.  Sure, it’s a laugh riot, but it tells its story
with b-movie efficiency, getting everything said and done without blather or
extraneous sub-plots, something its more ‘prestigious’ competitors usually
don’t.  Just ask Quentin Tarantino.  We know he’s a fan because the poster can
be seen on the wall of the diner in Pulp Fiction.  


 
















 


THE BRAIN
THAT WOULDN’T DIE (1963)


 


“If any film
ever testified to the sexism that pervaded horror films of that era,” wrote
Wheeler Winston Dixon in A History Of Horror, “The Brain That Wouldn’t Die
is that film.”


He has a
point.  Any movie whose protagonist attends ‘body beautiful’ contests in the
hope of abducting one of the participants and grafting his fiancee’s severed
head onto her shoulders doesn’t really lend itself to feminist readings.


Our mad
scientist here is Herb Evers, who became Jason Evers after this movie and
refused to discuss it up until his death in 2005. We know Herb/Jason is gifted
because he literally brings a patient back from the dead in the opening scene,
though his dismissal of Pop’s assertion that “You don’t experiment on people”
suggests Colin Clive has serious company.  He even reassures the old fella that
his continued theft of limbs from the operating theatre is essential,
explaining “I’ve got to have them for my work!”  We learn what that ‘work’
entails when his fiancée Jan (Virginia Leith) is decapitated in an auto wreck
and Evers, always the devoted suitor, steals the head and keeps it alive (and
talking) on a pan in his lab.


Because he
wants more from a relationship than a little head, the doc runs the gamut of
strip clubs and beauty contests in search of a new body, an idea that not only
appals his assistant (“How can you make her into a thing of horror?”) but also
an unimpressed Jan, who would rather be euthanized, thanks.  Never one to take
a hint, Evers ventures out into the underworld of massage parlours accompanied
by an appropriately seedy sax solo, though the leering voyeur shown in
close-ups hardly appears to be in the throes of sorrow.  He eventually settles
for a scarred, man-hating ‘figure model’ over Marilyn Hanold’s booty queen, an
act which doubtless contributed to her later attempts at enslaving humanity in Frankenstein
Meets The Space Monster (1965).


Back in the
lab, Jan In The Pan is cursing her latter-day Lazarus when she develops a
psychic link with the ‘thing’ hidden away in a closet.  A failed experiment
made from stitched-together body parts, given life by the doc’s rejuvenating
fluid, the creature remains off-screen as Jan communicates with it and starts
plotting revenge.  The pay-off can’t possibly match the build-up, and it
doesn’t.  When finally unleashed, a less menacing ancestor of the Toxic Avenger
pops out to kill Evers and set the lab ablaze, leaving his new friend cackling
maniacally in her pan as the roof falls in.


Director
Joseph Green lingers on the bikini contests long enough to create a tacky
atmosphere that, together with some thoroughly unlikeable characters, seems to
be aiming at presenting a world of total amorality, but like its female
protagonist, the movie winds up ranting in the most amusingly overwrought way
possible.  Call it The Cult Classic That Wouldn’t Die.


 
















 


DOCTOR OF
DOOM (1963)


 


Masked
heroes were popular in the 1930s, the decade that introduced The Lone Ranger,
The Green Hornet and Batman.  In Mexico, crowds flocked to see masked
combatants wrestle each other into submission, with each luchador giving such a
theatrical performance that audiences knew who was the tecnico (good
guy) and who was the rudo (villain).


Most famous
of all was El Santo, whose popularity inspired a comic book and, years later, a
film series.  Rodolfo Guzman Huerta, who portrayed El Santo in the ring, turned
down an appearance in 1952’s El Mascadero De Plata (The Man In The
Silver Mask), though he later relented and took supporting roles in Santo
Vs The Evil Brain and Santo Vs The Infernal Men, initiating a
franchise that lasted into the 1980s.


By the time
of Santo Vs The Zombies (1961), the formula had been established: in
between wrestling matches, Santo helped the police solve a mystery, rescued a
kidnapped friend from a supernatural antagonist and then returned to the ring
as normality resumed.  Whether encountering vampires, werewolves or mummies,
though, Santo never met an opponent he couldn’t defeat with one-on-one
grappling.


Made quickly
and cheaply, the series’ popularity ensured that Mexico’s wrestling women also
got in on the action, and if you only see one luchadora movie in your
lifetime, make it Rene Cardona’s Doctor Of Doom.  Assisted by Gomar, a
bulletproof ape with a human brain, a mad doctor kidnaps young women for his
brain transplant experiments, unwisely choosing the sister of Gloria Venus
(Lorena Velazquez), Mexico’s most famous wrestler, who teams up with her
colleague Golden Rubi (Elizabeth Campbell) to take revenge.


Words alone
cannot express how much dumb, delirious fun this movie is to watch: as well as
the expected bad dubbing and obvious stunt doubles, there’s some hilariously
awful makeup and a hammy villain whose motivation appears to have been to give
Vincent Price’s Dr Goldfoot a run for his money.  The acting, writing and
direction are all on the level of (yet weirdly predate) Adam West-era Batman,
with a monster that’s supposed to be “half man half beast” but looks more like
a strongman with fur glued to his chest and arms.  If it’s camp entertainment
you’re looking for, put this movie at the top of your watch list.


Six years
later, Cardona remade the film (in colour) as Night Of The Bloody Apes,
but even though the plot excises Gloria Venus and Golden Rubi, the movie still
starts with a bit of girl on girl wrestling.  Our heroine here is Lucy Osorio
(Norma Lazareno), who wears a bright red devil costume, (complete with horns),
though her impact on the narrative is reduced to a few wrestling scenes and a
bit where she answers the telephone in the nude.  Her boyfriend is Lieutenant
Arturo Martinez, and because it’s a small world he’s played by Armando
Silvestre who was also a cop in Doctor Of Doom. 


Martinez is
investigating Dr Krallman, one of those B-movie scientists who thinks the only
way to cure his son’s leukaemia is to steal a gorilla from the local zoo and
transplant its heart into the boy’s body, which turns out to be a really bad
idea.  Transforming into a broader actor in a bad makeup job, the boy wanders
across Mexico ogling showering senoritas and tearing apart anyone who gets in his
way.


Extra gore
and nudity were added to this dubbed version, including actual surgical footage
that was “shocking” enough to land the movie on the Video Nasties list in the
UK, where it was withdrawn and successfully prosecuted for obscenity.  Don’t
believe it: this is a cheesy good time, a mad melee of awkward dubbing,
technical goofs and laughable dialogue.


 
















 


FASTER,
PUSSYCAT! KILL! KILL! (1965)


 


 


Faster
Pussycat begins the
way most movies do, with a narrator warning us about the “rapacious new breed”
of dangerously evil females that hunts alone and in packs, operating at any
level, anytime, anywhere and with anybody.  “Who are they?  One might be your
secretary, your doctor’s receptionist….or a dancer in a go-go club!”


Without
further ado, we’re introduced to Varla (Tura Satana), a psychotic go-go dancer
who after killing a drag-racing stranger leads her two equally deranged
girlfriends to the desert ranch of an old cripple and his retarded son. 
Alerted to the old man’s hidden fortune, the girls scheme, seduce and
double-cross their way to the loot in ways that suggest there won’t be anybody
left standing when the credits roll.


If you
didn’t know that Russ Meyer was a former glamour photographer, you’d be able to
guess from Pussycat’s portrayal of women.  Dressed in tight trousers or
short shorts, with their ample bosoms practically spilling out of their low-cut
blouses, Meyer’s femme fatales tower over the men and seem to enjoy berating
and beating them up more than they do seducing them. They also get all the best
lines.  “I’m of legal age for whiskey, voting and loving,” says Billie (Lori
Williams).  “Now the next election is two years away, and my love live ain’t
getting much better, so how about some of that one hundred percent?”


After
leaving photography behind, Meyer invented the skin flick with The Immoral
Mr Teas (1959) then moved beyond skin into what his friend and collaborator
Roger Ebert called his “Drive-In Steinbeck” phase.  Contemporary critics begged
to differ, and on its initial release Pussycat was dismissed as more
soft-core porn from the “King of the Nudies.”


The San
Francisco Chronicle claimed the film “has the worst script ever written” while
feminist critic B Ruby Rich was left aghast at a misogynist picture she felt
objectified women.  She later changed her mind and wrote a Village Voice article
praising the film, claiming it had been “edited by history.”  John Waters went
one better and said it had aged like a fine wine, calling it “beyond a doubt,
the best movie ever made.  It is possibly better than any film that will be
made in the future.”


Who can
argue with that?


 
















 


FRANKENSTEIN’S
DAUGHTER (1958)


 


Your
traditional ‘B’ movie was devised by RKO and MGM during the Great Depression as
a means of luring back audiences with the pairing of an ‘A’ picture (big
budget, big stars) with a low-grade, inferior second feature, but when studio
market dominance came to an end, so did the double-bill as independent
producers, mindful of the fact that Bs were so cheap to produce they never made
a loss, began making their own fast-and-cheap pictures, promoting them by
claiming they offered something far racier than the ‘sophisticated’ studio
films they were competing against.  


Cranked out
to meet demand from Drive-ins, targeted towards teenage audiences and made with
absolutely no regard for posterity, the profits from this new breed of ‘B’
movie may have been comparatively slender, but so was the risk.  In fact, the
biggest risk with these independently-produced films, especially science
fiction, was that the finished product would be compromised by the speed and
poverty of its execution.  


Shot in six
days for $65,000 using props foraged from a junk dealer’s backyard, Frankenstein’s
Daughter doesn’t need wire-supported spaceships and sock-puppet monsters to
convince us of its cheapness, just the swimsuit-clad monster in hastily-applied
mascara and plastic fangs shown in the opening scene.  Looking like Lily
Munster with a serious vitamin deficiency, this creature is enough to make you
wonder if you’re in Ed Wood territory, and in a sense you are because it’s the
creation of Harry Thomas, Ed’s favourite make-up man, who also gave us a zombie
Tor Johnson in Plan 9 From Outer Space.  The creature here is played by
Sandra Knight, one-time flame of Jack Nicholson, with whom she appeared in The
Terror, so even before the credits have rolled the Bad Movie Gods have
gifted us with a picture that brings to mind Ed Wood and Roger Corman. 


Knight plays
the wholesome niece of a benevolent scientist whose assistant, “Mr Frank”, has
secretly been experimenting on the girl, transforming her into a creature that
roams LA scarring extras before waking up with no recollection of her midnight
wanderings.  To the surprise of nobody except the beanbags onscreen, he’s also
working on a monster for which he requires a female brain (because women “Know
how to take orders”) so he begins dating Knight’s friend Sally Todd, who’s
unimpressed by his maniacal masterplan.  Following dinner and a movie, having
his advances brushed off so infuriates Frank (“You agreed to park here with
me!”) that he mows Todd down and sneaks her into the lab, transforming her into
a considerably broader, distinctly unfeminine monster.  


Hold on to
your sides, folks, because here the story really gets weird – behind the
scenes, that is.  When the rigors of providing all the film’s make-up proved
too much for Thomas, director Richard E Cunha drafted in Paul Stanhope to
design the monster, yet failed to inform him it was supposed to be female,
resulting in filmdom’s butchest broad this side of Edith Massey in Pink
Flamingos.  Once this unique make-up had been achieved, the schedule
dictated that the filmmakers had to proceed with it, so as soon as Stanhope had
‘feminized’ his creation with lipstick, it was pushed in front of the camera. 
Put it this way: reports of Cunha leaving the set in tears may not be
apocryphal. 


Cunha
abandoned features shortly afterwards for a career directing commercials,
prompting rumours that the poor notices his films received had caused him to go
AWOL and abscond to the Peruvian jungle.  Given that his oeuvre also includes Missile
To The Moon, She Demons and Giant From The Unknown, the rumours were
not without credibility.  


 
















 


FUGITIVE
GIRLS (1974)


 


Something of
a lost trashterpiece, this penultimate collaboration between Ed Wood and
Bulgarian skinflick auteur “A.C. Stephen” (Steve Apostolof) is basically a
synthesis of Ed’s The Violent Years and Roger Corman’s Swamp Women
souped-up with heavy doses of T&A for the Drive-in crowd and presented in a
thrifty style that brings to mind Al Adamson.  In fact, it’d make a great
double-bill with Girls For Rent, Al’s own bad girl opus released the
same year.  


Arrested for
a crime she didn’t commit, Dee (Margie Lanier) becomes a favourite of bulldyke
Kat (Tallie Cochrane, also seen in Girls For Rent), who of course is
planning to escape with three other women-in-prison movie caricatures.  There’s
an embezzler, a jive talkin’ black mama, a white trash racist and never a dull
moment as they abscond in search of stolen loot.  Like Violent Years’
juvies, these femme fatales beat up bikers, engage in catfights and rape any
man they come across, and Apostolof leaves nothing to the imagination,
particularly in a scene where they fall foul of predatory hippies who force
them to strip before the girls turn the tables and run.  Then they start
disrobing again because their clothes are lice-ridden etc.  


They also
make the mistake of stopping at a gas station operated by “Pop”, played by Ed
in his last screen appearance, a character dumb enough to attempt to call the
Sheriff (also played by Ed) within earshot of five bike-chain-wielding bad
girls.  This proves a bad idea, but at least he’s spared the fate of a passing
motorist, whose encounter with the gang’s horniest member gives a new meaning
to the phrase ”Stand and deliver.”  


Not content
with penning the script and playing multiple roles, Ed also called a few shots
as Assistant Director, billing himself as “Dick Trent.”  After a decade of
mostly dismal (and humiliating) pictures, Fugitive Girls was an
out-of-leftfield surprise, an entertaining sleazefest that proved not all
Wood’s later films deserved to be written off.  While it compares unfavourably
with Faster Pussycat, there’s still enough action and lively dialogue to
qualify it as the best Ed Wood movie Ed Wood didn’t direct.  
















 


SISTER
STREETFIGHTER (1974)


 


Produced to
capitalize on the worldwide kung-fu craze and the popularity of Japanese Pinku
films, this spin-off from Sonny Chiba’s Streetfighter series should by
rights be a pedestrian cash-in, a fate it avoids in part because of an
unexpected campiness but mostly because of its leading lady, Etsuko “Sue”
Shiomi.  Praise Cynthia Rothrock and Michell Yeoh all you want, but Shiomi got
there first and can kick butt with the best of them.  


A graduate
of Chiba’s Japan Action Club, established by the actor to improve the martial
arts skills of his co-stars, eighteen-year-old Shiomi had barely a half-dozen
credits on her resume when she was chosen for the lead, an eleventh-hour
replacement for original star Angela Mao.  You wouldn’t have guessed from her
brief turn in The Streetfighter’s Last Revenge or her later appearance
in Message From Space that this doe-eyed innocent would be capable of
climbing walls in a single take, dodging bullets or defeating hordes of
bizarrely-garbed henchmen, but she does.  And then some.  


In a plot so
generic it also served as the basis for TNT Jackson that same year,
Shiomi’s search for her missing brother takes her to Hong Kong, where she
learns he has gone undercover to infiltrate a dope smuggling ring.  Sent to
Yokohama to meet a fellow agent named “Fanny Singer” (even the dubbers are
having fun) our heroine’s first act, after wowing some local thugs by plucking
flies out of mid-air, is to get into a fight, which she then does every five
minutes for the rest of the movie.  


Fortunately,
the villains are so cartoonish that their shenanigans never become boring. 
Among those introduced with freeze-frame captions are “Tessin – the sickle
user” and “Eva Parrish – karate champion of Australia”, who we see once in
training but never again, plus our personal favourite “Amazons 7 – Thailand
kickboxing” who wear white masks, stockings and loincloths handed down by Fred
Flintstone.  Special mention however must be made of shoulderpads-loving
Hammerhead, who goes everywhere followed by six dudes in conical black helmets
that cover their faces.  


Though he
only has a supporting role, Chiba turns up as a karate teacher “And a racing driver
as well” to dispense justice as only he can, fighting back to back with
Shiomi and showing his student how it’s done.  There’s deaths by nunchuks,
blowdart, sickle, speargun and iron tiger claws, and if you tire of the
succession of fight sequences, there’s also training montages and titty
dancers.  


Director
Kazuhiko Yamaguchi had previously helmed several Pinku films, most notably the
detention school-set Tokyo Bad Girls, a bizarre exploitation piece that
swings from drama to parody to action.  He employs the same tactics here to
better effect, helped by a game cast who wring the most out of the slender
material.  Yamaguchi also directed Shiomi in the sequels, after which she
seemed to lose herself in an array of uninteresting supporting roles in equally
uninteresting films.  Upon her marriage to singer/actor Tsuyoshi Nagabushi in
1987, she retired from at the ripe old age of thirty-one.  


 
















HONOURABLE MENTIONS


 


ATTACK GIRLS
SWIM TEAM VS THE UNDEAD (2007)


Leave it to
the Japanese to come up with a movie where a virus transforms the students at
an all-girl school into flesh eating monsters, and only the bikini clad swim
team can save the day. You see, the zombies have an unnatural fear of
chlorinated water, which of course leads to several scenes where blood-soaked,
skimpily attired Japanese schoolgirls fight off the infected, but is there to
the movie than that?


Not really.


All a movie
with that title asks is that you get on its wavelength, enjoy it for what it is
and admire the cast in their swimsuits. Director Koji Kowano (Cruel
Restaurant) knows this, so his camera lingers on every curve, erect nipple
and pert behind as his actors swim, sunbathe, shower and fight off a zombie
horde. For good measure, and in order to maintain viewer interest, he also throws
in a lengthy lesbian sex scene.


With its
porno production values, cheap effects and emphasis on female nudity, Attack
Girls has even less ambition than Zombie Strippers, but it’s
better-paced and, in true Japanese style, so disarmingly gonzo it’s difficult
not to be entertained.  


 


 


BARB WIRE
(1996)


DC have Catwoman
and Marvel have Elektra, but both pale alongside Barb Wire,
which marks Pamela Anderson’s first (and last) lead role in a comic book movie.


Imagine Casablanca
relocated to a post-apocalyptic wasteland with one of Playboy’s most popular
models playing the Bogart role and you’ve got Barb Wire, surely the most
delirious way of wasting 90 minutes ever conceived by Hollywood. Set in 2017
(sadly, we never learn who won the election), the movie throws in all the
explosions, fetish outfits and gratuitous nudity that Casablanca left
out.


While it’s
easy to mock Anderson, her character is basically a dominatrix with a machine
gun, in which respect she’s well cast and with her in the lead you know you’ll
have to leave your grey matter at home. Taking its visual cues from previous
comic book adaptation The Crow, Barb Wire knows it’s B-grade material
and never attempts to take itself too seriously. It promises trash and delivers
it. What’s not to like?


 


 


CLEOPATRA
WONG (1978)


Cleopatra
Wong is an Interpol agent on the trail of counterfeit money, which is of course
being printed in a monastery full of gangsters disguised as nuns and priests.
Captured and forced into combat, our heroine goes one on one with an army of
Kung Fu assassins before leaping the wall in a single bound (why not?) and
travelling to Hong Kong, where she discovers the money is being transported
inside jars of raspberry jam.  


That’s all
the plot there is in this outrageous mix of martial arts and James Bond, which
goes out of its way to entertain and lets nothing – not the low budget, the
grainy cinematography or the ham acting – stand in its way. 


There’s gun
battles, bad disco music and a fight scene every five minutes, but best of all
is the climactic assault on the monastery, with Cleopatra’s all-male army
disguising themselves as nuns, which leads to the immortal line: “Freeze – or
you’re a dead nun!”


 


 


INVASION OF
THE BEE GIRLS (1973)


When several
top-level scientists die from “sexual exhaustion”, a government agent
investigates and uncovers the truth: the perpetrators are a group of beautiful
women who just happen to be human/insect hybrids. Stuck in their reproductive
cycle, the hybrids continue mating until their partner expires.


The
scientists’ widows are then abducted and transformed into Bee Girls by being
stripped naked, smothered in beeswax and left in a transformation chamber, from
which they emerge wearing black contact lenses. Most of the female supporting
players are strippers, Playmates and porn queens (including Colleen Brennan and
Rene Bond), so you can probably imagine how the rest of the movie plays out.


You wouldn’t
know it from the nudity-heavy trailer, but the script is by Nicholas Meyer (The
Seven Per Cent Solution, Star Trek II), who isn’t considered a grindhouse
aficionado. Tellingly, there’s a credit for a “Script Consultant” (“Rewrite
Man”), so whenever characters discuss psychosomatic death, it’s Meyer, and
whenever a breast pops out….you get the idea.  


 


 


JURASSIC
CITY (2015)


In amongst
all the usual rip-offs, knock-offs and jerk-offs that greeted the release of Jurassic
World was a movie that, despite its obvious lack of budget, just wanted to
give the audience a good time. Owing more to John Carpenter than Steven
Spielberg, Jurassic City is basically Assault On Precinct 13 with
sexy sorority girls, sinister scientists and rampaging raptors.


You see,
there’s a bunch of hotties who find themselves behind bars just as a
consignment of dinosaurs is rerouted to the jail (don’t ask), and faster than
you can say “unbelievable plot contrivance”, the girls end up being pursued
through the corridors by flesh-eating dinos. So if you like chicks with guns
and don’t mind SyFy Channel-level effects, you need to own this movie.


What seals
the deal is the cast, which includes Ray Wise (Twin Peaks), Kevin Gage (Heat)
and Vernon Wells (Mad Max 2), though female leads Dana Melanie and Kayla
Carlyle also do well with otherwise thankless roles. The movie ends on a
cliffhanger, so hopefully director Sean Cain is planning on bringing the
survivors back when the Jurassic World sequel comes out.


 


 


THE MACHINE
GIRL (2008)


When a girl
in a movie directed by Noburu Iguchi, who gave us Zombie Ass: The Toilet Of
The Dead and Mutant Girls Squad, informs her brother that “violence
doesn’t solve anything”, you know it’s only a matter of time before she’ll
avenge his murder by machine gunning everything in sight.


When the
local Yakuza clan realize what she’s done, Ami (Minase Yashiro) has her arm cut
off as punishment, so she seeks medical advice from her local mechanic
(wouldn’t you?), who stitches up the wound with a needle and thread. Ami also
gets a replacement limb in the form of a custom-made machine gun that can blast
flesh from bone and blow gaping holes in its targets, which so terrifies the
Yakuza that they hire a group of samurai warriors in bulletproof football
helmets and shoulder pads.


Indefensible,
senseless and as subtle as a chainsaw, Machine Girl exists for no reason
other than to see how much gratuitous bloodshed it can squeeze into its running
time. There’s really no reason not to like it.


 


 


ORGY OF THE
DEAD (1965)


Imagine The
Rocky Horror Picture Show with striptease acts instead of songs and you’ve
got Orgy Of The Dead, a very poor man’s monster nudie flick scripted by
the incomparable Ed Wood. Also encoring from Plan 9 From Outer Space is
Criswell, who introduces the proceedings as only he can, reading his demented
dialogue (“It will please me very much to see the Slave Girl with her
tortures”) from cue cards Ed was holding beneath the camera.  


When the
Emperor kidnaps an aspiring writer and his girlfriend, he forces them to watch
ten striptease acts performed by such starlets as “Gold Girl” (who dances
covered in gold paint), “Cat Girl” (who wears a crotchless catsuit) and “Slave
Girl” (who dances naked with her hands bound). 


Speaking of
starlets, special mention must be made of Pat Barringer, whose dual role as the
heroine and as Gold Girl allows her to give two amusingly bad performances.
“Poor Pat Barringer,” muses John Andrews, who played The Wolf Man. “She thought
she was going to be a big star. And she couldn’t even scream and make it
convincing. She couldn’t do shit. And those tits are plastic, by the way.”


 


 


PINK FLAMINGOS
(1972)


Pink
Flamingos opens on a
shot of a trailer home, setting the tone for a movie about drag queen Divine’s
determination to retain the tabloid-bestowed title of “filthiest person alive”
in the face of challenges from “two jealous perverts who hate Divine more than
anything in the world.” The Marbles, played by David Lochary and Mink Stole,
run a “baby ring”, selling the offspring of abductees to lesbian couples and
ploughing the profits into porn stores and heroin operations that target inner
city elementary schools. 


But they
can’t compete with a cross-dressing trailer resident who keeps his/her mentally
ill mother in a playpen, allows her delinquent son to rape a woman sent to spy
on them and is willing to break into their home and perform indescribable acts
on their furniture. 


For bad
measure, John Waters also throws in Divine bestowing upon his/her son “a gift
that only a mother can give”, a party montage that includes a guest contracting
his sphincter in close-up, a kidnapped hitch-hiker being impregnated with a
sperm-filled pipette and Divine eating a dog turd(set to How Much Is That
Doggy In The Window?). How did Waters become so mainstream that he appeared
on The Simpsons?


 


 


ROBOGEISHA
(2009)


By Japanese
standards, RoboGeisha is reasonably restrained – in the first 10
minutes, only a handful of people are killed. True, they’re killed by shuriken
fired from a girl’s butt, but for the country that gave us Horny House Of
Horror (2010) and Rape Zombie: Lust Of The Dead (2012), death by
butt shuriken seems almost respectable.


Anyway, the
film tells the story of Yoshie (Aya Kiguchi), a downtrodden teenager inducted
into a mysterious company that trains geisha girls to be assassins. After
genetic modification, the girls can shoot bullets from their breasts, release
samurai blades from their armpits or unleash their most powerful weapon, a
flesh-eating substance known as “breast milk from hell.”


When Yoshie
goes rogue, it leads to everything you want to see in a movie called RoboGeisha
– lots of fight sequences involving scantily-clad women. However, special
mention must be made of the climactic duel, where each opponent employs her
“butt sword.” It’s moments like this that define Japanese cinema in the 21st
century.


 


 


TANK GIRL
(1995)


A
post-apocalyptic movie where all the shallow, one-dimensional characters are
male and the female characters are front and centre? That’ll be Tank Girl.


There’s an
unwritten rule that if you’re making a futuristic fantasy, then your female
lead has to be a piece of eye candy who takes a lot of showers and at one point
fights off an army while wearing a leather cat suit. Not only does the film
flout this law, but Rachel Talalay is one of the few female directors to helm a
comic book movie (another is Lexi Alexander of Punisher: War Zone fame)
and the soundtrack (put together by Courtney Love) is comprised mainly of
female-fronted rock bands.


The film’s
production designer was Catherine Hardwicke, who later became a director in her
own right, most famously with Twilight. Throw in Lori Petty as a punk
heroine with attitude to burn, and you’ve got a movie whose attitude towards
women is very different from Barb Wire.


 


 


THRILLER: A
CRUEL PICTURE (1973)


In 1969,
Denmark became the first country in the world to overturn its obscenity laws,
leading to a steep increase in the consumption of porn. In order to capitalize
on this (and thus make a “commercial” film), Swedish director Bo Arne Vibenius
made Thriller: A Cruel Picture, a nasty sexploitation film starring
Penthouse Pet Christina Lindberg.


Portraying a
mute, one-eyed young woman forced into prostitution, Lindberg spends much of
the film running around wearing nothing more than an eyepatch, but Vibenius
went one better and cut in actual porn scenes. Whenever Lindberg’s character is
shown with a client, the filmmaker doesn’t flinch or cut away, he shows
everything in close-up and leaves nothing to the imagination.


Lindberg
doesn’t participate in the hardcore footage – it was shot using real-life porn
stars and seamlessly edited together. The filmmaker’s efforts failed to impress
the Swedish film censorship board, who banned the original 107 minute cut of
the film, only passing it for release after it had been shortened to 82
minutes. Both versions are available on DVD.


 


 


TNT JACKSON
(1974)


Former
Playmate of the Month Jeanne Bell fills in for Pam Grier in this
Philippines-shot Blaxploitation action movie, playing a street-smart young
woman who gets into fights every five minutes while searching for her missing
brother.


Though game,
Bell is no Pam Grier and certainly no martial artist, meaning her fight scenes
are mostly good for laughs until her stunt double steps in to perform all the
spine shattering bone blasting kung-fu kicks this one mamma massacre squad
seems incapable of in close-up shots. 


She does get
one memorable fight scene, though. Confronted by gangsters, Bell plunges the
room into darkness, removes her clothes (“You want it black, you got it
black!”), and goes one on one with her assailants.


Produced by
Roger Corman and co-written by Dick Miller, the film’s provenance alone
guarantees it cult status, but it’s the unbelievable fight scenes and lively
dialogue (“I’m gonna find ‘em, I’m gonna get ‘em and I’m gonna bust the
motherfu**ers to pieces!”) that make it a must-see. 


 


 


WHITE FIRE
(1984)


From the
director of Emmanuelle Goes To Cannes comes White Fire, your
typical Turkish-Italian-French-US co-production that caters to incest
fantasies. Swiping an idea from Vertigo, director Jean-Marie Pallardy
spins a merry tale about one man’s obsession with a dead woman and the trouble
that ensues when he meets her doppelganger. 


In Vertigo,
the woman was a stranger, but here she’s the hero’s sister, and their
relationship is best described as “complicated.” Not content with watching little
sister go skinny-dipping, he steals her towel when she hits the showers. Then
he looks her over and says, “It’s a pity you’re my sister.”


Imagine his
glee when she dies and our ‘hero’, in the very next scene, meets her exact
double. Naturally, he wants her to take his sister’s place. Naturally, she
agrees. She even consents to ‘surgery’ to enhance the resemblance, which seems
to consist of changing her hair and clothes. Then she falls in love, (somewhat
inexplicably considering our hero’s penchant for pink neckerchiefs) and you can
guess the rest.


 
















 


PART IV


 


WTF?


 
















 


DR BLACK MR
HYDE (1976)


 


Pop quiz,
hotshot: after decades of ridiculous racial impersonations, which Blaxploiter
turned the tables and cast Bernie Casey as an African-American surgeon who runs
around in pancake make-up?


If ever a
movie cried out to be read as a commentary on the racial divide, it’s this tale
(probably not endorsed by the R.L. Stevenson estate) of a respected black
scientist and his brutish white alter ego, but before we disappear too far down
that road, let us remember that this is an exploitation film more interested in
giving the audience its money’s worth than in Making A Statement.  It’s a fun
time, not an Issue Drama.  


More used to
seeing African-American performers in lowly supporting roles playing convicts
or butlers, coloured audiences finally got a sympathetic lead character on the
right side of the law, but Dr Black isn’t trying to be profound or even
taking itself very seriously, and it certainly isn’t campaigning for a gold
statuette.  Sure, there are some uncompromising views reflections on ghetto
life and some good lines about how a successful black man is perceived to have
sold out his roots (and lost his identity in the process) but it would be
unwise to take them at face value when they’re being espoused by a topless
hooker.  So, no Oscar.  


In between
working on a revolutionary new regenerative serum, Dr Henry Pryde (Casey) runs
a “Free clinic and thrift shop” in LA’s poor Watts area, which in a prestige
release from liberal Hollywood would entail him battling the Big System to
improve the lives of his patients, but this is a Drive-in movie from the
director of Blacula so he’s b-movie boffin driven by a misguided sense
of duty.  Using himself as a guinea pig, Casey transforms into “A cross between
the Abominable Snowman and Willy The Werewolf” that rampages across LA
murdering pimps and hookers, but despite an unconvincing make-up job (by Stan
Winston, of all people) he still fools the cops for most of the film, and when
confronted by a coloured street gang, they mock him for being on the wrong side
of town.  So he throws their leader through a plate glass window.


Waking with
no memory of these events, the news that several call girls have been murdered
still manages to stir something deep inside him.  You see, when he was a kid,
his mom worked as a cleaner at the local bordello and when she died none of the
ladies paid much attention, fuelling a resentment of working girls that Pryde
keeps hidden but which fuels his alter ego.  Though unnamed in the film, this
part of personality, in keeping with the source material, can only punish,
destroy or inflict pain, so if you’re searching for subtext, knock yourself
out.  


Though
unshakeable in our belief that such ideas could only appeal to a PhD from
Coconut University, we will concede that Dr Black does, in its own sly
way, offer a pretty convincing metaphor for slavery.  The climactic
confrontation, staged atop the Watts Monument, is clearly intended to echo the
Empire State Building sequence from King Kong, another anti-hero
captured by white men and brought to America in chains.  The parallels are
unmistakeable.  Also, what are we to make of Bernie Casey selling out his roots
in the Blaxploitation ghetto for roles in Sharky’s Machine and Never
Say Never Again?  


Best enjoyed
as the exploitation film it knows it is, Dr Black may not live up to its
rhyming-rap trailer (“A screamin’ demon rages inside, turnin’ him into Mr
Hyde….Don’t give him no sass or he’ll kick your ass!”) but it’s still worth a
look.  


 
















 


DRACULA THE
DIRTY OLD MAN (1969)


 


Released in
1966, What’s Up Tiger Lily? was a Japanese James Bond facsimile
re-dubbed by Woody Allen into an extended joke with characters named Terri Yaki
and Suki Yaki competing for a prized egg salad recipe.  A few years later,
writer/director William Edwards decided to re-dub his no-budget monster nudie
opus as a comedy not as a cash in but because the original audio was unusable,
rendering the film unreleasable.  


To give you
an idea of the results, here’s a sample of the opening narration:


“There
across the desert was where I had my first experience.  As I looked out into
the beautiful hills beyond, the beautiful hills, beyond the beautiful hills, I
saw a panorama of…beautiful hills!  It was a day just like any other
day, which doesn’t say much.  And then all of a sudden the sky turned and I saw
a blue mountain, back behind a blue mountain, back behind another blue
mountain, and then I knew that I was in the land of the blue mountains!  Because
by looking I was aware that I had arrived at where I was going.”  


After which
it gets really weird, but you get the idea.


If that
amuses you, and you have a high tolerance for watching a Jewish-accented
bloodsucker and a guy in a cheap werewolf mask slobbering over a succession of
grade-z starlets, you’ll have a good time with Dracula The Dirty Old Man, but
almost everyone else will consider it a candidate for the lamest, most
badly-shot, cheapest, most badly-bungled dumb idea since Ed Wood vacated the
director’s chair.  


You know
you’re in trouble when Dracula appears to be impersonating Jackie Mason, but
why stop there?  Why not have him laugh at technical goofs and joke about how
cheap the movie is?  That way, the audience is (supposedly) laughing with the
film every time they see a wire-supported bat (“Mother? Oh, here she comes now,
the old bat”), the Count’s cave in Bronson Canyon (“I’ve got to get a new
interior decorator”) or a character too stupid to spell Alucard backwards (“I
am Count Dracula.  Which is Alucard backwards.  So you can call me Ali”). 


You get the
idea.


When a nosy
journalist arrives at his cave, the Count transforms him into a lycanthrope
named Irving Jackalman (courtesy of a mask encoring from the Edwards-produced Mummy
and the Curse of the Jackal) with instructions to procure for him a girl
every night.  When the starlets are delivered to his cave, the Count ties them
up (“I’m going to introduce you to such joys as you’ve never seen!”), starts
fondling them and….well, you get the idea.  


In true
z-grade fashion, nobody connected with the picture worked in movies again,
certainly not Edwards, whose directorial debut was also his filmmaking
Waterloo.  Dirt cheap (and looking it), and dumb as the proverbial sack of
hammers, this Dirty Old Man is the very definition of those words
‘guilty’ and ‘pleasure’.  No matter what time you watch it, it’s always 2 am.  


 
















 


FOOD OF THE
GODS (1976)


 


Published in
1904 and described by its author, HG Wells, as “a fantasia on the change of scale
in human affairs”, The Food of the Gods And How It Came To Earth is a
socialist parable about the struggle between the “little people” and the
oversized Children of the Food.  The story took such a hold on the imagination
of low-budget filmmaker Bert I. Gordon (helped, no doubt, by Wells having
entered the public domain) that he brought it to the screen twice, first
relocating the events to an American high school (why not?) in Village of
the Giants, then realizing it with giant rats, hens and bees as Food of
the Gods.  


The
undisputed auteur of all things over-enlarged, Mr B.I.G. had previously given
audiences tales of supersized cockroaches (Beginning of the End), an
overgrown arachnid (Earth Vs The Spider) and a gargantuan baldy (The
Amazing Colossal Man), so he at least deserves credit for having kept the
same shtick going for so long.  Given his track record, we’ve an idea what’s in
store before Marjoe Gortner delivers his ominous opening narration: “One of
these days the Earth will get even with man for messing her up with his
garbage.  Just let man continue to pollute the Earth the way he is and nature
will rebel.”  Ol’ Momma Nature sure is one crazy broad, because her idea of
rebellion entails attacking Gortner first with giant bees then, once he’s
escaped to Ida Lupino’s farmhouse, a giant rubber chicken being operated by a
semi-visible crewmember.  We were hoping this not-so-little fella would be the
star of the show, get his own spin-off and become a cult icon, you know,
product endorsements and the cover of Time and such, but Gortner plunged
a pitchfork into his neck a moment later, so no dice.


This
supersizing is something to do with the white goo bubbling out of the ground on
Lupino’s property, which being the God-fearing type she naturally thought was a
divine gift to be stored in jars labelled F.O.T.G. and mixed with the livestock
feed.  She’s not the only one with a few slates loose, however, as along comes
Ralph Meeker’s pet food manufacturer, who thinks it sounds like a
get-rich-quick scheme until he’s set upon by overgrown predators, leaving
assistant Pamela Franklin, who’s only working for him because “jobs for female
bacteriologists aren’t that easy to find” alone against the hawk-sized wasps
and rubber-headed rats.


As the going
gets tougher, our heroes turn for help to other quarters, some less expected
than others.  Lady of the Lord Lupino, for instance, informs her upstairs
benefactor: “I won’t never sin again, never.  Only don’t let no rats eat us. 
Please, God!”  Franklin, meanwhile, has downstairs concerns.  “I want you to
make love to me,” she huskily informs Gortner as oversized vermin approach. 
“It’s crazy, isn’t it?”


Alas, the PG
rating means that unlike in Gordon’s Necromancy (1972), our favourite
female bacteriologist remains clothed as rubber rats attack.  She also
has to deliver a baby (don’t ask), so it falls to Gortner to escape and
dynamite a conveniently-located dam in order to drown the critters.  


With Gordon
at the helm, you know it’ll be cheap ’n’ cheesy fun and Food of the Gods doesn’t
disappoint, delivering low thrills all the way.  (Not for nothing is he the
director with the most films parodied on Mystery Science Theatre 3000.) 
Mr B.I.G. looked to Wells for inspiration again a year later with Empire of
the Ants, so if you want to know more, read on.


 
















 


 


EMPIRE OF
THE ANTS (1976)


 


A decade
after being written off by Hollywood as ‘too old’ for glamour-girl parts, Joan
Collins landed her signature role as Alexis Carrington in Dynasty,
silencing her detractors and escaping the b-grade horror films she’d been
forced to accept.  In a twist of fate, she’d be better remembered for some of
her schlockier pictures than for appearing alongside the likes of Gregory Peck
and Paul Newman, but being stuck in Florida’s crocodile-infested swamps while
shooting Empire of the Ants, with no stunt doubles and no bathroom
facilities, hardly seemed like a ‘career move.’  “It seemed a certainty, “ she
wrote in Past Imperfect, her autobiography, “that this film would
guarantee that none of us would ever get a job again.”


Worse,
director Bert I. Gordon appeared more interested in her titular co-stars. 
Having dedicated five weeks to his actors on location, Mr B.I.G. then travelled
to South America where he spent six weeks photographing ants, which
apparently didn’t help much.  Not only are Gordon’s photographic effects as
unconvincing here as they were in 1957’s Beginning of the End, but the
giant rubber ants seen in close-up shots, being wiggled at the performers by
offscreen crewmembers, are mostly just good for laughs.


At its
heart, Empire is a 50s monster movie, right down to the over-sincere,
pseudo-scientific opening narration which informs us that the ant “may very
well be the next dominant life form on this planet.”  They’re granted an opportunity
when barrels marked Danger Radioactive Waste wash ashore and begin
disgorging their load, transforming our humble ants into hungry ant-agonists
that attack Collins’ Real Estate developer and her prospective clients. 
Perhaps aware of how ridiculous his creatures look, Gordon starts with scenes
shot from their POV, then when he’s forced to use a close-up his camera goes
haywire, swinging from left to right as actors tussle with these rubbery foes. 
Fortunately, Robert Lansing’s John McClane-ish boat driver is around to kick
ass and take names, even keeping a cool head as Collins snaps at him.  “You
never did like working for me,” she says at one point.  “Just because I’m a
woman!”


Lansing
eventually leads the survivors to the nearest town, unaware they’ve been herded
there to join the ant-controlled masses in sustaining stocks at the local sugar
refinery, where being sprayed with the Queen Ant’s pheromones causes obligatory
obedience.  It’s all based on themes occurring in nature.  Obviously, this goes
over badly with Lansing/McClane, who’s not about to accept his new insect
overlords without a fight.


Shot in the
fall under perpetually rain-laden skies, Florida has never looked so
unappealing on celluloid so we can understand Ms Collins’ on-set upset. 
Whether swathed in diamonds and furs or a striped K-Mart blouse (as she is
here), the Collins repertoire consists of a single character – Queen Bitch – a
role she plays well.  The Medved brothers apparently disagreed, however, and
she ‘won’ a Golden Turkey for Most Humiliating Performance By A Future TV Star.


 
















 


FRANKENSTEIN
ISLAND (1981)


 


The only
person in Hollywood that ever set out to make a bad picture, Jerry Warren
didn’t care for rehearsals, multiple takes or (heaven forbid) allowing an actor
to develop a character; you simply prodded your cast onto the set and rolled
camera.  His self-stated credo was “Just give them garbage” which, with the
likes of Manbeast (1956), The Incredible Petrified World (1957)
and Terror of the Blood Hunters (1962), he unfailingly lived up
to.  Told by frequent collaborator Katherine Victor to “Do something good for a
change” he responded: “Why?  People aren’t interested in anything good.  They
don’t know and they don’t care.”


Most
notoriously, he’d seize upon Mexican horror films, cut out everything that
worked and add his own incomprehensible, badly-lit footage, typically featuring
Lon Chaney or a gibberish-spouting John Carradine.  Whether making his own
movies or hacking up imports, the results were so threadbare that when he told
fellow filmmakers how little he spent on his pictures, they fell out of their
chairs laughing.  His financial backers, however, were somewhat less amused. 
When the lights went up on a screening of 1966’s The Wild World of Batwoman,
Warren looked at a dumbfounded investor and said: “After all, it is a
low-budget picture.”


Warner Bros
sued Warren over Batwoman but they needn’t have bothered – Adam West
never battled stock-footage from The Mole People (1956), nor did he have
as his base of operations a suburban living room.  Disheartened by the legal
shenanigans, Warren left the industry and bought an avocado ranch in San Diego,
only to make a comeback with Frankenstein Island, a sort-of remake of
his Teenage Zombies (1959). 


Sure, there
are livelier, more energetic films, but they don’t feature bikini-clad bongo
players and zombie guards in sunglasses and wool hats.  Owing more to Benny
Hill than Mary Shelley, Warren delivers a disarming tale about Sheila
Frankenstein-Van Helsing (Katherine Victor), who’s seeking a suitable donor for
her bed-ridden husband.  For good measure, he throws in a quartet of
crash-landed air-balloonists brought to the island to mate with the women (who
are descended from extra-terrestrials), adds a monster in cheap make-up (that
appears near the end for no apparent reason) and half-bakes the whole mess. 
Needless to say, there’s also telepathy, voodoo, brains in jars and
nearly-naked chicks with guns, but before you dismiss the picture as an
incoherent travesty, along comes John Carradine’s disembodied head to rant
about, “The power!  The power!”  Whatever that was supposed to be.  


The director
was up to his old tricks, avoiding close-ups to save money and time in the
editing room and rolling cameras without finessing a scene, but his thrifty
style had fallen out of favour.  Distribution had changed and audiences weren’t
interested in a tame and impoverished quickie, so the picture disappeared
quickly.  It also proved to be Warren’s swan song.  He passed away seven years later,
aged sixty-three.


 
















 


FRANKSTEIN
MEETS THE SPACE MONSTER (1965)


 


Around the
time Universal Studios began releasing their classic monster movies to
television and horror hosts with names like Vampira, Ghoulardi and Zacherley
were mwa-ha-haing their way across the late-night airwaves, adolescents were
discovering horror-themed comic books as well as publications such as Famous
Monsters Of Filmland.  Horror had become kiddie-friendly, but it was the
success of The Munsters and The Addams Family, two shows about
the misadventures of ghoulish yet strangely non-threatening families in
suburbanized America, that saw it enter the realm of kitsch.  Both shows lasted
for only two seasons, their cancellation blamed on the success of Batman
and perhaps proving the wisdom of not mixing horror and high camp.  


To the
gratitude of trash aficionados everywhere, it’s a rule that Frankenstein
Meets The Space Monster flouts to the fullest extent of the law with two of
the most bizarre villains ever to sear the screen.  There’s a Lily Munster-ish
Martian princess (Marilyn Hanold) and Lou Cutell’s Dr Nadir (nee Evil), who
along with their bald, pointy-eared soldiers are seeking to repopulate their
dying world with bikinied ‘specimens’ from the beaches and pool parties of San
Juan.  Should any abductee appear less than willing, she’s locked in a cage
with what appears to be a man in a gorilla costume and rubber mask until her
mind changes.  


Meanwhile
our would-be Frankenstein, in this case a NASA scientist played by James Karen,
has created a cyborg (named Colonel Saunders) and shot him into space only to
see his rocket destroyed by the Martians, who think it’s an enemy missile.  No
problem, because the Colonel survives the stock-footage explosion with
third-degree burns before going on a lusty rampage as he begins to malfunction,
pursued (on scooter) by Dr Karen.  Looking far shabbier than even one of
Hammer’s Frankensteins, his shenanigans set to inappropriate beach party music,
Saunders cuts his way across San Juan for a chance meeting with the Martian
‘spaceship’, setting up the eponymous battle to take place in the last five
minutes.  


Sure, it’s
cheap, silly and loaded with enough stock-footage to make Ed Wood proud, but
it’s never boring and Lou Cutell is a hoot when leering over the ‘specimens’. 
We’re saying the camp was intentional because producer Alan V Iselin’s resume
also includes The Horror Of Party Beach, although here the beach antics
have been toned down, the number of pop songs reduced and there’s more going on
whenever the antagonists are offscreen.  


Oh, and we
know Crispin Glover has watched this because his father Bruce (Mr Wint in Diamonds
Are Forever) plays one of the Martian guards.  


 
















 


FRANKENSTEIN’S
CASTLE OF FREAKS (1974)


 


Following Lady
Frankenstein (1971) and Frankenstein ’80 (1972), Italy’s schlock
merchants again rob the grave of a public domain author and deliver a
fast-and-cheap exploiter with all the sleaze Mary Shelley left out.  With its
threadbare production values, rambling narrative and heavy emphasis on bare
flesh, Frankenstein’s Castle Of Freaks proves that whatever Al Adamson
can do, his spaghetti equivalents can achieve just as crudely.  


Adamson’s
shadow hangs over the movie as not only was director “Robert H Oliver” (aka
Dick Randall) a producer on the schlockmeister’s Death Dimension, but
even Al must’ve been impressed by Oliver/Randall’s list of washed-up
performers.  Top-billed, and a long way from South Pacific is Rossano
Brazzi as “Count” Frankenstein, followed by Edmund Purdom, who having appeared
alongside Jean Simmons and Peter Ustinov in The Egyptian, here shares
screen time with the actor no Shelley adaptation is complete without, “Boris
Lugosi” (aka Ator The Invincible’s Salvatore Boccaro).  Saddest of all,
though, is the inclusion of 3ft 11in Oscar nominee Michael Dunn (who drank
himself to death aged thirty-eight), cast here as a henchman whose hang ups
would shame even his No Way To Treat A Lady co-star Rod Steiger’s
character.  


There were
moments during this silly Shelley sleazefest, beginning with the stoning of a
Neanderthal by Nineteenth Century villagers wearing jeans and workshirts, when
we thought we were watching Carry On Frankenstein.  It’s the week of his
daughter’s wedding so the “Count” uses this convenient moment to resurrect the
Neanderthal, and when the fruit of his loins appears accompanied by her comely
friend Krista, a medical student who has “Always wanted to do something
important for science”, his first thought is to show her his monster, which is
so big it’s called Goliath.


Being the
erudite sort, Krista has a problem remaining clothed near water and disrobes
upon finding a spring, much to the gratitude of Dunn, whose expressions are
absolutely priceless as he watches the ladies smear mud on each other (“It’s
very invigorating!”).  Having been relieved of his position with the “Count”
due to an unwholesome fondness for corpses, Dunn has ‘gone native’ and begun
sharing a cave with Oog, a Neanderthal in a fake beard who allows him to stay
rent-free in exchange for alerting him to skinny-dipping hotties.  When one
door closes, etc.  


Actually,
there’s kind of a weird bromance between these two.  It starts innocently
enough, teaching the caveman how to cook, then snowballs into Oog abducting
village girls for him and Dunn to take turns playing hide-the-salami with.  We
sorta hoped this relationship would spin-off into a sitcom (“The Oog Couple”,
anyone?), but the little fella had to ruin everything by returning to Castle
Frankenstein in a vendetta frame of mind.  It might not surprise you to learn
that Goliath runs amuck in the final reel, rampaging across town and
confronting his creator etc.  


Needless to
say, sleaze addicts will have a high old time with this Castle Of Freaks.  Everyone
else should seek out Cinematic Titanic’s version.  


 
















 


GNAW: FOOD
OF THE GODS II (1989)


 


If there’s a
giant rat movie with more bad acting, drooping mikes and shoddy effects than Gnaw,
we haven’t seen it.  Kudos to Canuxploitation king Damian Lee, who before
making a string of blah thrillers with generic titles found time to crank out
this ‘seemquel’ that lensed as a standalone movie yet wound up being retitled
after Bert I Gordon’s 1976 film.  If you’re unfamiliar with Lee, he supposedly
started out as a bare-knuckle fighter in Peru (which if it isn’t true, should
be) during which time he sustained enough blows to the head to conceive a
sci-fi vehicle for Jesse Ventura and to attempt to bring Dean Koontz’s Watchers
to the screen for Roger Corman.  His script contributions to the latter so
appalled the project’s original scribe, future Oscar winner Paul Haggis, that
the Crash screenwriter took the pseudonym “William Freed.”  (As in “By
will, I am freed”?)  Bet they’re not Facebook friends.  


Set in some
snowy locale where the cars bear New York plates yet payphones have
instructions in French and English, Gnaw centres on Dr Neil Hamilton
(not, we believe, the Batman actor), one of those noble boffins working
on a cancer cure whose research is interrupted when a colleague, who’s just
treated a child patient with an “Experimental growth hormone” that’s
transformed him into a potty-mouthed giant with a bad attitude, asks for his
help.  Because he’s a “Brilliant scientist”, doc attempts to break down the
hormone and find a cure, which somehow requires him to grow giant tomatoes he
thoughtlessly leaves within reach of the lab rats.  When their nocturnal
nibblings turn them into oversized flesh-eating predators, their first victims
are a group of placard-waving protestors, who’re perhaps intended to be animal
rights activists, judging from the way they gather outside the labs wearing
animal masks and chant “Animals have rights!”  Having entered an unlocked and
unguarded lab for, oh, some reason, their encounter with these critters
promptly changes their philosophy.  


“We gotta
find a way to recapture those rats!” doc tells the Dean, who agrees because the
new sports complex is opening in a few days (gee, do you think that might be a
plot point?).  So a pair of students attempt to do that using a tennis racket
and a butterfly net, and when that scheme fails they call in Rat-A-Tak, a
Rambo-esque exterminator who bags “The Loch Ness Monster of rats” with his
home-made flame-thrower.  There are still more of them loose, however, as one
unfortunate victim discovers while relieving himself, after which giant vermin
are everywhere, even capable of surprising victims by hiding on the back seats
of cars.  But the Dean still won’t shut down the campus because it’s the
Grand Opening and the First Synchronized Swimming Championship tonight and all
this talk of rats does is scare people away.  So you can imagine where this is
going.  


Though
released straight-to-video, Lee must’ve had a similar budget to Mr B.I.G
because he uses the same effects, and the mixture of forced perspective shots
and rubber rodents is still pretty unconvincing, particularly in the closing
scenes where swimmers are attacked by giant rubber rat heads.  Whether because
of how silly his critters look or just to save money, Lee usually relies on the
old stand-by of suggesting an attack by moving the camera towards an
unsuspecting victim, but those watching for cheap laughs are still catered for
by a sequence where a toupeed competitor, having decided the hormone might also
work as a baldness cure (why not?), injects himself and transforms into a green
goo monster.  “God, you look awful!” someone observes as he slowly dissolves
into a puddle.  Best of all, though, is the scene where the doc, in the name of
scientific research, answers the question that’s been bugging the viewer all
along: What happens when you inject yourself with a growth hormone before
having sex?


Come the
finale, the doc attempts to confront the potty-mouthed giant (remember him?),
the outcome of which is left unresolved by a baffling non-ending, presumably a
set-up for a sequel (Gnaw 2: Food Of The Gods 3?) that was never made. 
We’d like to see that movie someday, especially if written by Paul Haggis,
directed by Lee and starring Jesse Ventura.  


 
















 


HORROR OF
THE BLOOD MONSTERS (1970)


 


With their
threadbare production values, sleazy promotional gimmicks and casts made up of
has-beens that worked cheap, few directors’ films epitomize Drive-in cinema
better than the impoverished quickies of Al Adamson.  Having gotten his start
in the business courtesy of his father Victor, who made similarly thrifty
Cowboy pictures, Adamson struck out on his own in the mid-60s, often running
his performers ragged in order to finish on time and under budget, even
delivering newspapers in the evenings to pay his crew.  Teaming up with
aspiring producer and distributor Sam Sherman, who had been a writer and editor
on such magazines as Famous Monsters, Al hit paydirt with 1969’s Satan’s
Sadists, a $65,000 biker movie shot on 16mm that reaped over $10m in box
office receipts, helped in no small way by an advertising campaign that
attempted to link it to the then-recent slaying of Sharon Tate.  


Following
that success, the duo acquired Filipino-shot caveman adventure Tagani (1965),
to which they added footage from other movies as well as cheaply-filmed new
scenes starring Al Adamson regulars John Carradine, Vicki Volante and Robert
Dix, tying it all together with Brother Theodore’s insane opening narration. 
Thanks to the effects of “Chromatic Radiation”, an epidemic of Vampirism has
broken out on Earth, resulting in starlets being attacked in dark alleys by
extras wearing dimestore fangs.  In an effort to save humanity, Carradine and
crew venture into space with a TV, some deck chairs and a reel-to-reel tape
recorder fitted into their wire-supported model spacecraft, which inexplicably
transforms into the vessel from The Wizard of Mars (1965) when in
orbit.  Landing on a planet “Identical to Earth” (and Vasquez Rocks Natural
Park), they encounter lobster-men, sabre-toothed vampires, a flying bat demon
and “Spectrum X”, the gimmick used to tint the b&w stock-footage red,
yellow, blue and green.  Because, you know, it might otherwise look like a
randomly-assembled mishmash.


Though a hit
for their company Independent-International, Sherman has no love for the film,
calling it “probably the worst picture that I was ever involved with”, but that
didn’t stop him from re-titling it Space Mission To The Lost Planet to
cash in on Star Wars or selling it to TV as Vampire Men of the Lost
Planet.  He and Adamson continued to crank out Drive-in product for the
rest of the 70s, jumping on any bandwagon that came along, often casting
desperate-for-work performers and titling their endeavours after recent hits,
but come the end of the decade the writing was on the wall and they knew it. 
In 1983, Adamson left the film business for a career in real estate and to look
after his wife, actress Regina Carroll, who was battling cancer.  After she
passed away in 1992, Al came to realize his oeuvre had attracted a sizeable
following on video and was mulling over a comeback when, in June 1995, he
inexplicably disappeared.  His body was discovered five weeks later, cemented
into the floor of his California home after having been dealt blunt force
trauma by a live-in contractor.


“He was full
of plans for a comeback, in a great mood,” Adamson’s friend Gary Kent told Bijouflix. 
“He told me the only bummer in his life was the contractor he had hired to work
on his house.  The guy was living with him and Al had caught him stealing money
and running up his credit cards.  He told me he was going to confront him and
the guy had better pay up or Al would throw his ass in jail.  That was our last
conversation.  Two days later, he was dead.”


 
















 


THE MANITOU
(1978)


 


A director
who graduated from fast-and-cheap drive-in horror pictures (Asylum Of Satan,
Three On A Meathook) to fast-and-cheap knock-offs of The Exorcist (Abby)
and Jaws (Grizzly), William Girdler’s steady output is often attributed
to his stated belief that he wouldn’t live past thirty.  (Eerily, he died in a
helicopter crash in January 1978 - three months after his thirtieth birthday). 
One of the most prolific directors of the 70s, he was in production on The
Manitou, his swansong picture, less than four months after picking up
Graham Masterson’s novel.  Though typically rushed, it was Girdler’s most
ambitious and expensive production to date, with widescreen cinematography, a
Lalo Schifrin score and a cast that included Tony Curtis, Susan Strasberg and
Burgess Meredith.  Several of the performers look uncomfortable throughout,
perhaps detecting the underlying sense of the burlesque that makes the movie
such a laugh-riot.


Startled to
discover a foetus growing in her neck, Strasberg turns to funky-haired Curtis,
the only man she can trust, even though his fortune teller (“Harry’s the name,
Tarot’s the game”) appears to have wandered in from Night Of The Ghouls. 
Discovering that his friend is about to give birth to a four hundred year old
Indian medicine man comes as even more of a surprise, as does the sight of a
client levitating in his office before hurling herself down the stairs. 
Realizing that there are stranger forces at work in b-movies than are dreamt of
in his philosophy, he enlists the help of Dr Meredith, the most
embarrassed-looking cast member, though his role chiefly consists of suggesting
Curtis “fight fire with fire” by procuring the services of a (considerably
younger) medicine man of his own.


This he does
by tracking down one John Singing Rock (Michael Ansara), who is initially
reluctant to help, preferring instead to reflect on a Native American’s
treatment at the hands of the Missouri Holding Company until the lure of free
tobacco proves too tempting to pass up.  Arriving at the hospital in time to
witness a midget in latex make-up emerging from Strasberg’s neck, however,
gives the pair cold feet, as does a sudden drop in temperature during which the
walls and floor inexplicably freeze over.  Before Ansara can make his excuses
etc., Curtis suggests he fight the foe by harnessing the building’s power
supply, but the creature proves invulnerable.  Just as all seems lost, a
topless Strasberg whisks them into outer space where, in between being pounded
by asteroids, she shoots laser beams from her body that destroy the medicine
man in a shower of flying sparks.


“The film’s
ending is a complete head trip,” Girdler told Starlog in 1978.  “The
effects that you see, well, you’ve never seen them before!”  Nor, it’s safe to
say, has any filmmaker attempted to recreate them since.  Whether this was his
idea of how bigger-budgeted movies were supposed to end or (more likely) an
attempt to cash-in on Star Wars, it provides the perfect finale for the
comically cheesy shenanigans.  Whether dispensing a “mystic motto” or arguing
about spirits with Ansara, Curtis doesn’t appear to be taking the proceedings
too seriously, though everyone else is performing with as straight a face as
they can muster, their sincerity oddly endearing.


And remember:
should you ever wish to intimidate a Manitou, throw a typewriter at it.


 
















 


PROPHECY
(1979)


 


“This
particular type of horror movie,” notes Stephen King in Danse Macabre,
“demands that at one point the heroine must appear – and be menaced – while
wearing a one-piece swimsuit.”


As unlikely
as it sounds, that’s Prophecy’s main flaw in a nutshell: it’s a 50s
monster flick at its core, but director John Frankenheimer clearly considers
himself above such things and sets about making a Message Movie.  Stock characters
and an unintentionally hilarious monster, however, scupper his application for
a gold statuette.


Described by
King as “looking sort of like a skinned pig and sort of like a bear turned
inside out” this creature is the result of mercury poisoning caused by
pollution from the local paper mill, screenwriter David Seltzer’s updating of
the old “yep, must be the radiation” plot device.  From Armand Assante’s
‘Indian’ activist to Richard Dysart’s ruthless mill owner, Seltzer’s script is
populated by caricatures but unwisely aims at profundity by sermonising on the
treatment of the environment (and Native Americans) at the hands of
capitalists.  Such hectoring is not exactly lost on Frankenheimer who, as the New
York Times noted “treats the material with the kind of reverence usually
reserved for movies about Cleopatra, Napoleon and General Patton.”  That the
director is aiming higher than the standards of Humanoids From The Deep
becomes apparent when we meet Robert Foxworth’s “rat bite and gas leak man” who
spends all day in the ghettoes helping poor black children before turning in
reports that nobody reads.  Taking a break in Maine (a suburb of British
Columbia, apparently), Foxworth and wife Talia Shire are immediately set upon
by crazed possums and an oversized salmon (“Here everything grows big,”
explains a helpful Indian Chief), leading him to deduce that pregnant creatures
ingesting mercury are responsible for spawning the monsters.   At which point
Shire, who’s just eaten mercury-contaminated fish, informs him she’s pregnant. 
Uh-oh.  Now we get a Humanoids-style birth sequence, right?  No, because
as soon as this is brought up, it’s dropped and never mentioned again.


It’s at
roughly this point that the sermonising gives way to unintentional laughs as
the inside-out bear goes on the rampage, knocking around campers unable to
extricate themselves from their sleeping bags and chowing down on Dysart’s
corporate leech.  Looking in some shots like a stuffed animal being wheeled
towards its victims, this product of the evils of capitalism was, ironically
enough, the product of a cost-conscious studio.  Pressured by Paramount to keep
production costs down before the movie’s antagonist had been properly designed,
Frankenheimer abandoned his plans for a towering, dragon-like creature and
opted instead for an actor in a bear suit.  Anyone watching just for laughs is
advised to forego the first half and skip straight to the monster attacks – and
don’t miss the final shot.


 
















 


TERROR IN
THE JUNGLE (1968)


 


Any film laboured
on by three directors must be an epic, but when those directors are Tom
DeSimone (who went from editing children’s matinee films to helming 1970’s How
To Make A Homo Movie), Andrew Janzack (cinematographer on The Creeping
Terror) and Alex Gratan (who produced The Undertaker And His Pals),
the results are unlikely to be on a par with Gone With The Wind.  If
nothing else, Terror In The Jungle saves you the trouble of watching Airport,
Slave Of The Cannibal God and Wild Women Of Wongo by condensing their
plots into a single messy, barely coherent narrative guaranteed to get a
late-night crowd rolling in the aisles.  That the supporting cast includes Orgy
Of The Dead’s Fawn Silver is fitting as not only are the performances on
the level of Plan 9 From Outer Space, but Terror is a candidate
for the best movie Ed Wood never directed.  


DeSimone
contributes the movie’s first third, set aboard an ill-fated airliner, and
anyone watching for laughs will be in hog heaven.  Others may wonder just how
he was able to sustain a career, even if it did include gay pornographic films,
women in prison flicks and TV hackwork.  If he set out to parody Zero Hour-type
dramas (a decade before the makers of Airplane!), he certainly succeeded
as even Arthur Hailey would’ve rejected these stock soap opera characters as
‘camp and corny.’  There’s a Mrs Sherman, who may have killed her husband,
robbed a bank and stashed her ill-gotten gains in the overhead locker; a comely
actress (Silver) en route to the set of her Big Break; two nuns accompanying
their Mother Superior’s body back home; and of course, a trio of bewigged
musicians, who shortly before disaster strikes whip out their guitars and
perform their hit “Soft Lips” (“You got what turns me on/ Soft lips soft lips
really really soft lips”) to which even the nuns dance along.  


DeSimone, of
course, has to ruin it by crashing the plane, although it’s hard to tell
anything’s wrong because the exterior shots are filmed with a blue filter that
(unsuccessfully) attempts to disguise the stick-supported model plane, cotton
wool clouds and construction paper backdrop.  Splashing into a bathtub, the
plane disgorges its disposable dimwits to a few stock-footage alligators save
for young Henry Clayton (Jimmy Angle), who while clutching his stuffed toy lion
is safely set adrift in the Mother Superior’s coffin.  Thank goodness it had
been kept in economy class!


A word about
young Henry: he is, by some distance, the most insufferable brat on celluloid,
portrayed by The Worst Child Actor Of All Time.  Ever.  When he isn’t crying or
screaming “Daddy!  Daddy!  Daddy!”, little Jimmy Angle is babbling his dialogue
into incoherence.  And he’s our hero.  


When this
whiney would-be Moses is discovered by a supposedly cannibalistic tribe (who
favour bad wigs and dialogue of the “Ooga Booga” variety), their chief is so
taken with the tyke that he mistakes Henry’s blond locks for a halo and
proclaims him the son of their god, prompting the tribe folk to shower him with
gifts of fruit.  This breeds resentment among a select few, who plan to kidnap
and murder the boy (Yay!) before his toy lion inexplicably transforms into the
real thing and savages its opponents, one of whom staggers away to collapse
dramatically in the swamp.  


Helmed by
Janzack and Gratan, the scenes on dry land aren’t nearly as gut-burstingly
hilarious as DeSimone’s mid-air shenanigans, but there’s still enough silliness
to engage the dedicated viewer, including a dance sequence that appears to have
wandered in from Wild Women Of Wongo.  See it with a crowd.  


 
















 


THE THING
WITH TWO HEADS (1972)


 


A staple of
All Time Worst movie lists, The Thing With Two Heads might live up (or
down) to its reputation if it pretended to be anything other than a
deliberately goofy exploitation film, but its ability to amuse (intentionally,
we think) and entertain places it several rungs above, say, Blackenstein,
The Black Frankenstein.  


Judging from
the reactions of critics from Roger Ebert (“The publicity for the movie warns
against the possibility of ‘apoplectic strokes, cerebral haemorrhages, cardiac
seizures or fainting spells during the movie….the only first aid they really
need is hot coffee for the patrons who doze off”) to the Medved brothers (“The
worst two-headed transplant movie of all time!”), you’d think it was a Message
Movie along the lines of The Defiant Ones, a powerful statement about
Ebony and Ivory in perfect harmony, probably side by side on Paul McCartney’s
keyboard or something, in which case you’re unaware of who the director is.  


After cranking
out a few ‘nudie cuties’, Lee Frost gained notoriety for Love Camp 7,
the forefather of the Nazisploitation subgenre, then spent the 70s making the
lean, mean and obscene likes of The Boob Tube Strikes Again, A Climax Of
Blue Power and Zero In And Scream.  He also made PG-13 movies, but
there isn’t much to be said about Dixie Dynamite or Chrome And Hot
Leather, so we won’t bother.  Frost’s most reprehensible title, and we are
choosing our words carefully here, is surely The Black Gestapo (sample
dialogue: “Go ahead and rape me, you honky bastard!”), your typical story of
infighting amongst coloured vigilante groups.  


So Frost is
not a filmmaker one goes to expecting profundity.  Nor does the poster lead you
to expect such.  The tagline reads: “The doctor blew it – he transplanted a
white bigot’s head onto a soul brother’s body.  Man, they’re really in deeeeep
trouble!”


Viewers of
the previous year’s The Incredible 2-Headed Transplant must have
experienced déjà vu all over again as they watched Ray Milland’s terminally-ill
surgeon attempt to cheat death by having his head grafted onto a healthy body,
his confidence stemming from the two-headed gorilla (played by Rick Baker) he
keeps caged in his basement, a previous recipient of spare-head surgery.  When
Baker escapes and drags his knuckles around town in search of bananas, Milland,
unfazed by this bit of monkey business, declares the operation a success and
moves forward, despite an understandable lack of volunteers. When his
deteriorating condition necessitates that the first willing donor be used,
Milland regains consciousness to find himself attached to the considerably
beefier shoulders of former Los Angeles Rams star Roosevelt ‘Rosey’ Grier.  A
wrongly convicted man on Death Row, Grier just wants to buy some time so he can
prove his innocence, while an unimpressed Milland (“Is this some sort of
joke?”) tries to arrange another check-up from the neck-up.


Fortunately
for Grier, the second head turns into a fake plastic prop, allowing him to
escape the lab and lead some keystone kops on what the film’s pressbook called
“a mad melee of narrow escapes, screeching rubber, flying dust and tortured
metal as motorcyclists scatter before the ghastly apparition on wheels of the
two-headed body and squad cars crash and pound across the hills in pursuit of
the fugitives.”  Returning home to his girlfriend, Grier sets about divesting
himself of his uninvited guest while Milland just hopes there isn’t watermelon
for dessert.


When a
filmmaker whose resume includes Nazi sex epics and a John Holmes picture is
routinely napalmed for a movie as comparatively tame as The Thing With Two
Heads, something is very, very wrong.  Tell you what: If you can’t enjoy
this fast, entertaining trash for what it is, skip to the next chapter.  


 
















HONOURABLE MENTIONS


 


ELVES (1989)


The best
Elves and Nazis movie ever shot in Colorado (in 1989, anyway), Elves
stars Grizzly Adams himself, Dan Haggerty, as a homeless ex-cop who realizes
that elves are in fact Nazi genetic experiments whose leader will mate with a
virgin on Christmas Eve to produce the leader of the Fourth Reich. As is
explained in The Book of Revelation. 


What he
doesn’t know is that the virgin in question is kindly waitress Kirsten, who
when she’s not drawing naked chicks with “Art deco boobs” or having her
ablutions interrupted by her potty-mouthed brother, is being knocked around by
her Nazi grandpa, who is also her father. Gramps, you see, impregnated his own
daughter to sire Kirsten, whose destiny is to produce a master race of Nazi
Elves. 


There’s
ideas and (intentionally?) funny dialogue to spare in this overlooked treat,
whose labyrinthine (some might say tasteless) plot is credited to three
writers. Never mind Poltergeist and Fantastic Four, this is the
movie we want to see being remade. 


 


 


MADMEN OF
MANDORAS (1963)


On the
fictitious Caribbean island of Mandoras, a “leading scientist” is being held
captive by Nazis interested in his antidote for G-gas, a lethal nerve agent
they intend to release across the globe. This diabolical masterplan could only
have been thought up by the still-living head of Adolf Hitler, which resides in
a bulletproof jar and occasionally transforms into an unconvincing prop.


Unavailable
for years, Madmen Of Mandoras was sold to television in 1968 as They
Saved Hitler’s Brain (still bearing a 1963 copyright) and expanded to a
Network TV-friendly 91 minutes with the inclusion of snooze-inducing new
footage. Clumsily integrated into the narrative, the new scenes bring the movie
to a grinding halt and serve only to jumble up the storyline.


In its
original version, however, it’s a silly-but-fun B-grade thriller that doesn’t
deserve the critical enmity it has inspired over the years. Judge for yourself.


 


 


METALSTORM:
THE DESTRUCTION OF JARED SYN (1983)


From a
cyborg named Baal (whose mechanical arm sprays a poison that traps people
inside a giant crystal) to Mrs John Travolta as a ranger seeking vengeance
against a warlord named Jared-Syn, this Charles Band production has everything.


It’s a
synthesis of Star Wars (cue lots of Death Star trench-like shootouts)
and Mad Max 2, and even finds room to rip off the speeder bike chases
from Return Of The Jedi. There are no cute Ewoks and the special effects
are not particularly special.


Originally
released in 3D, and bearing a resemblance to the same year’s Spacehunter:
Adventures In The Forbidden Zone, Metalstorm is shoddily made, but
it has an ace up its sleeve in the form of Mike Preston, who played the leader
of the besieged community in Mad Max 2. He plays Jared-Syn here, but
he’s neither destroyed nor does he unleash a metalstorm.


 


 


MONSTER DOG
(1984)


Alice Cooper
is no stranger to horror, but his first leading role is strictly for
aficionados of strange cinema.  


Directed by
the incomparable Claudio Fragasso (Troll 2), Monster Dog delivers
everything you’d expect from an Italian cheapie – bad acting, terrible dubbing
and a nonsense plot. Cleverly cast against type as a rock star, Cooper returns
to his hometown after a twenty-year hiatus, his arrival coinciding with a spate
of grisly homicides. 


This is too
close to home for Coop, whose father was stricken with “a heart disease that
transforms the patient into some kind of madman, a beast that goes howling at
the moon” and went on his own rampage twenty years earlier. A torch-bearing mob
eventually curtailed his lunar activities but, naturally enough, their
ancestors don’t believe in coincidences and arrive at the singer’s house with
their guns drawn, so picture their surprise when the real monster turns up to pick
them off one by one. 


 


 


9 DEATHS OF
THE NINJA (1985)


With its
pre-credits action sequence, ‘epic’ theme song and flamboyant villains with
silly names, as well as an appearance by Octopussy’s Vijay Amritraj,
9 Deaths thinks it’s a shoestring Bond movie, an ambition that’s derailed
by saucer-eyed overacting, a supporting turn from Brent Huff (remember him in The
Perils Of Gwendoline? Didn’t think so) and way too many unintentional
laughs. 


The problem
with Moore-era Bonds was they often flirted with camp, what with all those
comic strip villains and starlets named Chew Mee, but at least Roger’s smirk
let you know the filmmakers were in on the joke. Here it’s hard to tell.
There’s dwarf henchmen, naked female assassins, a villain that can catch a
bullet, plus characters named Honey Hump and Madame Woo Pee, but it’s too
earnest for it to be intentional. 


Then there’s
Blackie Dammett as Alby The Cruel, a wheelchair-bound Nazi in the Dr
Strangelove mould, who when he can’t light his cigarette spits it out and shoots
at it. You know Red Hot Chili Peppers’ Anthony Kiedis has watched this scene,
if only to check out his dad’s acting. 


 


 


RAW FORCE
(1982)


A trio of
bozos from “the Burbank karate club” meet some bikini-wearing kickboxers and
take a boat to Warriors Island, unaware it’s home to machete-wielding zombies,
mad monks and a slave trader with a Hitler moustache. When the boat is attacked
by Village People-ish pirates (there’s a construction worker, an Indian, plus a
biker in a Nazi helmet) our heroes manage to save the day before reaching their
destination.


Once ashore,
they’re attacked by Hitler who, despite being armed with a bazooka and
surrounded by henchmen, simply panics and runs away. Appealing to the island’s
monks for help, our heroes are told that they’ll only be granted assistance if
they can demonstrate “superior fighting skills” against a zombie army.


Making his
directing debut, the brilliantly named Edward D Murphy doesn’t exactly keep a
firm hand on the tiller, randomly throwing in comedy, thriller and
sexploitation elements, but it’s certainly not your typical kung-fu zombie
movie.


 


 


SHE WOLVES
OF THE WASTELANDS (1988)


With the
male population destroyed by the “bacteriological apocalypse”, evil dictator
Cobalt (former Miss India Persis Khambatta) leaves the females (young, blonde,
barely clothed etc.) to wander the Mojave Desert while she plots world
domination from the plastic-draped soundstage she shares with the Reverend
Mother, a wheelchair-bound hag apparently being kept alive by an army surplus
radio.  


When a
genetic experiment known as “the seed” is stolen and used to impregnate Keela
(Playboy model Peggy Sands), the Immaculate Conception brings forth the first
male child born in decades, allowing the Playmate to show off her parenting
skills by teaching him how to use throwing stars. Kidnapping and sacrificing
the child will somehow grant the Mother great powers, so Cobalt locks him up in
a giant birdcage and hands Keela over to the Airwave Worshippers, who wear
masks and burlap sacks and inhabit a graveyard strewn with broken TVs and
skeletons in armchairs. 


Surprisingly,
director Robert Hayes (not the Airplane! Actor) seems more interested in
catfights than narrative logic, so once the general idea has been sketched in
he’s free to indulge his passion. And no, we never learn how they were able to
procure headbands, hair dye and breast implants in the wastelands.


 


 


SHRIEK OF
THE MUTILATED (1974)


It’s going
out on a limb to call this Z-grade exploitation classic the first film to rip
off Scooby Doo, but consider the plot. An academic recruits four
students – including a handsome blond jock, a danger-prone damsel in distress,
a beatnik and a short bookworm – to accompany him on a “research expedition”
that involves searching for a Yeti in (where else?) upstate New York.


After
ignoring a Dire Warning from a Creepy Stranger, the group drive to an Isolated
Cabin in a van with flower decals on the side, encounter a Weird Housekeeper
and are chased by a monster, whose appearance causes the bookworm to fall and
lose her glasses. Naturally, they set a trap for the monster. Naturally, it
fails.


The monster
is eventually revealed as the academic in a shabby costume, who in this R-rated
version also turns out to be a cannibal. You see, his plan was to lure the kids
to the cabin, kill them and devour them, which – spoiler alert – he does in the
downbeat ending.


 


 


TEENAGERS
FROM OUTER SPACE (1959)


When a group
of youthful, English-speaking ‘Martians’ (named Thor, Moreal, Saul and Derek)
arrive in Bronson Canyon in a flying saucepan lid, it’s revealed they intend to
use Earth as a breeding ground for their Gargon herd (lobster puppets shown in
silhouette), a plan that alarms the hippie-ish Derek.  He’s been reading their
history and has “learned how it once was….families, brothers and sisters. 
There was happiness.  There was love.”


You see,
these Martians are from a race so overdeveloped they’ve lost their humanity,
have never known the meaning of family and passionlessly execute each task
without question (also, not much acting experience).  Switching his
allegiances, Derek’s attempt at sounding the alarm brings him into contact with
Betty (Dawn Anderson) and her Grandpa (Ed Wood regular Harvey B Dunn), who are
so unperturbed by the sight of a bizarrely-garbed young man with no belongings
or means of support that they allow him to live with them rent-free, unaware
his former colleagues are in lukewarm pursuit.  


Strange but
true: director Tom Graeff later underwent a nervous breakdown and changed his
name to “Jesus Christ II.”


 
















 


PART V


 


THE GORE


THE MERRIER


 
















 


THE BLACK
CAT (1981)


Directed
by Lucio Fulci


Starring David Warbeck, Patrick Magee, Mimsy
Farmer


 


NEW YORK
RIPPER (1982)


Directed
by Lucio Fulci


Starring Jack Hedley, Andrea Occhipinti,
Alexandra Delli Colli


 


Pigeonholed
as a horror director after the success of Zombie Flesh Eaters, Lucio
Fulci followed up the Lovecraft-tinged City Of The Living Dead with
another atmosphere chiller inspired by classic literature.  “Freely adapted”
from the Edgar Allan Poe story, The Black Cat delivers everything you’d
expect from the Italian maestro: atmosphere, gore, moody cinematography, an
illogical plot and some cheesy laughs.  


Inexplicably
set in England, The Black Cat doesn’t share the following enjoyed by The
Beyond or House By The Cemetery, but it’s still a good showcase for
the filmmaker’s visual flair.  Aided by a fine cast that includes Patrick Magee
(A Clockwork Orange), David Warbeck (The Beyond), Al Cliver (Devil
Hunter), Mimsy Farmer (Four Flies On Grey Velvet) and Dagmar
Lassander (House By The Cemetery), Fulci spins a mad tale about a cat
that can hypnotize drivers (causing them to crash), start house fires and
asphyxiate horny teenagers by trapping them in an airless room.  His owner is
growly Magee (as eccentric as ever) who, courtesy of a psychic connection with
the animal, is able to lead the police to the location of one murder but unable
to keep his pet from reoffending.  


“If he was
human, they’d hang him,” Magee tells Farmer, and he later attempts to do just
that.  Even though this causes windows to shatter and beds to levitate
(somehow), the cat comes back the very next day, so Magee tries poison and
fire, all to no avail.  “There is no way I can stop him,” he growls.  “He has
cheated death itself!”


The Black
Cat is a very silly
film, never more so than when Warbeck, believed dead, suddenly reappears in the
final reel, having faked his death to fool the animal.  It works: the cat
breaks down and confesses everything, even leading the cops to Farmer, who’s
been walled up in the cellar.  


The movie is
a lot of fun, though, and that’s more than you can say for New York
Ripper, which is probably Fulci’s nastiest picture.  In ultra-sleazy 80s
Manhattan lurks “a maniac who likes to slash young girls to death”, which at
the time would’ve reminded New Yorkers of the David Berkowitz murders a few
years earlier.  Known as the Son Of Sam, Berkowitz killed six people, claiming
he was obeying the orders of a demon that manifested itself in the form of a
dog.  For reasons that make sense only to the four credited writers, New
York Ripper’s psycho goes one better and believes himself to be a duck.


“You can’t
understand,” he tells the police.  “You’ll never understand.  You’re too
stupid.  Quack!  Quack!  Quack!”  So it goes for the rest of the film, reaching
surreal heights when the killer tortures a naked victim while quacking
hysterically at the listening detectives.  There’s an explanation, delivered at
the very end, for why the culprit is obsessed by ducks, but you won’t believe a
single word of it.


Most of the
victims are either call girls or promiscuous airheads who frequent sex shows,
and Fulci’s portrayal of women saw him tagged as a misogynist.  It’s hard to
argue with that when he shows a woman pleasuring herself during a live show
while secretly recording the moans of the onstage sex act.  The same character
later picks up a stranger missing two fingers from his right hand, and while
she’s tied to a motel room bed a radio bulletin informs her that the police
have a suspect – a man missing two fingers from his right hand.


Her death is
as unpleasant and protracted as possible, but at least she’s spared the fete
meted out to one sex worker, who has a broken bottle thrust between her legs. 
Fulci, however, saves the nastiest death for Daniela Doria, who has the
distinction of dying unpleasantly in three of his other films.  After vomiting
up her internal organs in City Of The Living Dead, being stabbed through
the back of the head in House By The Cemetery and asphyxiated in The
Black Cat, she’s tied naked to a bed while the killer slashes her eye and
nipple.  It’s only a movie etc.


There’s a
dark wit at work here, but it’s difficult to say how much of the humour was
intentional.  Quacking killer aside, there’s also a coroner who hums along to
his Walkman while stitching up a corpse and says things like, “He used a blade,
he stuck it up her joy trail and slit her wide open” which we’re pretty sure
isn’t professional jargon.  


Then there’s
our “hero”, Lieutenant Fred Williams (Jack Hedley), a graduate of the Blood
Feast school of detective work who spends most of the movie chasing the
wrong man.  He calls his prostitute girlfriend a “dumb bitch”, snarls a great
deal and likes to have everything spelled out for him.  When his chief suspect
shows up dead with a plastic bag over his head, he relies on the coroner to
tell him that, “the cause of death was suffocation.  Inflicted by the plastic
bag thrown across his head.”


This can
only mean one thing – the real killer is the one guy who didn’t have red
herring written all over him.  After proving incompetent for most of the
movie, Williams speeds to the crime scene, arriving in the nick of the time to
blow the bad guy out of his socks.


And that,
ladies and germs, is New York Ripper – the perfect movie for people who
thought William Lustig’s Maniac didn’t go far enough.


 
















 


DAWN OF THE
MUMMY (1981)


 


When Silvio
Berlusconi was ousted from Italy’s parliament following his conviction for tax
fraud, Frank Agrama had every reason to fear for his freedom.  In several
business deals, he’d been the middleman between Hollywood and Mediaset,
Berlusconi’s TV empire.  Agrama was cleared of any wrongdoing in 2014, but
given his credits as a filmmaker, you can see why some viewers would’ve preferred
to see him behind bars.


Agrama is
best known for Dawn Of The Mummy, his directorial swansong, which
despite the title is little more than Zombie Flesh Eaters relocated to
the land of pyramids.  In “Egypt 3000 BC”, the pharaoh Sakraman is mummified
and placed in a cursed burial chamber for practising black magic, then faster
than you can say “Egypt – Present Day”, a group of treasure hunters dynamite
the entrance to the tomb and force their way inside.  Bear in mind, they do
this after ignoring the protestations of Xena, an old crone in a bad wig
who rants about curses and mummies that kill and what have you.


The story
then introduces a group of New York models who’ve come to Egypt for a
photoshoot, and when they find Sakraman’s tomb, which is in the process of
being looted, they announce, “This place is incredible!” and immediately set up
their equipment.  This disturbs Sakraman’s sack time, so when he gets up he is,
to put it mildly, a tad moody.  To put it another way, the big fella wakes up
with a bug up his ass and murder on his mind, so he strangles Xena and pays no
mind to her warning that her death will (somehow) cause the armies of the dead
to rise. 


Which it
does – and nobody notices the undead rising from their graves and wandering
around the desert.  Nor are they paying attention when Sakraman disappears from
his tomb and ambles towards the nearest town, where he’s also able to sneak
around unobserved, even after killing a man with a meat cleaver.  His arrival
coincides with a wedding that’s about to take place, so the scene is set for a
battle with Sakraman and his zombie army, and it’s about goddamn time.  By this
point, the movie’s almost over.


Pacing
issues aside, Dawn Of The Mummy has enough bad acting and
jaw-on-the-floor moments to tickle bad movie buffs, including a photographer so
determined to finish his assignment that he’ll let nothing – not the presence
of thieves in an unopened tomb, not the sudden disappearance of a colleague –
stand in his way.  What it doesn’t have (and could’ve used) is the sleaziness
you’d expect to see in a cheapo exploiter that features models, mummies and
zombies.  This kind of film requires a gory death every ten minutes as well as
a gratuitous sequence where the ladies play volleyball in the nude, but the
ripped-out throats are confined to the third act and the girls’ tops remained
fastened throughout, which frankly is a shame. 


 
















 


DEMONS
(1985)


 


Described by
Kim Newman as “a triumph of illogicality run riot”, Demons is your
typical story of a late-night screening that descends into anarchy when a
member of the audience starts growing claws and fangs and dribbling pea soup –
just like a character in the movie they’re watching.  She attacks her fellow audience
members, who start displaying similar symptoms and it’s not long before a
handful of survivors find themselves battling demons with glowing eyes.


Fortunately
for them, there’s a motorcycle and a ninja sword on display in the lobby, so
the climax sees our heroes driving through the aisles cutting down their opponents. 
Then a helicopter crashes through the roof, allowing them to escape.


What’s
illogical about that?


Demons may not be big on credibility, but
the director is Lamberto “Son of Mario” Bava so it has a ton of style.  If you
only remember one thing from the movie, it’ll probably be the image of the
demons emerging from the theatre, yellow-eyed and silhouetted against harsh
backlighting.  The same image was reused on the poster, along with the movie’s
best line: “They will make cemeteries their cathedrals and the cities will be
your tombs.”


Claudio
Simonetti’s pounding score is the perfect accompaniment to a movie that never
takes a breath, and 80s rock fans will be in their element with a soundtrack
that includes Rick Springfield, Motley Crue, Billy Idol and Saxon.  Only a
horror movie from that era could get away with cutting from a gory demon
invasion to a bunch of airheads listening to Go West’s We Close Our Eyes,
but that’s the thing about Demons: it’s such a joy that no matter how
close it comes to flat-out absurdity, you give it a free pass.


You’ll even
overlook the lack of characterization when you meet Tony The Pimp, a jive
talkin’ caricature who sounds like he’d be more comfortable narrating
Blaxploitation trailers than watching horror movies.  Clad in a black flared
collar shirt and a white suit, and flanked by two of his best prostitutes, this
mean mother steals the show when he takes charge and starts building a
barricade against the demons, telling those not giving it their full attention
that they ain’t worth shit.  He says, “They won’t get me that’s fer
sho’” , and you know what that means.


Also around
is Michele Soavi who before becoming a director in his own right (Stagefright,
The Church), played several bit parts in exploitation movies that called
for him to say next to nothing and die as violently as possible.  After getting
his brains torn out in City Of The Living Dead and falling afoul of
George Eastman in Absurd, Soavi plays a dual role in Demons,
appearing in the movie-within-the-movie as well as playing the mysterious
masked stranger.  He still dies horribly, though – he gets a metal spike rammed
through his eye.


Come to
think of it, the credits read like a Who’s Who of Italian exploitation
cinema: the script is credited to Bava, Dario Argento, Dardano Sacchetti (Zombie
Flesh Eaters) and Franco Ferrini (The Church, Phenomena), while the
cast includes Urbano Barberini (Opera) and Fiore “Daughter Of Dario”
Argento.  Nicoletta Elmi (the little girl from Deep Red) also appears
and there are uncredited cameos from Bava and Giovanni Frezza, aka Bob from The
House By The Cemetery 


Makeup man
Sergio Stivaletti also makes an unbilled cameo, though he was probably busy
supplying the knockout gore effects.  As well as gouged eyes and ripped throats,
there’s a sequence where a demon tears its way out of the body of its victim. 
Every movie should have a scene like that. 


Hey,
Hollywood, how about cutting down on zombies and haunted houses and remaking a
movie people want to see for once?  As long as you don’t cast Jai Courtney or
anyone from Twilight, we’re all good.


 
















 


DRACULA VS
FRANKENSTEIN (1971)


 


If you’ve
never experienced an Al Adamson picture, Dracula Vs. Frankenstein is a
good introduction, not because it’s his best film but because it’s a litmus
test for the uninitiated – if you can’t take the shoestring look, jumbled
narrative and over-reliance on stock-footage, then don’t bother with the rest
of his oeuvre because Adamson did much worse.  


You know
you’re in trouble when the film’s male lead not only considers it his
professional nadir, but doesn’t recognise the finished film as the movie he
shot.  Such was the opinion of Anthony Eisley, who signed on for a horror
picture called The Blood Seekers, which though it starred Lon Chaney Jr
and J. Carroll Naish (in their final film roles), featured neither Dracula nor
Frankenstein.  


“Al Adamson
and Independent-International began cutting, reshooting, adding more and more
plot elements, pieced it all together and tried to make a story out of it,” Eisley
told Tom Weaver.  “I had no idea what the hell they had in mind.  When I
finally saw the picture, I can’t say I was terribly shocked ‘cause I didn’t
expect it to be a work of art in the first place, but between that half-assed
looking Frankenstein and the strange young man who played Dracula and some of
the other elements they brought in, I thought, ‘Well, there’s a picture I would
rather nobody see.’”


To give you
some idea of the filmmaker’s reshaping, he’d begun the project as a biker movie
(Satan’s Bloody Freaks) starring Russ Tamblyn, but as such pictures fell
out of vogue, he switched plans and began adding horror elements, in the
process junking much of the Tamblyn footage save for a handful of scenes that
were used in the finished picture, meaning that in one sequence Eisley is
literally reacting to events occurring in a different film.  


Into this
already bewildering hodgepodge comes Dr Duryea (Naish), who in between
operating a Venice Beach amusement park transforms Chaney’s puppy-loving assistant
into an axe-wielding psycho courtesy of a mysterious serum.  His experiments
are interrupted by the arrival of Dracula, played by one “Zandor Vorkov” (aka
Robert Engel, stockbroker), who reminds the doc he’s really a Frankenstein and
should resurrect his ancestor’s creature so they can, you know, rule the world
and stuff.  However, these plans are jeopardized by the arrival of showgirl
Regina Carroll (aka Mrs Adamson) who together with Eisley is searching for her
sister, a previous victim of Chaney’s midnight wanderings.  


So yeah,
it’s a real mishmash.  And we haven’t even mentioned Angelo Rossito as Naish’s
cackling dwarf henchman yet.  


Not that the
film is without entertainment value, just that it’s entertaining in a different
way.  Some critics have commented that it’s a semi-spoof of the Universal
monster mashups, but in a film where a ‘corpse’ blinks not once but in every
shot it’s hard to tell.  Further unintentional (?) laughs come from John
Bloom’s monster, which has a face like a collapsed soufflé, Naish spouting
gibberish from cue cards while his false teeth can be heard chattering on the
soundtrack and Vorkov/Engel’s unique interpretation of the prince of darkness,
who speaks with heavy reverb, sports a bad make-up job and disintegrates his victims
with a beam from his mystical ring - which came in handy when Eisley proved
unavailable for re-shoots.  Adamson got around his leading man’s absence by
killing him off, standing in for Eisley (with his back towards camera) as
Dracula’s mystical beam transformed him into a flaming carcase.  


Adamson’s
biggest laugh riot, Dracula Vs. Frankenstein ought to have more of a
reputation as a good bad movie, especially as, with its narrative
inconsistencies and obvious cost-saving measures, the spirit of Ed Wood hovers
over the proceedings, right down to a finale that echoes Bride Of The
Monster’s climactic tussle.  However, we must spare a thought for Eisley,
who would rather be remembered for the short-lived TV series Hawaiian Eye than
his film work, despite having been replaced by Troy Donahue in the final
season.  That’s right – he had that kind of career.  


 
















 


I DRINK YOUR
BLOOD (1970)


 


When stage
actor/director David Durston turned his movie Phobia in to Jerry Gross,
the aptly-named distributor who would later orchestrate successful ad campaigns
for I Spit On Your Grave (1978) and Zombie (1979), the
schlockmeister gave it the more auspicious title I Drink Your Blood, put
it on a double-bill with the previously unreleased I Eat Your Skin
(formerly Voodoo Bloodbath) and used sensational advertising (“Two great
blood horrors to rip out your guts!”) to disguise the fact that the latter
movie was a ‘chaser’ – a film so wretched it would literally drive patrons from
the theatre.  Durston’s movie, however, had it all: Manson-esque hippies
engaging in blood sacrifices, amputations and mutilations, plus a pack of rabid
assassins attacking comely young women.  And that was just the trailer.


Clearly
gunning for Night Of The Living Dead’s closed-in, apocalyptic feel (the
protagonists even head into the cellar during the climax) and playing off the
then-recent Charles Manson slayings, Durston isn’t always on the money but
still delivers a rousing sleazefest with the colour photography and brisk
pacing that George Romero’s movie lacked.  Critically, though, Romero had
better actors, a killer pay-off and, in particular, a more credible set up.


When a local
girl is assaulted, blame falls on a group of hippies who call themselves the
“sons and daughters of Satan.”  Lead by the Village People’s Indian Chief, this
motley group also includes a Chinese dragon lady, one helium-voiced black dude,
a snarling pregnant woman and, for balance, a mute young girl.  When we first
meet them, they’re staging a black mass ritual in the woods where the Chief
appears to ask them to “put aside your whirly things” before sacrificing a
chicken and offering its blood.  “Drink from this cup,” says he, “and together
we’ll all freak out.”


Breaking
into an abandoned house, they proceed to hang one of their number from the
rafters, scrawl ‘pig’ on his stomach and luxuriate in the crimson spray from
his slashed feet.  This doesn’t go over with the locals at all, and when one of
them chooses to investigate, he’s doped with “that stuff they call LSD”, beaten
and thrown out, which only angers his grandson.  Taking blood from a rabid
dog’s corpse, the young fella sneaks into the local bakery, injects some
fresh-baked pastries and hawks them to the family members, who immediately tool
up with knives and axes for a foaming-at-the-mouth rampage.  Among the
manifestations of rabies is, of course, the sudden and uncontrollable urge to
hack up strangers with an electric carving knife, as well as a pathological
fear of water, leading to some amusing scenes of the infected being repelled
simply by being splashed.  “Do you realize what you’ve done?” asks one
horrified character.  “Yes,” the grandson replies, “but I hope you won’t tell
grandpa.”


To the
detriment of midnight movie fans everywhere, Durston never made another horror
picture, though he did direct a young Philip Michael Thomas in Stigma
(1972), a cautionary tale about venereal disease, as well as several gay
pornographic movies.  Too bad.  One of the liveliest drive-in attractions of
the 70s, I Drink Your Blood’s low-budget thrills make for trashy fun all
the way – though you may wish to forego the second half of the double bill.  


 
















 


PARASITE
(1982)


 


According to
Charles Band, he was chatting with Demi Moore in his office, where he just
happened to have the I Spit On Your Grave poster on his wall.  Noticing
it, Moore said, “Don’t tell anybody, but that’s me up there…”  She said she’d
done a model photo shoot when she was 18, not knowing what it was for, and was
surprised to find herself plastered across video boxes and billboards,
advertising a movie Kim Newman described as “one of the most loathsome films of
all time.”  


The pair
were meeting to discuss Parasite, the cheapjack sci-fi movie that gave
the actress her first lead role and also cast her then husband, Freddy Moore,
as a street punk.  It was Band’s third directorial outing, though in later
years he founded Empire Productions and Full Moon Productions with his father
Albert and became famous (or infamous) for producing low budget schlock,
including the Puppetmaster, Ghoulies and Trancers franchises.


Just like in
most of his later films, Band throws in a ton of seemingly disparate elements
ripped off from other movies, ignores three-act structure and stages the action
as thriftily as possible.  Shot in 3D to cash in on the medium’s resurgence in
popularity, it quickly becomes clear that more thought went into exploiting the
process than was lavished on the script.


Released in
the US shortly before The Road Warrior, Parasite takes place in a
post-apocalyptic future where cash is worthless and hoodlums dressed in early
80s fashions roam the streets.  Order is maintained by the Merchants, a group
of sinister Men In Black types who hire Paul Dean (Robert Glaudini), the author
of The Pathology Of Parasites, to create Alien-like creatures for
oh some reason.  They thought it’d be cool or something.  Anyway, Dean has a
falling out with the Merchants and kills all the creatures save for two of
them, one of which he injects into his stomach (and keeps controlled with regular
injections), the other he carries around in what looks like a thermos flask.


When some
street punks, who for budgetary reasons are the only gang in town, abduct Dean
they fail to realize that anyone whose belongings include The Pathology Of
Parasites and a flask probably has a deep dark secret that they’re not
privy to.  So they open the flask and yes, the creature flies directly towards
the viewer.  You can probably figure out the rest.


Stan Winston
created the parasites, and considering the obviously low budget he does a good
job, designing slimy, eyeless creatures with rows of razor sharp teeth they use
to tear through their prey.  One of the best effects has a parasite rip through
a dead woman’s face and fly straight at the camera (obviously), and it’s the
kind of sequence the movie could’ve used more of because all too often it bogs
down with lots of talk.  There are a bunch of recognisable starlets, though,
including Cheryl “Rainbeaux” Smith and Cherie Currie of The Runaways (played by
Dakota Fanning in the 2010 movie of the same name), so viewer interest is still
maintained.


In the lead,
Demi doesn’t show up until around the 25 minute mark, and at first her
character doesn’t appear to do very much, but once the going gets weird she
gets her groove on and becomes a badass.  When a Merchant named Ricus (Luca
Bercovici) shows up and starts knocking her around, she doesn’t crawl into a
corner and cry, she punches him in the face and shouts “Go to hell!”  Later,
when Dean suggests taking the war to Ricus, she picks up a gun and says “Let’s
go!”  But that’s nothing compared to the final confrontation, where she turns
Ricus into a human torch by shooting and exploding a nearby fuel tank.


Clearly,
Ridley Scott watched this movie when he was casting G.I. Jane. 


In only her
second film, Demi acquits herself pretty well, and you can see she was destined
for bigger things.  After a cameo in Young Doctors In Love (1982), her
next movie role was in 1984’s Blame It On Rio opposite Michael Caine,
but she didn’t really become a star until Ghost (1990), which opened the
door to a succession of high-profile, instantly forgettable movies like A
Few Good Men, Indecent Proposal, Disclosure, The Scarlett Letter, and
Striptease.  A series of flops cost her a place on Hollywood’s A list,
after which she appeared in a string of unremarkable programmers that never
troubled the Top Ten, but she never made another monster movie.  On her
filmography, Parasite is unique.


 
















 


THE SATANIC
RITES OF DRACULA (1973)


 


Hammer’s
Dracula series began with Horror Of Dracula (1958), but by the time Lee
returned to the title role in Dracula Prince Of Darkness (1966), the
writing was already on the wall for the studio.  With nearly all of its
financing coming from the United States, the end of distribution deals with
Columbia and Universal spelled trouble until a new three-way agreement was
reached with 20th Century Fox, Seven Arts (which bought Warner Bros
in 1967) and the Associated British Picture Corporation (bought by EMI in
1969).  However, the agreement with Fox ended in 1968, meaning that future
films would only be pre-sold in the UK, so the company looked to its most
famous franchises to survive.


While
American audiences flocked to Night Of The Living Dead (1968) and Straw
Dogs (1971), Hammer merrily cranked out such sequels as Dracula Has
Risen From The Grave (1968), Frankenstein Must Be Destroyed (1969)
and Taste The Blood Of Dracula (1970).  Their biggest hit during this
period was The Vampire Lovers (1970), an adaptation of J Sheridan LeFanu’s
Carmilla whose mixture of eroticism and gothic horror persuaded the
studio that the future lay in blood and bare breasts.  Following two sequels – Lust
For A Vampire (1970) and Twins Of Evil (1971) – Hammer brought
Dracula to the Swinging Seventies with Dracula AD 72 (1972) then set
about devising their most bizarre sequel yet.


Released in
the US as Count Dracula And His Vampire Bride, The Satanic Rites Of
Dracula has everything: motorcycle chases, nudity, Satanism, shadowy
organizations, corrupt officials, vampire babes and a plot that turns Dracula
into a super villain bent on world domination.  While investigating government
involvement in the Satanic rituals being carried out at a country house,
Britain’s security services call in Professor Van Helsing – an expert on the
occult – who realizes that the cult is headed by one “D.D. Denham.”  A recluse
whose image can’t be recorded by a camera, Denham has a mortal fear of silver,
is never seen in daylight etc etc.  Faster than the supporting characters can
deduce that Denham must be Dracula, it’s revealed that the Count has acquired a
new strain of the bubonic plague with which he hopes to bring about the
Biblical prophecy of Armageddon for oh some reason.


Dracula is
basically a Bond villain here, which is apt because Lee later played Scaramanga
in The Man With The Golden Gun (1974) while Joanna Lumley had a small
part in On Her Majesty’s Secret Service (1969).  It’s probably a
coincidence, but check out all the actors with Hammer and Bond on their resumes:
Caroline Munro (Captain Kronos: Vampire Hunter, The Spy Who Loved Me),
Julian Glover (Quatermass And The Pit, For Your Eyes Only),
Martine Beswick (One Million Years BC, Thunderball), Honor
Blackman (To the Devil A Daughter, Goldfinger), Madeline Smith (Frankenstein
And The Monster From Hell, Live And Let Die), Geoffrey Keen (Taste
The Blood Of Dracula, The Living Daylights) and Michael Kitchen (Dracula
AD 72, Goldeneye).  


Alas, it was
a sequel too far for Lee, who turned his back on the franchise and never played
the character for the studio again.  While it’s easy to knock Satanic Rites for
for being silly – what self-respecting vampire dresses his henchmen in
sheepskin vests? – it’s a hard-hearted viewer who remains immune to the film’s
deranged charm.  Lively, loopy and loads of fun, it’s a far more entertaining
modern day gothic than Dracula AD 72. 


 
















 


TOMBS OF THE
BLIND DEAD (1971)


 


The missing
link between George Romero’s zombie films and the eroticism of Jess Franco, Tombs
Of The Blind Dead is the first instalment of Spanish director Amando de
Ossorio’s quartet about the Templar Knights, who in the Thirteenth Century were
excommunicated for worshipping the Devil (and taking an unwholesome interest in
busty starlets).  After years of torturing and killing young women, the Knights
were sentenced to death for their crimes, but not before crows pecked out their
eyes.


Centuries
later, they return as robed skeletons that roam the abandoned medieval village
of Berzano, riding their undead horses (!) and seeking their victims by sound. 
They never have to wait very long because despite all the legends that surround
the place, Berzano seems to attract an uncommonly high number of females that
have a problem remaining clothed.  


First up is
backpacker Virginia (Maria Elena Arpon), who abandons her friend Bet (Lone
Fleming) after experiencing flashbacks to a steamy relationship they enjoyed
years earlier.  Naturally, she ends up spending the night in Berzano’s ruined
cathedral, and you can probably guess what happens.


This is just
the beginning: when Virginia’s body is discovered, she’s taken to the local
morgue, which just happens to be located next door to Bet’s workplace.  Cue a
creepy sequence where Virginia rises from her slab and advances slowly across
the room towards the morgue attendant, who doesn’t look up from his desk until
her hand touches his shoulder.  After tearing out his throat, she leaves the
building and, in one of the film’s best scenes, ventures next door to look for
more victims.


There’s atmosphere
to burn in this movie, and de Ossorio proves his mettle as a horror director in
a series of stylish attack sequences.  Particularly memorable is an
ultra-violent flashback (heavily censored in the 83 minute English language
version) where the Knights torture and murder a young damsel played an
uncredited Britt Nichols.  Nichols was often naked in Jess Franco’s films, and
with its lesbianism, unnecessary rape sequence and scenes of young women
parading around in their underwear, Tombs could well have been directed
by the Spanish maestro.


Whether
riding through the Portuguese plains in slow motion or advancing on a screaming
victim, the Templar zombies are striking creations and de Ossorio makes the
most of what was obviously a meagre budget.  His slender resources are
occasionally apparent, though: unable to show a zombie being set on fire, he
resorts to superimposing flames over the writhing corpse.


Like Lucio
Fulci, de Ossorio was a journeyman filmmaker who after a career spent making
comedies and thrillers turned his hand to horror and became typed as a director
of chillers.  Tombs was followed by Return of the Evil Dead (1973),
which eschews the atmosphere of its predecessor in favour of action, violence
and cheesy laughs.  The Ghost Galleon (1975) provides more unintentional
humour, as the Knights forego their horses for a Sixteenth Century galleon that
appears out of the fog to menace bikinied starlets.  As
zombie-versus-swimwear-models films go, this one’s top of the list.  


The series
limped to a close with Night of the Seagulls (1975), which returned the
Knights to dry land, but far more interesting is Night of the Sorcerers (1974),
a demented yarn about a tribe of voodoo zombies who kidnap, whip and decapitate
nubile women, which of course transforms them into vampire girls in bikinis. 
Throughout his career, de Ossorio complained about the shoestring budgets he
was forced to work with, and nowhere is this more apparent than in The Sea
Serpent (1984), his swansong picture, where Ray Milland battles a sock
puppet from the depths.  


 
















HONOURABLE MENTIONS


 


BRAINDEAD
(1992)


With its
kung fu priest, dead baby gags and flesh-eating zombies, Braindead is
the Peter Jackson movie that separates the horrorphiles from the hobbits. Given
how Jackson’s career turned out after he won Best Director, he maybe should’ve
returned to making low budget splatter comedies, but that’s another story.


Shot and set
in New Zealand, Braindead is the most influential zombie comedy since Evil
Dead II and you can feel its anarchic spirit in films such as Poultrygeist:
Night Of The Chicken Dead (2007), Black Sheep (2006) and Wyrmwood:
Road Of The Dead (2014). Like Poultrygeist, it’s essentially another
boy-meets-girl-and-fights-zombies story, but even that film drew the line at
baby in a microwave jokes.


If you
remember the film for any one scene, it’s probably the finale where the wimpy
hero mans up and takes on the zombie horde with his lawnmower, cutting a swathe
through the bodies while blood and body parts fly everywhere. Hard to believe
that the same filmmaker made Heavenly Creatures next, which earned him
his first Oscar nomination.


 


 


CITY OF THE
LIVING DEAD (1980)


After
opening with a scream, City Of The Living Dead’s titles begin
accompanied by Fabio Frizzi’s memorable score before cutting to a fog-shrouded
cemetery where a priest is preparing to commit suicide. It’s one hell of an
atmospheric opening, and about as subtle as Lucio Fulci’s movie gets.


To the
delight of gorehounds, the priest’s suicide opens the gates of hell and allows
the dead to walk the earth, so over the following 90 minutes characters bleed
from their eyes, brains are torn out and a drill pierces a man’s skull. Plague
Of The Zombies, this is not.


Special
mention must be made of the scene where a girl (Daniela Doria, who dies
violently in 3 other Fulci movies) vomits up her own intestines while the
zombie priest watches. If the effects look a little too authentic, that’s
because the effects team were using the entrails of a sheep that had just had
its throat cut. “After 10 minutes the entrails start to dry out and can’t be
used,” Fulci explained helpfully.


 


 


THE HUMAN
CENTIPEDE (2009)


If nothing
else, Tom Six is a filmmaker with the appeal of an early 70s John Waters – you
might not like his outrageous narratives, but you can’t help being curious
about them. His masterpiece thus far is The Human Centipede (First
Sequence), a movie that goes out of its way to shock and disturb.


The film
tells the story of Dr Heiter (Dieter Laser), a gifted surgeon whose specialty
is separating conjoined twins, but since his retirement, he’s concentrated
mainly on his favourite hobby: joining creatures together. In order to give
himself a “pet”, he kidnaps three tourists and connects them mouth to anus so
that they share a single digestive system.


The pet must
then be housebroken, so Heiter teaches the trio to move as one in his garden,
beating them when they fail or when their cries keep him awake at night.
Because you’re not required to show modesty around pets, he even disrobes in
front of them before taking a swim in his birthday suit.


 


 


REC 3:
GENESIS (2012)


If REC’s
massive international success played a part in getting the likes of Apollo
18 and The Devil Inside greenlit, then it has a lot to answer for.
By way of apology, here’s REC 3: Genesis, which ditches the po-faced
seriousness of the previous instalments and instead opts for the playful,
cartoonish tone of Robert Rodriguez’s Planet Terror.


Which is
great fun if you thought REC 2 fumbled the ball, but watch out if you wanted
more of the same. Relocating the narrative to a wedding where zombies are
unleashed on the guests, director Paco Plaza sticks with narrative convention
for a while, then he plays the ultimate prank and has a character question why
someone always to videotape the slaughter. Ditching the found footage gimmick,
Plaza resorts to conventional cinematography for the rest of the movie.


Fans of
“serious” horror will not be enamoured of scenes where zombies are killed with
egg whisks, nor of a character who calls himself Sponge John because Sponge Bob
taken. Whatever you feelings, one thing’s certain: REC 3 will never be
mistaken for its predecessors. Can’t say that about Paranormal Activity 3,
can you?


 


 


PIECES
(1982)


In the hands
of Juan Piquer Simon, the Spanish auteur who gave us flesh eating molluscs in Slugs,
what should’ve been a simple Friday The 13th knock-off
becomes an outrageous bloodbath where heads and arms are lopped off and a woman
is cut in half by a chainsaw. 


Pieces begins the way most movies do, with
a boy taking an axe to his mother before cutting up the body and hiding in a
closet as the police arrive. Forty years later, a black-garbed maniac carves up
the female students on a Boston campus, using the body parts to create a human
jigsaw. Could they be the same person?


Legendary
among hardcore horror fans for its bad acting, absurd storyline and over the
top direction, Pieces is a masterpiece of so-bad-it’s-good cinema. After
nobody witnesses a student being decapitated on the front lawn in broad
daylight, the Dean declares it an “unfortunate accident” and decides against
closing down the campus. This leads to several more murders, most amusingly
when a victim steps into an elevator with the killer, who she doesn’t realize
is carrying a chainsaw until he revs it up.


 


 


RETURN OF
THE EVIL DEAD (1972)


Forget
subtlety, logic and motivation – this sequel to Tombs Of The Blind Dead
ignores them all. It also ignores its predecessor, allowing it to tell a
different story involving the Templar Knights.


After
terrorizing a small village in Portugal, during which they mutilated their
victims and drank their blood, the Knights were murdered by the rioting
villagers, who burned out their eyes and buried them outside an abandoned
monastery. A century later, the Knights rise from the grave to take revenge
during the annual village festival, but if you think these are traditional
zombies, you’re wrong.


Wearing
hooded robes, carrying swords and riding dead horses (why not?), these cadavers
don’t eat human flesh – they ride through the village festival, chopping down
their victims. When informed, the local police commissioner is understandably
sceptical: “Dead guys on horses?” he says. “You woke me to tell me that?”


Needless to
say, most of the villagers die horribly as a result. 


 
















 


PART VI


 


MOCKBUSTERS


 
















 


ABBY (1974)


 


In the flash
flood of clones that greeted The Exorcist’s success, Warner Bros mounted
legal proceedings against several pictures but succeeded in getting only one
pulled from theatres.  That may be because William Girdler’s movie was not only
a home-grown knock-off (rather than an Italian import) but also extremely
successful, earning back millions on a $100,000 budget.  But while Linda
Blair’s devilish shenanigans received an Oscar nod, Abby’s are an endless
source of unintentional laughs.  


Cashing in
on the Blaxploitation craze as well as William Marshall’s success in Blacula,
Girdler casts the actor in the Max Von Sydow role, unwittingly releasing a
sex-starved demon named Eshu while on an archeological dig in Nigeria.  Finding
its way to the States, Eshu possesses Marshall’s daughter-in-law Abby (Carol
Speed), transforming her from a meek housewife who sings in a choir and
prepares chicken wings for dinner into a promiscuous boozehound whose sudden ability
to vomit chicken soup and cuss in a bass voice doesn’t go unnoticed.  Richard
Pryor thought a coloured Exorcist would last just long enough for Pop to
bust a cap in Ol’ Scratch’s ass and tell his daughter to take that goddamn
crucifix out of her pussy, an issue Girdler skirts by making the men a weak,
useless bunch that stand around crossing themselves until Marshall arrives for
the climactic exorcism – which takes place on a discotheque floor.


There’s lots
to chuckle over here, whether it’s the dialogue (“Whatever possessed you to
do a thing like that?”), Speed’s unconvincing transformation into a
potty-mouthed demon in pancake make-up or a scene where she violently checks
herself out of hospital (“I’m going home, bitch!”).  Best of all is the sequence
where Abby, a licensed marriage guidance counsellor, informs a hopeless couple
that their problems stem not from an inability to share their feelings but from
their lousy sex life.  Her solution: “I’m gonna take George upstairs and fuck
the shit out of him!”  (She later apologises to George, saying: “I don’t know
what got into me.”)


Following
the likes of Asylum of Satan and Three on a Meathook, Abby was
the picture that, as John Kenneth Muir notes, allowed its director to go from
“making bad bad movies to making good bad movies.”  Always prolific, the
filmmaker was even less interested in William Marshall’s suggestions than Blacula’s
producers had been, despite the fact the actor had lectured across America on
the subject of the Yoruba religion.  But while Blacula’s tongue was
firmly in its cheek, Abby’s sincerity resulted in a picture the New York
Times called “more silly than shocking, even if it seems to take itself
seriously.”  None of which mattered as the lawsuit prevented Girdler from
displaying his movie without permission from Warner Bros, who immediately set
about remaking it as Exorcist II: The Heretic.  


 
















 


APE (1976)


 


Released in
Christmas of 1976, the Dino de Laurentiis-produced King Kong was a $24m
folly for which a forty foot high, six and a half ton monster robot was
specially constructed, even though the filmmakers decided not to use it.  In
theatres within a week was Ape, a no-budget Korea-lensed 3D knock-off
whose star appeared to be an extra in a monkey mask and wool sweater.  “Not to be
confused with King Kong,” claimed the poster, which also featured the
hirsute hero fighting a giant shark – a year after Jaws stormed the box office.


On the
latter count at least, the poster was truthful.  The shark battle occurs in the
opening moments when Ape/Kong, having escaped the toy boat on which he was held
captive, leaps into the ‘ocean’ (which was no visible horizon) to tussle with
the lifeless creature.  If this sequence seems unfamiliar to viewers of
previous Kongs, that’s because director/ co-writer Paul Leder has
dispensed with the expedition to Skull Island, the dinosaurs, plus Kong’s
introduction and subsequent capture to start three quarters of the way through
the traditional story.  In other words, our mask-and-sweater monster is going to
stomp a lot of model buildings and throw a lot of Tonka toys around before the
end credits.


First,
though, we have to meet our Fay Wray, in this case a garlanded actress played
by Joanna Kerns who’s just arrived in Seoul to shoot her first major picture outside
America.  ‘Major’ might be pushing it, however, as she’s required to do little
more than stand around in her undergarments while the director (named “Dino”)
motivates a co-star by asking him to “rape her gently.”  This touching sequence
is interrupted when Ape/ Kong wades inland to destroy some miniature props
before kidnapping Joanna/ Fay, so it’s up to Alex Nichol’s bonkers General to
launch a military strike to get her back.


Forget de
Laurentiis, RKO and Toho Studios: this version is far campier, more outlandish
and boasts the cheapest, most guffaw-inducing effects you’ve ever seen.  In a
sequence strangely absent from its bigger-budgeted breathren, our antagonist,
smitten by a hanglider, skips along merrily behind it, arms aloft, head moving
from side to side.  “Let’s see him dance for his organ grinder now,” growls an
unimpressed Nichol before sending in some wire-supported helicopter gunships. 
He’s left open-mouthed, however (as is the audience), when Ape/ Kong swats them
aside before giving him the finger.


It may be
silly, campy and plotless, but you won’t find a better-paced, more entertaining
monster movie outside of Toho Studios.  It’s just a shame that Leder’s daughter
Mimi, employed here as Unit Photographer and Assistant Director, didn’t share
her father’s execrable taste and went on to make ‘good’ movies like Deep
Impact (1998) and The Shipping News (2001).


 
















 


NIGHTMARE
CITY aka CITY OF THE WALKING DEAD (1983)


 


An actor
more closely identified with musicals and literary adaptations than Italian
schlock, Mel Ferrer’s career spanned six decades and over a hundred film/TV
roles, he directed Claudette Colbert in The Secret Fury and then-wife
Audrey Hepburn in Green Mansions and also produced the classic thriller Wait
Until Dark.  Which makes him the last person you’d expect to see in the
spaghetti versions of The Exorcist (The Tempter), Jaws (The
Great Alligator) and Dawn (Nightmare City).


When a
newscaster announces a radioactive spill from a nuclear power plant, it can
only mean that a planeload of mutated, axe-wielding assassins, who appear to
have undergone cosmetic surgery by The Toxic Avenger, are about to disembark
and carve up the assembled passengers and security personnel before setting off
on a city-wide rampage.  Their first act of terror, naturally enough, is to
interrupt the gyrations of the lycra-clad lovelies of TV jiggle-fest It’s
All Music and curtail their creativity with hooks, knives, swords etc.  Now
we know The End Is Nigh.


Not only are
these “attackers” (the z-word is never dropped) able to move from location to
location without being seen, it’s remarkably easy for them to outwit General
Ferrer’s men and sabotage a power plant, plunging the city into darkness. 
Fortunately there’s a white coat on hand to deliver a ‘yep, must be the
radiation’-style speech in which he claims the radioactivity has “increased
their activities beyond the norm” and given them the ability to increase their
numbers by contaminating anyone they come into contact with.  The solution:
“Aim for the head.”  Or as a character in a less classy production might note:
“The radiation didn’t scramble his ass, sir.”


It’s not
hard to conceive of Nightmare City as a thriller re-tooled in the wake
of Romero’s classic to change terrorists into zombies, but as society breaks
down onscreen and director Umberto Lenzi attempts to mimic Dawn’s
apocalyptic vision, the film becomes progressively sillier.  For all the
doom-laiden dialogue (“It’s part of the cycle of the human race – create and
obliterate until we destroy ourselves”) it’s difficult to buy into a doomsday
scenario where the female victims lose their clothes while tussling with
assailants in dried-cornflake make-up.  Having peppered his film with
references to dreams and premonitions throughout, Lenzi appears to be reaching
for profundity by having a character wake up at a crucial moment (Armageddon
was just a dream!) before witnessing a planeload of mutated, axe-wielding
assassins disembark as a freeze-frame caption informs us: “The Nightmare Isn’t
Over.”


Fast-paced,
trashy and thoroughly enjoyable, Armageddon has seldom been so amusing.  Plus,
it’s safe to call Guillermo Del Toro a fan: he and Chuck Hogan homage it in
Book One of their The Strain trilogy.


 
















 


PATRICK
STILL LIVES (1980)


 


If you were
an exploitation filmmaker in Italy during the early 80s and you wanted to know
what your next picture was going to be, you only had to look at Hollywood’s box
office or, failing that, you could rip off an Australian film that was neither
particularly good nor a sizeable hit.  Richard Franklin’s
guy-in-a-coma-wreaks-telekinetic-havoc opus Patrick (1978) was such a
picture, but while the late Franklin was an avowed Hitchcock disciple, his
opposite number in Italy, Mario Landi, seemed to be channelling Herschell
Gordon Lewis.  


Anyone who
thought The Gore Gore Girls skimped on the gratuitous nudity should
register at the “Herschell Wellness Resort”, where the female guests never miss
an opportunity to disrobe and the receptionist is Andrea Belfiore, December
1980’s Playmate of the Month.  Also around, and proving that being married to
the film’s producer is no guarantee of better parts, is Burial Ground’s
Mariangela Giordano as a promiscuous lush/ex-prostitute, who when she isn’t
drunkenly propositioning strangers or getting slapped around, is being told
“Die alone, whore.”  Fairly typical of her role is a scene where she discovers
a body hanging from a hook and, instead of raising the alarm, stops by a
fountain to splash water on herself, causing her negligee to turn transparent. 



Also at the
resort is Professor Herschell’s son Patrick, who’s been comatose following a
roadside incident involving a flying bottle (don’t ask) and just happens to
have developed telekinetic powers.  In between cackling “Soon, my dear Patrick,
soon” at the lad’s bedside, the Prof attempts to use these newfound powers to
off his guests one by one, although Patrick seems more interested in Belfiore,
sending a pair of giant flying eyeballs after her (really, don’t ask) and
forcing her to perform the kind of acts that would give even Hugh Heffner
palpitations.  


Once the
prof’s plan is put into action, bodies are boiled alive in swimming pools,
decapitated by car windows or, as in Giordano’s big scene, graphically violated
by a flying poker.  Pa gets his in the end, hoist by his own petard while
attempting to give his son a lethal injection, after which Landi must’ve run
out of ideas (or money) because he wraps up with an abrupt freeze-frame ending,
not even bothering to inform us if Belfiore’s alternative therapies changed
Patrick’s diagnosis.  


Likely to
offend anyone who thinks libido was an 80s dance craze, Patrick Still
Lives packs in more amateurish gore than is permissible in certain
countries, making this one a little harder to find.  It’s worth the effort,
though, especially for fans of bad acting, immortal dialogue and narrative
stupidity.  Just don’t look for any logic or pay-off.  


 
















 


RAIDERS OF
THE LIVING DEAD (1986)


 


When Al
Adamson left the movie business for a career in real estate, his partner at
Independent International, Sam Sherman, took the reins on Raiders of the
Living Dead, his first proper feature as director.  Perhaps inevitably, the
finished product bears all the hallmarks of his collaborations with Adamson:
ultra-cheap, barely coherent and titled after a recent hit.  Anyone with doubts
as to Sherman’s contributions to Adamson’s oeuvre should read the promotional
materials, in which he attempts to tie his movie in with recent events, Satan’s
Sadists-style.


“Was the
deadly explosion at the Chernobyl reactor the work of terrorists?” he asks. 
“Can we be sure such an accident can’t happen in the US, exactly as predicted
in Raiders of the Living Dead?”  He also cites “recent stories” which he
claims parallel the movie, such as a rebellion in Haiti during which “voodoo
rituals” were broadcast over the evening news and the case of a state medical
examiner who began experimenting on corpses “in an attempt to discover if
psychopathic prisoners possess an extra Y chromosome that is believed to turn
ordinary men into homicidal maniacs.”  Not bad for a movie rated PG-13.


Strictly
speaking, Raiders began life as Dying Day, a $17,000 16mm picture
shot in 1983 by filmmaker Brett Piper, of Nymphoid Barbarian In Dinosaur
Hell fame.  Unable to sell the fledgling effort, Sherman effectively remade
it as Dark Night and when buyers expressed interest, he re-shot and
re-structured the movie until he had a patchwork narrative that owed little to
its previous incarnations.  Not that Raiders has energy to burn, but you
need a scorecard to keep up with what’s happening as characters and plot
threads randomly appear and disappear, seasons change between scenes and a
villain we’d forgotten about is re-introduced as a zombie grave robber.


To give you
some idea of the extent of Sherman’s reshaping, Bob Allen, a villain in Dark
Night, is re-cast as a kindly old doctor whose grandson is able to fashion
a zombie-killing laser gun from a 1986 laserdisc player.  The opening sequence
of a terrorist taking hostages at a nuclear facility (from Dark Night)
has nothing to do with the central plot of a doctor transforming patients into
zombies and isn’t even mentioned again until the last five minutes, when our
heroes turn up to quash the living dead with their laser(disc) gun.  But: if
the doctor is performing his experiments on an island, how are the zombies able
to show up inland?  How come nobody sees them?  And why doesn’t our journalist
hero notice that his assistant disappeared halfway through the movie?


As juvenile,
senseless and oddly amusing as its own theme song (“I saw something that I
shouldn’t see/ Now the zombies are coming after me”), Raiders is either
the best movie that Adamson never directed or the worst picture that looks like
it could have been.  The director’s fans will rejoice, others needn’t bother.


 
















 


ROBOWAR
(1988)


 


An
overlooked contender for a Lifetime Achievement Award, Bruno Mattei directed over
fifty features between 1970 and 2007 including cannibal movies, Nazi sex epics
and women-in-prison pictures, but he was most at home recycling the plots of
Hollywood blockbusters.  1988 was a typically busy year for the schlockmeister
with four knock-offs in production, and though Robowar arguably isn’t
the best of them, it’s still the most entertaining Predator/Robocop
hybrid you’re likely to see.  


When a team
of “Bionic experts” transform a dead soldier into an ultrasophisticated cyborg
through the use of shoulder pads and a vinyl suit, he naturally goes AWOL and
somehow ends up in the Philippines jungle, taking out his prey with a lasergun
that makes a pew-pew sound.  Codenamed “Omega One”, this would-be supersoldier
sees the world through blocky computer graphics, speaks to itself in a voice
somewhere between a Speak N Spell and Buck Rogers’ Twiki and is being
hunted by the badass no Filipino action movie is complete without, Strike
Commando’s Reb Brown.  


This time,
Brown leads a crack commando squad known as BAM, or “Big Ass Motherfuckers”,
whose members all have ‘cool’ nicknames like Blood, Papa Doc or, in Brown’s
case, Killzone.  Acting like they’re auditioning for Predator, they run
through a facsimile of that movie’s greatest hits, including an assault on a
rebel village, the discovery of a lone female survivor and of course being
picked off one by one by a seemingly unstoppable enemy.  The filmmakers didn’t
have enough money to bring out Ol’ Painless, though, so they settled for
someone shouting, “I got a painless cure here for ya!” before letting rip with
an AK-47.  


Unbeknownst
to Brown, Omega One’s human half is an old war buddy we see in half-assed
flashbacks, whose dogtags Brown still carries and which remind his former
friend of his lost humanity enough for him to beg “De-stroy me!  De-stroy me!”
as though he’d just read the script.  Wearing more than just the silly costume,
Claudio Fragasso also donned multiple hats as Assistant Director and co-writer,
although his script contributions were probably limited to his peculiar
interest in spherical objects.  In several other Mattei/Fragasso productions,
characters talk about having their balls shot off, cut off or eaten, so it
follows that one of Robowar’s heroes should threaten to “Cram your balls
down your throat.”  


Ladies and
Gentlemen, the films of Messrs Fragasso and Mattei: lots of heart, lots of balls. 



 
















 


SUPERSONIC
MAN (1979)


 


Before
terrorizing adult audiences with mad tales of life-size jigsaws (Pieces),
ET clones named Trumpy (Pod People) and flesh-eating molluscs (Slugs)
and in between boring juvenile viewers with a string of Jules Verne adaptations
(Monster Island, Journey To The Centre Of The Earth etc), Juan Piquer
Simon hopped aboard the superhero bandwagon for this lively, uproarious Superman
rip-off.  After a run of mostly blah films, Supersonic Man saw the
late Spanish filmmaker become a director of good bad movies and establish his
recurring motifs: bungled slapstick, witless repartee and performances that
vary from wooden to saucer-eyed.  


Unfortunately,
the least interesting performance is given by leading man Michael Coby, the
drinking man’s Franco Nero, as mild-mannered Paul, a reporter who’s really an
extraterrestrial crimefighter on a “difficult and dangerous mission.”  By
uttering the phrase “May the great force of the galaxy be with me” into his
wristwatch, he can transform into Kronos aka Supersonic Man, a bulkier actor
wearing red tights, a blue cape and a sequined mask whose powers include the
ability to see through walls, lift bulldozers (once they’ve turned into wooden
props) and turn handguns into bananas, though he spends most of the film being
dangled in front of rear-projected aerial footage while chintzy music plays.  


He’s on
Earth to stop Dr Gulik (Cameron Mitchell), an evil genius that lives in a toy
model volcano accessible only by wire-supported helicopters with a robot guard
that’s either Marvin the paranoid android’s bigger, meaner brother or an
escapee from Santa Claus Conquers The Martians.  A sub-Bond villain must
have a sub-Bond masterplan and the doc’s seems to revolve around kidnapping a
“famous” and “brilliant” scientist for the purpose of creating a laser that’ll
allow him to rule the world etc.  Nothing comes of it because Gulik spends the
whole movie puttering around the sets quoting Shakespeare and comparing himself
to Julius Caesar until Sonic turns up and puts the kibosh on the enterprise
with suspicious ease.  Then the credits roll.  


Being aimed
at eight-year-olds means Supersonic Man isn’t as over-the-top explicit
as Simon’s later pictures, but neither is it as dreary as his sacking of
Verne’s back catalogue and there’s fun to be had from the dreadful dubbing,
staging, dialogue and performances, but it’s the director’s wretched attempts
at slapstick, including a pratfalling alcoholic, that’re the icing on the
cake.  Okay, so you could carve a better superhero out of a banana, but he’s
still more fun to be around than Green Lantern.  


 
















 


ZOMBIE
HOLOCAUST aka DR BUTCHER MD (1980)


 


Combining
elements of Italian cannibal and zombie movies, Zombie Holocaust is
really a synthesis of two earlier successes: Joe D’Amato’s Emmanuelle And
The Last Cannibals and Lucio Fulci’s Zombie Flesh Eaters.  In fact,
Fabrizio De Angelis might as well have edited the two together as the film
recycles story elements, music cues, footage, cast members and locations from
both pictures, for which the economy-loving producer awarded himself story
credit.


“We must
have a psychopathic deviant loose!” announces a surgeon upon discovering an
incidence of cannibalism in the workplace.  When the culprit turns out to be an
“Asiatic-looking” custodian, this ghoulish gourmet takes a twelve-storey swan
dive after which his right arm snaps off and flies away, as though attached to
a mannequin.  Enter ex-model Alexandra Delli Colli as a ‘brilliant’ doctor with
degrees in medicine, anthropology and gratuitous nudity who immediately
recognises a tattoo on the deceased as the mark of Kito, the cannibal god,
whose followers conduct blood sacrifices on far-flung islands without 7-11s or
fast food restaurants.  Realizing that simply won’t do, our imperialist heroes,
perturbed at this attack on democracy, journey out to the islands to ‘study’
the natives.


Who
naturally turn out to be a pack of spear-waving bloodthirsty savages straight
out of central casting, which begs the question: if they’re so primitive, how
was one of their number able to obtain a Green Card?  Fortunately, they’re
frightened off by an army of zombies – well, three – in clay and latex make-up
who somehow just disappear, leaving the survivors to seek shelter from the
island’s resident mad scientist, Dr Obrero (Donald O’Brien).  In a ‘shocking’
twist, the zombies turn out to be a by-product of his research into longevity,
although how someone operating out of a hut could hope to “traverse a new
frontier in science” is never explained.


Fans of
b-movie boffins with daffy dialogue will enjoy O’Brien’s performance as once
his true motives are revealed, his every utterance is an insane, quotable
delight.  Having left America when colleagues mocked his research into brain
transplantation, the doc set up shop on the island and began using natives as
guinea pigs, but when his operation is rumbled it leads to the film’s immortal
line: “I could easily kill you now – but I’m determined to have your brain.” 
However, he’s reckoned without Delli Colli’s willingness to debase herself on
celluloid, and when her prolonged nude scene wins over the natives they lead an
attack on the doc, who gets his in a stock-footage inferno.


Retitled Dr
Butcher M.D. for its American release and (sensibly) trimmed for pacing
reasons, Zombie Holocaust never lives up to its outrageous trailer
(“He’s a depraved, sadistic rapist, a bloodthirsty, homicidal killer…”) never
mind its constituent parts, but O’Brien’s ranting makes it worth a look.


 
















 


ZOMBIES THE
BEGINNING(2007)


 


Having
already ripped off Aliens with 1990’s Shocking Dark, Zombies The
Beginning is déjà vu all over again as Bruno Mattei follows up his Island
of the Living Dead with that film’s lone female survivor being persuaded by
a slimy corporate suit to accompany a bunch of marines back to the planet,
sorry, island, with the intention of wiping out…well, you know the drill.


A synopsis
may be moot but it’s fun to watch Mattei attempt to recreate entire scenes from
James Cameron’s $18m film on a budget of $9 plus change.  He even rips off the
dialogue.  For good measure, he throws in some submarine footage from Crimson
Tide and rips off that picture’s dialogue to boot.  Remember how Aliens had
an armoured vehicle that was shoulder-high in exterior shots yet the cast was
able to stand up inside?  Score one for Mattei: there’s no such discrepancy
here because they have a van that must’ve been rented for the production since
not only do the actors drive v-e-r-y carefully, there's also a Caution:
Driver Has Limited Vision sticker on the shotgun side, which is hardly
tactical.  Another goof occurs when our Sigourney-esque heroine is locked in a
lab with some zombie feti (don’t ask) and begins hammering on the steel door –
despite an open window ten feet away.


Come the
finale, when Ripley guides the survivors to safety then ventures back into the
compound, it isn’t to rescue Newt (score two for Mattei: no cute blonde kids in
this movie) but to encounter this picture’s take on the Alien Queen – a
creature that uses a length of pipe to extract zombie feti from living hosts
and is controlled by a talking brain in a glass case (that’s three for Mattei:
he goes waaay further).  Footage of the compound exploding is lifted
from Shocking Dark, so that by the time the credits roll the filmmaker
has ripped off his three favourite directors: James Cameron, Tony Scott and
Bruno Mattei.


As Thelma
Ritter says in Rear Window: “I only steal from the best!”


 
















 


HONOURABLE MENTIONS


 


DEADLY PREY
(1988)


A cheap 80s
rip-off of The Most Dangerous Game, Deadly Prey tells the story of a
crazy mercenary who kidnaps strangers for his soldiers to hunt until he makes
the mistake of abducting his former protégé, who starts killing his boys one
after the other. When the merc realizes his mistake, it leads to the obligatory
scene where he says, “Know him? I trained him!”


Fortunately,
the protégé is played by bad movie veteran Ted Prior (Surf Nazis Must Die,
Aerobicide), whose thesping makes Dolph Lundgren look like Laurence
Olivier. He probably got the job because the writer/director is David Prior –
his brother.


Come the
finale, Ted scalps one bad guy and clubs another to death with his own severed
arm before the movie ends with a freeze-frame shot of him howling in rage. They
really don’t make them like this anymore, which is probably just as well.


 


 


 


HANDS OF
STEEL (1986)


Released in
the same year as Sylvester Stallone’s Over The Top, Hands Of Steel
is another arm wrestling movie, but with a difference. Being a cheap Italian
imitation, it helps itself to bits of The Terminator and Mad Max 2
and makes its hero a cyborg fighting to survive in the dystopian future.


You see, the
brilliantly named Paco Queruak (Daniel Greene) has been programmed by an evil
corporate villain (John Saxon) to terminate an ecologist, but when he fails in
his mission he goes to Arizona (wouldn’t you?) and becomes an arm wrestler in a
bar. Because he’s “30% percent human, 70% robot, 100% lethal”, Queruak remains
undefeated, but it’s not long before his actions alert the bad guys to his
whereabouts, leading to a blah chase climax.


Directed by
Sergio Martino, who’s better known for his over-stylized giallo thrillers, Hands
Of Steel plays it straight from beginning to end no matter how far out the
narrative becomes, which of course makes it hilarious. As movies about arm
wrestling cyborgs go, this one’s top of the list.


 


 


LADY
TERMINATOR (1989)


This is your
typical Indonesian Terminator rip-off – the villain is the South Sea
Queen of Asian folklore, whose sexual partners lose their pride and joy to the
eel between her legs. When one Gentleman caller removes the eel, the Queen vows
to avenge the “insult” by returning to claim the man’s ancestors.


A century
later, the Queen possesses a bikini-clad ‘anthropologist’, causing her to act
and dress like an Austrian bodybuilder. So far out so good, but then it really
kicks into gear as director H Tjut Djalil rips scenes straight from James
Cameron’s movie, including a shoot-out at a Tech Noir-ish bar and a sequence
where our injured antagonist makes a pit stop to address her wounds. 


The running
gun battles are probably the least interesting part of a movie with this much
blood, nudity, stupidity, bad hair and laughable dialogue, the kind of
experience that words alone could not do justice to. Sure, it’s a knock-off,
but it’s the brashest, craziest, most unapologetically outrageous knock-off
you’re likely to see, whose sheer chutzpah makes it a much better bet than Terminator
Genisys.


 


 


LIGHT BLAST
(1985)


Following Inglorious
Bastards and the Bronx Warriors trilogy, Enzo G Castellari made this
odd Dirty Harry rehash which replaces Fred Williamson, his usual leading man,
with the actor you’ve always associated with Harry Callahan – Erik Estrada.


After
resolving a hostage situation by stripping down to his underwear and taking out
the bad guys with a cooked chicken (don’t ask), Estrada is called in to stop a
mad scientist who’s holding San Francisco to ransom with his new invention – a
giant laser that makes buildings glow red, melting the skin off anyone trapped
inside.


This
necessitates giving Estrada a comic relief partner, an overweight moron who
gets shot and tells him to “get those sons of bitches.” Stealing a car, Estrada
causes every vehicle that meanders across his path to crash into stacked boxes
and explode. That’s right – it’s one of THOSE movies.


 


 


MIND RIPPER
(1995)


You might
expect a movie “presented” by Wes Craven and written by his son to rip off A
Nightmare On Elm Street, and you couldn’t be more wrong because Mind
Ripper just wants to rip off Alien, right down to a scene where
characters discuss “the bonus situation.”


The monster
here is named THOR (Transmutant Humanoid ORganism), a supersoldier prototype
who gets loose and goes berserk inside one of those dimly-lit ultra-secret labs
the Army has in the desert. The low budget means that he’s a stunt man in latex
make-up, and instead of having acid for blood, he shoots green goo at his
victims.


In the
Ripley role is a female operative whose ‘story arc’ is that she’s being
videotaped in the shower by a colleague, which she doesn’t really mind because
he’s kind of cute. Tragically, he’s killed by THOR, but before he buys it he
apologizes and says he taped her all those times because he didn’t dare reveal
his true feelings. 


Character
stuff. The backbone of a good movie.


 


 


ROBO VAMPIRE
(1988)


Picture a
cheaply made Robocop knock-off where the lead actor wears a tinfoil
suit, shin pads, goggles and silver crash helmet. Next, imagine him interacting
with footage ripped from two other movies, including a Thai cop thriller and a
Hong Kong supernatural comedy. That’s Robo Vampire – three movies for
the price of one. And you’ll still demand your money back.


Hilariously,
the Hong Kong footage features Chinese hopping vampires, so when Robo isn’t
fighting gangsters whose machine guns don’t produce muzzle flares, he’s
‘seamlessly’ reacting to vampires that can hop, fly and disappear at will. 


These
creatures also possess the ability to make our hero fly through the air (on
clearly visible wires) and the actor’s attempts to move robotically while being
‘thrown’ are hilarious. For bad measure, the filmmakers also decided to throw
in a kung-fu kicking female ghost, who turns into an obvious double in every
other shot.


 


 


STARCRASH
(1978)


Tell a Star
Wars fanatic that this cheap Italian knock-off (distributed by Roger
Corman) has more heart than the prequels and, once they’ve finished laughing,
they’ll bust your beak for you. Or they’ll slap you with a comic book and run
away. You know what nerds are like.


Luigi
Cozzi’s movie has everything that George Lucas’s space opera had: a score by an
Oscar-winning composer, larger-than-life characters, quotable dialogue, and a
truly memorable villain. Here, the villain is cackling Joe Spinell, who wants
to rule the universe with “red monsters” that appear to have escaped from a
lava lamp. 


On the side
of the angels are lightsabre-wielding David Hasselhoff, a police robot with an
inexplicable Southern drawl and, most memorably, Caroline Munro, who spends
half the film wearing a leather bikini, even when sentenced to hard labour in a
mining colony.


There are,
of course, bigger-budgeted (and therefore ‘better’) movies, but they don’t have
an ounce of Starcrash’s dumb fun (no Amazons on horseback, either). Call
it kitschy and juvenile, but it has a B-movie charm that’s as entertaining as
it is endearing.


 


 


STRIKE
COMMANDO (1988)


Don’t worry
if you haven’t seen Strike Commando I because this sequel features a
different actor and has more on its mind than being just another Rambo
clone.


The director
is Bruno Mattei, who doesn’t make movies so much as recreate scenes from
Hollywood blockbusters on a budget of half a shoestring. This becomes apparent
early on when Mattei restages Raiders Of The Lost Ark’s drinking game
and its subsequent brawl, throwing in some ninjas for good measure as well as
John Williams’ score.


More
‘homages’ follow: a recreation of Predator’s ‘killing the scorpion’
sequence; a torture scene that switches from Raiders (red-hot poker) to Lethal
Weapon (snapping your opponent’s neck with your feet); a climactic
one-on-one in the mud that must’ve given Mel Gibson and Gary Busey déjà vu and,
best of all, Lost Ark’s truck chase restaged at 15mph, with clearly
terrified performers clinging to the vehicles for dear life.


 


 


2019: AFTER
THE FALL OF NEW YORK (1983)


In the
Nevada Desert (or its Italian equivalent), road warrior Parsifal (Michael
Sopkiw) literally defies death in a vehicular gladiatorial contest, bringing
him to the attention of Pan-Am president Edmund Purdom, who’s clearly seen Escape
From New York because he wants Sopkiw to go on a search-and-rescue
mission.  


With the
population rendered sterile courtesy of radiation, there hasn’t been a child
born in fifteen years, but Purdom’s computer has thrown out the name of the
world’s last fertile woman located somewhere in (you guessed it) New York City.
If she’s young enough, Purdom reasons, her ovaries may contain as many as five
hundred unfertilized eggs: “That’s five hundred uncontaminated human beings!”


Even though
Sopkiw prefers to “work alone”, he’s partnered by a claw-handed
ex-schoolteacher and Robowar’s Romano Puppo, cast here as an eyepatch-wearing
muscleman who may not be all that he appears. Along the way they encounter a
succession of colourful supporting characters, including a sadistic villain who
knows ways of making you talk, a dwarf named Shorty and Big Ape (George
Eastman), who’s either a man/ape hybrid or an ugly sumbitch.  


Despite an
unfortunate resemblance to Bela Lugosi’s Ape Man, Eastman just happens to be
the World’s last fertile man with an unwholesome interest in the last fertile
woman, who he finds hibernating in a Perspex tube clad in transparent clothing.
If that seems a tad unlikely, bear in mind that director Sergio Martino’s next
sci-fi flick was Hands Of Steel, the greatest arm-wrestling cyborg movie
ever.  
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SCHLOCK 2000


 
















 


DEADHEADS
(2011)


 


So maybe you
grew up watching zombie flicks on VHS, and you bemoaned the lack of a true
successor to The Return of the Living Dead, Re-animator et al.  If so,
you’ll have a good time with Deadheads, which has all the splattery fun
of those classics, plus a bunch of Romero references tossed in for good
measure.  


While Shaun
of the Dead was a romantic comedy that just happened to feature zombies,
Brett & Drew Pierce’s debut feature contains all the slapstick, entrails
and gross-out gags you’d expect from the sons of Bart Pierce, the guy who
handled special effects photography on The Evil Dead (which is seen
playing at a Drive-in).  A festival favourite, Deadheads picked up
numerous awards on the circuit, including Best Comedy in Toronto, deservedly so
as it’s funnier than most studio pictures.  


Meeting your
end during auto-erotic asphyxiation isn’t so bad (“At least I died doing
something I love!”), especially if you return as your old self, albeit
decomposed and saddled with a taste for human stew, but it sucks to realize
you’ve been dead for three long years and missed Transformers.  Which is
all that worries Brent (Ross Kidder, styled to look like Romero) about being a
walking, talking cadaver – well, that and the fact his pecker just fell off –
but Mike (Michael McKiddy) has just found the wedding ring he was going to put
on his girlfriend’s finger, which sets him wondering what his old flame might
be doing and what she might see in him now he resembles Bub’s bespectacled
bro.  


So begins a
road trip in search of this lost love, during which our heroes are joined by
Cheese, a zombie of the traditional variety, as well as a Nam veteran who
carries the ashes of his prostitute wife.  All while being pursued by a trio of
government agents, including a hair-trigger psycho named McDinkle (“That is the
last vagina monologue that I want to hear coming out of your mouth!”) and a
crack zombie killer whose resemblance to Duane Jones is likely no accident.  


With Bart’s
boys at the helm, you know this is going to be more of a fan’s movie than the
much broader Zombieland, and anyone who thought that effort didn’t
really achieve much as a zombie flick will be rewarded as there’s wit,
invention and pathos to spare, usually served up in piles of steaming
intestines.  The storytelling falters in the final act, going places you pretty
much expected, and the steady stream of gags doesn’t hold up all the way to the
finish, but the tone is consistently bright and funny, the pacing is snappy and
the (largely unknown) cast are spot-on, making this one of the more worthy
additions to the genre.  


Who knows,
one day we might even get a bizarre-o crossover, Shaun of the Deadheads. 
Smart money’s on the Pierce boys to kick Simon Pegg’s ass.  


 
















 


JOHN DIES AT
THE END (2012)


 


In 1998, the
prospect of Don Coscarelli following up Phantasm: Oblivion with a smart,
funny movie about two old-timers battling a mummy in a retirement home seemed
about as likely as, well, Stuart Gordon adapting David Mamet, but not only was Bubba
Ho Tep unlike anything Coscarelli had previously made, it was also his best
effort to date.  A decade later, with only a Masters of Horror episode
to his name in the interim, he returned with this adaptation of the book by
“David Wong” (Cracked.com editor Jason Pargin), prompting viewers to wonder if Bubba
was a fluke, to which the answer is: no sir.  


If it wasn’t
for an Angus Scrimm cameo, you wouldn’t know you were watching a movie from the
guy behind The Beastmaster as not only is John Dies At The End Coscarelli’s
slickest movie to date, but all the laughs are intentional.  And John is
a very funny film, if you find the idea of communicating with spirits via a hot
dog (no ketchup) amusing, otherwise the incessant flow of messed-up strangeness
may leave you cold.  


When David
Wong (Chase Williamson) sits down to talk to reporter Arnie (Paul Giamatti), he
spins a whacked-out tale about body-snatching beings from other dimensions, a
talking dog, phone calls from the future and a celebrity psychic who can
destroy a creature made from cuts of meat by shouting at it.  Wong and his
friend John Cheese (Rob Mayes) are no strangers to such phenomena, having
acquired a reputation as paranormal investigators, but when John dies
mysteriously and starts communicating with his friend from the afterlife, he
leads David to a drug known as Soy Sauce that imbues the user with incredible
powers, including an ability to transcend reality as we know it.  To reveal
more would be unthinkable (and bloody difficult), though there’s also a battle
with a vast artificial intelligence in an alternate timeline.  Obviously.  


If you think
that fractured synopsis makes the movie sound like a head-spinner….well, you’re
right.  This is as close to an actual trip as any filmmaker has yet committed
to celluloid, and once it gets going, the constant flow of mind-bending
invention never falters, never feels forced, phony or pretentious.  If the South
Park team ever remake David Lynch’s Lost Highway, it’ll look
something like this.  


For a
director who spent twenty years with dwarves, flying balls and Reggie Bannister
to step outside his comfort zone and hit a home run once is praiseworthy
enough, but a second time is no accident.  You’re on a roll, Mr Coscarelli. 
Try not to be gone so long next time.  


 
















 


JUNK (2000)


 


If you’re
looking for a movie about a jewel thief fighting an undead army ruled by a
naked zombie queen, look no further.  After ripping off Reservoir Dogs with
The Score (1995), director Atsushi Moroga again pays ‘homage’ to Quentin
Tarantino with another botched heist movie, this time pitting his protagonists
against walking corpses.  Call it From Dusk Till Dawn Of The Dead.  


Following a
bungled robbery, three men and their female getaway driver escape to a US Army
facility in Japan, unaware it’s being used to store the “experiments” of a
Herbert West wannabe who speaks what sounds like phonetically remembered
dialogue.  Because dumb ideas appeal to movie scientists, the doc has developed
DNX, a serum that duplicates the “complex combination of chemicals” that create
life but has the unfortunate side effect of turning the recipient into a
flesh-eating zombie.  


The gory
mayhem kicks off with the arrival of the thieves’ bosses, who judging by their
dress code probably work for Lawrence Tierney, have colour-coded names and
think Like A Virgin is a metaphor for big dicks, but right now they just
want their cut, so picture their surprise when their planned double cross is
interrupted by the arrival of an undead army.  Fortunately, the doc is hip to
the slaughter and leads an attack on the base, little realizing that the zombie
horde is commanded by his late fiancée, the prototype recipient of DNX, who in
death has developed a taste for fright wigs, pancake make-up and parading
around in her birthday suit.  


“Torn up
flesh, gouged entrails and splashing blood,” promised the Japanese press book,
giving a fair idea of Moroga’s intent.  Like Tarantino (and Robert Rodriguez),
he can stage a gun battle and loves comic book violence, but his make-up
effects are on a par with Zombie Creeping Flesh and the ‘acting’ of the
English-speaking players, whose scenes appear to have been tacked-on to expand
the running time, are mostly good for laughs.  If you can put that aside, Junk
is everything a gangsters-versus-zombies movie ought to be – loads of fun. 

















 


NAILBITER
(2012)


 


Whether
released theatrically or straight to DVD, most low-budget horror films let you
know where they’re going in the first 15-20 minutes, which camp they’re in,
which character is The Slut, The Nerd, The Resourceful Heroine, etc.  Fifteen
minutes into Nailbiter, director/co-writer Patrick Rea shuts you in a
cellar with his antagonists, and when he finally decides to let you out, that’s
when the fun really starts.


A veteran of
twenty-plus short films, including two Fangoria Blood Drive Contest champions,
Rea is a filmmaker who refuses to draw attention to himself with show-off
camerawork and clever-clever ‘homages’, and because he’s such an invisible
presence you may not realize how hard he’s working to keep you entertained.  He
comes to us not as a garlanded music video director or good friend of Quentin,
Eli and co but as an unheralded novice whose first film, 2007’s The Empty
Acre, was seen by fewer people than were left in Barrow, Alaska, when Danny
Huston left town.  Which is part of what makes his second effort such a
pleasant surprise.


Sensibly
eschewing the found footage, torture porn and generic teen slasher subgenres,
Rea gives us a cautionary tale that proves the wisdom of avoiding road trips
during tornado season.  Alice Maguire (Emily Boresow) and her three girls are
driving across Kansas to meet her husband, a Marine returning from overseas,
when she spies an unfriendly storm in the rearview mirror.  Forced off the
road, they take refuge in the cellar of a seemingly abandoned house, and that’s
where the true horror begins.


The story of
a family being stranded in Hicksville and falling prey to crazy locals and
their crazier secrets may bring to mind the Texas Chainsaw, House of Wax and
Hills Have Eyes revamps, but Nailbiter’s heroine is more likely
to go to pieces and break down than take charge, do everything right and save
the day (with hair perfectly intact).  Come to think of it, this is probably
the first monster movie in recent memory whose female leads have been cast more
for their abilities than their measurements.  Boresow and Meg Saricks are never
less than credible, even if some of the other cast members are now and then
given to insufferable whining or saucer-eyed emoting.


Rea gets on
with the business of storytelling and delivers a lean, entertaining effort
that, while not dazzlingly original, still avoids the ‘been there, done that’
feel of most fare.  Also, at no point does any character stop to namecheck
George Romero, Tobe Hooper, Wes Craven etc, nor does anyone experience a
‘Nilbog moment’ and proclaim the blindingly obvious.  Okay, so maybe the
monster does resemble a rubbery Orc in a few shots and the ‘storm’ is clearly
being generated by a rain machine, but that’s all.  


Patrick Rea
is a name to watch, though he’ll probably end up making a 3D Elm Street sequel
or helming The Asylum’s next production, Arachnazi Vs. Dinocroctopus (“Hitler
Hybrid and Jurassic Jew In Sensational Smackdown!”).  Too bad.  Nailbiter might
not always live up to its title, but it sure leaves its audience wanting more. 
And you couldn’t say that about House of Wax.


 
















 


VAMPIRE GIRL
VS FRANKENSTEIN GIRL (2009)


 


Those
looking for bikini-clad ninja androids, portrayed by former porn stars, who do
battle with genetically-enhanced gangsters, flesh-eating ghouls and
chainsaw-wielding mad scientists need look no further than the films of
Yoshihiro Nishimura, who whether as director (Tokyo Gore Police, Mutant
Girls Squad) or special effects creator (Samurai Princess, Machine Girl,
Meatball Machine) has been a driving force behind a series of plot-light,
violence-heavy splatter movies whose excesses have redefined Japanese cinema. 
His crowning achievement so far is Vampire Girl Vs. Frankenstein Girl,
on which he wears a number of hats, editing, co-directing with Naoyuki
Tomomatsu (Rape Zombie: Lust of the Dead) and designing a host of
creatures including a bulletproof sumo from hell, ninja zombies and a flying
cadaver with detachable limbs.  Yojimbo, this is not.


At its core,
Vampire Girl is a high school romance with bloodsuckers, mad scientists
and walking corpses, Twilight by way of Reanimator, albeit with the
“Student wrist-cut rally” Stephanie Meyer left out.  Then there’s the Ganguro
Club whose members, Japanese girls in blackface, only chew black gum, drink
black coffee and want to know what Michael Jackson had against “The coolest
race.”  As gonzo as this sounds, it’s about to get stranger: When Monami (Yukie
Kawamura), the weird new girl who avoids sunlight, confesses her love for
Jyugon (Takumi Saito) with a customary gift of chocolate, it infuriates his
girlfriend Keiko, played by Eri Otaguro, who’s unaware her rival is a
centuries-old vampire.  Unbeknownst to them, however, is that Keiko’s weedy
father is really “The scientist of the century”, a Frankenstein descendant
conducting strange experiments in the basement while wearing garish facepaint
and a fright wig.  


The girls’
rivalry comes to a head when Monami transforms Jyugon into a bloodsucker, which
in turn leads to an untimely demise for Keiko, much to her father’s delight (“I
can chop up her body!  Every father with a daughter dreams of this!”) as he’s
able to reanimate her as a pieced-together creature whose detachable limbs can
be used as lethal boomerangs or propellers that allow her to fly around the
room.  Thank goodness a zombiefied killer nurse and a hunchbacked custodian
named Igor are around for credibility.


A non-stop
fusillade of no-holds-barred manic invention, where the geysering blood hits
the lens on several occasions, Vampire Girl has no ambition other than
to top its predecessors, which with its snappy pacing, brilliant make-up and
agreeably demented narrative it does several times over, even throwing in a
Japanese schoolgirl taking a blood shower for good measure.  What’s not to
like?


 
















HONOURABLE MENTIONS


 


BAD BIOLOGY
(2008)


Born with 7
clitorises, Jennifer (Charlee Danielson) needs orgasms the way a junkie needs a
fix, and after each one night stand she gives birth to “an unfinished mutant
baby” that ends up in a dumpster.  She meets her match in Batz (Anthony Sneed),
who began injecting steroids into his heart’s delight as a teenager and now has
an XXL member that can tap out Morse code when it needs feeding.


After
witnessing a hooker experience an “everlasting orgasm” courtesy of Batz’s gift,
Jennifer decides she’s found Mr Right and tries to become his latest conquest,
which is when his pride and joy detaches and slithers away in pursuit of
underwear models.


Financed and
co-written by underground rapper R.A. “The Rugged Man” Thorburn and directed by
the legendary Frank Henenlotter (Basket Case, Frankenhooker), Bad
Biology was shot at the tail end of Dubya’s presidency, and its remit appears
to have been to offend as many Republicans as possible.  A film where showering
starlets are attacked by a penis monster, Bad Biology is the kind of
movie that the characters from Basket Case would’ve paid to see.


 


 


BAD MILO
(2013)


When office
worker Duncan (Ken Marino) develops stomach pains, he doesn’t expect them to be
caused by a demon living in his intestines, who periodically absconds to murder
those causing Duncan stress at work.  The only person who can help is Highsmith
(Peter Stormare), a loony New Age therapist whose solution to every problem
seems to lie in shouting and destroying furniture.


Lying
somewhere between the films of Frank Henenlotter and Adam Green, Bad Milo
isn’t exactly done in the best possible taste, but the film eschews cheap jokes
and non-stop flatulence gags in order to tell a credible story – well, as
credible as a movie about a butt demon named Milo can get, anyway.


There’s
blood, pathos and never a dull moment as Duncan comes to realize that Milo is
still connected to him – whatever anyone does to Milo, Duncan also feels.  As
you can imagine, this makes curtailing the little critter’s rampages a tad
difficult.


 


 


BEHIND THE
MASK: THE LESLIE VERNON STORY (2006)


Behind
The Mask is the
movie that Scream 4 should have been: a hip, smart deconstruction of
slasher movie conventions that never becomes twee or repetitive.


It’s a
simple premise, and a damn cute one: psycho Leslie Vernon (Nathan Baesel)
invites a documentary crew to follow him around as he chooses, stalks and kills
his prey in the town of Glen Echo.  Being little more than a killer shark, he
of course has a “Captain Ahab”, in this case an embittered shrink named Doc
Halloran (Robert Englund), whose resemblance to Donald Pleasence’s character in
Halloween is purely intentional.


There are
bigger-budgeted (and therefore “better”) slasher movies out there, but they
don’t have an ounce of Behind The Mask’s wit and invention.  Not
only was the film released with zero fanfare, but it was quickly buried beneath
the remakes of Halloween, Prom Night, April Fools’ Day, Friday The 13th
and My Bloody Valentine.  Now there’s irony for you.


 


 


COLD PREY
(2006)


Norway’s
answer to the 80s slasher movies, Cold Prey follows five snowboarders
who take refuge in an abandoned hotel when one of them (Rolf Kristian Larsen –
a dead ringer for Shaggy from Scooby Doo) breaks his ankle on the slopes.  What
they don’t know (but quickly realize) is that the place closed in 1975 when the
owner’s son disappeared, and faster than you can say “Mrs Voorhees’ boy”,
they’re being chased through the snow by a pickaxe-wielding psycho.  


So far so
traditional, but what separates the movie from the pack is….okay, it doesn’t
offer anything new but director Roar Uthaug strings the he’s-right-behind-you
suspense scenes together better than his 80s counterparts, it’s slickly shot
and there’s an in-joke for fans of The Shining. 


Audiences
responded favourably, so two years later, Final Girl Jannicke (Ingrid Bolso
Berdal, Chernobyl Diaries) returned in Cold Prey: Resurrection,
which in the tradition of Halloween II (1981) offers more of the same,
only set in a hospital.


 


 


FRAILTY
(2002)


Bill Paxton
made his directing debut with Frailty, which simply put is one of the
finest Southern Gothics you’ve never seen.


It’s a
twisted story that could’ve come from the pen of Joe R Lansdale: when Fenton
Meiks (Matthew McConaughey) walks into an FBI office one evening, he tells the
agent in charge a story about how his old man (played in flashbacks by Paxton)
raised him and his brother to be “demon slayers”, avenging angels who target
and murder wrongdoers. Is this a figment of his imagination, or is Fenton
telling the truth?


Ignored on
its initial release, Frailty came along at the wrong time.  The slasher
boom had just limped to an end with Scream 3 and Valentine, and
the trend for Japanese horror was about to kick in (The Ring was
released 6 months later). Frailty stands up better than any of those
efforts, and there’s a twist you won’t see coming.


 


 


THE HILLS
RUN RED (2009)


The title
leads you to expect The Asylum’s version of The Hills Have Eyes, but
Dave Parker’s movie is closer to a synthesis of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre
and Cigarette Burns, John Carpenter’s first Masters Of Horror
episode.  To the gratitude of trash aficionados everywhere, it’s heavier on the
blood and nudity than either.


Back in the
80s, The Hills Run Red, a horror movie by one Wilson Wyler Concannon, was
pulled from theatres when audiences thought its extreme violence looked a
little too real.  Years later, Concannon’s daughter Alexa (Sophie Monk)
resurfaces and a documentary crew whose leader is obsessed by the film attempts
to track her down, little realizing that she’s not what she appears to be.


Naturally
enough, the crew finds her working in a titty bar, which sets the tone for the
rest of the movie.  There’s incest, torture, death by flying axe and a scene
where a young fella cuts off his face with scissors, so if that’s your cup of
tea, tune in.


 


 


HOSTEL PART
II (2007)


Hostel II
begins the same way
as Rob Zombie’s Halloween II, with a sequence you think is a direct
continuation of its predecessor that turns out to be a dream.  It doesn’t go on
for twenty minutes, though, so it feels less like a cheat. 


Turns out
that Paxton (Jay Hernandez), the sole survivor of the last movie, is back in
the US and living in seclusion so the underground torture ring can’t track him
down.  But these guys are like the torture porn equivalent of SPECTRE and their
influence extends all over the world, so it’s not long before Paxton’s
girlfriend (Jordan Ladd) finds his headless body at the breakfast table with a
cat licking at the stump.


After that
we delve straight into an all-female facsimile of the original, with another
group of backpackers arriving at a Hostel in Slovakia, where some seemingly
helpful strangers sell them out to the torture ring.  Writer/director Eli Roth
uses the gender swap as an opportunity to show as much female flesh as
possible, most explicitly in a sequence where a naked woman is hung upside down
while another woman cuts her and bathes in her blood.


You can say
this for Roth: he goes hell bent for leather to make this a modern day
exploitation movie, even throwing in cameos from Edwige Fenech (All The
Colors Of The Dark) and Ruggero Deodato, who gets one of the film’s best
scenes as “The Italian Cannibal.”  Deodato of course directed Cannibal
Holocaust, and Roth later made The Green Inferno, his own
take on the material that he dedicated to the filmmaker. 


It’s apt
that Hostel II came out in the same year as Grindhouse (to which
Roth contributed the Thanksgiving trailer) because there’s a 70s feel to
the unrestrained narrative, and Roth even throws in that most 70s gimmick, the
split-screen shot.  If only he’d added scratches and a few fake trailers, he
could’ve given audiences a cult movie instead of a gratuitous sequel. 


 


 


INFESTATION
(2009)


You’ve
probably never heard of this giant bug movie, and thanks to The Asylum et al,
you’re probably sick of creature features, but Infestation has several
things going for it, including better than average monsters.


A
combination of practical and digital effects, these suckers can take over a
city in a heartbeat, cocooning the inhabitants and storing them for food.  Led
by Cooper (Christopher Marquette), a slacker in the Chuck mould, a handful of
survivors arm themselves and attempt to destroy the bugs’ nest.


A movie that
never takes itself too seriously, Infestation asks such important questions as,
“Can you use a Taser against a giant bug?” (Yes, but the bugs tend to
explode).  Packing more fun into its 92 minutes then you’ve seen in a dozen
Syfy films, Infestation is the big bug movie to watch this Halloween.


 


 


JACK BROOKS
MONSTER SLAYER (2007)


Topping the
list of monster movies that ought to be better known is this low-budget
Canadian effort that features Robert Englund as a Professor who transforms into
a creature after being possessed by an ancient evil. 


Fortunately,
one of his students is Jack Brooks (Trevor Matthews), an erstwhile plumber who
has been in Anger Management since a one-eyed beast murdered his family years
earlier.  When Englund starts eating his own pupils, Jack’s just the right
person to swing into action and save the day.


Eccentric,
inventive and (at times) very funny, Jon Knautz’s film feels like a set-up for
a franchise (Jack doesn’t become the Monster Slayer until the final third), and
it’s too bad that those films never materialized because the movie provides a
more solid foundation for a series than either Insidious or
Paranormal Activity.  There’s imagination at work here, and at no point
does anyone watch a video of a door opening by itself.


 


 


MUCK (2015)


When Steve
Wolsh’s debut feature was sneaked out on DVD, armchair critics opined that it
didn’t make any sense, presumably unaware that it’s the second film in a
proposed trilogy.  The prequel, Muck: Feast Of St Patrick, emerged in
2016.


They also
pointed to the over-reliance on female nudity, which is….okay, that’s pretty
accurate.  When the villains are offscreen, viewer interest is maintained by
Playmate Of The Year Jaclyn Swedberg and “internet sensation” Lauren Francesca,
the latter of whom spends the entire film running around in her smalls.  Soaked
in blood after dispatching one of the killers, Francesca imitates Carmen
Electra in Scary Movie and washes off when the lawn sprinkler activates.


No, it’s not
a movie with an IQ in double digits, but Wolsh delivers a surprisingly
energetic slasher that pays affectionate homage to the genre while channelling
the spirit of Russ Meyer.  Plus, how can you not like a movie that takes place
in a town called “West Craven”?


 


 


MY LITTLE
EYE (2002)


Before
“reality TV” became a big fat cliché that was overused in a string of worthless
films (see: The Task, One Missed Call etc), director Marc Evans proved
you could still use the medium to explore the dark side of fame.


It’s a
simple set-up: 5 young people, lured by a million dollar prize, agree to
participate in a show being streamed live on the internet.  If anyone leaves,
everyone forfeits the cash.  But what they don’t know is that one of them is a
killer, and the show is a real-time snuff movie.


Unfortunately
for Evans, his movie was released around the same time as a more high profile
take on the same material. In Halloween: Resurrection, there’s another
group participating in a reality TV show, only this time it’s coming from
inside the Myers house on Halloween, and despite the house being rigged with
cameras, Michael Myers appears to carve up the cast with his usual aplomb. 
It’s a laughable time-waster, very different from Evans’ smart, tightly
controlled movie, so you know which to check out this Halloween.


 


 


PIRANHA 3DD
(2012)


In case you
were wondering about the title, the owner of Big Wet Water Park, where
strippers have replaced lifeguards, helpfully explains it. “Double D swims
free,” he says, in between watching his staff on the “cooch cam.” “This is a
very expensive joke,” someone tells him, and that’s this sequel in a nutshell:
it’s $20 million worth of toilet humour for people who thought Piranha 3D
was too thoughtful.


That this is
going to be a more playful affair becomes apparent with the arrival of David
Hasselhoff (“the greatest lifeguard of all time”), who turns up and announces,
“Welcome to rock bottom.” He pokes fun at himself and at Baywatch, runs in slow
motion and watches a child being decapitated by a flying piranha, which must be
some kind of first.


Not only
does Piranha 3DD have all the blood, phallocentric humour and naked starlets
usually found in Troma movies, it also features the immortal line, “Josh cut
off his penis because something came out of my vagina.” If that sounds like
your cup of tea, then buy the Blu-Ray.


 


 


ROGUE (2007)


Rogue is Greg McLean’s follow-up to Wolf
Creek, and if you’ve never heard of it, that’s because Dimension Films
released the movie in 10 cinemas before burying it on DVD.


It’s hard to
fathom their lack of faith in the film because not only is there a solid cast
of up and coming Australian actors, including Sam Worthington, Radha Mitchell
and Mia Wasikowska, but it’s also a decent creature feature in its own right. 
There’s the usual group of tourists stranded on an island with the tide rising
and darkness creeping in, but the arrival of an enormous crocodile rules out
swimming to safety.


Perhaps
Dimension were mindful of The Asylum’s cheap creature features and figured
people wouldn’t pay to see something they could watch on television for free,
but whatever their reasoning, they passed up a good movie. 


 


 


SATURDAY
MORNING MYSTERY (2012)


What if
there really was a group that drove around in a van solving mysteries, just
like Mystery Incorporated in Scooby Doo?  Would the police threaten to arrest
them for wasting their time?  What would happen if they encountered
flesh-eating children in a supposedly haunted house?


That’s the
premise of Saturday Morning Mystery, which does something unique: after
starting out as a parody, it ratchets up the scares and turns into a
balls-to-the-wall horror film.  Usually, particularly in this era of sequels
and reboots, it’s the other way around.


In a fair
world, Spencer Parsons’ movie would’ve won some awards, launched the careers of
its stars and made Parsons a man to watch, but instead the movie disappeared
into the ether and got lost among a million and one other titles.  It’s worth
singling out, especially if you’ve ever wanted to see Fred and Daphne do the
nasty in a haunted house.


 


 


STAUNTON
HILL (2009)


Maybe it’s
the lack of production polish, but Cameron “Son Of George” Romero’s film feels
more like a grindhouse movie than Grindhouse did, and despite an
obviously low budget it’s a more credible period horror film than the Texas
Chainsaw Massacre reboot.


Set in 1969,
Staunton Hill could be TCM redux as a group of stranded teens
arrive at an isolated farmhouse where they encounter the murderous Staunton
clan, who run a different kind of slaughterhouse.  Because it’s a small world,
the head of the family is played by Kathy Lamkin, who had a very similar role
in Chainsaw.


Staunton
Hill isn’t for
everyone: it’s a grim, downbeat movie without heroes, where the lack of budget
contributes to the claustrophobic sense of impending dread.  Originality may
not be its strongest suit, but it makes up for it by not pandering to the
lowest common denominator.


 


 


THE
STRANGERS (2009)


So similar
in plot and tone to the French chiller Ils (2006) that it’s often
considered a remake, The Strangers tells a simple story and tells it well, with
minimal dialogue and an emphasis on atmosphere. Director Bryan Bertino is
clearly familiar with Carpenter, Craven et al, but he’s learnt from them and
isn’t content merely to duplicate shots. Young filmmakers, take note.


It’s a very
simple, very basic home invasion tale, far more bare bones than, say, You’re
Next or The Purge. Bertino isn’t interested in “high concept”
storylines or clever twists and he eschews the comically over the top gore of
Alexandre Aja’s Haute Tension in favour keeping the focus on the main
characters and their struggle to survive.


By refusing
to identify his killers, whose faces remain hidden behind masks throughout the
film, Bertino makes them more mysterious – and scarier. When Liv Tyler asks why
they’re doing this to her, the reply comes, “Because you were home.”


 


 


TRICK R TREAT
(2007)


Trick R
Treat is an
anthology film, but unlike the old Amicus movies it dispenses with the
connecting segments and instead weaves the narratives together in clever and
innovative ways.  Hollywood still considers such films to be toxic, though, so
Warner Bros dumped the movie on DVD and threw their promotional muscle behind The
Reaping instead.


Among the
stories: Anna Paquin plays a virginal trick or treater who’s not all that she
seems, a group of kids that stage an elaborate practical joke get more than
they bargained for and Brian Cox has his peace shattered first by neighbour
Dylan Baker (who’s burying a murdered kid in his back garden), then by the
arrival of a pumpkin-headed monster. 


Written and
directed by Michael Dougherty and produced by Bryan Singer, Trick R Treat’s
fate was fallout from Superman Returns’ disappointing box office
performance - or maybe Warners didn’t think it was shallow and stupid enough to
compete against the Friday The 13th reboot.  Either way, you
need to beg, borrow or steal a copy, because this movie deserves to be seen.


 


 


WILLOW CREEK
(2013)


Described as
the “Bigfoot capital of the world”, Willow Creek is the California mountain
town where creature sightings are not only commonplace, they’re a way of life.
Route 96 is colloquially known as “the Bigfoot scenic highway” and the town
honours the creature with its annual “Bigfoot Daze” festival.


Directed by
Bobcat Goldthwait, Willow Creek (the film) follows a couple whose
determination to capture Bigfoot on film leads them to enter an area where
sightings were recorded, and you can imagine how things play out. The fact that
the customs, businesses and beliefs shown in the film are real makes this a
much, much weirder film than The Blair Witch Project.


It’s also a
better sustained piece because at no point do the characters throw away their
map and stand around whining instead of finding a way out of the woods. Unlike Blair
Witch, it’s not a glorified student movie and the legitimacy of the premise
– to say nothing of the decent acting by the leads – does a better job of
creating an atmosphere of fear and anxiety.


 


 


YOU CAN’T
KILL STEPHEN KING (2012)


You Can’t
Kill Stephen King is
a real surprise: a dirt-cheap horror movie , starring nobody you’ve ever heard
of (and shamelessly exploiting King’s name) that’s actually worth watching.


We’re in
B-grade slasher movie territory as a group of fans, who’ve decided to pay the
author a visit, start getting knocked off one by one, but this is no mean and
senseless Friday The 13th knock-off.  YKKSK never takes
itself too seriously and just wants to give the viewer a good time, which
considering the budget was a smart move.


It helps if
you’re a fan of King’s work (the in-jokes come thick and fast), and a fan of
comedy slashers in general, and those who are will have fun.  Those who aren’t
should stop bleating about it on social media, masturbate less and in general
find a better way to spend their lives.


 


 


ZOMBEAVERS
(2014)


The words
“horror comedy” are usually a turn off for most critics, which begs the
question: would you rather see a movie about zombie beavers played straight?


Zombeavers is at heart a Roger Corman creature
feature, only it’s better written, better acted and all the laughs are
intentional.  When a barrel of toxic waste washes up near the cabin where 3
college girls are on vacation, it turns the local beaver population into
oversized monsters with a taste for human flesh, which the girls realize as
soon as they decide to go topless at the lake. 


All a fan of
this kind of thing wants to know is if the effects are better than your average
SyFy movie, to which the answer is an emphatic yes.  It’s also better paced and
has more likeable characters, though it’ll still be remembered as the first
movie where the beaver eats the guy.


 
















 


PART VIII


 


THEY DON’T MAKE THEM


LIKE THEY USED TO


 
















 


CHAOS (2005)


 


Remember how
Reefer Madness opens with a text crawl informing the audience that the
picture was made to warn America’s youth about marijuana, “the real Public
Enemy Number One?”  Well, wrestler-turned-director David “The Demon” DeFalco
performs a similar public service with Chaos, warning young girls
against buying drugs from strangers.


“Each year
an average of 100 youths are abducted and murdered by strangers,” the text
claims.  “The following motion picture is an extreme graphic depiction, based
on actual events.  The producers hope the film you are about to see will serve
as a warning to parents and potential victims alike.  It is intended to be as
disturbing as the subject matter it depicts in order to educate and, perhaps,
save lives.”


You see, if
you try to score Ecstasy from Sage Stallone (who looks like he’d rather be
appearing in another movie, any movie), he’ll introduce you to his pal Chaos,
who you know is T-R-O-U-B-L-E because he’s played by Kevin Gage, who’d
previously played a mean, surly badass in Heat.  To absolutely nobody’s
surprise, he turns out to be a sick sumbitch with a penchant for sadism and all
the trimmings, including necrophilia.  So the moral of the story is to steer
clear of character actors with a thousand yard stare, especially if they’ve
worked for Michael Mann.


Far from
being “based on actual events”, though, the movie is an uncredited remake/
total rip-off of Wes Craven’s The Last House On The Left, which it
follows beat for beat.  Two girls are abducted, raped and murdered by a group
of escaped convicts.  When their van breaks down, the killers seek shelter at a
house they don’t realize belongs to the parents of one of their victims.  The
moment the penny drops, mom and dad take a brutal revenge etc etc.


DeFalco only
departs from Craven’s narrative at the end, changing it so that Chaos is the
last man standing, howling maniacally before the end credits roll.  If Last
House was a movie about the dehumanizing effects of violence, then Chaos
is a movie about….what, exactly?  Informing America’s teens that they’re
all potential murder victims?  Or does it just want to exploit the fear of
crime in order to sell tickets?


In his
no-star review, Roger Ebert called the movie “ugly, nihilistic and cruel – a
film I regret having seen.”  Desperate to point out that he had in fact made an
educational film, DeFalco defended himself and his picture in an unusual way.


In the DVD
extra Inside The Coroner’s Crypt: A Tour Of The L.A. Coroner’s Crypt, a
shirtless DeFalco delivers his riposte to the critic – from inside a Los
Angeles morgue.  Standing over a corpse, he shouts, “THIS is reality.  This is
why I have the outlook on life that I have.  Because this is where it all ends
up.  They end up in pieces, head exploded, extremities torn off.  This is what
it’s all about.  This is what Chaos is all about.  The horrific part of
life, the part that you don’t see in movies.  The part that they don’t tell you
about in books.  Because this is the reality, this is MY reality, Roger Ebert.”


If only he’d
waited a few years, the filmmaker could’ve advanced the more convincing
argument that he does, in fact, have an eye for talent.  Chaos was shot
by Brandon Trost, who later worked with Rob Zombie on Halloween II and The
Lords Of Salem, while on his next film, Wrong Side Of Town, DeFalco
cast the then little-known Dave Bautista, who subsequently appeared in Guardians
Of The Galaxy and Spectre. 


DeFalco
doesn’t suffer critics gladly, though, and when online scribe Vern panned his
movie and referred to him as a “dipshit”, the filmmaker challenged him to a
wrestling match.  He wrote: “If you can survive in the ring for more than 60
seconds with me, I will never direct another movie again.  If you can’t, then
you can stick your review up your ass.”


Needless to
say, Vern decided to “shave a few points off my precious tough guy reputation”
rather than go 60 seconds with DeFalco, but he came up with a great line about
it being a remake of Uwe Boll’s boxing challenge to his critics.  Serving as a
warning to parents and potential victims, no doubt.


 
















 


FRIDAY THE
13TH (2009)


 


Friday
The 13th movies
are like religions – no matter which one you choose as your favourite, you’ll
offend somebody who prefers another, even though the differences aren’t great. 
For us, it was always Part II because there’s something about a villain
who isn’t afraid the wear a flour sack with a single eyehole.  Well, that and
the scene where the skinny-dipping hottie lets you see all the way to Hawaii.


Brace
yourselves, for this may come as a surprise, but do you think there is just the
slightest chance that a character who has been drowned, axed, macheted, killed
by Corey Feldman, cremated, aped by a copycat, resurrected by lightning/
telekinesis/ possession/an underwater power surge, melted by toxic waste, blown
up by an FBI task force, sent to hell, sent into space and returned to the
present for a grudge match with Freddy might’ve become…you know…a tad
over-familiar?  Have, dare we say it, outstayed his welcome?  A movie about a
guy that wears the same clothes and performs the same shtick shouldn’t be
called Friday The 13th.  It should be called Jason
Voorhees, Where Are You?  


When
characters with no surnames sit around the campfire and re-re-re-re-tell the
story of Mrs Voorhees and her boy moments before the big fella turns up,
machete in hand, it’s hard not to be reminded of all those parodies….including Scooby
Doo! Camp Scare.  But this film’s tongue isn’t in its cheek, and it’s not
aiming for post-modernism, irony or even nostalgia.  Once again, Michael Bay is
not making a movie – he is selling a product.  


There’s drug
humour, creepy locals and an incompetent sheriff, plus a hee-hawing redneck who
sells weed (“It’ll fuck your shit up, boy!  Good times!”), reads porn (“You
like that, bitch?”) and romances the mannequin in his barn (“Remember that
special night we had?  I’m gonna pound you so hard!”), so the IQ level of its
characters is set remarkably low remarkably early (kids: Crystal Lake is no
place for topless water-skiing, okay?).  In fact, all that’s missing are a few
cries of “He’s behind you, Scooby!”  Because Jason usually is.  For almost
every kill.  


The comic
relief here is the same stock character it was in Transformers: Dark of the
Moon – the Funny Little Asian Guy.  Aaron Yoo talks to his bong in a funny
voice, compares his penis to a hockey stick and performs some pratfalls that
end up with furniture being broken.  This necessitates a trip to the woodshed,
and you know what that means.  Yes, the token ethnic guy wanders off
alone, in the dark, to his doom.  It’s like Scream never happened.  


It’s apt
that Marcus Nispel, who the trailer reminds us is “the director of The Texas
Chainsaw Massacre”, should find his way to Crystal Lake as a hired gun for
Platinum Dunes because he and Michael Bay are such kindred spirits – two
directors from the world of commercials and rock videos that choose their
projects with the instincts of marketers, not filmmakers.  We’ve seen those
instincts applied to a beloved franchise before.  Remember Scrappy Doo?  


In other
words, Platinum Dunes represents everything that Bill Hicks railed against in
the early 90s.  If you’re unfamiliar with Hicks, he’s the Chomsky-reading
stand-up who said that if you work in marketing or advertising, there is no
rationalization for what you do and you are all Satan’s Little Helpers, filling
the world with vile garbage.  So kill yourself.  You are the ruiners of all
things good, you soulless, ball-less Corporate Puppet suckers of Satan’s pecker
stop putting a dollar sign on everything on this planet suck a tailpipe, hang
yourself, borrow a gun from an NRA friend, I don’t care how you do it rid the
world of your evil machinations kill yourself kill yourself kill yourself.  


If Hicks was
alive today he’d be….clawing at the lid of his coffin.  But whether he’s
onstage or doing a talk show or hosting The Daily Show – whatever you
see him doing in this alternate universe – you can bet there would be one
filmmaker in his sights.  


Then again,
it’s possible he might’ve enjoyed The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, The
Amityville Horror, Texas Chainsaw: The Beginning, The Hitcher, The
Unborn, Horsemen, Friday The 13th and A Nightmare On Elm
Street.  


Nah.
















 


THE HAUNTING
(1999)


 


This is the
tawdry, illogical, monotonous, never-ending, pointless, lame, ridiculous,
underwhelming, needless, stupid, patience-testing, senseless, unnecessary,
time-stealing, joyless, obnoxious, oh-God-oh-God-I’m-going-to-die-in-here Jan
de Bont movie that isn’t Speed 2: Cruise Control, so imagine our glee
when it was trounced at the box office by a $60,000 home movie from two
filmmakers nobody had heard of.  The Haunting was an $80m summer movie
from Steven Spielberg’s Dreamworks that had Big Stars, a Big Concept and some
of the most (over)elaborate production design ever, but it was up against The
Blair Witch Project, which even though it opened at #15, was fuelled by
positive word of mouth (and saturation advertising) that sent it Top Ten, where
it stayed all summer long.  It never made #1, but with a worldwide gross of
$258m, that hardly seemed important.  Haunting, in contrast, opened at
#1 with a $48,709,706 gross, saw its takings drop by fifty-four percent in week
two and had left the Top Ten after only three weeks, resulting in a paltry
domestic haul of $91m.  


While Blair
Witch had favourable reviews up the yin-yang, Haunting’s notices
used words like “overblown”, “boring” and “ludicrous”, with most critics
wondering what Shirley Jackson’s novel (or Robert Wise’s 1963 adaptation) had
done to deserve such treatment.  The Austin Chronicle called it “about
as tantalizing as a desicated Gummi Bear”, while James Berardinelli, writing
for Reel Views, noted that “the only thing disturbing about The Haunting
is how discouraging the end product is.”  Even Christian Spotlight On
The Movies, which gave the film a “Very Offensive” Moral Rating, was less
offended by the profanity and sexual innuendos (including a “token gratuitously
bisexual character”) than the fact that “it fails to entertain.”  One of their
readers, however, showed us a new interpretation of the picture.  


In pointing
out the film’s “obvious Christian symbolic meaning”, the reader claimed that
Hill House represents “the once beautiful but perverted and evil world”,
ghostly villain Hugh Crain is Satan and the Velma Dinkley-ish Eleanor, played
by Lili Taylor, is none other than Jesus Christ.  The remaining characters –
The Doctor With An Ulterior Motive, The Bisexual Character, The Beatnik – are
lost souls in search of redemption.  When Eleanor sacrifices herself to save
them and bond Crain in hell, she, like Christ, sacrifices herself for everyone,
regardless of their sins.  


While we
freely admit to having missed that particular reading of the material, we also
have to object to it, not on moral or religious grounds, but because it
obscures what The Haunting really is: a sinister thief using the
supernatural to cover up nefarious activity.  


Like a
cartoon villain, de Bont gives you some hoohah about ghosts as a distraction
while he invades your life, steals your time and – why the hell not? – pisses
in your gas tank.  Greed is the only explanation for taking a novel that has
resonance beyond its words and turning it into an overpriced would-be Blockbuster
with zero resonance, the kind of film where the short girl follows footprints
that lead to a clue, the tall girl finds a room with a revolving floor, the
beatnik provides the comedy, etc.  There’s a white sheet ghost, trap doors, a
mysterious knocking noise and an old diary that helps solve the mystery, but
before things get too cartoonish, the characters attempt to explain
events ‘logically.’  Turns out creepy Dr Neeson lured them to a haunted house
not for an “insomnia study” but for a study of group fear and hysteria (what’re
the odds?), so as staircases collapse and statues come to life, they reason
that the doc must be behind it all.  Probably with projections and
remote-controlled robots.  No other explanation is possible.  


Kids, if
you’re going to rip people off with a dumb haunted house movie, give Shirley
Jackson a miss.  Since Amityville is an actual place, the name is free to use,
and if someone can make a movie called Amityville Dollhouse, you can bet
your efforts will be greeted with zero expectations by an audience of rhesus
monkeys.  This allows you total creative freedom.  As long as your movie’s set
in a spooky building (with characters who say “This building sure is spooky!”,
just so we know), you can make a heart-wrenching drama about a young penguin
coming to terms with his sexuality, or there’s that guaranteed crowd pleaser,
the saga of a nun going bald in a cupboard.  Personally, we like the penguin
idea, but don’t let us influence you.  


 


 
















 


HALLOWEEN:
RESURRECTION (2002)


Directed
by Rick Rosenthal


Starring Jamie Lee Curtis, Brad Loree, Busta
Rhymes, Bianca Kajlich, Tyra Banks, Katee Sackhoff


 


We horror
nerds have long suspected that there was more to Michael Myers than met the
eye, so imagine our surprise when John Chambers, the make-up man on Halloween
II (1981), was revealed to have been a CIA contact.


For helping
free Americans held during the Iran Hostage Crisis, Chambers received the
Agency’s Intelligence Medal Of Merit – as you’ll know if you’ve seen Argo
(2012).  In the movie, Chambers helps create a fake sci-fi movie looking to
shoot in Iran during the crisis, and it’s implied that this is by no means his
first assignment.  Which begs the question: what else did he do for the Agency?


Perhaps
Chambers introduced his CIA handlers to Myers, who even at age 6 had shown a
remarkable capacity for violence.  He’d grow up to be a stealthy,
indestructible assassin, but he didn’t get that way by accident.  He had
training.


This
explains certain gaps in our understanding of Myers, such as how a mute
21-year-old, kept in solitary confinement for 15 years, could drive a car.  It
also addresses his remarkable ability to survive acts of shocking violence that
would destroy an ordinary man.


Make no
mistake, Myers is not like you and me: he is the ultimate super soldier, imbued
with great powers by his CIA trainers, who use him to wreak havoc each
Halloween.  His powers include:


 


1) “Psychic”
Abilities 


You might
think that Michael’s uncanny ability to always be in the right place at the right
time makes him psychic, but all he’s really doing is anticipating the behaviour
of his enemies.  You see, a person can be taught techniques in order to
“appear” psychic.


According to
the US National Academy Of Sciences, there is “no scientific justification from
research conducted over a period of 130 years” for the existence of
extrasensory perception.  Most self-proclaimed psychics are really theatrical
performers who use techniques such as cold reading to produce the appearance of
such abilities.


Haddonfield’s
teenagers are easy to read: they all have predilections for soft drugs, giggly
making out and wandering off alone down dark corridors, so come Halloween night
they’re getting high at parties or poking the possum in a local cemetery. 
Staying a step ahead of them might not tax the little grey cells overmuch, but
it’s worth it to see the look on their faces as they meet their maker.


 


2) He Can
Control The Weather


In Halloween:
The Curse Of Michael Myers (1995), Mrs Blankenship, the creepy next door
neighbour, is telling our heroes about the night Michael heard “The Voice” and
decided to kill his sister.  While she speaks, lightning flashes across her
face, then another quick flash reveals Myers standing at the window.  Tres
spooky, non? 


Some people
carry their own personal rain clouds with them, but Myers seems to carry his
own personal thunderstorm.  No matter the time of day, his arrival will be
marked by rain, wind, thunder and lightning.  It’s more atmospheric that way.


Whether
chasing his niece through a bus terminal or breaking into an asylum to finish
off his sister, Mikey always brings the weather with him, like a horror movie
version of Ororo Monroe.  Kids, here’s a hint: if you hear on the radio that
Michael’s body has disappeared for the 4th time in 17 years and a
storm has just knocked out the power, you should probably leave the Myers house
alone.  Just saying.


 


3) He’s
Trained In The Art Of War


Written by
Sun Tzu, The Art Of War is the definitive text on strategy that explains
the importance of planning, locating an enemy’s weak points and varying your
tactics.  Once you’ve destroyed your enemy’s transportation and communications,
Sun Tzu claims, you can begin wearing them down with a war of attrition.


This is
clearly Michael’s preferred style because he seems to enjoy stalking people
more than he does actually killing them.  Imagine the effort it takes to steal
your sister’s headstone, place it above a carefully arranged corpse, and then
arrange for another two corpses to be found at key moments.  Poor Jamie Lee
Curtis never knew what hit her.


Given how
easy it was for Mikey to enter the hospital in Halloween II, you’d think
that locating Jamie would be a piece of cake, but no, Myers has to go all Sun
Tzu and work his way through the supporting cast, killing them and leaving
their bodies to be discovered later on.  All this playfulness does is give Dr
Loomis time to stage a rescue, proving that book-smart people aren’t so smart.


 


4) He Has
Wolverine’s Healing Ability


Outside of
the horror genre, there’s only one human character who never ages, never slows
down and can survive being shot, stab, burned, electrocuted, run over and
thrown down a mine shaft.  That man is Logan, aka Wolverine.


Myers and
Wolverine are cut from the same cloth: both have dark, disturbing pasts, both
like sharp objects and they’ve both been played by Brad Loree, who did stunts
on Halloween: Resurrection and X2.  Unlike Wolverine, Myers’
invulnerability is attributed to the notion that “you can’t kill the Bogeyman”
– a cop out if ever there was one.


Far more
credible is the notion that the CIA took inspiration from William Stryker and
gave Myers an adamantium skeleton coupled with animal-keen senses.  This is not
outside the bounds of credibility – adamantium was introduced in July 1969,
when pre-pubescent Michael was locked away in Smith’s Grove sanitarium.


 


5) Teleportation


At least the
makers of the Friday The 13th reboot came up with a decent
explanation for why Jason Voorhees always manages to outrun his victims – he’s
using a system of shortcut tunnels underneath Camp Crystal. 


Alas, not
only is Michael considerably slower than Jason, but suburban Illinois doesn’t
really allow for the construction of tunnels, leading to a much more elaborate
explanation for his abilities.


Myers
doesn’t run, he walks, so his ability to catch anyone can only be attributed to
an ability to transport himself through space and time.  Since he can “only
come out on Halloween night”, he makes up for his lack of agility by being able
to appear where and when he chooses, and to hell with logic.  What, a guy in a
Captain Kirk mask is gonna obey physical laws?


 


***


 


Though
shredded by the critics (Entertainment Weekly called it “Comatainment”)
and laughed off the screen by audiences, Halloween: Resurrection further
deepens our understanding of the character.  For starters, Mikey pulls off a
trick that must’ve made David Blaine grind his teeth with envy – he reappears
after being decapitated.


In order to
accomplish this, Myers fell back on his CIA training, which taught him the
importance of illusion.  Or maybe he’d seen Eraser, where Arnold
Schwarzenegger substitutes another man for Robert Pastorelli in order to help
him fake his death. 


Anyway, so
he can fool Jamie Lee Curtis into believing she’s attacking the right guy,
Mikey kidnaps a paramedic, crushes his larynx so he can’t speak and then
dresses the poor schmuck in his clothes.  Pretty clever, eh?  Plus, it has the
added bonus of sending Jamie to the loony bin, where the doors are so thin that
Mikey can walk through them when he returns for revenge.


With the
only other continuing character out of the way, Myers returns to Haddonfield,
where he finds a bunch of Reality TV contestants getting high in his house. 
These beanbags are part of “Dangertainment”, a show being broadcast from inside
the Myers place on (you guessed it) Halloween night.  Fortunately, they’re a
bunch of horny pinheads who behave in really stupid ways, as evinced
when the redhead starts making come-hither eyes at one of the guys and has her
gratuitous nude scene interrupted when ‘body parts’ (stamped “Made In Taiwan”)
come crashing through the walls as part of an elaborate practical joke. 


Previous
sequels have hinted at Mikey’s telekinetic powers (whenever he appears, cars refuse
to start, cell phones automatically lose their signal and power supplies fail),
but Resurrection provides the most compelling evidence yet for his
ability to control objects through non-physical means.  The house is rigged
with cameras for a Big Brother-style “reality” programme that according to its
creator will stream to “millions” of people, but do any of them notice the
entrance of a seven-foot tall serial killer in a white mask?  No sir, not even
when he smashes through a mirror and stabs a victim through the head.


The ability
to move objects through willpower also ties up several loose ends.  How does
Myers clean up each crime scene so quickly?  Telekinesis.  How is he able to
secrete bodies so they’ll be discovered at just the right moment?  Telekinesis. 
Why is there a lawnmower blocking a trap door at a key moment?  Michael moved
it there with his mind.  No other explanation is possible.


For all his
powers, though, Mikey is brought to his knees by some Y2K decree which stated
that every horror and action movie would be improved by the presence of a
rapper.  So while LL Cool J battled super sharks in Deep Blue Sea and
Ice-T fought Leprechaun In Da Hood, it made sense to someone, somewhere,
for The Shape to be in a movie with the man behind the awesome Woo Hah! (Got
You All In Check), Mr Busta Rhymes. 


Born Trevor
Smith, this incredibly untalented actor plays “Freddie Harris”, a name clearly
intended to reference Danielle Harris (Halloween 4 & 5, Rob
Zombie’s Halloween) and Freddie Jones from Scooby Doo.  You’ll
wonder if you’re watching a cartoon when Rhymes/Smith kicks down a door with
the zinger “Trick or treat, motherfucker!”, but before that he gets to fight
Michael with mixed martial arts and before that he insults Michael with
a speech so jaw-dropping, we just had to quote it in full:


“What the
hell is wrong with you?  I said, what the hell are you lookin’ at me like that
for?  Huh?  You don’t get it?  YOU DON’T GET IT?  Your shit up there ain’t
workin’ or somethin’?  HUH?  You need to get your ass back in the garage wit
Nora!  THAT’S YOUR JOB!  Go back in there and help her ass out!  Go do your
job!  I left the back door unlocked for your ass to go out and into the
garage!  THAT’S WHAT I DID!  You need to get the hell outta here!  Go on,
scoot, skedaddle, get the fuck outta Dodge!”


Too stunned
to react, Michael lets the rapper slap him across the head before stumbling
away, dazed and embarrassed by the encounter.  Over the course of six previous
films, this once-proud horror icon suffered the slings and arrows of outrageous
fortune but now he’s reduced to being humiliated by a bad rapper who was on the
Mean Girls soundtrack?  Seriously?  


For walking
away from the encounter, and continuing to make movies, hats off.  That’s the
greatest superpower of them all. 


 
















 


THE HITCHER
(2007)


 


A limp wet
fart of a movie that dawdles to a limp wet fart of an ending, this sorry son of
a Hitcher was produced “In Association With Michael Bay”, which means
that if it doesn’t move at speed, explode or get naked, out it goes.  Gone is
Jennifer Jason Leigh’s character, while lead Jim Halsey becomes a college
student driving to Spring Break with his lingerie model girlfriend, who wears
short shorts and is first seen removing her top.  To make sure the target
demographic doesn’t get bored, every let up in the action has been removed from
Eric Red’s original story, which works amazingly well if their intention was to
suck all the life out of the movie.  


In the same
year that Michael Myers returned with an overlong backstory, John Ryder (Sean
Bean – who was better as the bad guy in Bay’s The Island) was back as
the force of nature psychopath who can’t be argued with, can’t be reasoned
with, absolutely will not stop etc.  We don’t get flashbacks to Ryder’s
messed-up childhood here, just a ton of cheap shocks, ripped-out throats and
it-was-all-a-dream moments, none of which appear in Robert Harmon’s film.  With
no proper build-up, no suspense and nobody worth rooting for, we’re all of a
sudden adrift in a movie with plenty of running around and stuff blowing up,
and very uninteresting it is too.  


Even the big
whiz-bang car chase is uninvolving, thanks in part to the inappropriate use of
the Nine Inch Nails song Closer, whose bleakness might’ve worked wonders
for Se7en’s opening credits, but doesn’t exactly make for
pulse-pounding, white-knuckle excitement.  Director Dave Meyers is another of
Bay’s music video protégés, and between them they’ve hatched another Platinum
Dookie that substitutes pacing for character and tension and only pauses
(briefly) for breath when our heroine takes a shower.  Then she fights off
Ryder while wearing a bathrobe, after which we get a bra-and-panties shot as
she dresses.  Sophisticated, no?


This
sledgehammer subtlety extends to the finale where, as Ryder is being
transported to prison, the shot list goes something like this:


Shot #1:
Close-up on the single, solitary, clearly terrified guard (see that sweat on
his brow, folks?)


Shot #2:
Close-up on the guard’s holstered weapon.


Shot #3:
Close-up on Ryder, who’s staring at the weapon.


And you
don’t need to be Michelangelo Antonioni in order to figure out the rest.  


If nothing
else, Hitcher ’07 is the greatest advert for the Catholic Church the
world has ever seen.  After watching it, you too will want to believe in a God
that punishes evil men for their wickedness while on Earth.  


 
















 


HOUSE OF WAX
(2005)


 


Most of us
will never be in a situation where our friends are being turned into wax
dummies by twin brothers – one pure evil, one disfigured and homicidal – but
you’d think Jack Bauer’s daughter would realize that if you accept a lift from
a gap-toothed redneck to a town that’s not on GPS, there may be danger ahead. 
Then again, she has Paris Hilton’s number on speed dial, so maybe not.  


Upon arrival
in Ambrose, where the cinema is showing Whatever Happened To Baby Jane? and
the only other attraction is a building whose walls, floors and residents are
made of wax, our heroes naturally decide to stay and have a poke around.  The
place is deserted save for Bo, who you wouldn’t consider the trustworthy sort
because his home is filled with creepy wax masks and foetus-in-formaldehyde
jars.  Also, they recognise his pick-up as the vehicle that followed them the
night before, when they were trying to decide whether or not to camp next to a
roadkill dump, but by then it’s too late.  Wade has already been captured and
is having his body shaved in preparation for being turned into a wax figure by
Bo’s evil twin, who by the way looks a helluva lot like Tommy Wiseau.  


You see,
Ambrose is something of a “model community” – all the inhabitants are wax
dummies.  It exists, we think, for the purpose of baiting meddling kids.  Not
sure how that pays the bills, though.  Unlike your usual cartoon villain, Bo
isn’t running it to draw attention away from a scheme to heist treasure.  His
motivation is that he’s batshit nuts, and a sadist to boot.  When he wants to
silence Carly, he doesn’t say “Hush”, he glues her lips shut.  When she tries
raising the alarm, he cuts off the tip of her finger.  


So he’s more
forceful in his methods than some bozo in a costume, but he’s still cut from
the same cloth.  He has a windowless lair with secret tunnels, chases our
danger-prone heroine through a theatre as the movie plays and is fooled by her
cunning ruse of disguising herself as one of his mannequins.  Nobody comes up
with a plan to capture him, though, unless whimpering “Please don’t kill me”
and running upstairs as the wax house melts around them constitutes a
masterstroke.  


Astute
readers will have noticed that this bears scant resemblance to the 1953 Vincent
Price movie.  That’s because it’s really an uncredited rip-off of David
Schmoeller’s Tourist Trap (1979), where Chuck Connors’ strangely
lifelike dummies baited another batch of disposable teens, including a
pre-James Bond Tanya Roberts.  In fact, considering this not-really-a-remake
was cranked out by Dark Castle, whose main competitor, Platinum Dunes, had just
enjoyed success by remaking The Texas Chainsaw Massacre very badly, a
more appropriate title might’ve been The Wannabe Chainsaw Massacre.  


Stealing
your title from one movie, your plot from another and trying to generate
publicity with the gimmick casting of a stupid spoiled slut whore socialite
seemed to us dishonest and more than a tad desperate.  They might’ve gotten
away with it, though, if you damn kids had actually gone to see it.  


 
















 


I SPIT ON
YOUR GRAVE 3: VENGEANCE IS MINE (2015)


 


“Forgive
me, Father, for I don’t give a shit.”


- Jennifer
Hills


 


In 1978,
first time filmmaker Meir Zarchi wrote and directed I Spit On Your Grave,
a rape-revenge drama that like all the best exploitation films was supposedly
based on a true story.  With its 25 minutes of brutal rape scenes, the film
angered both feminists (who picketed cinemas while chanting “Rape is not
entertainment) and critics, with Kim Newman claiming the picture “has the
distinction of being among the most loathsome films of all time.”


In 2010, a
remake appeared that fixed some of the story flaws and tried to make the
material more palatable, but it did something just as loathsome – it turned
rape-revenge into a franchise.  I Spit On Your Grave 2, which told a
similar story with a different female lead, appeared in 2013, though this time
most of the action took place in Bulgaria.


Vengeance
Is Mine not only
returns us to American soil but also brings back Jennifer Hills (Sarah Butler),
who seems to have transformed into Charles Bronson’s character from the Death
Wish sequels.  Even though she’s living in a different city and using a
fake name, trouble always manages to find Jennifer and when she takes revenge,
she does so in the most outrageous way possible.


When a
friend from her support group is raped and murdered by an ex-boyfriend and the
police are unable to help (what’re the odds?), Jennifer goes all Paul Kersey
and tracks down the guy responsible.  He’s easy to spot because all the men in
this movie are so one-note that you can tell who’s a vicious sexual predator
just by looking at them, so when Jennifer confronts him in a dark alley and he
attempts to assault her, she bites his dick off with the zinger, “Just the tip,
Sweetie!”


There’s
more: when a member of her support group tearfully suggests that a man who’s
been abusing his stepdaughter should be punished by having a metal pipe rammed
where the daisies don’t grow, Jennifer takes him at his word and visits the
stepdad….while dressed as a schoolgirl.  Never mind that she has in her
possession a Taser, a baseball bat and a sledgehammer, this guy is such a sleaze
that he can’t wait to pull his pants down, after which Jennifer gives new
meaning to the expression “laying some pipe.”


According to
I Spit On Your Grave 3 – or should that be Thrice Spit On Your Grave?
– all men are monosyllabic slobs capable only of demeaning women, who in
turn are “empowered” by killing them.  There are constant references to abuse
that while intended to give the narrative “depth”, just become repetitive and
give no real insight.  If nothing else, though, this third instalment marks a
triumphant return to the black-and-white storytelling style Michael Winner
brought to Death Wish 3, only with a female lead.


Now that’s
progress.


 
















 


A NIGHTMARE
ON ELM STREET (2010)


 


We’re always
glad to see another Scrappy Dunes revamp because we get tired of recreating the
effect of watching one by defecating on a favourite film while being mugged by
an ego-soaked yuppie.  Imagine our surprise then upon discovering that Michael
Bay’s Elm Street has greater intent than to suffocate its audience and
extract valuables from the bodies before dumping them in a mass grave with a
casino built on top.  Well, slightly greater anyway.  


If you’re
gonna revive Freddy for the ninth time, and you’re gonna hire a rock video guy
to direct, you may as well give Sam Bayer a call.  He directed Nirvana’s Smells
Like Teen Spirit promo, which sure looked like it’d been shot in a boiler
room, and he brings the same look to his feature debut, with the normally
vibrant hues becoming dirty browns and greys whenever the going gets weird. 
Elm Streets aren’t renowned for the quality of their thesping, but in Rooney Mara
the franchise has its third Oscar nominee (after Johnny Depp and Patricia
Arquette, the latter of whom later won for Boyhood) in a lead role and
she gets more than able support from Kyle Gallner as fellow ‘teen’ in peril. 
As Freddy, Jackie Earle Haley gives a mean, snarly interpretation of the
character, more interested in bloody retribution than bad puns, and at no point
does he say, “Kung Fu this, bitch!”  In fact, all that’s missing from this
remake is a reason for its existence.  


Remember
when the surviving Beatles regrouped in the mid-90s and released Free As A
Bird, a ‘new’ song that was really one of John Lennon’s unreleased demos? 
Glam, punk, new wave and grunge had been and gone, the Sixties counter-culture
had become The Establishment etc, but if you closed your eyes and listened….Free
As A Bird still sounded like a cash-in.  Well, Freddy must be the Paul
McCartney of serial killers, because after appearing in music videos and on
lunch boxes, after cameoing in South Park and being a ‘nostalgic’
gag in The Wedding Singer, he’s Establishment to the core.  Elm
Street 2010 is his Free As A Bird.  


One reason
why we see Messrs Krueger and Voorhees so often, and Bruce The Shark or Father
Merrin so seldom, is that unlike Jaws and The Exorcist, an
excursion to Springwood or Crystal Lake doesn’t require name actors or
expensive effects.  You can knock one out for little more than the cost of a
DVD movie, so it doesn’t matter if there’s no story worth telling or vision
worth seeing – there’s no financial risk, either.  You could produce a
sluggish, awkward film that nobody claims to like, saddle it with a stupid
ending, and it will still open bank vaults for you.  


So if you
turned up expecting to see The Beatles, sorry.  The Threetles are appearing
here tonight.  But on the plus side, they won’t be performing The Frog
Chorus.  Or the theme song from Freddy’s Dead.  


 
















 


OUIJA (2014)


 


Manufactured
in 1891, the first Ouija board was developed by the Kennard Novelty Company,
which was then sold to the Parker Brothers Toy Company who in turn was
swallowed up by Hasbro.  In other words, the mysterious oracle that can receive
messages from the dead and, in extreme cases, lead to demonic possession, is
really a harmless toy sold by the corporation that makes Optimus Prime dolls
(sorry “action figures”).


By a strange
coincidence, Ouija is produced in association with Hasbro and Michael Transformers
Bay, and you know what that means.  Sure enough, this is less a
movie than a promotional tool, a soulless, joyless, utterly generic slab of
teens-in-peril tosh that doesn’t even have the decency to be funny,
intentionally or otherwise.  Even Bay’s worst films try to amuse, usually in as
flat, forced and desperate a way as possible (see: Ben Affleck getting an
injection in the ass in Pearl Harbor), but jokes are jokes, right,
gang?  Right.


God knows, Ouija
needs something to break up the tedium.  It’s reportedly a remake of
another morons-with-a-Ouija board movie, but we were unable to ascertain
whether it was Ouija (2003), Ouija Board (2004), Ouija (2006),
Ouija (2007), Bizzy Bone: Ouija Board (2008), Ouija Board (2009),
The Ouija Experiment (2011), Ouija (2013) or The Ouija
Experiment 2: Theatre of Death (2014).  


Then again,
it’s possible the filmmakers were familiar with Witchboard (1986), Witchboard
2: The Devil’s Doorway (1993), Witchboard 3: The Possession (1995), Witchtrap
(1989), Don’t Panic (1988) and Long Time Dead (2002).  The
story’s the same: characters you couldn’t care less about play with a Ouija
board.  The lights go out.  After a few false scares, people begin dying in
mysterious ways, so the hero/leader and the damsel in distress resolve to
destroy the board.  They apparently succeed, until a coda reveals that the
board is alive and well.  The End.  


Ouija differs from its brethren in one
respect – it’s rated PG-13, so all the violence and supernatural shenanigans
are about as bone-chilling as the toy commercial the movie basically is.  Scooby
Doo: Mystery Incorporated routinely spoofs the horror genre, so why is it
too much to ask of a movie aimed at teenagers that it abandon the template and
show some semblance of wit, give some evidence that it was created by human
hands?


Right,
Michael Bay was involved.  Sorry.  


 
















 


SORORITY ROW
(2009)


 


Daphne Blake
may be Mystery Incorporated’s perennial damsel in distress, with only her
accent and hair colour distinguishing her from Penelope Pitstop, but this most
imperilled of heroines was actually based on Thalia Menninger, the cash-hungry
beauty from The Many Loves Of Dobie Gillis.  Tuesday Weld, who played
Thalia, left after the first season, leaving Dobie to romance a series of
interchangeable honeys before settling for Zelda Gilroy (Sheila James Kuehl), a
smart, diminutive aficionado of chunky sweaters….need we say more?


According to
A Pup Named Scooby Doo, which ran on ABC between 1988-91, Daphne was
born into money and it’s her cash that bankrolls the gang’s sleuthing.  She has
a butler named Jenkins to fight monsters on her behalf, a stretch limo with its
own roll-out red carpet and, of course, a subway station in her house (“Don’t
you?”).  She’s also a member of the décor-of-the-month club and freaks out if
told she’s wrinkling her dress, so all this stock rich-girl character lacks is
a career-driven politician father and a sinister boyfriend with a troubled
past.  


Sorta-kinda-but-not-really
based on Mark Rosman’s The House On Sorority Row (1982), this
economically-titled revamp gives us not one, not two, but five stock
rich-bitch characters, although it’s hard to say who was the bigger inspiration
– Daphne or The Spice Girls.  As in that quintet of Bimbos From Hell, there’s a
Blonde, a Brunette, a Redhead etc, making Sorority Row the Spiceworld
of slasher movies.  Jeepers!


Junking
everything from Rosman’s movie except the setting, Sorority follows the I
Know What You Did Last Summer template, which is apt because that movie
featured Daphne herself, Sarah Michelle Gellar, in the stuck-up beauty queen
role, although here it’s not a road accident but a prank-gone-wrong that leaves
someone dead (or are they?), then after disposing of the body, the others are
stalked by a hooded killer yadda yadda yadda.  If she was in a slasher movie, what
would Daphne do?  For that matter, what would The Spice Girls do?  Sorority tells
you: they’d sneak up on each other, brag about their “perfect tits” and take a
lot of showers.  


One area
where the film excels is in showing us just how mean, slutty and bitchy the
girls can be….before killing them in pleasingly brutal ways.  Ringleader
Jessica wants to marry wealth so she can dedicate her life to worrying about
fashion and abusing the help, but when her prospective father-in-law receives a
Vice-Presidential nomination, he lays down the law: you have to behave in a
certain way to get certain things.  No more playing Queen Bitch and exploiting
your friends, at least not in front of the cameras.  Tragically, this soap
opera is cut short when Jess crosses the path of the killer, who rams a tire
iron down her throat.  


Faring
little better is Chugs, whose nickname, it’s safe to assume, comes from the
booze bottle she clutches in nearly every scene.  Maybe that’s why she’s seeing
a “psychiatrist”, who she discovers handcuffed to his bed after his last
session “finished abruptly”.  Naturally, he asks if she wants to finish what
his last patient started.  Naturally, she agrees.  Then our hooded psycho kills
them both, saving the world in the process.  


The killer turns
out to be Andy, Cassidy’s boyfriend, who has a great motive for killing her
friends and everybody she knows.  He thinks they’re assholes.  Sorority Row might
be overstuffed with tiresome, unsympathetic bitches, but you can’t say it
doesn’t have a hero.  


 
















 


THE
STEPFATHER (2009)


 


Speaking of
tawdry rip-offs, here’s a new ‘vision’ of Joseph Ruben’s 1987 movie, updated to
the era of cell phones and America’s Most Wanted by JS Cardone and
Nelson McCormick, the ‘creative’ duo that also remade Prom Night (2008). 
If you’re not familiar with Ruben’s version, it had Terry O’Quinn (Lost)
in a career-making turn as Gerry Blake, who roamed the country marrying widows
before erupting into violence every time his ‘perfect’ new family failed to
live up to his harsh standards.  In other words, it was about a guy that wanted
to live life as it should be – it’s so much simpler that way – which is ironic
because guess what?  This pointless revamp takes place in a fantasy world where
life is shown as it should be.  


Our heroes
wouldn’t be out of place in a 50s sitcom: there’s Susan, who despite being a
single mom with three kids and no apparent means of support besides alimony
lives in a four-bedroom house with a pool; Michael, her eldest son, is a
square-jawed military hunk who’s smarter than every adult in the film; and we
can’t forget Kelly, Michael’s girlfriend, who….models a bikini.  For the entire
film.  So you can imagine which angle McCormick prefers to shoot her from.  


Then there’s
David, the Evil Stepfather himself, who like every adult here is a
one-dimensional clown, a comic-strip villain modelled less on O’Quinn’s
character than the T-1000 from Terminator 2.  Pure evil and so
indestructible he must be made from liquid metal, David has two facial
expressions: a fake smile that somehow fools everybody, and a sour snarl that
means Duck And Cover.  Even though he becomes a supporting character in his own
film, subordinate to the poolside shenanigans of Michael and his bikinied
squeeze (drinking game – take a drink whenever Kelly turns up in a different
bikini), he still manages to notch up a respectable bodycount, including
Susan’s neighbour, her ex and her sister, yet she never suspects him.  


Think about
that.  You’ve known a guy for six months, he’s quit his job because his boss –
your sister – started digging too deep and now people who say “How much do you
really know about him?” have started vanishing.  Doesn’t that, you know, give
you cause for concern?  Apparently not, because Susan doesn’t realize David’s true
nature until during the last ten minutes….when he lunges at her with a knife.  


Unlike
Ruben’s film, where we saw the events from Mom’s perspective, the figure of
audience identification here is meddling Michael, who can’t convince the
authorities his stepdad’s a psycho (even though his street’s mortality rate
just rose 300%) because he’s a punk-ass kid who shoots his mouth off etc.  When
he finally confronts David – on a rooftop, during a thunderstorm, while
Hitchcock knock-off music plays – it’s a reminder of how low-key the original
was.  Gerry Blake was stabbed and shot and….died.  He didn’t get up and walk
away after being stabbed in the neck, thrown through a wall, tossed off a roof
and sent crashing through a greenhouse.  He died.  He ceased to be.  He was
bleeding demised.  


He was an
ex-stepfather.  


Until
resurrected for the sequel, anyway.  
















 


THE TEXAS
CHAINSAW MASSACRE: THE BEGINNING (2006)


 


The chainsaw
may have been invented in Germany, but only in Texas could it achieve
notoriety, which it found courtesy of one Thomas Hewitt, aka Leatherface.  Born
in 1939 to a lightly educated factory worker, found in a dumpster by a bag
lady, Hewitt didn’t come into his own until he lost his job at the
slaughterhouse, aged thirty.  The Texas Chainsaw Massacre: The Beginning tells
his story.  


Some critics
have unkindly suggested that this prequel is déjà vu all over again, another
lazy, cynical cash-in that offers nothing except tenth-hand shtick and a
quartet of ‘teens’ that belong in 2006, not 1969 where the story takes place. 
They’re right.  According to this movie, nobody living in ’69 listened to The
Doors or Hendrix, they didn’t wear Rolling Stones t-shirts, dress like John
Lennon or have shoulder length hair, they just talked about The Nam in between discovering
the joys of premarital sex.  


In fact, all
that separates Beginning from any other movie is lots of talk about the
draft, specifically the dodging of it.  These two brothers, Dean and Eric, who
each have hot girlfriends – one blonde, one brunette, so they can tell them
apart – are on their way to do their bit for God and Country and Oliver Stone’s
future career when Eric gets cold feet and considers hightailing it to Mexico. 
This sits none too well with his bro, a proud patriot, or as the Democrats seem
to think, a yahoo reprogrammed by Corporate-owned news media to believe in
lies.  So Eric burns up his draft card right in front of him, which so upsets
Dean that he drives straight into a cow.  No kidding – he takes his eyes off
the road for a second, and next thing you know, there’s beef stew everywhere.  


Fortunately,
the law are quick to respond.  Unfortunately, the law in these parts is Sheriff
Hoyt, who’s not really a Sheriff, just a cannibal with a bad attitude and
Leatherface for a stepson.  He probably voted for Nixon.  Anyway, if there’s
one thing he hates, other than homosexuals, minorities, Yankees and, come to
think of it, guys that use public toilets and leave sprinkles on the seat, it’s
draft dodgers, so when he finds Eric’s card in the wreckage he is, to put it
mildly, a tad displeased.   Or to give you a clearer picture, if you took a
scolded-ass ape and a Rottweiler with turpentined balls, tied them together in
a sack and threw the sack into the middle of a casting call for a teen drama,
you’d have the rest of this movie.  Watching them escape and attack people
might be fun for a while, especially since you don’t like the people being
attacked, but ultimately it’s tiresome and pointless.  


It’s too
much to hope for a movie that deals with adult themes, has a few memorable
lines and isn’t shot like a music video, especially if it’s produced by Michael
Bay.  To give The Great Satan credit, though, every movie unveiled under the
Platinum Dunes banner has a certain consistency and an easily recognisable
visual style.  They’re all a plotless, over-stylized, sluggish mess.  


If Beginning
had some cheesy laughs, it might’ve been a fun guilty pleasure.  You can
get that from Texas Chainsaw 3D, which was made by other hands, so you
needn’t bother with this boring failure.  


 


 
















 


VALENTINE
(2001)


 


We’ve all
stayed awake wondering what slasher movie Denise Richards would eventually
appear in, and since it was understood that she wouldn’t be portraying a chaste
maiden, the expectation was for a down-and-dirty sleazefest, The Slumber
Party Massacre meets Wild Things, where an all-girl volleyball
team’s bikini car wash was interrupted by a chainsaw-wielding crazy in a hockey
mask.


Valentine
is not that movie.  


Valentine
is the kind of
slickly produced, instantly forgettable multiplex fluff you might expect a
former Bond girl to appear in, though in fairness to Ms Richards it does have a
few things going for it.  It’s not Tammy And The T-Rex.  And Charlie
Sheen isn’t in it.  


Bearing
scant resemblance to its source novel, the slasher genre or anything
approaching a real thriller, the movie follows the travails of five Sex And
The City types as they talk about relationships, struggle to meet a man who
isn’t a drunk or a panty-sniffer and are stalked by a killer in a cherub mask,
whose nose bleeds after every murder.  This is the filmmakers subtle way of
informing the viewer that the culprit is the gawky nerd the girls taunted at
the Valentine’s Day dance thirteen years earlier, which was such an emotionally
scaring experience for poor Jeremy Melton that he underwent a complete
breakdown, become a delusional psychotic and signed on to appear in this film. 
Given that “JM”, as he signs himself on threatening letters, decapitates an
innocent cop, chases Richards with a portable drill and kills another victim
with a bow and arrow, though, we’re fairly certain the punishment doesn’t fit
the crime.  


The movie
gets off to a bad start when Shelley, who’s studying to be a doctor, blows off
her dinner date from hell in favour of cutting up a corpse at midnight in an
empty, dimly-lit morgue while wearing her dinner clothes and make-up.  Which
seemed a tad unrealistic to us, but we’re not doctors.  Having left her
cadaver to investigate a strange noise (uh oh), she returns to discover it has
started breathing (double uh-oh), and picture her surprise when it vanishes
behind her back before re-emerging with a cherub mask and a bad attitude. 
After being chased down a dark corridor with lots of doors (without, sadly, entering
through one door and exiting from another) Shelley reasons that if you can’t
beat ‘em, you can disguise yourself as a corpse, a ruse that doesn’t fool our
little cherub for a second.  He’s crazy, not stupid.  


Come to
think of it, he might actually be the smartest member of the cast.  When Lily
is chased through a Modern Art exhibition by the killer, who by the way is also
an expert archer, he sends a bow straight to his victim’s heart that hurls her
over a railing into a conveniently placed dumpster, and nobody so much as
mentions the damage, the disappearance or the dead girl reeking up the place. 
When the cops ask to speak to her, they’re told “She’s out of town” or “She’s
in LA”, and nobody tries her cell.  Bear in mind, folks, this is after she’s
received maggot-infested chocolates and a note signed “JM”.  


Valentine
might be handsomely
mounted, with a larger budget and better actors than an 80s slasher, but it
wouldn’t last a single weekend if it played rural Drive-ins.  Those who
frequented the passion pits of old weren’t exactly averse to knucklehead
characters and narrative stupidity, but no way would they sit through all that
talk just to get to Richards’ gratuitous Jacuzzi scene.  That kind of
jibber-jabber would’ve been mostly inaudible once patrons began signalling
their disapproval by leaning on their horns.  


Even if you
do watch the entire film, all you get for your effort is one of the lamest
wrap-ups this side of Basic Instinct, with the killer’s identity
revealed in the last shot.  Once the supporting cast are dead, Kate and Adam
are reunited in a touching scene that turns sinister when Adam’s nose begins to
bleed…..making us wonder about the software the cops used to age Jeremy
Melton’s photo, which looked nothing like him.  In fact, given that Adam’s an
off-the-wagon alcoholic, could he even hold a knife, or would he stumble around
like Scary Movie’s villain?  Think about that.  Never see them in the
same room, do you?


 
















 


WHEN A
STRANGER CALLS (2006)


 


According to
John Guare’s play Six Degrees Of Separation, everybody on this planet is
connected and all that separates us from any other person in the world is six
steps, or fewer.  Using only six names, it’s possible to link the President of
The United States to a gondolier in Venice, Kevin Bacon to any other actor,
Iraq to 9/11 etc.  Inspired by this, and mindful of the Austin Chronicle’s
description of When A Stranger Calls as a “pointless exercise in
masturbatory tedium”, we developed Six Degrees Of Masturbation, which connects When
A Stranger Calls (1979) to When A Stranger Calls (2006) using six
other remakes.


Can’t be
done, you say?


Stranger ’79 was directed by Fred Walton, who
also directed April Fools’ Day, which was remade in 2008 with Scout
Taylor-Compton, who’d been in Rob Zombie’s Halloween (2007), which was a
remake of a John Carpenter film, as was The Thing (2011) with Mary
Elizabeth Winstead, who’d been in Black Christmas (2006) with Katie
Cassidy, who was in A Nightmare On Elm Street (2010), a revamp from the
Platinum Dunes stable, just like The Hitcher (2007), which was written
by Jake Wade Wall, who also scripted….Stranger ’06.  


Because
remakes offer so little you’ll need to keep yourself interested while watching
them, so we suggest taking a drink every time a car doesn’t start, a cop says
“There’s nothing we can do”, the power goes out or someone says to the killer,
“What do you want?”  On the other hand, if you watch this movie and knock one
back every time a phone rings, you’ll end up in an emergency room being treated
for alcohol poisoning, so scratch that idea.  


Merry tales
of psychotic child-killers don’t really lend themselves to PG-13, so the
filmmakers do away with all the nastiness from Walton’s movie as well as
eighty-six of its ninety-seven minutes, which leaves the opening sequence of a
babysitter being informed by police that the malicious calls she’s been
receiving have been coming from….inside the house!  If this seems
hackneyed now, bear in mind that Stranger ’79 was expanded from Walton’s
short film The Sitter (1977), which recycled shtick from Bob Clark’s Black
Christmas (1974).  See what we mean about degrees of separation?  


Anyway, the
filmmakers’ attempts to stretch an eleven-minute sequence to feature length
means that Stranger ’06 often feels like a one-act play, with a single
character on a single set reacting to shadows, strange noises, the sudden
arrival of a stranger etc.  This is apt because we’re watching a two-act movie,
whose makers forgot to give it a rousing finale.  The scene is set, the ‘tension’
is ratcheted up by false scares, then ten minutes before the credits roll, the
killer puts in an appearance, gets captured by police and that’s all she
wrote.  


Stock teen
drama requires stock teen characters, so out goes the original’s Carol Kane, a one-time
Oscar nominee for Hester Street (1975), and in comes easy-on-the-eye
Camilla Belle, a one-time co-star for Steven Seagal.  She’s taken to
babysitting for the noblest of reasons – she has to pay back her dad after she
exceeded his allotted cell minutes by eight hundred.  Given that her old man is
played by SHIELD Agent Phil Coulson (sometimes known as Clark Gregg), you might
think he’d allow something like that to drop, but apparently Nick Fury was on
his back about it, you know, if you can’t control your daughter how’re you
gonna save the world from Mickey Rourke and Loki and dudes in metal suits blah
blah blah.


So he got
his precious a babysitting gig at one of those stadium-sized lakeside cabins,
the kind with one neighbour in walking distance, an elaborate security system
wired straight to the police, plus enough potential hiding places for the sicko
who’s calling from….inside the house!  Voiced by Lance Henriksen, the
calls have Scream written all over them, then in the last reel a
character billed as “The Stranger” drops in for a game of cat and mouse,
Camilla fights him off, runs into a waiting cop and….well, that’s not quite it
because in lieu of an actual third act there’s a tacked-on dream ending set in
a hospital that’s presumably a set-up for a sequel that never materialized.  


It’s ironic
that Guare’s play was about a conman pretending to be Sidney Poitier’s son,
because here’s a creaky concept pretending to be a movie.  The crank caller gag
was okay for five minutes in Black Christmas, Scream, Urban Legend etc,
but a whole film?  Maybe with some tightening, a satisfying ending and a little
knowing humour it could’ve been a fun Masters Of Horror episode. 
Instead, it’s eighty-six minutes of “Meh, what else is on?”


 
















 


DISHONOURABLE MENTIONS


 


ALONE IN THE
DARK (2005)


The Abkani,
a race believed to have developed the ability to move between worlds,
inexplicably vanished from the Earth ten thousand years ago. Then in 1969, one
Professor Hudgens attempted to breed Abkani creatures with twenty orphans
before being shut down by Bureau 713, a government paranormal investigation
division. 


Fast forward
to the present and one of those orphans, Edward Carnby (Christian Slater), a
former employee of Bureau 713, is attacked by a seemingly unkillable assailant
after coming into possession of an Abkani artefact. The thug is of course under
orders from Hudgens, who is preparing to unleash Xenos, Abkani creatures that
can only exist in darkness.


Or
something.


That’s just
the first 20 minutes of Alone In The Dark, a movie so astonishingly
inept in its storytelling, it could only have been cobbled together by Uwe
Boll. Interested in car chases and CG creatures and absolutely nothing else,
Boll turns in a lumbering mess that has a real shot at being the Worst Videogame
Adaptation Of All Time.


 


 


CABIN FEVER
(2016)


Using the
same script as Eli Roth’s 2003 movie, but with enough changes to make it
“contemporary”, this remake is so flat and dispiriting that you’ll be convinced
you’re watching a cheap knock-off from The Asylum. Characters you couldn’t care
less about wander through a narrative that’s been nipped and tucked to remove
all the racial and homophobic slurs, and in the process the filmmakers have
somehow excised whatever charm the original possessed.


Numbing in
its soullessness, all this boring rehash does is prove that attempting to
sanitize extreme horror is a really bad idea. We get the same story about a
group of college graduates that encounter a flesh-eating virus at a mountain
cabin, but the filmmakers do nothing with it except change the ways in which
certain characters die.


Whatever
your opinion of Roth’s film, it at least had verve and personality, but this
retread appears to have been slapped together by people who’ve never seen it.
After a while, its by-the-numbers approach achieves something the original
never did – it becomes boring.


 


 


THE DARKNESS
(2016)


Originally
titled 6 Miranda Drive, The Darkness (how’s that for a generic title?)
stars Kevin Bacon and Radha Mitchell as a couple who return home from a Grand
Canyon vacation to find their lives invaded by a supernatural presence.


You wouldn’t
expect Greg McLean, who also made Wolf Creek, to take the reins on a
PG-13 horror movie and sure enough, the critics wondered if he was phoning this
one in. One critic called the movie “pretty much a total bust – it isn’t scary,
it isn’t exciting and it plods along at such a snail’s pace that even though it
clocks in at just over 90 minutes, it plays like it runs at least twice that.”


The cast are
good, McLean does what he can with the material (it’s his first film that he
didn’t write) but the results are thin and predictable at best. When will
Blumhouse abandon the supernatural in favour of a story with bite?


 


 


DARKNESS
FALLS (2003)


This is the
movie that Rolling Stone magazine dismissed in 14 words: “Do you really need me
to tell you how scary this horror show isn’t?”


It’s a riff
on A Nightmare On Elm Street, with a suspected child killer returning
from the grave to wreak vengeance on the inhabitants of the eponymous town, but
the movie’s too bland to provide much in the way of entertainment. All the
adult characters, particularly the cops, act like frightened children, so it’s
up to The Hunky Guy and The Blonde Hottie to save the day which – spoiler alert
– they do, but the final scene suggests the monster isn’t dead.


All the
usual clichés are present and correct: when people start to disappear,
suspicion falls on the hero. The power goes out during a storm. Characters die
in reversing billing order, with the dumb rednecks getting their just desserts
first. 


Incidentally,
the director later made the American classics The Texas Chainsaw Massacre:
The Beginning (2006) and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles (2014).


 


 


DAY OF THE
DEAD (2008)


Sensibly
dumped on DVD by its distributor, this Day follows neither 2004’s Dawn
Of The Dead (which also starred Ving Rhames) nor 2006’s Night Of The
Living Dead 3D, it’s just another stand-alone rip-off hiding behind a
famous title.  


And what a
rip-off. Gone is the briskness of George Romero’s original set-up and in,
courtesy of screenwriter JeffreyReddick (Final Destination), comes lots
of running around as a bunch of boring, interchangeable nobodies behave in
stupid ways. If our last line of defence against the living dead consists of
Mena Suvari, AnnaLynne McCord and Nick Cannon (later a judge on America’s
Got Talent), we really are in trouble.  


The director
is Steve Miner, who also helmed Friday The 13th Part 2 & 3,
House and Halloween H20, so he knows how to squeeze thrills out of limited
budgets (and ideas), but Day looks and plays like a TV movie. Rushed and poorly
staged, with indifferent make-up effects, it’s enough to make you nostalgic for
Flight of the Living Dead. 


 


 


EXORCIST:
THE BEGINNING (2004)


Remember how
The Exorcist hinted at Father Merrin’s backstory but didn’t show it? It
was as though William Peter Blatty’s Oscar-winning script was inviting the
audience to fill in the blanks. Blatty had nothing to do with The Beginning,
so Renny Harlin retools the padre as a drinking man’s Indiana Jones and sends
him on a hunt for a mythical artefact, bringing him into contact with lots of
bad CGI.


Desperate to
build a story, the filmmakers throw in every hoary cliché they can think of,
from multiple it-was-only-a-dream sequences to that old standby, the heroine
investigating a power cut while wearing a towel. Most perplexing of all (no
mean feat) is the scene where the Stuffy English Major, who’s just witnessed
his butterfly collection come to life, attempts to halt the ‘hallucination’
by….placing a gun to his head. 


It ends with
the most protracted, over-the-top, unintentionally hilarious exorcism since,
well, The Exorcist III (1990). When a possessed hottie starts
dry-humping Merrin, he whispers “The power of Christ compels you” in her ear,
causing her to scurry away before flying towards him like the Warner Brothers
logo in the old Looney Tunes cartoons. He defeats her easily enough, because as
everyone knows, there ain’t no ass-kicker like a man of faith.


 


 


THE FOG
(2005)


Hollywood’s
Devil worshippers had the formula for a successful fright flick down cold: some
pretty actors from television in their first lead roles, a budget in the $5-20m
range to ensure profitability, enough special effects to entertain a
caffeinated twelve-year-old, and a script written in crayon by Sloth from The
Goonies. 


In 2005,
they sat down and said to each other: “Remember that John Carpenter film about
the haunted fishing village? Here’s the remake: it’s Clark Kent and his
African-American sidekick versus the ghosts from Scooby Doo 2: Monsters
Unleashed. With a wimp rock soundtrack. From the director of MC Hammer’s U
Can’t Touch This video!”


Most of The
Fog’s cast either weren’t born or were still in diapers when Carpenter’s film
came out, but hopefully they caught it on television. Hopefully someone did,
although there’s not much evidence of that in the finished film. Antonio Bay
has become Spooky Island, where kids know best and all the adults are corrupt,
so it’s a shame that the teenage leads don’t drive around in a van solving
mysteries.  


 


 


THE GRUDGE 2
(2006)


After 2
straight-to-video films, 2 theatrically released features and an American
remake starring Sarah Michelle Gellar, the amusingly titled The Grudge 2
was director Takashi Shimizu’s sixth take on the material, making it his Revenge
of the Sith. Like George Lucas’ final trip to the well, it’s the act of a
malevolent creator who doesn’t like you, never wanted you and views you as an
impediment to his golf game, but at least Hayden Christensen isn’t in it.  


Gellar’s not
the main focus this time around, so in tried-and-true horror movie fashion, a
sister (Amber Tamblyn) who looks nothing like her shows up and starts poking
around in a haunted house, then before you can say “Huh?”, the narrative jumps
backwards and forwards in time, moving between Japan and Chicago, where a
succession of hotties (Arielle Kebbel, Teresa Palmer, Sarah Roemer etc) are
stalked by a female ghost with a serious vitamin deficiency.


For all its
supposedly elliptical storytelling, though, the film deals in the same old same
old: characters behave in stupid ways, the hot blonde takes a shower, people
wander off alone down dark corridors blah blah blah. There are hooded figures,
creepy kids and false scares by the dozen, the most irritating being the
crashing chords heard whenever someone turns around.  


 


 


MARTYRS
(2016)


There were
enough logic loopholes and story flaws in Pascal Laugier’s 2008 movie for a
prospective remake to attempt to fix, but this version is more interested in
toning down the narrative, making you wonder what attracted the filmmakers to
the material in the first place.


A merry tale
that involves kidnap, torture, Nazis and an outrageous scheme to glimpse the
afterlife, Laugier’s movie is about as subtle as a kick in the balls, and just
when you think he’s finished torturing his lead actress, he subjects her to
another beating. In short, it’s not a picture with mass appeal, but guess what?
Screenwriter Mark L Smith – who also wrote The Revenant – thinks a few simple
changes will achieve just that.


Unfortunately,
the changes turn the villains into comic book bad guys with a crackpot scheme,
while one female character becomes a shotgun-wielding badass who stages a
daring rescue. It’s a film that reinserts the hope that Laugier denied his
audience and, in the process, sucks all the life out of the movie.


 


 


PROM NIGHT
(2008)


Here we go
again: more teenagers, another crazed killer, plus the usual quota of dark
corridors, locked doors, idiot victims etc. If you haven’t seen the lame and
forgettable 1980 original, it paired Jamie Lee Curtis with – why not? – Leslie
Nielsen, so the people behind this remake sensibly ignore it and start over.
Unfortunately, those people are Nelson McCormick and JS Cardone, the ‘creative’
duo behind the Stepfather redux, so it’s still a lame and forgettable
effort.  


All you need
to know about the plot is that is that Donna (Brittany Snow) is preparing for
her senior prom when teacher-turned-wacko Ramsey, who attacked her three years
earlier, escapes from the booby hatch and comes after her pursued by some inept
cops.  


So it’s 88
minutes of and-then-she-woke-up false scares and bimbos wandering off by
themselves, plus there’s a pure-evil villain who changes his appearance by
shaving and wearing a baseball cap, which of course allows him to evade capture
until the climax.  


 


 


SOUL
SURVIVORS (2001)


Let no one
say that Hollywood left a stone unturned in its hurry to replicate the success
of Scream, even hiring a director who’d enjoyed a minor hit with The
Kindred (1987), but hadn’t made a movie since. Stephen Carpenter must’ve
gotten the job on Friday, written the script over the weekend and started
shooting on Monday because in story terms, Soul Survivors is as smoothly
conceived as Plan 9 From Outer Space.  


Soul
Survivors helps
itself to bits of other, better films, throws in a gratuitous shower scene,
then spends the rest of its length ticking off the clichés. You’d call it slung
together, if that wasn’t an insult to slung-together movies.  


So
incredibly disjointed that its opening sequence appears to have nothing to do
with the rest of the film, Survivors at least starts as it means to go
on, with a masked maniac pursuing a starlet to the strains of John “no
relation” Carpenter knock-off music. Over the course of 85 painful minutes,
we’ll be treated to more Halloween ‘homages’, plus a recreation of Cat
People’s chase scene, and the most shameless theft of all – the entire plot
of Carnival Of Souls, with all the good stuff removed. 


 


 


THIR13EN GHOSTS
(2001)


In the same
year Michael Bay co-founded Platinum Dunes, Dark Castle unleashed their second
redux (following 1999’s House On Haunted Hill) and they could’ve chosen
better because 13 Ghosts (as it was called in those days) wasn’t even
that great when William Castle did it in 1960. Those who remember it at all
remember it for the gimmick of “Illusion-O”, where “Ghost Viewers” (actually 3D
glasses) allowed audience members to see the spirits. 


Here, 12
ghosts held in 12 cages in the basement of an isolated mansion are unwittingly
released, causing The Damsel In Distress, The Cute Kid and The Comic Relief to
run around screaming for the rest of the movie. And before you ask, yes, they
do decide to split up inside the haunted house. It’s that lame. 


Ah, but what
of the 13th ghost, you say? Glad you asked. Turns out F Murray Abraham lured
Tony Shalhoub to the house under false pretences, stashed the ghost of his dead
wife in a closet and hoped her appearance would make Shalhoub kill himself out
of love, thus completing the baker’s dozen and making Abraham the most powerful
person in the world….somehow.  


 


 


UNFRIENDED
(2015)


Imagine Gothika
or The Ring (or any ghost story from the 00s) rebooted for the social
media set and you’ve got Unfriended, a spectacularly inexpensive movie
that somehow conned an audience into watching teenagers sit at their laptops
for 83 minutes.


The ghost
here is a bullied teen that uses Skype and YouTube to taunt her victims, and
the movie plays out in real time on a laptop, moving between different sites
that fill in the necessary exposition. Which is a cute idea for a short, but a
whole movie? Not so much.


The teens
are the usual bunch of caricatures (the jock, the blonde, the fat guy etc) so
there’s some fun to be had in watching them die off in unpleasant ways, though
the PG-13 rating means the worst takes place off camera. For all the gimmickry,
though, the story unfolds as you’d expect and after a while it bogs down and
becomes a chore to watch.


 


 


 


THE UNBORN
(2009)


The Unborn has everything: human experiments,
Jewish mysticism, evil twins and diabolical Nazis. The cast includes Gary
Oldman, Cam Gigandet and Idris Elba and the writer/director is David S Goyer,
who wrote Blade and Dark City. None of which is mentioned on the
poster.  


More
prominently featured – right above the title, in fact – is Odette Yustman’s
bikinied behind. Whether shown in the shower or clad in skimpy underthings, the
actress’s tush remains the primary focus for the first twenty minutes, which
may have something to do with her resemblance to Megan Fox and the fact that
the producer is Michael “Transformers” Bay.  


Anyway,
Yustman’s been having these weird dreams (with aerial shots and everything)
about an Eddie Munster lookalike, and when she starts seeing him in class and
at the discotheque, she gets all Mystery Incorporated and starts digging. Turns
out Nazis experimented on her grandmother and Something Bad was passed on,
meaning that when Yustman’s twin brother died in the womb he was cursed to
return as a dybbuk (malicious possessing spirit) and haunt her for….oh
nevermind.


Fortunately,
grandma knows a Helpful Rabbi (don’t they always?) who upon learning that our
heroine is being haunted by a Nazi foetus agrees to perform an exorcism.
Because exorcising Nazi foetuses can be dangerous, he asks her to sign a
release form, which is the movie’s only hint that the filmmakers knew how camp
the material was.  


 


 


VAN HELSING
(2004)


If ever a
movie proved that more is less it’s Van Helsing, which piles one noisy,
repetitive action sequence on top of another for what feels like an eternity.
After forty minutes of watching good characters fight bad characters for some
reason or other you’ve had enough, but you’re not even halfway through the
film.


There must
be more to the film than chases and explosions, though, right? No movie whose
cast includes Hugh Jackman and Kate Beckinsale can be that bad, surely?
Well, think again, because writer/director Stephen Sommers gives the material a
camp attitude that reduces the monsters to the level of Scooby Doo villains.


Seen briefly
early on, Mr Hyde is the same ridiculous Hulk-like character we saw in The
League Of Extraordinary Gentlemen, while Dracula and Frankenstein’s monster
have become so nonthreatening that they may as well be advertising breakfast
cereal. Then there’s Van Helsing himself, who in this version becomes a monster
hunter employed by the Vatican. He gets corny one-liners and a ton of gadgets,
so Hugh Jackman plays him like a suave secret agent, not a bad idea when he’s
acting against Kate Beckinsale’s glorified Bond girl.


 


 


 


THE WOLFMAN
(2010)


Described by
a former studio head as “crappy” and “one of the worst movies we ever made”,
this remake follows in the footsteps of Van Helsing and The Mummy and
successfully attempts to turn another of Universal’s classic monster movies
into a bloated effects film.


In no other
respect is the movie a success. Rushed into production with an unfinished
script, the movie tries to give its characters something to do, and the harder
it tries, the more apparent the problem becomes: the material does not support
the blockbuster treatment. 


The film has
multi-million dollar production design and the best effects that money can buy,
but the filmmakers have mistaken the titular character for a superhero. We
didn’t need to see him turn into a CG creation who runs across rooftops and
leaps in front of traffic, causing vehicles to crash. That detracts from the
human element, which is sorely lacking in this soulless mess.


 
















 


AFTERWORD


 


“Hollywood appears to be running out
of new ideas.  In the last few years, the number of remakes, sequels and
readily recognizable spin-offs of established winners has easily exceeded the
tally of truly original concepts.”


 


Harry & Michael Medved, The
Golden Turkey Awards (1980)


 
















 


You’ve reached the end of SCHLOCK TREATMENT 


but read on for a preview of 


WOULD YOU WATCH THIS MOVIE WITH
CHRIST?


 
















 


10 Crazy Hollywood Stories


 


Forget for a
moment everything you’ve heard about Hollywood being a shark tank where new is
best and you can can never be too rich or too greedy, pay no attention to
Marilyn Monroe’s remark that she received a thousand dollars for a screen kiss
and fifty cents for her soul, and concentrate on the Hollywood sign.


Those nine
letters, 45 feet tall and constructed from sheet metal, tell you everything you
need to know about the town below.  Restored in 1978 at a cost of $250,000, the
metal expands in the California sun, the sound carrying through the hills.
Expensive and noisy – that’s Hollywood to a tee.


Described by
Charles Higham as “a clump of shacks at the end of a poisoned rainbow”,
Hollywood is less a mass-market fantasy factory than a soulless machine whose
operators have one goal: making money.  “The pursuit of making money is the
only reason to make movies,” claimed Top Gun producer Don Simpson. “We
have no obligation to make history.  We have no obligation to make art. We have
no obligation to make a statement.”


Hollywood
may be easy to ridicule, but no writer, performer or director has ever passed
through the town without commenting on its soullessness.  Here are 10 reasons
that justify their opinions.


 


1) Hollywood
Was Founded By Pirate Companies


The first
theatre that charged the public for viewing filmed entertainment opened in
April 1896 in New York, and the location was not incidental.  Thomas Edison,
who filed his first patent on a motion picture camera in 1891, lived in nearby
New Jersey.


Attended by
immigrants and the poor, who wanted cheap entertainment, movies were perceived
as a fad by everyone else, but proved so popular that by 1910 there were 9000
theatres operating across America.


For the
right to make movies, studios paid a fee to Edison, but such was the demand for
product that pirate companies, who sought to avoid reimbursing the inventor,
sprang up.  In order to escape detectives hired by Edison, these companies
moved as far away as possible.


Not only did
Hollywood enjoy terrific weather, it was more than three thousand miles away,
which made movies easier to steal.


 


2) Hollywood’s
First Star Committed Suicide


In 1910,
Hollywood’s most popular actress was “The Biograph Girl”, so named because
performers in those days weren’t credited, and this particular starlet was
under contract to the Biograph company.


Under her
real name, Florence Lawrence, she went to work for Carl Laemmle (who would
later run Universal), receiving a higher salary (a then unheard-of $250 a week)
and, for the first time, screen credit.  Within five years, performers such as
Mary Pickford and Charlie Chaplin were signing for $2000 and $10,000 a week
respectively.


Lawrence
never enjoyed their level of success, however, and by the late 1920s had been
reduced to mostly uncredited bit parts.  On the afternoon of 28 December 1938,
she was rushed to Beverly Hills Emergency Hospital and pronounced dead by
suicide. She had eaten a fatal amount of ant paste.


 


3) Marijuana
Scare Films Benefitted William Randolph Hearst


The owner of
vast acreages of timberlands, William Randolph Hearst had been battling
cheaper, more sustainable hemp as America’s paper source since 1916 when he
decided to use moral outrage to his advantage.


Hearst
turned to Harry Anslinger, head of the newly created Federal Bureau of
Narcotics, who promptly initiated a ‘scare’ campaign against Marijuana.  During
Anslinger’s tenure, such ‘educational’ pictures as Assassin of Youth, The
Devil’s Harvest and She Shoulda Said No! were created.


Most
notorious of all is Reefer Madness, the church-funded picture that
sought to inform its audience that marijuana is a “violent narcotic” whose
“soul-destroying effects” include “acts of shocking violence” and “incurable
insanity.” 


 


4) Charles
Manson Wanted Dennis Hopper To Play Him On Film


A month
after Easy Rider, Dennis Hopper’s feature directing debut, opened in
cinemas, Charles Manson instructed his followers to murder Sharon Tate and 4
others at 10050 Cielo Drive.  The killings sent shockwaves through Hollywood,
sparking rumours of a celebrity hit list that included Steve McQueen and
Elizabeth Taylor.


When Manson
was apprehended months later, he became a celebrity, as famous as anyone else
in town, and announced he wanted Hopper to play him in a movie based on his
life.  Having been a good friend of one of the victims, Hopper didn’t even want
to meet Manson, but eventually his curiosity got the better of him.


“I figured
he wanted me ‘cause he’d seen Easy Rider,” Hopper said, “but he
proceeded to tell me he’d seen me on a TV show, The Defenders, where I
killed my father because he’d brutalized my mother.”


Hopper never
did make the film, but Manson’s story eventually reached the screen in 1976 as Helter
Skelter.  He was played by Steve Railsback.


 


5) A Porn
Star Produced Steven Spielberg’s Hook


Interviewed
by Esquire in 1985, Don Simpson delighted in holding his friend Craig
Baumgarten up for ridicule, telling the magazine: “He used to be an executive
VP at Columbia until they found out he stared in a porno.”


Baumgarten’s
first movie job was on Suddenly Sweet Susan (“Girl Next Door….Or
Backstreet Hooker?”), where he was engaged as a producer, but when his leading
man proved incapable of performing, Baumgarten took his place and a Hollywood
legend was born.


Neither
incident appeared to harm his career, though. Baumgarten subsequently produced
the films Hook, Universal Soldier, Peter Pan and, aptly enough, The
Shooter, starring Dolph Lundgren.


 


6) A
High-Profile, High-Glamour, High-Income Business Takes Its Toll


A common
ailment in the movie industry is the effect of money, power and celebrity.  Sentenced
to 90 days in jail following a party brawl (and ordered to spend 3 months in
rehab), Christian Slater said: “I have been acting since the age of 8, and I
have been a celebrity a long time.  And when you’re a celebrity you start
believing you can act off the screen any way you want without consequence.”


The king of
all Hollywood horror stories, though, is Robert Downey Jr who, a decade before
he first played Iron Man, was struggling with a drug habit.  Not content with
being arrested for driving while naked, he once woke up in a stranger’s house,
in a child’s bed, with medics standing over him.


As inmate no
P50522 in Cell 17 of the F-1 building at a California prison, he slept on a
three-inch thick mattress and worked in the kitchen, where he earned 8 cents an
hour.  During one such stay, Downey encountered a guard who attempted to
interest him in a unicorn movie he was writing, claiming it wasn’t your typical
movie about unicorns.


 


7) You Don’t
Have To Be Hollywood To Appear On The Walk Of Fame


Running 1.3
miles on Hollywood Boulevard, the Walk Of Fame is one of Tinseltown’s most
famous landmarks, attracting approximately 10 million visitors each year.  Spaced
six feet apart, each coral pink, brass-rimmed star features a name, including
some bizarre choices.


The LAPD,
for instance, has a star, as does former Mayor Tom Bradley.  The LA Dodgers are
likewise honoured, as is lingerie firm Victoria’s Secret – presumably for
inserting their products into so many Michael Bay movies – and the crew of
Apollo 11.


Meanwhile,
several actual movie stars have turned down the opportunity to have their own
$30,000 star.  Among those uninterested in seeing their good name stepped on
are George Clooney, Clint Eastwood and Julia Roberts.


 


8) Even
Lucas & Spielberg Get Turned Down


As William
Goldman says, “Nobody Knows Anything”, meaning that not a single person in
Hollywood has the faintest idea what the Next Big Thing will be.


When George
Lucas and Steven Spielberg, two of the most commercially successful directors
of all time even in 1980, proposed an old-fashioned action adventure movie in
the spirit of the Saturday matinee serials, Universal, Fox and Columbia turned
them down.  Raiders Of The Lost Ark was eventually made at Paramount,
and the rest you know.


Universal
and Columbia, in particular, must’ve been kicking themselves. Between them,
they’d managed to pass on Star Wars and E.T., each of which made
a billion dollars worldwide.


 


9) Hollywood
Turned Rehab Into A Growth Industry


Referred to
by Dennis Hopper as “the king of drugs”, cocaine was everywhere in 80s
Hollywood, sold by dealers such as “Al The Limo Man”, who used a limousine
service as a front company for his deals. 


In true 80s
fashion, the end of the decade brought a wake-up call, and executives all
around town began checking themselves into rehab.  At Columbia Pictures, the
executives actually took turns, their visits scheduled like a summer vacation.


The clinics
operated at full capacity, and their services didn’t come cheap.  Popular
choices included The Betty Ford Center ($11,400 for a 28 day stay), The
Menninger Clinic ($1300 a day) and The Hazelden Center ($13,000 for 28 days).
When polled, 93% of Americans knew what the Ford Center was.


 


10) Meet Dr
Dick – Penile Enlarger To The Stars


Known
locally as Dr Dick, Dr Melvyn Rosenstein was Southern California’s pre-eminent
practitioner of penile enlargement in the early 1990s, until he was
investigated by the California Medical Board.


One of the
doctor’s high-profile patients was Don Simpson, who underwent “girth
enhancement”, the 15-minute surgery where fat removed from the abdomen is
injected into the penis.  As is usually the case, the procedure was a disaster.


“It was very
painful,” said an associate of the producer.  “There was a lot of swelling and
fever.  In the end they had to take out whatever it was they put in there. You
can’t believe how pissed Don was.”


 
















 


10 Life Lessons Learned From
Hollywood


 


Hollywood
teaches us many worthwhile things: love is eternal, the good will triumph, and
all it takes to survive an alien invasion is a few lame zingers and a spaceship
that uses Windows 95.


Critics who
point out that Hollywood’s product has nothing to do with life as we know it,
however, couldn’t be more mistaken.  If everyone lived as though they were
appearing in a Hollywood movie, they’d be so much happier.


Think about
it: they’d have no trouble finding a window seat in a busy New York restaurant
at lunchtime, they’d live in an aircraft hangar-sized apartment regardless of
their actual income and their boss would be so enamoured of them that he’d
gladly concede to every request they made, no matter how outlandish.  Also,
they’d have no trouble parking outside any building they were visiting.


Their
friends would be kooky but wise, entertaining yet also capable of offering
practical advice at the best possible time, thus saving them from mistakes in
their personal lives.  Such advice is of course offered in bars were nobody
ever gets drunk or starts a fight, and the barman calls you by your first name.


 


1) You Don’t
Need Small Talk


During a
telephone conversation, it isn’t necessary to say hello or even introduce
yourself, just cut to the chase and the other person will know exactly what
you’re talking about.


Whether
attempting to convince the listener to sleep with you or that the zombie
apocalypse is about to commence, you’ll be successful in your quest within
sixty seconds – the amount of time it takes a British person to erm and arr
their way through an introduction.


When the
call is over, don’t bother saying goodbye, just hang up and walk away.  The
listener will appear at your door two seconds later.


 


2) You Don’t
Need Money 


Despite
having no means of support, characters who either spend their days shopping or
hanging out with friends always live in five bedroom houses with a pool in the
garden, three cars in the garage and a walk-in wardrobe full of designer
clothes. 


They think
nothing of travelling thousands of miles to meet a Mysterious Stranger With
Important Information, and when they end up in hospital after the stranger is
murdered, their health insurance is so good that it covers Being Forced Off The
Road By An Unknown Assailant.  Their car’s a write off, too, but that’s no
problem – they’ve got a brand new vehicle five minutes later.


So blasé is
their attitude towards money that they don’t even look at their wallet when
taking out a bill, they just grab one at random, hand it over, then walk away
without receiving any change.


 


3) The Bad
Guys Have The BestTechnology


Action
heroes, generally speaking, are technologically challenged.  Their idea of
high-tech is picking a lock with a paperclip, which they can do in seconds
unless they’re trapped inside a burning building with a child – then a single
kick will suffice.


Far more
advanced are the bad guys who, using a laptop in the back of a speeding car,
can steal your identity in a heartbeat.  You know these people mean business
because they use bombs with large red numbers that count down to zero.


Anyway, for
all their planning, they’ve failed to take into account one thing – the fact
that a single man can make a difference.  A bald, middle-aged man with no body
armour, no back up and a dirty vest, but a hero is a hero, right?


 


4) You Can
Always Convince A Cab Driver To Follow Someone


Hollywood is
such a friendly, easy going place that if you step into the road and shout
“Taxi!”, a cab will automatically appear, driven by a polite man of good cheer
who proves remarkably helpful and knowledgeable. 


If you’re
following a suspect, he’ll gladly accept the challenge of tailing the other
vehicle while remaining inconspicuous, and will have no trouble parking across
from your quarry’s ultimate destination.  He proves to be such a dab hand at
surveillance, in fact, that even though you’re in a car without tinted windows
in broad daylight, the other person will have no idea that you’re only a few
yards away.


Should the
need arise, he’ll even engage in a high-speed chase without prompting (note:
you may have to tip extra for the privilege).  California traffic being what it
is, he’ll probably have to mount the sidewalk to keep sight of the other car,
but it’s okay – pedestrians will gladly jump out of the way. 


 


5) Every
Small Town Has A Crazy Ralph


Played by
Walt Gorney in the first two Friday The 13th films, Crazy Ralph is
small town America’s prophet of doom, and if you see him, you should leave
immediately because his appearance foreshadows terrible events.


You see,
Ralph is all that stands between you and the masked psychopaths that lurk in
every town.  You just want to go to Camp Blood to drink beer, get stoned, and
poke the possum, and Ralph’s the only person saying it might not be such a hot
idea.


His wardrobe
and diction need serious attention, he probably frightens off more people than
he convinces and the kids always end up being brutally slaughtered anyway, but
it’s the thought that counts.


 


6) An Evil
Senator Is Usually Responsible


As though
intent on proving the central thesis of Michael Moore’s Stupid White Men,
Hollywood claims that Senators have been behind every war, catastrophe or
terrorist attack in American history.


Middle aged,
humourless and typically played by slumming character actors, these guys have
no problem funding cyber criminals (Swordfish), legalizing gambling (The
Last Boy Scout) or making life difficult for the X-Men.  When Steven Seagal
stumbled across William Sadler’s nefarious dealings, Sadler sent goons after
him, little realizing he was Hard To Kill.


Even in a
galaxy far, far away, the song remains the song.  Senator Palpatine might be
the Most Evil Character in the known universe, but he attains power via
bureaucratic delays and Trade Federation blockades, and once in office, uses
constitutional loopholes to rule long after the expiration of his term.  This
of course paves the way for his apprentice, who goes by the name Vader. 


 


7) People
With Deformities Are Evil


Films move
at such speed that information often needs to be compressed, and there is no
better visual shorthand than being able to tell who’s evil simply by looking at
them.


Generally
speaking, good-looking people don’t play villains, or if they do, they’ll play
it with buck teeth, a bad wig and facial scars, just so the audience gets it.  Failing
that, you can always cast someone with an actual disfigurement.


When
real-life burn victim Richard Lynch appears in Invasion USA, you know he’s
going to spend the whole movie trying to kill Chuck Norris, but in order for
there to be no doubt, his character is introduced killing a roomful of business
associates.  For good measure, he also throws a black woman through a window.


 


8) News
Stories Always Affect You Personally


While
driving, a character says, “I wonder what the weather will be like tomorrow?”
and switches on the radio at the exact moment that the weather forecast is
being broadcast.


Regardless
of the time of day, the simple act of switching on a radio or television will
provide the information a character requires.  A mother says, “I wonder where
the girls have gotten to?” moments before a TV news reporter informs her that
the haunted asylum her daughters spent the evening investigating was the scene
of a multiple homicide.


If radio and
the tube seem hackneyed, there’s always Google.  No matter how obscure the
information, simply entering it into the search engine is enough to receive an
answer.  Which is of course provided by the first site the character clicks on.


 


9) Ventilation
Systems Make The Best Hiding Places


Your
building has just been taken over by terrorists, and after witnessing one of
them murder a colleague, your cry of disbelief has alerted them to your
position.  There’s only one thing you can do – hide in the ventilation system.


These places
are perfect because, despite being located in high-ceilinged rooms without
stepladders, they can be accessed in seconds and the slimy foreign terrorists
aren’t smart enough to follow.  They’ll just fire a few rounds into the vent
before they’re distracted by the police.


If you’re in
a James Bond film, they’ll be so preoccupied coming up with zingers that
they’ll forget about you.  After emptying a machine gun into a vent, the
villain will say, “I had to ventilate someone” and walk away.


 


10) You Can
Always Find A Chainsaw When You Need One


Imagine:
it’s your wedding day, and at the reception, all the guests start turning into
zombies.  What to do?  According to Rec 3: Genesis, you needn’t do
anything: you’ll stumble across a chainsaw at just the right moment.


This also
applies when a Sharknado strikes, and your town or city is paralyzed by flying
CG creatures.  When the authorities prove incapable of quelling the menace,
there’s no need to panic, just look around and you’ll find a chainsaw, gassed
up and ready to use.


A chainsaw
is very useful thing to have when a shark eats your girlfriend.  Simply feed
yourself to the toothsome predator and, seconds later, you can cut yourself out
of the creature’s stomach, your significant other clutched under one arm.
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WOULD YOU RATHER


 


 


Daniel Clamp
was nursing a scotch on the rocks when two guys wandered over to the bar and
ordered mojitos, then as the barman tended to their order one of them said
wasn’t it terrible how the homeless were treated in this city, not being
allowed to beg in public.


“That’s nothing,”
his buddy said. “They’re also prohibited from sleeping in public places.  The
cops see anyone camped out in public, they fine ‘em.”


“They fine
the homeless?”


“Well,
obviously it’s not like a regular fine cos, you know, they ain’t gonna be able
to pay it. It’s more like a way of saying We don’t want you here so get the
hell out.”


Clamp
chuckled and shook his head. Liberals. He looked at the guy speaking and
said, “You know there’s laws prohibiting people sharing food with vagrants,
too, right?”


“So I hear.”


“You know
why that is?”


The guy
shook his head.


“It’s an
experiment,” Clamp said. “If you cut off a bum’s access to food, how long’s it
gonna be before he gets so hungry he’ll eat one of his buddies?”


The guy
sighed and said, “Not funny, man.”


“Wasn’t
supposed to be. What it all comes down to, you see, is Darwinism. You leave the
bums alone, eventually they’re gonna turn on each other until only the
strongest survives.”


The liberals
looked at each other and the look said Fuck this asshole. 


“Don’t believe
I caught your name,” the first one said.


“Then you’ve
been walking around with your eyes closed,” Clamp said, “because my name and
likeness are all over this city. Then there’s the stuff online.”


The guy
thought a while. Then his eyes widened with recognition and a look crossed his
face. The look said You’re that asshole off TV.


“Would
You Rather,” Clamp said. “That’s the name of the show.”


“Yeah, I
caught a few minutes once. Then I had to run into the bathroom and throw up.”


“That
must’ve been the Would You Rather Your Child Had Feminism Or Cancer segment.
All the liberals had a problem with that one.”


“Actually,
it was the sight of your face.”


“Hardy
fucking ha.”


“Come on,
calling for violence against feminists? How do you justify that?”


“I’ve never
called for violence.”


“No,” the
second guy said. “You imply it. Your followers do the rest.”


“Well,
listen to Mister Bleeding Heart over there. You know what? I’m gonna call you
Gandhi. Your buddy, he can be Franklin Roosevelt – a traitor to his class. Tell
me, Frank, if I offered you a challenge, would you accept it?”


“No,” Frank
said.


“I didn’t
think so. How about you, Gandhi?”


“Go fuck
yourself.”


“You see,
that’s why we don’t allow you people on the show. You’re dull. And if you want
to be on TV, you can’t be dull. I’ll tell you what. Since you two fine
upstanding citizens are so concerned about the plight of the homeless, why
don’t we find a bum and offer them a challenge? Something like, I don’t know, Would
You Rather Eat Dirt Or Your Best Friend?”


“The length
and breadth of your compassion,” Gandhi said, “never ceases to amaze me.”


“You shoulda
been here a few weeks ago. We shot an episode the execs usually refer to as
‘too hot for TV’.”


“What was it
called?”


“Would
You Rather Have Sex With Your Boyfriend for $50 Or Your Sister For $5000.”


Gandhi took
a deep breath and shook his head, exhaling slowly.


“I mean, the
girl we chose was trash anyway, so we already knew the answer, but she had
added impetus because she’d lost her job. Had a nice firm body on her, for
trash. Put her in a room with her sister, tell them to take their time
undressing each other and you’ve got some compelling television.”


Clamp smiled
and took a drink. The ice clinked in the glass as he set it down.


“Ever watch
sisters doing the nasty?” he said. “Sensational, especially if they look alike,
and these girls were practically twins. So you’re watching this girl touch her
doppelganger, explore her body and let her fingers slip south of the border.
Eventually her head rolls to one side, she starts panting and holy shit, it’s
like nothing you’ve ever seen.” Clamp paused. “I’m not losing you boys, am I?”


“Perish the
thought.”


“Good,
because I’ve got an idea.”


“First time
for everything, I guess.”


“You’re so
funny I’m pissing my pants.”


“Old farts
have that problem. What’s the idea?”


“We hit the
town, the three of us, we find a vagrant and we give him a challenge. See if
he’d rather starve or eat his buddy.”


Clamp found
and met Frank’s gaze, letting him know he wasn’t kidding.


When Frank
said “Okay”, he nearly fell off his stool.


“We’ll go to
Cherry Tree Lane,” Clamp said. “That’s Bum Central around here.”


“No camera
crew?”


“Just us. 
Keep it intimate, you know?”


It was
colder than a polar bear’s pecker out there, so Clamp fastened his jacket. “We
chose a good night,” he said. “Gonna be a bunch of wino popsicles on the
sidewalk tomorrow morning.”


“How about
we make this journey in silence?” Frank said.


“Deal.”


Clamp liked
Cherry Tree Lane because it led to the local church, which meant you normally
had to step over a half-dozen bums in order to worship your saviour, an irony
that would’ve been lost on most of his viewers. Tonight, though, there was a
single sleeping bag spread across the asphalt, whose resident stirred as they
approached.


A man’s head
poked out, examining each one of them in turn. When his gaze fell on Clamp, the
man blanched.


A grin
spread across Clamp’s face.


“You know
who I am, don’t you?” he said.


The man
nodded. 


“Then you
know why I’m here?”


Nod.


Clamp
laughed and clapped his hands together. “A media savvy wino!  I love it!”


“What’s the
challenge?” the guy said.


Clamp shot
Gandhi a look that said Can you believe this guy?  


“Yeah, I got
a challenge for you. A real cute one. It goes like this: Would You Rather
Eat Dirt Or Your Best Friend?”


The guy
chuckled.


“Not much of
a challenge,” he said.


“It isn’t?”


“I don’t
have to think about it,” he said.


He threw
himself at Clamp.


The bum tore
into him with surprising force, knocking him off his feet and throwing him
against the wall. As the breath exploded from Clamp’s lungs, the bum punched
him in the face and down he went.


Clamp hit
the floor, whump, and the bum started kicking him, one well-aimed blow
connecting with his balls and bending him double. Clamp’s eyes snapped shut and
as he yelled out, the bum grabbed his hair and yanked his head back.


“What’s the
matter, Daniel?” the guy said. “We’re best friends, aren’t we?”


The bum’s
mouth opened, revealing a row of stained, crooked teeth. As they descended
towards his throat, Clamp glanced upwards and saw Frank and Gandhi recording
him on their phones.


Liberals, he thought.


Then thought
no more.
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