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Introduction

Our film opens with an old farmer leading his cow into the barn for the night, where an assailant brutally stabs him to death with a pitchfork. 

Meanwhile, Jodie is a young man travelling alone in search of himself during a cross-country road trip. Stopping beside a small pond in the California countryside, he meets Melissa, a captivating young woman who invites him back to her family’s farmhouse. Melissa’s parents are not pleased to play host to a stranger, especially once senile but murderous grandmother Lucinda begins leaving her room. To his horror, Jodie soon discovers that Melissa and Lucinda are actually witchcraft-practising sisters hundreds of years old. Melissa had made a satanic pact to save Lucinda from being burned alive by angry townspeople, allowing the former to remain eternally youthful while the latter ages horribly and becomes increasingly homicidal. 

Such is the bizarre story of  The Touch of Satan (1971), a minor exploitation film distributed by Futurama International Pictures in an attempt to capitalise on the earlier success of  Rosemary’s Baby (1968). 

At first glance, this is not an instance of a film that would seem to be a likely candidate for cultural remembrance but, like many other low-budget exploitation films, it has proven remarkably resilient against the forces of obsolescence, in part because it has moved across a range of material sites – from theatrical exhibition to VHS to television to DVD – and garnered a variety of uses by fans along the way. These different material sites include not only a shift from theatrical to non-theatrical spaces but also encompass each distinct video format as well, since each can be invested with mnemonic value. Though, for example,  The Touch of Satan would have probably played at drive-in theatres and urban grind houses upon its initial release, the film’s continuing fan following today derives largely from having featured in a 1998 episode of  Mystery Science Theater 3000 (1988–99), the cult television series that features hosts offering sardonic running commentary on the perceived aesthetic shortcomings of substandard genre pictures. 
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At the same time, however, not all contemporary fans of the film necessarily want to keep its memory alive through the reductively ironic lens of mockable ‘badness’, instead tempering an awareness of the film’s datedness with a straight-faced appreciation of its relative effectiveness even today. Indeed, the overlapping, or even conflicting, sources of pleasure that fans may derive from the historical pastness of a film like  The Touch of Satan are suggested by discussion-board postings on the film’s Internet Movie Database page. One user, for example, identifies him/herself as a loyal fan of  Mystery Science Theater 3000 but also complains about the tendency for some fans merely to follow the show’s lead in finding the film an object of derision:

I love MST3K. I have most episodes on tape. But if you want to spit out heckels [ sic] 

from the show then do so on the MST3K page. Don’t waste everyone else’s time. I love the  Touch of Satan episode of MST, but I also own a VHS original copy of the actual movie  The Touch of Satan, not the edited and censored version that made it to the comedy show’s broadcast. While there are some inherent problems in the film, pacing being one of them, I actually enjoy the movie itself and have gone back to it several times. 

This fan’s claims to more faithful devotion are figured through the ability to enjoy the film (despite its faults) without a thick slathering of ironic humour, plus ownership of a more ‘complete’ version of the film on an increasingly outmoded video format. Another fan concurs with this sentiment, declaiming at length:

Thousands of young fans are wasting their time, and I’m talking about tens of thousands of hours in front of the DVD screen, watching what they have been told is disreputable entertainment, the lousier the better. It might be softcore sex films (take your pick from Column A reading Joe D’Amato and Jess Franco or Column B featuring Joe Sarno and the Something Weird brigade) or horror films (same guys plus the hundreds of no-budget videomakers and their favorite low-rent scream queens). 

But they are missing the point. We older film buffs (and I admit to plenty of mileage) were ALWAYS attracted to unusual/exotic/B movies. [. . .] [F]ilm buffs from the 

’30s through ’70s (PRE-VHS, PRE-BETA, PRE-DVD, PRE-BLU-RAY) paid our dues. We traveled to remote or disreputable cinemas to catch rare films. We sifted through miles of celluloid in search of a GREAT, UNSUNG movie, not to find the worst. [. . .] I don’t recall wasting much of my time arguing the demerits of crap or making fun of it the way Ghoulardi or other chiller theater horror hosts used to do, or parasitically making one’s own programming out of it as MST3K did.1

This second commenter suggests that a generational divide has made younger audiences not only more inclined towards ironic distance but also more passive consumers than the pre-video film connoisseur. According 
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to this logic, the sheer  quantity of hours intentionally spent watching ‘bad’ 

movies through an ironic default mode is outweighed by the  quality of interpretive labour once necessary both to track down and to find more than just unintentional humour in exploitation films. Of course, this commenter also plays down the fact that fans of D’Amato, Franco, Sarno, or Something Weird Video releases can and do interpret those films with earnest appreciation, not just ironic derision; and that, for some viewers, Mystery Science Theater 3000  could also trigger fond memories of the horror hosts who brought exploitation films to local UHF television stations during the pre-video era. As Something Weird’s founder Mike Vraney put it, ‘The older you get, the more nostalgic you get – the more you hate today. And the more you just want to revel in your youth and your parents’ youth and all this time period that came and went. [. . .] I just want to take the wayback machine and go there.’2

What these examples of fan discourse indicate, then, is the extent to which the residual value of a film like  The Touch of Satan is linked to its uneven mnemonic use by fans as a means of nostalgically recalling past times and spaces of consumption. Where one fan considers possession of the original VHS release a source of nostalgia and fan-cultural privilege, another celebrates the days before home video made once-obscure films easily available to fans who can write a cheque but are supposedly inca-pable of non-ironic appreciation. These seemingly insignificant quibbles over the  who and  how of interpretation bespeak a deeper concern with the where and  when of consumption, especially as the audiences and venues that theatrically screened these films increasingly recede into the past, making it more difficult to separate the lived places and symbolic spaces of exploitation film consumption in the home video era. Furthermore, accounting for the mnemonic desires that exploitation fans feel towards past texts and sites illuminates how culturally neglected cinematic artefacts are remembered and revalued during a period of unprecedented textual abundance and accessibility. That is, in response to industrial and technological shifts that might seem to equalise the cultural histories of specific films, fans increasingly reflect upon the  historicity of these texts as objects whose value becomes inseparable from inflection by nostalgia. 

Exploitation fandom is especially relevant in this regard because the exploitation film, as more of a broad mode or sensibility than a distinct genre in its own right, echoes the diffusion and mobility of contemporary fandom itself, having arguably become a cinematic corpus tied together by a sense of pastness. Much as James Naremore says of film noir,  exploitation cinema is a discursively constructed idea projected on to the past, which helps account for its various uses as a genre, a mode, a style, a  sensibility, 
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a set of politically convoluted viewing practices, and so on. Indeed, 

‘depending on how it is used, it can describe a dead period, a nostalgia for something that never quite existed, or perhaps even a vital tradition’.3 Yet, unlike film noir, the exploitation film has also existed as an industrial set of practices before being taken up by critics and fans with diverse reasons for identifying a given film as such. In fact, the cyclical qualities of exploitation cinema as a mode of production have proven remarkably conducive to fans’ memorialisation of these films, despite the often short-sighted economic objectives of their original producers and distributors. 

At its heart, this is a book about nostalgia as not only a common form of cultural memory (memory that transcends the individual) but, more particularly, a ‘structure of feeling’ upholding a ‘positive evaluation of the past in response to a negatively evaluated present’ which supposedly threatens sources of agency, identity, and community.4 In terms of agency, identity, and community, media fandom has often been described as a subcultural formation. There is, however, an increasing awareness among film producers and scholars alike that fans are not ‘a manifestation of a spectacular subculture’ but rather ‘fixtures of the mass cultural landscape’. This is especially true as media convergence hails all users as potential fans by spreading content across multiple platforms, and as film consumption becomes primarily centred within the home.5

This does not mean, however, that subcultural ideologies of alleged authenticity, connoisseurship and transgression cease to operate within increasingly mobile and diffuse fan cultures. Even if some fans may seldom interact in person, ‘through repeated acts of imagination’, they construct images of themselves that are ‘fundamentally caught up in nostalgia for a specific absent community’ that might seem threatened by cultural and technological shifts in consumption – despite that imagined community also potentially coming into view through technological platforms such as blogs, websites and social media.6 Different nostalgic valences – sometimes conflicting, sometimes complimentary – play out in the minds of viewers whose once-obscure media choices are revived in the marketplace in ways that seem less confined to niche fan groups than ever before. This increased accessibility spurs longing for a sense of subcultural community that  perhaps never truly existed but which persists as an object of nostalgia in itself. Consequently, nostalgia’s affective qualities mediate between  intra personal and  inter personal aspects of fan identity that are subtended by broader changes in media industries, technologies and ongoing histories of social inequality. 

Throughout this book, then, I argue that, when the material sites of film consumption change over time, nostalgia arises as a spatio-temporal 
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structure of feeling that accommodates multivalent responses to the remediation of not only past films but also the structure of fandom itself.7 For fans, a film can operate as a desirable  object of textual nostalgia in its own right as a beloved artefact, as a  vehicle for contextual nostalgia that triggers associated memories of a past time/place/audience, or as some combination thereof. In other words, nostalgia grounds the subcultural ideologies and capitals of film fandom by providing an imagined time and space in relation to which one’s fandom can be mnemonically located. Much as nostalgia allows past time periods to be envisioned like spaces that can be imaginatively inhabited, past spaces of consumption can be nostalgically linked to particular time periods and audiences (for example, the 

‘grindhouse era’). Likewise, past periods of fandom can be envisioned as a particular time and space, a sort of territory arising as a locus for nostalgia, especially when the acceleration of format transitions in the home video market allows the shape of contemporary film fandom seemingly to grow more nebulous. As a means of distorting the past, nostalgia thus mediates between individual and more collective memories of the past, potentially offering both a buffer against, and source of anxieties over, perceived (sub) cultural and technological change. And as a key technology for juxtaposing different temporalities, home video constructs and mediates these cultural memories connecting the lived places and symbolic spaces of fan consumption. In this regard, home video has inherited the longer-lived significance of  media  distributors as key players in shaping the reception of potentially marginal films. Hence, this study explores fan practices more invested in imagined territories of pastness than in the latest technological advances, allowing us to better account for how cultural memory shapes the contours and pleasures of fandom in general. 

Before proceeding, it is important to foreground the mnemonic connections between  place and  space as a means of understanding how cultural memory abstracts the loci of film consumption into what Pierre Nora calls lieux de mémoire, or material sites to which collective memory attaches and condenses, ‘invest[ing] [them] with a symbolic aura’.8 For Nora, 

‘every social group’ must ‘redefine its identity through the revitalization of its own history’, and  lieux de mémoire help serve this purpose as mnemonically charged locations for identity-building processes.9 Yet, I would argue that these  lieux  de mémoire include not only physical buildings such as theatres but also the physical video formats that allow the replaying of memories at home. Specific drive-in theatres, for example, are lived places that individual audience members can visit, with each theatre offering unique variations on the general drive-in exhibition concept. 

Yet, the spatio-temporal idea of  the drive-in theatre as an exhibition site 
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also operates more broadly as a ‘generic place’ categorised on the basis of 

‘comparable scale, social similarities, [and] institutional relationships’.10 

As my first two chapters will elaborate, nostalgia for generic places such as the drive-in theatre or the grind house remains an important factor in the self-image of contemporary fans, particularly when cues for nostalgia are encoded into the video formats that deliver remediated exploitation films into the home. 

As Cornel Sandvoss notes, ‘Places of media fandom are of such particular importance to fans . . . because they offer the rare opportunity to relocate in place a profound sense of belonging which has otherwise shifted into the textual space of media consumption’.11 With niche-interest texts so readily available today on home video and online, imagined fan communities are united more by ideologically charged ideas about privileged sites of consumption than by simply acquiring access to a specific text itself. 

This seems all the more true if the physical places where fandom most commonly occurs, such as the domestic sphere, are under a special burden to ‘accommodate the imagined symbolic content of such communities’.12 

Indeed, for Giuliana Bruno, films and their consumption sites can become lieux de mémoire since film spectatorship commodifies the audiovisual experience of imaginatively travelling through space and time. Spatial consumption becomes linked to the spaces  of   consumption, with one’s attendant experiences of subjectivity and temporality affected by changes in the film/viewer’s cultural location. Much as places can be invested with memories of spectatorship, viewers can read their own memories as inhabitable spaces that can be revisited in new contexts, unleashing a sense of desire that inflects the viewing experience over time.13

According to Sandvoss, the self becomes a performed object in fan performances of identity because fandom both ‘reflects  and constructs the self’ through the recognition of part of oneself in one’s fan object (and vice versa). Consequently, public performance of fandom is not necessary under this logic because ‘the first and foremost audience for the performance of fans is the fan him- or herself’.14 As Will Brooker argues, fans experience a sort of spiritual connection with the fan text itself, pleasur-ably reuniting with a familiar textual universe upon repeated viewings, which is not necessarily dependent on feelings of connection with an imagined, wider fan community – and may, in fact, be antithetical to it if one wants to preserve the text’s personal significance as a mnemonic trigger for other recollections. Regardless of whether or not it actually existed at one time, an imagined sense of community seems ‘now lost in nostalgic memory’, occupying the spatio-temporal realm of the past.15 

Holding and sharing particular nostalgias for select films and their means 
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of consumption thereby become a way of situating oneself within a given fandom’s imagined territory, especially through one’s degree of imagined identification with past fans. Indeed, fan cultures develop through a shared sense of pastness that is cultivated over time by embracing myths about subcultural resistance and belonging, and by becoming part of the cultural history of their chosen objects. 

To avoid unnecessary oppositions between history, memory and nostalgia, I adopt Pam Cook’s model of these terms as a continuum, with history at one end, nostalgia at the other, and memory as a bridge or transition between them. The advantage of this formulation is that it avoids the common hierarchy in which nostalgia and some ‘inauthentic’ forms of memory are relegated and devalued in order to shore up notions of history ‘proper’. Instead, it recognises that the three terms are connected: where history suppresses the element of disavowal or fantasy in its re-presentation of the past, nostalgia foregrounds those elements, and in effect lays bare the processes at the heart of remembrance.16

This model thereby allows us to account for the intertwining of ‘real’ 

historical context, appeals to nostalgia, and the overall mediation of memory in fans’ consumption practices. Indeed, as Andreas Huyssen suggests, ‘The real can be mythologized just as the mythic may engender strong reality effects’, so there can be ‘no pure space outside of commodity culture’ for evaluating a concrete distinction between history and memory. Consequently, ‘opposing serious memory to trivial memory . . . 

would only reproduce the old high/low dichotomy of modernist culture in a new guise’.17

José van Dijck’s concept of  mediated memories is my guiding principle in understanding how these memory objects can be both personal and cultural, since cultural frameworks influence what and how we remember, while our individual choices jointly influence those cultural frameworks in turn. Mediation ‘comprises not only the media tools we wield in the private sphere but also the active choices of individuals to incorporate parts of culture into their lives’. We may, for example, have ‘unconscious preferences for a particular mode of inscription’ via technologies that privilege ‘particular sensorial perceptions over others’, as is arguably true of different video formats. Overall, then, mediated memories encompass 

‘ the activities and objects we produce and appropriate by means of media technologies, for creating and re-creating a sense of past, present, and future of ourselves in relation to others’.18 Notably, these can include not only the use of technology to record one’s own memories but also the commercial acquisition of pre-recorded media artefacts invested or investible with memory. Encompassing the use of films as objects of textual nostalgia and 
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vehicles for contextual nostalgia, these performances of self-formation blur into wider forms of sociality, producing struggles over which memories should be inscribed for oneself and which should be shared with wider audiences under certain conditions.19

Sandvoss, for instance, argues that fandom involves a projection of self-identity on to the collective group that reinforces one’s spatially imagined sense of belonging by offering a sense of security and ‘emotional warmth’ – but this process ‘always involves an evaluation and categorisa-tion of others’, implying ‘a sharp division between “us” and “them” in the form of a constructed “Other” ’.20 In this sense, a fandom can continue to use visions of pastness in policing its imagined borders and building its fan-cultural competencies, despite – or, perhaps more appropriately, because of – the diffusion and mobility of texts that render shared images of the past all the more open to contestation. If our consumption choices contingently perform our senses of belonging to multiple social groups, then the more groups we occupy, the more multivalent are the nostalgias about our own and others’ prior engagements with films claimed as markers of belonging. In this respect, ‘the more “collective” the medium (that is, the larger its potential or actual audience), the less likely it is that its representation will reflect the collective memory of that audience’.21 

The remembered spaces of film consumption thus potentially become all the more important in maintaining one’s nostalgia for texts that otherwise gain wider circulation. Tensions between differently inflected nostalgias about past forms of culturally marginalised cinema consequently animate a commingling of desire for, and reluctance towards, fan-cultural belonging as niche films increasingly move from the margins to mainstream accessibility. 

Exploitation films permit an appropriate cluster of case studies in this regard, not only because of their cult reputations sustained through home video but also because the tensions between ironic distance and sincere appreciation in their contemporary reception echo the tensions generated between the perceived fragmentation and coalescence of fan-cultural memories as films are remediated across different video formats and reach broader taste publics. As suggested by the aforementioned  Touch of Satan example, an exploitation film’s contested status as a mockably ‘bad’ atrocity, an underrated gem, or some variation between can depend upon the fan’s historical distance from the text’s original spatio-temporal reception context, the technological means of presently accessing the film, and how much accumulated film-historical knowledge the fan possesses at the time of viewing. As ways of making claims to authenticity, connoisseurship and nonconformist tastes, these factors all share a common concern with 
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memories of film history’s material sites – memories that help construct affectively charged relationships to texts which have become part of one’s own personal history as a fan. Consequently, they can all factor into a fan’s feelings of (sincere) closeness to, or (ironic) distance from, the broader groups of viewers that may crystallise as home video mobilises nostalgia by allowing its objects to better move through time and space in the marketplace. 

Irony and nostalgia are often socially coded as opposed to one another but viewers do not necessarily experience these as binary positions; nor do these aspects of the reception experience cleanly map on to arbitrary distinctions between so-called ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture. As Svetlana Boym observes, some forms of nostalgia may regressively attempt to revive the past unchanged whereas others invoke a far more ironic and critical approach to past objects presently perceived as cultural ruins.22 

Accordingly, different valences of nostalgia – some more ironic or sincere than others – can contingently shift and recombine depending on the fan’s respective level of historical proximity to the text or fandom in question. 

Likewise, nostalgia is not inherently conservative, even if it has often been deployed for politically conservative purposes; rather, it can serve very different political aims depending on the user and the reception context.23 

Moving past the simple equation of nostalgia with reactionary politics broadens our focus on how appeals to pastness may be unevenly successful in targeting consumers who have their own reasons for recovering texts that have often been overlooked by conventional film histories. Even as nostalgic valences may be used as a means of gaining imagined refuge from present industrial demands and cultural shifts, these selective visions of the past are always subject to suspicion as mythic falsifications of a history which is perpetually debated in fan discourse – hence the ambivalent blend of ironic distance and retrospective longing potentially felt towards past and present periods of fandom themselves. 

Existing fan studies have too often focused on the technological advances that are quickly appropriated by fan cultures but have paid less attention to fandoms rooted in media-implanted memories of a desired distance from the contemporary moment. This is certainly not to say that exploitation fans share a Luddite sensibility but that their stance towards emergent technologies is often infused with a longing to occupy the past – even as they may nevertheless take advantage of the increased access to once-obscure texts and fellow viewers that complicate their assumed claims to exclusivity and nonconformity. Taking fuller account of cultural memory’s role in structuring both the personal and collective dimensions of fandom thus allows us to understand better how and why 
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the past is distorted by media producers/distributors and everyday users, indexing social and economic inequalities that cannot be merely reduced to ironic mockery or distanced contemplation. Likewise, while most cultural memory studies have focused on collective forms of trauma, national forgetting and public commemoration, this book focuses on more private, individualistic uses of memory objects which allow us to challenge the presumption that fan cultures possess a uniformly collective subcultural consciousness. 

Though the following chapters attempt to provide a backdrop of historical facts behind the changing material sites of exploitation films, it is more crucial to observe  how and  why media producers and fans alike distort the past for various purposes. In other words, because historically erroneous or oversimplified cultural memories may play a large role in informing subcultural ideologies, analysing the contemporary form and function of such memories is more vital than correcting their potential distortions of historical ‘truth’. After all, as Sandvoss observes, ‘facts become relative within the meta-narrative of the myth [built up around a fan text], which in turn is reflective of the fan’s values, beliefs, and image of self’.24 Personal memories and more collective forms of group memory may insulate themselves from historical criticism by dissolving memory into mythology but this dynamic is more important with forms of cultural memory that (by definition) transcend the individual in making shared claims about the past. Whereas the assemblages of formative memories held by an individual may be rather idiosyncratic, the common past shared by a social group is more likely to overlap with the broader domain of history, and thus make more hegemonic appeals to consensual interpretation – even if that consensus remains inevitably contested.25

Exploitation Cinema between History and Memory To begin exploring the selective contours of the corpus of films under consideration in this study, we should allow that a concrete definition of exploitation film would merely prove a moving target for analysis, given the term’s historically shifting connotations. As it is commonly known today, the exploitation film encompasses a mode of low-budget film-making that emphasises sensationalism, spectacle and direct appeals to the viewer’s body. Often read as such during the process of reception, it seems closer to a style or sensibility that can be recognised in a broad range of genres and subgenres, particularly when films are marked by visible signs of budgetary restriction, deliberate excess, sleaziness and apparent ‘bad taste’. It is particularly worth noting that ‘bad taste’ is often seen as a symptom of 
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budgetary impoverishment, since higher-budgeted or more prestigious productions are perhaps less likely to be accused of pandering to ‘lower’ 

tastes. That is, exploitation films tend to ‘offend not only because they show grisly violence, but also because in their grainy, low-lighting shaky-cam amateurism they transgress notions of filmic decorum as they do so’.26

Yet, despite the auteurist emphasis often placed by critics and fans upon the romanticised role of low-budget film-makers, this book finds the role of  distributors key to understanding the propagation of exploitation cinema, because distributors often suggested and assembled lurid publicity materials, strategised where and how to exhibit films, retitled or recut prints for different regions and periods and, in later years, licensed these films for home video release. Then, as now, garish advertising and ballyhoo are longstanding trademarks of the exploitation film, so much of a film’s initial and continued framing as ‘exploitation’ derives from its paratexts, including trailers, posters, lobby displays, newspaper advertisements and so on. 

Eric Schaefer describes classical exploitation films as a distinct category and market of independently produced and distributed films that formed by the 1920s, paralleling the rise and fall of classical Hollywood’s studio era by offering lurid sights and subject matter forbidden under the Production Code. Barred from playing in studio-affiliated theatres, classical exploitation films, such as  Marihuana (1936),  Mom and Dad (1945) and  Because of Eve (1948), were more likely to be screened to adults-only audiences at independently owned theatres. Though they may have been made to capitalise quickly on timely social problems, such as drug abuse or vice scandals, the films often played for many years on the American exploitation circuit, even over a decade after their initial release as they circulated through travelling roadshows and the states’ rights market. 

For Schaefer, the Hollywood film industry tried to construct its public image in opposition to the disreputability of exploitation films, while exploitation film-makers accepted their otherly social position as a mark of pride and distinction.27

As the studio system crumbled during the 1950s, films addressing once-taboo subject matter could be made and shown much more openly, heralding the end of market demand for classical exploitation films. Schaefer notes that the far more diverse range of later films dubbed ‘exploitation’, such as titles from mainstays like American International Pictures (AIP), may have relied heavily on hyperbolic publicity and gimmickry but were typically more technically polished than classical exploitation films had been, and were more directly targeted at teen/youth viewers.28 

These post-classical films generally turned to exploitation techniques 
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to overcome their low budgets, lack of star power, and uncertain viewer demographics. Imitating the formulas of successful major-studio genre films while spicing up their substandard offerings with juicier titles and promotional imagery became key components of exploitation film-making ever since. With the titles and posters for exploitation films often developed long before scripts, these films were effectively low-budget, ‘high-concept’ productions that developed into cycles by formulaically imitating the most sensational (para)textual aspects of major-studio successes.29 

Yet, independents also sometimes initiated cycles that were subsequently picked up by the major studios, as with the science fiction films  Rocketship X-M (1950) and  Destination Moon (1950), so major-studio influence was not a one-way street.30 Indeed, the post-1950s era saw many different industries embracing how

the counterculture seemed to be preparing young people to rebel against whatever they had patronized before and to view the cycles of the new without the suspicion of earlier eras. Its simultaneous craving for authenticity and suspicion of tradition seemed to make the counterculture an ideal vehicle for a vast sea-change in American consuming habits, 

eschewing the thriftiness and brand loyalty of older, ‘conformist’ parent generations in favour of the contingently ‘hip’ products connoting 

‘rebellion’.31

A series of changes during the 1970s and 1980s dramatically altered the American marketplace for exploitation cinema. Taking inspiration from independent successes such as  Billy Jack (1971), Hollywood’s increasing adoption of exploitation subject matter and marketing/distribution strategies for big-budget spectaculars such as  Jaws (1975) eventually squeezed many independent exploitation companies out of the market.32 Higher production values became the new norm for sensational genre material while less reputable exhibition sites (drive-ins, subsequent-run theatres) became targeted by the majors’ newfound penchant for saturation booking and advertising. As Roger Corman recalls, ‘when the majors saw they could have enormous commercial success with  big-budget exploitation films, they gave them loftier terms – “genre” films or “high concept” 

films’.33

One of the most crucial changes during this period was the rise of home video, which may have had a negative impact on the long-standing theatrical venues for exploitation films but succeeded in tangibly placing decades’ worth of low-budget genre pictures at audiences’ fingertips for the first time. Though celluloid copies of theatrically released films had been available as 8 mm prints for home film collectors for years, the easier 
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duplicability and circulation of films on analogue video formats made far more titles distributable on VHS, relegating 8 mm collecting to greater obsolescence. Some exploitation distributors initially benefited from releasing both older and newer titles on VHS (introduced in 1976) but many were eventually driven out by the home video market’s consolida-tion in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Nevertheless, the sudden ability to choose from a wide range of exploitation titles, and to apply a variety of reading strategies to them over subsequent re-viewings, encouraged the growth of fan cultures that became fresh markets for the films as cult objects. Ironically, many of these films became patronisingly labelled ‘trash cinema’ at the very time they were being not only economically revalued for the first time in years but also becoming incorporated into the lived spaces of fan identity at home. Whether circulating bootlegs of hard-to-find titles or buying official releases as video sell-through prices dropped during the 1990s, these fan cultures took up the mantle of researching, archiving and assigning value to a wide swathe of cinema history that had been overlooked or deliberately ignored by film historians, high-minded critics and various arbiters of cultural taste. 

Cultism and Subcultural Capital

Sarah Thornton convincingly argues that subcultures do not form organi-cally but, rather, develop through fans’ relation to media industries from the start. The fanzines which sprang up around home video, for example, tended to be infused with nostalgia for past points in subcultural history, such as times with different censorship restrictions or times when exploitation films were exhibited in theatres. Some of these publications even supported themselves by offering mail-order sales of the very VHS 

bootlegs that helped construct their readership. Yet, Thornton argues that supposed distinctions between subcultures and the nebulously imagined 

‘mainstream’ that they define themselves against routinely blur. Even if the shape of a given subculture does not conform to its ideal self-image as an ‘underground’ cultural formation, certain hip ideologies and competencies ( subcultural capital) remain relevant to the policing of imagined subcultural boundaries. This even occurs at the risk of reproducing wider social inequalities (such as gender-based exclusions) that uphold dominant ideological values.34 Thus, even if fans may continue to latch on to subcultural ideologies to (erroneously) imagine their social position as special or unique, it is impossible to pinpoint subcultures themselves as internally coherent or ideologically resistant entities. 

A central subcultural ideology expounded by exploitation fans 
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celebrates these films as the ‘authentic’ product of rebels working outside, or on the margins of, the Hollywood industry, combating budgetary impoverishment with shocking, inventive or boundary-pushing attempts to thrill audiences with depictions of sex and violence that violated the tastes of bourgeois, conformist society. Whether heralded as glorious failures or hailed for making more money than their Hollywood-spawned kin, exploitation films play into a thoroughly romantic mythology of excess, hedonism and transgression that has since been mapped on to the broader notion of the ‘independent film’ as well. One fan, for example, describes the 1970s exploitation world as ‘something renegade, outlaw. The beginning of a new cinema where anyone could do it for any reason at all. A cinema that would spiral away into the current day and age of modern digital video and computerized editing.’35 Still, even as he laments digital shifts in film production, the changing shape of post-1970s film distribution had more to do with exploitation cinema’s own shifting sense of time and space as it entered the home as collectible, replayable video objects. 

Within academic considerations of exploitation cinema, these subcultural ideologies have been most notably raised through Jeffrey Sconce’s influential concept of ‘paracinema’ which he associates with the fan-cultural practices of trading and selling exploitation films on home video in the 1980s and 1990s. For Sconce, the ‘so bad it’s good’ reading strategy, which privileges wild moments of excess, continuity errors, and other symptoms of film-making desperation, can be raised to the level of political critique by ironically celebrating the aesthetically ‘worst’ films as masterpieces of the medium. Exploitation cinema’s tendency towards unintentional textual disruptions which expose the profilmic means of production allows viewers to champion these films as a ‘counter-cinematic’ practice on a par with the work of more celebrated avant-gardists. A paracinematic reading strategy thus allows one to resist the reified canons of legitimate film culture by asserting one’s ‘bad taste’ as a valid rival to the 

‘good tastes’ of film aesthetes.36

Yet, I would argue that Sconce’s (over)emphasis on the ‘badness’ of some exploitation films plays down more traditional viewing pleasures that uneasily coexist with the profound negativity of paracinematic reading strategies. In my estimation, scholars have too often overextended Sconce’s argument by neglecting that paracinema as a  reading strategy does not always dominate the corpus of films upon which such readings focus.37 

Indeed, it has been far more common to find subsequent scholars quoting Sconce’s laundry list of films that might be clumped under the umbrella of 

‘paracinema’ than heeding his all-important caveat that the term describes 

[image: Image 2]
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Figure I.1  Modelling reductive reception:  The Touch of Satan (1971) receives plenty of historically chauvinistic mockery in a 1998 episode of  Mystery Science Theater 3000 

(1988–99). (Source: DVD.)

‘less a distinct group of films than a particular reading protocol’ that the films’ textual traits certainly cannot guarantee. Hence, as undeniably useful as Sconce’s concept is, it offers only partial explanation for the fan appeal of these films. By his own admission, Sconce’s paracinephile is much like the commentator–hosts of  Mystery Science Theater 3000, actively seeking textual sources of unintentional humour wherever they can be found (Figure I.1).38 Yet, as the aforementioned  Touch of Satan example indicates, there are many fans for whom paracinematic irony may not be the preferred mode of exploitation film consumption. There are, after all, many exploitation films that are least competently made within their respective budgetary constraints, and many are not just critically championed by fans as inverted ‘great works’. 

Alternatively, I find it more common for fans to view exploitation cinema with a degree of paracinematic irony that recognises the datedness of a film’s sensational appeals and the technical/artistic limitations placed upon the production but without those elements necessarily overwhelming more moderated reading strategies that attempt to take the film on its own terms. One film might encourage a different array of reading strategies than another, some veering more strongly towards irony or earnestness. 

While more casual observers might primarily mock the cheap film-making of an early Roger Corman creature feature or the over-the-top excesses of a Harry Novak sexploitation production, devoted fans are more likely to use their accumulated knowledge to contextualise these films within 
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production trends, censorship histories and the publicity strategies of their respective eras. A fan-scholar’s DVD review of  Malibu High (1979), for example, notes that ‘[t]he script jumps all over the place, the photogra-phy is dark and amateurish, and the dialogue provides plenty of [unintentional] belly laughs’ – but he also describes Crown International Pictures’ 

‘everything but the kitchen sink’ approach to making successful drive-in fodder, the film’s ‘surprising social commentary on the American class system’, and its ‘cheap thrills and anything-goes attitude that continue to entertain and enthral viewers bored with the mainstream’.39

Nostalgia’s dialectical relationship between a celebrated past and devalued present permits a tension between the presentism of our historical distance from films that may seem quaint, primitive or silly in their exploitative appeals, and a more serious retrospective appreciation when these films seem successfully to transcend their historical context by still working their sleazy or sensational magic even today. This is not unlike how more traditional cinephiles commonly recognise the artistry of studio-era Hollywood films in ways that contemporary viewers with less cultural capital may not appreciate. In this sense, I find that the under-graduate film student who sees unintentional humour in the datedness of an established Hollywood ‘classic’ from the 1930s is little different from the scholar who recognises but does little to move beyond the exploitation film’s perceived ‘to-be-laughed-at-ness’. The ramshackle exploitation text may comparatively exhibit more obvious deficiencies from a contemporary aesthetic or political standpoint but, for viewers with a lack of knowledge about such films (and, at worst, an unwillingness to learn), this is less a difference in kind than in degree. 

Often treating the terms  cult and  subculture as synonymous, academic attention to exploitation cinema has also resonated with the study of cult films, which are generally associated with select but devoted groups of fans who engage in repeated screenings, ritualistic viewing behaviours and specific reading strategies. Yet, in our contemporary media landscape, most fan practices are not visible subcultural behaviours but situational (though not casual) affective affinities with a range of cinematic texts.40 

Sconce suggests that ‘cult cinema’ belonged to the historical period of 1970s midnight movies when repeated ‘access to certain films remained somewhat limited’ to niche theatrical exhibition whereas, today, the term is commonly associated with the connoisseurship of exploitation films readily available on DVD, ‘providing a few extra inches of critical distance that help better protect said cultist from the implications of simply enjoying exploitation for what it is –  obsolescent sex and violence’.41 He thus nostalgically positions ‘true’ cult fandom in past times and places while 
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arguing that today’s ‘cult’ has been emptied of meaning as a marketing label applied to all manner of media texts with fan followings. 

Yet, Thomas Elsaesser views labels like ‘cult film’ as a way of ‘coping with the sudden distance  and   proximity in the face of a constantly re-encountered past’ made possible by the huge number of titles available on DVD (introduced in 1997).42 Similarly, Elena Gorfinkel argues that 

‘[c]ultism may have been more attuned to and defined by the shift to video than cinephilia, which still sustained the prestige of the art cinema and international festival circuit to anchor it in specific locations and to the primacy of theatrical exhibition’. The cultist and the cinephile who similarly search for fleeting, fragmentary moments of excess and profilmic revelation may have begun to blur during the midnight-movie era but have since become increasingly indistinguishable in the home video era, with cultism operating as a historical subcategory of cinephilia when films can be endlessly replayed.43 Like the nostalgic idea of coherent or visible subcultural sociality, then, ‘cult’ shares with ‘exploitation’ a certain association with culturally outmoded practices and dynamics that may nevertheless remain important to a fan’s self-image, despite the latter-day easy accessibility of texts that are no longer restricted to the niche audiences who have increasingly become foci for contemporary fans’ 

nostalgia. 

Many of fandom’s  intra personal    pleasures hinge upon personal or cultural memories of times and spaces of past consumption while others centre upon  inter personal dynamics that generally arise over competitive investments in one’s perceived level of ‘authenticity’ or connoisseurship as a fan. This also reflects some viewers’ ambivalence over self-application of the term ‘fan’, suggesting different degrees of performing a fan identity, which do not always correlate with different levels of intensity or involvement with media texts. After all, one’s investment in a media text need not take the form of stereotypically ‘fannish’ behaviour but may be no less powerful even if it remains largely private and invisible. Matt Hills, for example, posits a continuum between  actual subcultural capital, which circulates through fan cultures in the form of active participation directly recognised by other fans (for example, convention attendance or online discussion), and  potential subcultural capital which does not circulate beyond the lone viewer or close friends/family. Neither fan performance is more ‘authentic’ than another but each side of the continuum simply activates subcultural capital in different ways.44 Because one’s tastes cannot be completely divorced from one’s sociality, however, even our most seemingly idiosyncratic consumption choices remain fluid and shifting openings to wider social groups. A simple web search, for 
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example, will yield dozens of online retailers specialising in exploitation films, many of which would have previously been accessible only through mail-order catalogues, advertisements in specialist fan magazines, booths at fan conventions, and other venues accessible by viewers ‘in the know’. 

Individualism is thus tempered by the fact that today’s viewer of even the most obscure texts can potentially locate fellow fans online, perpetually situating even wildly distinctive tastes in relation to a wider community, regardless of whether one actualises this potential subcultural capital by interacting with other fans. 

Rooted in both individual and shared tastes and pleasures, the interpretive field provided by cultural memory mediates between the singular fan and the open, unstable groups that he/she situationally occupies. 

That is, the structures of feeling provided by cultural memory, including nostalgia, motivate  intra personal performances of fandom by serving as partial justification for tastes set against the backdrop of  inter personal sociality. Furthermore, the continued circulation of marginal texts can also confer a valuable sense of pastness upon the very fan audiences who continue to support films that have been otherwise forgotten or minimised in traditional media histories. The films’ ongoing consumption generates nostalgic myths about a sense of community that ‘perhaps never really existed’ within these ephemeral social groups but which ‘nevertheless create a state of mind that . . . seems called upon to last’.45 The pleasures of fan identity thus hinge upon not only one’s own formative memories of media consumption but also one’s degree of access to the affective affinities of other viewers actively recalling these texts. 

But, even as these myths provide a shared mnemonic territory for fans, communal consensus remains elusive because subcultural capital is still primarily actualised and negotiated on an individual basis. The symbolic territory represented by any given fandom is perhaps less about an authentic nostalgia for community than about the individual fan’s need to manage competing interpretations that could diminish his/her claims to subcultural capital. Though ‘[t]he interpretation of the cult text in the future is made to appear as the extension of a supposedly consensual and objective view of the past’,46 interpersonal antagonisms perpetually threaten to fragment fan cultures when cultural memory provides links to the participation and interpretation of others beyond the self. Nostalgically positioning oneself in relation to past audiences who encountered the same films earlier in their reception tails (by, for example, privileging older theatrical or residual video modes of circulation) allows contemporary fans to imagine themselves connected across time to supposedly more ‘authentic’ 

and sincerely affected audiences than the more casual viewers who might 
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encounter these films on mass-produced DVD editions. Fan cultures may thereby demand enough investment in subcultural capital to make social use of the past but the past’s increased commodification, via remediation on to commercially accessible home video formats, can threaten the supposed exclusivity of existing fan-cultural participants. 

Mediated Memories and Home Video

Much as lurid paratexts can frame a film’s status as part of the exploitation tradition, technologically embedded frames of meaning have arguably become more significant in influencing how films are remembered when encountered away from special sites (such as certain types of theatres, specific video-store shelves, and so on) and, thus, how they can potentially appeal to various market segments – including those beyond long-time fan communities. If shared consensus about the meanings of a technology can fragment and open up when social groups themselves shift and open up,47 then digital video formats’ increased garnering of access to niche texts might be productive of new meanings that both threaten the stability of fan cultures but also force them to rework themselves to accommodate potential new members. Though fans may feel threatened by the ostensible ‘mainstreaming’ of their memory objects via widely available formats, memory has  always seemed to be under threat because technologies of memory are always changing.48

Andreas Huyssen suggests that the explosion of information technologies has made memory objects more available to us than ever before; yet, 

‘many of the mass-marketed memories we consume are “imagined memories” to begin with, and thus more easily forgotten than lived memories’. 

Consequently, ‘the more we are asked to remember in the wake of the information explosion and the marketing of memory, the more we seem to be in danger of forgetting and the stronger the need to forget’.49 When exploitation film fans today recall the urban grind house as a nascent site of ‘rebellious’ subcultural tastes, for example, the latterly mass-marketed memory of this distinctive exhibition context is more probably rooted in retrospective fantasies than in fans’ personal experiences of such bygone sites. Rather than seeing the nostalgias described in this book as, say, symptoms of cultural crisis over changing mores,50 they are more likely to be symptoms of technological changes in degrees of textual access. 

Though technological transition may unsettle  how we remember,  what is remembered will nevertheless tend to be films that could remain potentially profitable when marketed to a new generation of viewers via a new generation of media formats. Hence, fans affectively invest in texts that 
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allow them to recall past times and places of media consumption (even if not personally experienced), potentially sharing these experiences with other fans who might have similar memories – particularly if wider society does not share this remembrance of film history’s overlooked sites and artefacts. The nostalgia that exploitation fans often have for outdated exhibition contexts or marketing tactics may thus be a sort of ‘imagined’ or 

‘implanted’ memory of a time and place not personally lived through, but we should not assume outright that nostalgic discourses merely dupe fans into being unable to see through a capitalist ruse, because this assumption would play into the same all-too-familiar taste hierarchies that associate 

‘passive’ and ‘unthinking’ audiences with the cultural dregs. After all, ‘If nostalgia appears as the antithesis of enlightenment, the low status it often receives amongst contemporary theorists and critics is in its own right a paradoxical instance of nostalgia’ for a supposedly less mediated past.51 As this book will demonstrate, fans may have rather ambivalent responses to the marketing of nostalgia so, even as remediation may selectively stabilise cultural memories in some ways, not all appeals to pastness will be effective with all viewers. 

Indeed, home video is a replayable technology of memory that has proven particularly generative for what Lucas Hilderbrand calls ‘a shift in collecting practices from seeking out various forms of  objects  related to the production or promotion of a film to collecting  the film itself’ .  Video objects become not only a way in which media history is kept in circulation indefinitely but also a means for people to save or seek out memories that shaped them.52 Barbara Klinger similarly observes that possessing a film on video allows the viewer to commingle his/her personal history with that of the text itself while encouraging successive viewings that make ‘the personal flashback a primary feature of reception’, especially when triggered within the private space of the home.53 The word ‘nostalgia’, after all, etymologically means a painful desire to return home – often to some more ‘authentic’ experience from a historical past  felt as if overlapping with one’s lived past (regardless of whether this overlap truly existed or is an ‘implanted’ nostalgia). In this sense, ‘the trace of all those readings remains as a sedimentation in which the layers of past engagement inflect every new one, comparing, assessing, remembering, quoting’.54

This sedimentation of memories associated with the fan’s repeated viewings of the mediated memory object is linked to the sedimentation of such objects in the marketplace. Video produced ‘a wholesale collapsing of horror and exploitation production history’ since films from many different historical periods and cultural contexts suddenly appeared on store shelves within the span of a few years.55 Will Straw identifies the 
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video store as a force slowing the cultural obsolescence of older film titles by allowing texts to accumulate spatially, instead of being replaced temporally, thus allowing people to navigate through these artefacts in idiosyncratic ways. Historical chronologies are muddied as viewers can follow intertextual links back and forth across older and newer films of all types.56 Attempting to differentiate themselves from other viewers, fan cultures often carry out shared lines of unconventional travel through these dense mazes of video spatiality. As one fan recalls, ‘You drifted, in the aisles, picking at boxes, scoping, digging bins, trying to keep track, agog at incongruous juxtapositions. You could be dithered by the box auras[;] your taste in movies – your filtration and rationality – were now victims of the postmodern clusterfuck.’57 Furthermore, the very pastness of technologies such as VHS can be romanticised to help justify a romanticised view of fan cultures themselves. As such, moments of format transition are particularly productive of mediated memories because the coexistence and co-influence of emergent and residual media encourage us to alter our personal and cultural mnemonic processes.58 Therefore, fans often retain format-specific memories of media consumption (such as a fetishisation of image grain and artefacting) that remain in tension with the nostalgias officially encoded into emergent formats by media producers and distributors – as seen, for example, in the retro-styled exploitation pastiches explored in my final chapters. 

From DVD’s inclusion of trailers and advertisements from across a film’s reception tail to the Internet’s annotated display of retro-coded goods for sale, a sense of loss has become commodified during a  historical period paradoxically filled with textual (over)abundance. Klinger, for instance, notes that DVD reissues of older films invite the viewer to nostalgically re-experience history through bonus features and special packaging that allow one seemingly to gain some small measure of access to the films’ own textual pasts – albeit through digital technologies ‘modernising’ 

the films’ appeal to contemporary audiences.59 As a means of imagining past times and spaces, such appeals to nostalgia reassert the semblance of historical distance as an attempt to assuage anxieties over cultural or technological change, ‘help[ing] to constitute the uncommon, sought-after media object, [and] suggesting that the collector’s trade has found a way to construct the categories of authenticity and rarity for mass-produced film artifacts’.60 Yet, media technologies can only ever be unevenly successful in implanting certain memories, engendering continuing conflicts between the past-as-past and the past-preserved-as-present. After all, these modernised (‘complete, uncut, restored’) editions of historic films often displace the older textual iterations that may fondly linger in one’s 
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memory but increasingly become lost chunks of film history, complicating one’s imagined connection to past audiences. 

Futhermore, the rise of emergent video technologies over the past two decades has accelerated the turnover rate of older formats, compressing the temporal delay through which past delivery systems are nostalgised. These format transitions have thereby created a more acute tension between, on the one hand, the push towards personal/group fragmentation as access to niche texts becomes more open through remediation, rendering fandom inevitably open and unstable; and, on the other, the nostalgic desire for subcultural coalescence imagined to exist somewhere in the past. Cultural memory’s resulting importance arises as a means of not only maintaining potential and actual subcultural capital through the accumulation of past knowledge and experience but also inspiring the affective pleasures of engaging with outmoded texts as a meaningful part of one’s self-image. 

From desiring the text itself to desiring remembered experiences associated with the text, these pleasures are manifest in the retrospective celebration of exploitation cinema’s past material sites of consumption – and, by extension, the past fans who inhabited the lived places and symbolic spaces that share mnemonic echoes in the present. Yet, the very name ‘exploitation’ additionally suggests that the films under consideration here reflect a range of social and technological inequalities that nostalgia’s dialectical friction between past and present can invoke but not necessarily resolve, raising the political implications of living in our own time and space. 

As a scholar-fan of exploitation films, this book reflects a certain unavoidable degree of nostalgia on my own part, because I do not assume to speak from a wholly rational, academic remove from my objects of study. 

When writing about the early years of VHS rental, for instance, how can I not flash back to my own childhood memories of wandering through video store aisles and sneaking into the horror section to peruse the lurid box art with imagination aflame? Thus, despite the discomfort I have often felt when peripherally engaged in struggles for subcultural capital, and my consequent feelings of distance from traditionally ‘subcultural’ fan practices, this remains a personal project in many ways. It would be naive to assume, for example, that presenting my own work to a public readership is not, in some small way, motivated as an intervention into wider bids for subcultural capital. 

To avoid the shortcomings of an approach rooted exclusively in critical readings, historical reception study, or cultural theory, I mobilise those lenses in methodologically impure ways befitting the conflicted fan responses to widely circulating memory objects. Some of the following chapters are weighted more towards one critical lens than another – but, like 
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the valences of nostalgia itself, these approaches need not be seen as contradictory or mutually exclusive. Likewise, much as exploitation cinema’s development is a non-linear process building from memories of prior cycles, these chapters are not arranged as a historical chronology; instead, they offer multiple ways to approach nostalgia’s importance in film consumption. As a means of exploring how the past is used or distorted by nostalgia, each chapter briefly engages with the industrial or cultural history behind the material sites of exploitation film consumption, and then moves into analysis of the juxtaposed temporalities offered by home video. Setting historical data against theories about memory and fandom shows how individuals and communities can alternately frame nostalgia as the desired recollection of a more ‘authentic’ past but also as a threatening mystification of history. If my own experiences as a fan animate my initial approach to the case studies under consideration here, then historical data and discourse analysis allow such observations to be grounded in wider patterns of market demand and fan reception. Discursive data also temper the generalising claims offered by critical theories about fandom, taste and cultural memory, preventing the theorist’s individual experiences from becoming reified as universal. 

Across this study, markets and fans often frame the tastes and values associated with one’s degree of access to exploitation films in classed and gendered ways. Class disparities loom in the background of my first two chapters, reflecting the question of who has the ability to materially access these films as they shift sites over the decades; while gender inequalities increasingly come into play in subsequent chapters, especially when masculine fantasies of exploitation film consumption are complicated by home video’s transition towards the broader demographics and feminine connotations of domestic viewership. The final two chapters also move further afield by focusing on the development of contemporary films that nostalgically simulate the look and feel of archival exploitation texts. 

In Chapter 1, I explore the drive-in theatre as a  lieu de mémoire that has become increasingly obsolete as a lived place, yet persists as a symbolic space invested with multiple class-inflected nostalgias. Exploring the historical mobility and diffusion of drive-in theatres and their patrons provides an explanatory lens for the shift from theatrical to non-theatrical exhibition of exploitation films, even as the populist appeal of both exhibition site and screened content potentially conflict with present-day fans’ 

claims to subcultural capital. Examining populism’s central but paradoxical role in exploitation fandom, I demonstrate how fans and media distributors alike can mnemonically abstract a generic place such as the drive-in theatre, with contested control over access still echoing historical class inequalities. 
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In similarly tracing the discursive history of a specific locale that has attained mythic proportions in the remembrance of exploitation cinema, Chapter 2 argues that the term ‘grindhouse’ has transitioned from a specific exhibition context, to a generic label synonymous with exploitation cinema, to a transmedia concept, owing to a tendency for non-normative exhibition sites to be coded generically to normalise Hollywood films and exhibition practices. Specific urban spaces, such as New York City’s 42nd Street at Times Square, may be symbolic sites of unfulfilled cinephiliac fantasies among exploitation fans – yet the flexibility of ‘grindhouse’ as a commodity across different media formats illustrates how nostalgia for an exhibition site can spawn deeply ambivalent responses when revived for easy consumption through the economic forces that have similarly refashioned areas like Times Square itself. 

Accompanying the remediation of archival exploitation films on home video, the historical weight of the past upon more recent films has increased as cultural memories of the grind house have come home. Accordingly, Chapter 3 looks at a recent cycle of nostalgia-driven, retro-styled exploitation (or ‘retrosploitation’) films which internalise the coexistence of irony and sincerity found in the fan reception of archival exploitation texts. It can be difficult, however, to discern these latter-day pastiches’ evaluative tone towards their historical referents. Consequently, fans express diver-gent reactions when these creative rewritings of exploitation film history seem not only too closely associated with the ‘feminised’ domestic sphere but also subject to the wider film industry’s recent and ongoing blurring of lines between direct-to-video and theatrically released films. 

If Chapters 2 and 3 describe fans’ ambivalent reactions towards exploitation cinema’s retro-stylised revival, Chapter 4 focuses squarely on the political implications of this ambivalence. While some viewers excuse the anachronistic political incorrectness of retrosploitation films as an escape from contemporary attitudes, others maintain their fan-cultural connoisseurship by remaining critically attuned to the political work that these ostensibly regressive films do. Much as exploitation cinema has today reached broader audiences than the straight white men who were often its original intended viewers, the selective use of particular genres and cycles as retrosploitation’s historical referents demonstrates both opportunities and limitations in using the cinematic past as raw material for addressing contemporary political concerns that extend beyond the traditional interests of socially dominant demographics. 

Overall, then, this book addresses the affective and social importance of cultural memory in structuring contemporary film fandom. None of us is immune to the forces of cultural memory but there are, perhaps, those 
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of us who choose to live with tastes more attuned to the outdated and nostalgic, feeling themselves out of step with the present day even as they make use of contemporary video technologies to keep one foot planted in the past. Highlighting the reciprocal influences between remembered times and spaces of consumption thus allows us better to account for the territorial skirmishes in which fans may engage as new material formats come and go. This study does not make sweeping predictions about the continuing place of exploitation films as their reception tails grow ever longer but it does argue for the need to understand how culture industries are increasingly mining obscure corners of film history for ‘new’ products to market as commodified objects of nostalgia. As older filmic styles are reworked for contemporary consumption, we at least find fans envisioning the times and spaces of their own futures through residual and emergent lenses of the past, intervening in the work of cultural memory to negotiate the terms of their own potential exploitation. 

Notes

1.  Comments from the discussion thread ‘These boards are a joke’,  The Touch of Satan (1971) IMDb boards, The Internet Movie Database, http://

www.imdb.com/title/tt0066476/board/nest/98243500 (accessed 22 March 2012). 

2. Mike Vraney, interviewed in BigPoppaOnline,  Third Eye Cinema podcast, 6 May 2012, http://www.blogtalkradio.com/bigpoppaonline/2012/05/06/

third-eye-cinema-5612-with-mike-vraney (accessed 12 February 2014). 

3. James Naremore,  More Than Night: Film Noir in its Contexts (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008), p. 39. 

4.  Stuart Tannock, ‘Nostalgia Critique’,  Cultural Studies  9, no. 3 (1995): 454, 456. 

5. Barbara Klinger,  Beyond the Multiplex: Cinema, New Technologies, and the Home (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), p. 13 (quoted); and Henry Jenkins,  Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide (New York: New York University Press, 2006). 

6.  Rick Altman,  Film/Genre (London: British Film Institute, 1999), p. 161. 

7.  On the reciprocally repurposed influences between older and newer media, see Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin,  Remediation: Understanding New Media (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2000). 

8. Pierre Nora, ‘Between Memory and History:  Les Lieux de Mémoire’, Representations, no. 26 (1989): 19, 22, 24. 

9.  Ibid., pp. 15–16. 

10. Anna McCarthy,  Ambient Television: Visual Culture and Public Space (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2001), p. 19. 

11.  Cornel Sandvoss,  Fans: The Mirror of Consumption (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2005), p. 64. 

26 

grindhouse nostalgia

12.  Ibid., pp. 54, 58. 

13. Giuliana Bruno,  Atlas of Emotion: Journeys in Art, Architecture, and Film (New York: Verso, 2002), pp. 45, 62, 66, 223, 352–3. 

14. Sandvoss,  Fans, pp. 48, 97–8. 

15. Will Brooker, ‘A Sort of Homecoming: Fan Viewing and Symbolic Pilgrimage’, in  Fandom: Identities and Communities in a Mediated World, eds Jonathan Gray, Cornel Sandvoss and C. Lee Harrington (New York: New York University Press, 2007), pp. 158–60. Quote at p. 158. 

16.  Pam Cook,  Screening the Past: Memory and Nostalgia in Cinema (London: Routledge, 2005), pp. 3–4. 

17.  Andreas Huyssen, ‘Present Pasts: Media, Politics, Amnesia’,  Public Culture 12, no. 1 (2000): 26, 29. 

18.  José van Dijck,  Mediated Memories in the Digital Age (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2007), pp. 7, 12–14, 19–21, 23 (original italics). 

19.  Ibid., pp. 12–13, 24–5. 

20. Sandvoss,  Fans, pp. 64–5. 

21.  Wulf Kansteiner, ‘Finding Meaning in Memory: A Methodological Critique of Collective Memory Studies’,  History and Theory 41, no. 2 (2002): 193. 

22.  Svetlana Boym,  The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), pp. 

41, 49. 

23.  Tannock, ‘Nostalgia Critique’, pp. 455–6. 

24. Sandvoss,  Fans, p. 135. 

25.  Ross Poole, ‘Memory, History, and the Claims of the Past’,  Memory Studies 1, no. 2 (2008): 158. 

26. Stephen Thrower,  Nightmare USA: The Untold Story of the Exploitation Independents (Godalming: FAB Press, 2007), p. 27. Also see Joan Hawkins, Cutting Edge: Art-Horror and the Horrific Avant-Garde (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), p. 195. 

27. Eric Schaefer, ‘ Bold! Daring! Shocking! True!’ A History of Exploitation Films, 1919–1959 (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1999), pp. 2–6, 39, 96–105, 156. 

28.  Ibid., pp. 327–37, 340. 

29. Thomas Doherty,  Teenagers and Teenpics: The Juvenilization of American Movies in the 1950s (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2002), pp. 30, 57, 62, 127. On ‘high-concept’ film-making, see Justin Wyatt,  High Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywood (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1994), pp. 1–22. 

30.  Blair Davis,   The Battle for the Bs: 1950s Hollywood and the Rebirth of Low-Budget Cinema (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2012), pp. 

28–32, 85–6. 

31.  Thomas Frank,  The Conquest of Cool: Business Culture, Counterculture, and the Rise of Hip Consumerism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), pp. 

27–8, 122. Quote at pp. 27–8. 

 

introduction 27

32. See Justin Wyatt, ‘From Roadshowing to Saturation Release: Majors, Independents, and Marketing/Distribution Innovations’, in  The New American Cinema, ed. Jon Lewis (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1998), pp. 64–86. 

33.  Roger Corman with Jim Jerome,  How I Made a Hundred Movies in Hollywood and Never Lost a Dime (New York: Random House, 1990), p. 34. Original italics. 

34. Sarah Thornton,  Club Cultures: Music, Media, and Subcultural Capital (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1996), pp. 8, 10–12, 93, 96–9, 111, 117, 139–40. 

35. Stephen Romano,  Shock Festival (San Diego: IDW Publishing/RAW 

Entertainment, 2008), p. 23. 

36.  Jeffrey Sconce, ‘ “Trashing” the Academy: Taste, Excess, and an Emerging Politics of Cinematic Style’,  Screen  36, no. 4 (1995): 383–5, 387, 391–3. 

37.  Among others, see, for example, Ian Olney’s  Euro Horror: Classic European Horror Cinema in Contemporary American Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013), ch. 4, which takes the blatantly paracinematic following of Claudio Fragasso’s notoriously ‘bad’  Troll 2 (1990) as emblematic of European horror reception in general – a case study that does a tremendous disservice to the complexity of European horror’s far more earnest Anglo-American reception which I instead outline in my article ‘One on Top of the Other: Lucio Fulci, Transnational Film Industries, and the Retrospective Construction of the Italian Horror Canon’,  Quarterly Review of Film and Video 32, no. 4 (2015), forthcoming. 

38.  Sconce, ‘ “Trashing” the Academy’, pp. 372, 373. Quote at p. 372. 

39.  Casey Scott, ‘ Malibu High/Trip With the Teacher’ (review), DVD Drive-In, http://www.dvddrive-in.com/reviews/i-m/malibuhightripteacher7579. 

htm (accessed 26 January 2012). 

40.  Matt Hills,  Fan Cultures (London: Routledge, 2002), p. 30; and Sandvoss, Fans, p. 29. 

41.  Jeffrey Sconce, in Joe Bob Briggs, et al., ‘Cult Cinema: A Critical Symposium’, Cineaste 34, no. 1 (2008): 48. Original italics. 

42.  Thomas Elsaesser, ‘Cinephilia or the Uses of Disenchantment’, in  Cinephilia: Movies, Love, and Memory, eds Marijke de Valck and Malte Hagener (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2005), p. 38. Original italics. 

43.  Elena Gorfinkel, ‘Cult Film, or Cinephilia by Any Other Name’,  Cineaste 34, no. 1 (2008): 38. 

44.  Matt Hills, ‘Attending Horror Film Festivals and Conventions: Liveness, Subcultural Capital, and “Flesh-and-Blood Genre Communities” ’, in  Horror Zone: The Cultural Experience of Contemporary Horror Cinema, ed. Ian Conrich (London: I. B. Tauris, 2010), pp. 92–3. 

45.  Michel Maffesoli,  The Time of the Tribes: The Decline of Individualism in Mass Society, trans. Don Smith (London: Sage, 1996), pp. 16, 22, 26, 66–7, 148. 

Quote at p. 148. 

28 

grindhouse nostalgia

46. Derek Johnson, ‘Fan-tagonism: Factions, Institutions, and Constitutive Hegemonies of Fandom’, in  Fandom, p. 291. 

47. Joshua M. Greenberg,  From Betamax to Blockbuster: Video Stores and the Invention of Movies on Video (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2008), p. 115. 

48.  Marita Sturken,  Tangled Memories: The Vietnam War, the AIDS Epidemic, and the Politics of Remembering (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), p. 17. 

49.  Huyssen, ‘Present Pasts’, pp. 27–8. 

50.  For this crisis model of nostalgia, see Fred Davis,  Yearning for Yesterday: A Sociology of Nostalgia (New York: The Free Press, 1979). 

51.  Jeffrey Pence, ‘Postcinema/Postmemory’, in  Memory and Popular Film, ed. 

Paul Grainge (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), p. 243. 

52.  Lucas Hilderbrand,  Inherent Vice: Bootleg Histories of Videotape and Copyright (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009),    pp. xiv, 62, 97. 

53. Klinger,  Beyond the Multiplex, pp. 65, 177. 

54.  Sean Cubitt,  Timeshift: On Video Culture (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 157. 

55. Kate Egan,  Trash or Treasure? Censorship and the Changing Meanings of the Video Nasties (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007), p. 51. 

56.  Will Straw, ‘Embedded Memories’, in  Residual Media, ed. Charles R. Acland (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007), pp. 5–6, 8–9, 11. 

57.  Jacques Boyreau,  Portable Grindhouse: The Lost Art of the VHS Box (Seattle: Fantagraphics Books, 2009), p. 6. 

58.  Van Dijck,  Mediated Memories, p. 50. 

59. Klinger,  Beyond the Multiplex, pp. 86–7, 122. 

60.  Ibid., p. 67. 

CHAPTER 1

A Drive-in Theatre of the Mind: 

Nostalgic Populism and the 

Déclassé Video Object

[T]he revaluing of space is correlative to the revaluing of more restricted entities (groups, ‘tribes’). Symbolic and spatial proxemics encourage the desire to leave one’s mark, that is, to bear witness to one’s durability. This is the true aesthetic dimension of a given spatial affiliation: to serve the collective memory that defined it. 

Michel Maffesoli,  The Time of the Tribes 1

We are drive-in mutants. 

We are not like other people. 

We are sick. 

We are disgusting. 

We believe in blood, 

In breasts, 

And in beasts. 

We believe in Kung Fu City. 

If life had a Vomit Meter, 

We’d be off the scale. 

As long as one single drive-in

Remains on the planet Earth, 

We will party like jungle animals, 

We will boogie till we puke. 

Heads will roll. 

The drive-in will never die. 

Amen. 

Joe Bob Briggs, ‘The Drive-In Oath’2

Though its number of screens continues to dwindle across the American landscape, the drive-in theatre has retained a place of particular celebration in the annals of popular Americana, often associated with the post-war ‘baby boom’ generation that came of age in the 1950s and 1960s. 

Indeed, it would probably be hard for white, middle-class Americans of a certain age to imagine a nostalgically prelapsarian 1950s without pictur-ing the drive-in as a mythic site for teenage pleasures outside the home. 

Recently equipped with cars for their nocturnal excursions, hormonal adolescents were temporarily freed from parental oversight, and perhaps 
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afforded the opportunity for couplings in their coupés. Yet, this selective nostalgia, linked to visions of a relatively innocent past, overlaps with another popular (if less prevalent) mythology of the drive-in: as a notorious site for the exhibition of exploitation films, especially as post-1950s censorship erosion allowed content to veer sharply towards the violent, sexual, and sleazy.3 Meanwhile, cheap admission and the populist appeal of these films drew in many working-class viewers of various ages, not just middle-class teenagers, commingling multiple class strata within the shared viewing experience of the cheap genre fare that eventually became dubbed ‘drive-in movies’. 

Suburban and rural drive-in theatres are fondly regarded today as originary spatio-temporal sites for a wide variety of films that have since been deemed cult texts not only by the fan cultures who avidly consume them as demonstrations of supposedly nonconformist taste but also through marketing discourses aiming to remediate these older films on home video to audiences too young to have experienced them at the drive-in. Even if, for example, exploitation fans have never personally attended a drive-in theatre, the exhibition site still circulates as a powerful abstraction in this fandom’s articulations of self, offering a historical context for the emergence of disparate films that can be united under the broad label ‘exploitation’. 

As at their height of their popularity in the 1950s, today’s surviving drive-ins remain predominantly attended by teenagers and families, and typically play double features of first- and second-run major-studio films, not the lurid and outlandish texts championed by exploitation fans. The latter were among the first wave of films released on pre-recorded video cassettes in the early 1980s – a platform shift that accelerated the decline of the drive-in as an alternative exhibition market while simultaneously giving rise to fan cultures embracing videos as mediated memory objects. 

Indeed, the initial dispersion of drive-ins across the American landscape in the 1940s and 1950s was not unlike the VHS-enabled dispersion of niche films beyond metropolitan areas in the 1980s; like the rise of drive-ins, the adoption of home video was also a rather slow process at first, eventually accelerating into a highly profitable boom. If exploitation films are ‘like the uncultivated American landscape, where weeds and flowers alike grow more freely’,4 then the springing up of drive-ins and video stores similarly represents the decentralisation of exploitation cinema towards more dispersed and private consumption. Accordingly, this chapter examines home video as a vehicle for  contextual nostalgias about the drive-in experience, with the mobility and diffusion of drive-in audiences offering a lens for exploring the mobility and diffusion of home video, contemporary fans, and their tastes. 
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Unlike the individual drive-in theatres visitable during one’s lifetime, the drive-in as a  generic place is a more abstract and categorical site signifying larger spatial dynamics. The very fact that contemporary drive-in theatres are still vanishing as lived places has allowed the drive-in as generic place to become all the more abstracted into a polysemic  lieu de mémoire that fans can uphold as an apparent reflection of their own values. 

Hence, viewers from different generations and socio-economic classes may situationally embrace different nostalgias for the drive-in experience, regardless of whether they attended the same specific theatres or even attended drive-ins at all. Yet, if the tenor of nostalgia for past times and places is more often associated with collective memories of social milieux than individual memories,5 then the existence of multiple, overlapping nostalgias for the drive-in suggests a tendency towards remembering drive-ins as less an elite marker of fan identity than as a populist entertainment site fostering shared affective responses among diverse audiences 

– even to the detriment of fans who might today privilege subcultural exclusivity over the dearth of subcultural prestige traditionally associated with populist media forms. 

As implied in the first epigraph above, material sites like the drive-in can take on powerful spatial meanings when fan cultures use them as markers of their own enduring significance in the cultural history of their chosen texts. 

Sarah Thornton notes how subcultural capital may have ‘built-in obsolescence’ within a particular social group to ‘maintain its status not only as the prerogative of the young, but the “hip” ’. Many exploitation fans, however, intentionally turn towards ‘lost and almost forgotten’ cinematic texts and exhibition sites that have stubbornly resisted obsolescence and re-acquired a sense of hipness owing to being out of the contemporary public eye.6 Yet, the very ability of fans to imaginatively identify with historical drive-in audiences from different socio-economic classes – who are alternately figured as naive-but-sincere dupes and rebellious-but- discerning precursors to today’s aficionados – complicates some fans’ attempts to maintain the scarcity of subcultural capital. If the drive-in’s connotations of disreputability are a major source of celebration by exploitation fans today, these connotations derived not only from the films they played but also from the diversity of their historical patrons – including a populist contingent whose supposedly ‘naive’ pleasures potentially overlap with present-day fans’ earnest, non-ironic readings of archival exploitation texts. Of course, marked class stratification can be observed in rural, suburban and urban areas alike, much as working-class viewers’ reactions to exploitation films are not necessarily more naive than connoisseurial. Rather, I believe that the  cultural memories of rurality and suburbanity circulating in popular 
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media are more heavily infused with binaristic class connotations than reality tends to bear out – and therein sits cultural memory’s power to mythologise visions of the past in ways that remain open to contestation by fans from different socio-economic statuses. 

In this chapter, I argue that, even if exploitation films and the drive-in theatres where they played often appealed to forms of populism which could undercut present-day fans’ claims of subcultural exclusivity and aesthetic discernment, the very pastness of the drive-in as a generic place still provides a degree of temporal/historical distance and abstraction within which class tensions can be  contained but never fully resolved. That is, although contemporary fans may take advantage of the textual proliferation and interpersonal sociality afforded by newer technologies, the very ideological incoherence of the drive-in theatre as a nostalgically contested lieu de mémoire permits a modicum of imagined refuge from the populist appeals of contemporary consumerism. Furthermore, these multivalent appeals to the drive-in’s pastness are reproduced in the different video formats that coexist in the marketplace, repackaging exploitation films for present-day consumption without altogether removing the echoes of class tension that some fans may paradoxically see as threats to their nostalgic visions of subcultural cohesion. 

Today’s commercial video distributors play a large role in creating mobile/digital archives of exploitation-related artefacts that official archives tend to neglect. While the discourses attached to emergent video formats have generally carried higher cultural values than residual ones, I will show that the contemporary repurposing of exploitation films has not necessarily followed a one-way path of linear development towards greater respectability. Rather, different methods of remediation have drawn upon different nostalgias to confer a sense of legitimacy that may be only unevenly recognised by fans. That is, the same film can be released on DVD, Blu-ray or other video formats in differently classed editions that offer dissimilar cultural values and viewing pleasures through different appeals to pastness. This cross-class viability helps to account for the symbolic territory that drive-ins continue to hold within fan cultures, because fans of various class backgrounds may nostalgically uphold a particular vision of the past as a time when exploitation films could more probably seem to be ‘rebelliously’ controversial amid a media landscape of greater textual scarcity. By tracing a history of the so-called ‘drive-in movie’ as it travelled from theatrical exhibition to home video, we can thereby see how nostalgia’s tendency towards populism remains a central tension within the historical viewing contexts imaginatively drawn upon to support contemporary fan identities. 
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A Brief History of the American Drive-in Theatre Offering a ‘quick and dirty’ history of the drive-in theatre’s rise and fall admittedly threatens to collapse into a nostalgic mode of its own, positing these theatres as heroic and misunderstood outsiders eventually consigned to cultural twilight – which may well echo the self-image of exploitation fans for whom this brief historical narrative would not be unfamiliar. 

Nevertheless, a brief historical overview is necessary for appreciating how the drive-in has become such a powerful locus of nostalgia for various fan groups. Mary Morley Cohen suggests that scholars have tended to neglect drive-in theatres because they proved an especially liminal exhibition site, organised around contradictory discourses about the relative benefits and hazards of public and private space.7 The academic neglect of drive-ins may additionally reflect what Robert C. Allen identifies as film historiog-raphy’s bias towards a ‘determinative connection between the experience of metropolitan urbanity and the experience of cinema’,8 which has also been reproduced in high-minded dismissals of home video as an inferior technology good only for those unfortunate enough to live in the hinter-lands beyond the festival/repertory circuits. 

The first drive-in theatre opened in New Jersey in 1933 but drive-ins did not become a widespread phenomenon in the United States until the post-war baby boom created greater demand for family entertainment, alongside increased prosperity which translated into greater car ownership among white, middle-class, increasingly suburban households. As a Los Angeles zoning administrator reported in 1949, ‘it has been found that the drive-in theater is a decided benefit to families with small children who cannot afford or obtain “baby sitters” and also to families with crippled or partially infirm members who cannot attend the regular theaters’.9 Yet, widespread car ownership was more crucial for everyday transport in rural areas than in cities or even suburbs, helping reinforce the eventual connections between rurality and drive-in patronage. Morley Cohen argues that ‘while cars allowed for greater personal mobility, they also brought previously isolated communities together and allowed others to flee from each other’, creating a safety buffer of semi-privacy from other viewers. 

Aside from families, drive-ins also specifically advertised to audiences who might not be comfortable in some indoor (aka ‘hardtop’) theatres, such as working-class, obese, non-white, female, teenage or disabled viewers. In the process, the intermingling of these less conventional demographics with white suburban families, in an exhibition site blurring the boundaries between public and private space, reinforced lingering cultural discourses about drive-ins as disreputable ‘passion pits’.10

34 

grindhouse nostalgia

At various points in drive-in history, surveys suggested that audiences were attracted to the novelty, convenience, privacy and lower cost of watching films in one’s car – including the ability to pursue less disciplined behaviours that would have been impermissible at indoor theatres 

– and less interested in which films were actually playing.11 This novelty value was profitable for drive-in operators (many of whom were independent entrepreneurs) because distributors initially restricted first-run studio films to indoor theatres because of fears that conventional Hollywood product would be cheapened by its showing to drive-ins’ less conventional audiences – at least until the major studios’ belated divorce from their affiliated theatre chains in 1956 allowed drive-ins to bid competitively for first- or second-run films.12 Yet, first-run films were generally offered to drive-ins on terms that gave distributors up to 70 per cent of total returns, discouraging many drive-in operators from extending their programming beyond the B or exploitation movies that could often be rented for a flat rate.13 Major theatre chains would also occasionally build a limited number of their own drive-ins ‘as a self-defense measure adjacent to towns where they had local theaters’.14

Drive-in operators sometimes emphasised their different clientele, attempting to stymie complaints by indoor theatre owners that drive-ins were siphoning their audiences away. Anthony Downs suggests that, if drive-ins stole audiences from indoor theatres, it was mostly from the ‘local theaters which specialize in Westerns, war movies, or other 

“action” cinema’,15 because these films would already be inexpensive for drive-in operators to acquire. If drive-in owners could prove they were not a substantial threat to the indoor theatres that garnered major-studio sympathies, then they could perhaps lobby studio-affiliated distributors for better films to show. Though these lobbying efforts might have been successful at the peak of drive-in popularity in the late 1950s, Kerry Segrave notes that efforts at organisation did not occur, because drive-in profits remained high during that period, no matter what was screened.16 

The fact that drive-ins screened films for fewer months of the year than indoor theatres also limited the amount of influence they held with major distributors. Yet, the rise of the drive-in may actually have benefited the overall film industry by substantially buffering against the total number of viewers lost to television.17

Surveying a range of newspaper advertisements for drive-ins across the United States between the late 1930s and early 1980s, we find that, both during and after the studio era, Hollywood films made up a larger amount of drive-in programming than exploitation fans often assume. As Downs noted in 1953, ‘Some drive-ins now show only first-class pictures as a part 
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of the second-run group of theaters, lagging behind the downtown first-run theaters by roughly four weeks. Others still specialize in action shows, but the majority combine both kinds of cinema in a weekly schedule calling for three picture-changes.’18 Drive-ins would also revive popular moneymakers as much as a decade after their original release, sometimes in conjunction with a studio-sanctioned theatrical re-release or even to capitalise on a film’s television broadcast by screening theatrical versions shown on network television only in censored form, as was the case with Hitchcock’s  Psycho (1960). 

It has often been suggested that drive-ins tended to make do with exploitation films from independent producers and distributors, such as American International Pictures (AIP), and would generally acquire Hollywood studio films late in their subsequent runs, after the films had already exhausted their appeal at indoor theatres. Yet, my broad survey of newspaper advertisements suggests that subsequent-run Hollywood films actually remained the main draw for many drive-ins. Many ads visually privilege a particular film – often a mainstream or critically acclaimed film appealing to a wide audience, not just the ‘action shows’ geared towards genre aficionados – by prominently foregrounding its publicity images and taglines while relegating the second (or more) ‘co-hit’ to the ad’s margins with little more than the title and stars listed (Figure 1.1). Given Hollywood’s belated crossover between indoor and outdoor theatres, this advertising strategy suggests that audiences may have been more interested in what drive-ins actually screened than is often presumed. Though some drive-ins would offer special programmes (such as dusk-to-dawn horror shows one night a week or ‘action shows’ during weekends), daily offerings tended to be of mixed appeal. When exploitation films appeared, they were often double-billed with another exploitation film of an adjacent genre, with the resulting programme appealing to different, but overlapping, youth audiences – though advertisements also indicate that single exploitation films would occasionally support a major-studio film.19

While ‘[t]he complaint most often mentioned by drive-in patrons was that the films shown were too old’, drive-ins were also making their highest profits during the summer season, when ‘conventional theater grosses are at their lowest point’ – hence more reason for animosity between indoor and drive-in theatres.20 Indeed, the break-up of the studio system led to fewer major-studio releases (including B movies), leaving most local indoor theatres desperate for product – especially during the summer months when release schedules became particularly lean – so exploitation film companies formed to fill the market gap with their quick and cheap genre films.21 Indeed, as Roger Corman told me, AIP was so dependent on 

[image: Image 3]
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Figure 1.1  Japanese import  Destroy All Monsters (1968), distributed by American International Pictures, receives marginal billing below general-interest Hollywood films in a  Milwaukee Journal (19 June 1970) newspaper advertisement for the 41 Twin Outdoor Theater drive-in, Franklin, Wisconsin. (Source: Charles Bruss/  

www.drive-inthruwisconsin.com)
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the drive-in market that all of their release prints were deliberately under-exposed by the processing laboratory, giving the prints an overall lighter look that would help compensate for drive-ins’ substandard brightness in projection (much to the detriment of the films’ quality of cinematography when the same prints were also shown at indoor theatres).22 When directed towards drive-in audiences, exploitation films could sometimes rival Hollywood films in per-screen box-office receipts, because both types of films were generally distributed on a region-by-region basis.23 Apart from obvious factors, such as friendlier weather conditions, summer months could thus be especially profitable for drive-ins because major-studio films released earlier in the year would finally be trickling down to them at the end of their runs, while summer-released exploitation films would offer a supplemental amount of programming. This does not mean that drive-ins never played new films concurrently with first-run houses but that such cases were relatively uncommon, though the few organised drive-in chains (such as Pacific Drive-In Theatres and the Walter Reade Organization) seemed to have more luck in this regard.24 Some newspaper advertisements will occasionally (and misleadingly) refer to their programming as 

‘first run’, even if the film being shown had already been in general release for several months, suggesting the exceptional nature of such relatively early acquisitions. Overall, then, an accurate history of drive-in theatres must avoid overemphasising the ratio of exploitation films to mainstream product, as these exhibition sites were not always the contra-Hollywood hotbeds that exploitation fan cultures have often claimed. 

By the early 1960s, the initial novelty of drive-in theatres had begun to wear off. Drive-in revenues peaked in the mid-1960s, and the construction boom in new screens slowed by the mid-1970s as the number of available drive-ins eventually outstripped audience demand.25 While family-friendly and general-interest fare (such as Sunn Classic Pictures’ 

1970s frontier-adventure films and historical/paranormal docudramas) still proved profitable when it became available, many drive-ins attempted to draw declining audiences with the more violent and risqué films made possible by the Production Code’s disintegration. Consequently, civic groups and moral watchdogs began legal action against some drive-ins 

– potentially adding to the drive-in theatre’s ‘outlaw’ associations that more recent fan cultures have embraced. From sexploitation to European art films, the increasingly permissive adult films of the 1960s generally launched in urban areas but faced rural resistance from regional theatre-owner organisations and citizen boycotts in small towns and southern parts of the country.26 Popular associations between drive-ins, exploitation films, and youth audiences meant that some moralists unearthed obscure 
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local zoning statutes to prevent drive-in construction within city limits – 

another reason (in addition to lower property taxes) why many drive-ins were built just outside these jurisdictions.27 Still, after the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) ratings system was established in 1968, R-rated and X-rated films out-grossed most other films by large margins, so some drive-in owners were not quick to change their programming after such complaints. Segrave argues that most drive-ins’ bills would have been relatively tame and acceptable for the whole family during the theatres’ 1950s heyday but, in later years, amenities for families had been neglected and the majority of drive-in films catered to teen or adult audiences. ‘Nobody went to the drive-in to see the movie in the fifties and sixties’, he suggests (with some overstatement), ‘but, ironically, by the 1980s that was all the drive-ins had left to offer patrons.’28

Yet, recounting his own experiences working at a midwestern drive-in, Andrew Horton suggests that fluctuating attendance meant audiences did, indeed, come to see specific films, with ‘soft pornography’, ‘hot car movies’, horror, and disaster films cited as the most popular genres in the summer of 1976.29 A modest upswing in 1970s drive-in attendance coincided with the rise of teen-oriented, R-rated films mixing mild sexploitation, countercultural or youth interest, and comedy – a combination exemplified by Crown International Pictures releases such as  Superchick (1973) and  The Pom Pom Girls (1976).30 Such films were described in the trade press as 

‘[o]bviously made to titillate farm boys in small towns and for fast playoffs at drive-ins’.31 Drive-ins occasionally figure as settings in exploitation films from this period as well, helping cement the link between film and exhibition site; examples include  The Adventures of Lucky Pierre (1961), Teenage Mother (1967),  Targets (1968),  The Toy Box (1971),  Deathdream (1972),  Hollywood Boulevard (1976),  Kiss of the Tarantula (1976), and Drive-In Massacre (1977). Still, we should consider that major Hollywood films continued to play at drive-ins during this time, so it is more likely that the programming of adult-oriented films (eventually including hardcore pornography at some theatres) which seemed better suited for niche or private viewing environments tainted the drive-in’s reputation as an accessible public place for general audiences. 

As audiences gradually dwindled, many exploitation producers and distributors moved into other venues, such as UHF television, cable television, and home video, able to reach greater numbers of viewers and generate larger profits by bypassing drive-ins altogether.32 It had been common practice for exploitation companies, such as New World Pictures and Dimension Pictures, to inexpensively pick up art films for distribution in urban markets during the lean winter months when their 
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capital was already depleted by the autumn and winter production of the following summer’s releases. When more temperate seasons approached, the newly produced films were released to drive-ins in a ‘ “follow the sun” 

distribution pattern: start in the south in the spring and move north as the weather gets warmer’.33 Producer–distributors could also afford this strategy because they generally avoided union contracts on their films. 

During the 1970s, it was advantageous to shoot on location in southern 

‘right-to-work’ states that were hostile towards organised labour. To avoid alienating locals or prospective audiences, this practice encouraged filmmakers to depict elements of southern rurality in romanticised ways (for example, the ‘good ole boy’ as outlaw hero), spawning a number of film cycles appealing to the high concentration of drive-in viewers in that part of the country – films that have since been tellingly rebranded as ‘hixploitation’.34 Indeed, the industrial decline of drive-in theatres was generally slower in the midwestern and southern United States than elsewhere, and regional newspaper advertising suggests that exploitation films were more regularly billed together at southern drive-ins than at northern ones. 

But, as the major Hollywood studios began marketing their own genre films into drive-ins, several of these independent companies (including AIP, New World, and Dimension) bankrupted themselves by producing programmes of higher-budgeted films to compete with the majors.35 

Meanwhile, faced with both the shrinking exploitation market and facilities that had fallen into disrepair, it was often more advantageous for drive-in owners to sell off their property – in some cases, to construct shopping-mall multiplexes – as land values increased than to invest in costly renovations.36 Other drive-in owners remained afloat by diversify-ing the use of their property during daylight hours as a site for flea markets 

– ironically enough, a grassroots marketplace also devoted to the used and repurposed (eventually including residual media such as early VHS cassettes). Furthermore, the rise of flea markets was part of a growing 1970s nostalgia industry devoted to 1950s Americana, with the widespread turn towards 1950s nostalgia often attributed to a conservative reaction against the subsequent decades of social turmoil.37

Drive-ins themselves began turning towards 1950s nostalgia in the early 1980s, sometimes holding special events with classic car clubs and screenings of 1950s films. Yet, this period also saw the development of fan cultures dedicated to films from the later, less family-friendly years of drive-in history. By this time, ‘drive-in movies’ had become a generic epithet virtually synonymous with exploitation films. Much as companies like American International Television (AIP’s television sub-sidiary), Allied Artists, and Embassy Pictures assembled large packages 
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of   exploitation films for television syndication in the 1950s and 1960s, distributors such as Cinema Shares and World Northal created packages for sale to local UHF television affiliates during the 1980s. These packages spurred drive-in-themed, late-night and weekend movie blocks as a cost-effective means of filling up undervalued airtime, such as World Northal’s Kung Fu Theater package or the  Drive-In Movie showcase that played during Saturday afternoons on New York’s WNEW-TV from 1981 to 1988.38 ‘Drive-in movie’ as a popular classification thereby served not only as a tool for marketing such films to television and the burgeoning home video market but also freed remaining drive-in theatres from some of their associations with such potentially disreputable films. In other words, by segregating exploitation films into a niche market as ‘drive-in movies’, surviving drive-in theatres benefited by effectively clearing these films off the historical slate to make way for the more general-interest fare that has once again become the dominant variety of drive-in programming. 

For drive-ins that have continued to operate to this day, their relative scarcity restores a sense of novelty in the age of the multiplex and home video. Families and teens remain the dominant demographics served, but nostalgia has become the dominant tenor even if first-run Hollywood films are now their featured entertainment. Some drive-ins, for example, bookend their double features with 1950s–60s pop hits played over the short-range FM radio signal used to transmit film sound, while others screen vintage promotional and concession advertisements before or after the first feature – effectively ‘Fifties-ising’ the experience. As in the 1950s, convenience, affordability, and family-friendly fun remain major selling points in drive-in theatres’ self-promotion, as theatre operators attempt to recall the ‘healthy’ period of drive-in history while still catering to current cinematic tastes. 

Yet, we can also see small concessions to other nostalgias in the occasional drive-in event catering specifically to exploitation fans. The cult film website DVD Drive-In, for example, organises semi-annual dusk-to-dawn horror shows of archival 35 mm prints at a Pennsylvania drive-in as a means of bridging the gap between the home DVD experience of exploitation films and the hallowed drive-in experience itself. These types of exceptional screenings suggest that the drive-in theatre continues to exist not just as an abstract generic place imaginatively occupied by different generations and segments of audiences but also as actual physical places of pilgrimage where fan nostalgias continue to play out in person. At the time of writing, however, the major studios’ turn towards eliminating 35 

mm film prints and mandating the projection of Digital Cinema Packages (DCP) threatens to make many of the nation’s remaining drive-in screens 
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ineligible for first-run Hollywood films without digital technological conversions that, even when partially subsidised by the Hollywood studios, are beyond the financial capacities of many independent operators.39 

Whether this industry shift will herald a final death knell for many driveins after eight decades of service or a desperate return to the programming of independently produced genre films remains to be seen. 

Irony, Classism and the DVD Viewer

The division between differently appraised visions of drive-in history has reinforced supposed distinctions between the ‘cult’ reputation of exploitation films and the ‘mainstream’ cinema from which it is often distinguished within fan discourse. Though urban exhibition sites, such as art theatres and grind houses, have been mythologised as originary sites for cult film – especially through the post-1950s, pre-video phenomenon of midnight movies which can be linked to the artistic pedigree of 1960s underground cinema40 – I would suggest that examining the lower class connotations of rural drive-ins allows us to reconsider why such sites constitute a mythical location in exploitation film history that has received relatively little critical or academic attention. 

Contradictorily positioned as ‘occupying a capitalist-class position by virtue of their domination of the working class [or those with less cultural and economic capital, such as students], even as they are located in a working-class position due to the fact that they do not own and control the means of production’, many academics occupy a professional-managerial class within the knowledge industries whose ‘deployment of cultural capital not only serves to distinguish it from the working class but also frequently functions to establish its prerogatives against those of capital’. Even though they may espouse anti-capitalist sentiments, they can also help uphold ideological superstructures through the educational system’s reproduction of cultural capital.41 This tendency can lead to the classic hypocrisy of the middle-class academic who loftily champions socialist ideals or equality for the working classes but who secretly (or not so secretly) harbours a distrust of, or disgust towards, working-class culture. In their mission to educate and, therefore, uplift those lacking cultural capital, ‘distinctions are going to be erased . . . by the working class moving in the direction of middle-class manners rather than the other way around’.42 The spatial dimensions of this conflict historically emerged in the gradual sacralisation of public entertainment sites in nineteenth- century American society. With the rise of industrialisation and the increased stratification of social class, some theatres became 
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privileged over others, fit only for the exhibition of ‘legitimate’ cultural forms. But ‘while there was never a total monopoly of access, there was a tight control over the terms of access’, with supposedly ‘higher’ cultural forms requiring properly tasteful reception strategies seemingly removed from the crassness of populist market demands.43

As Jeffrey Sconce rightly observes, however, the strictures of ‘good taste’ that once dominated academic film studies have also been challenged by students-turned-professors who rose from working-class roots, uneasily importing their own tastes for exploitation cinema and other forms of so-called ‘low culture’ as objects of legitimate study. He therefore sees paracinema’s ironic celebration of culturally devalued exploitation films as 

‘a site of “refuge and revenge” ’ for ‘exiles from the legitimizing functions of the academy’.44 Since cultural capital ‘cannot be passively bequeathed to one’s offspring’, but must be ‘re-earned with each generation through education and professional training’, Derek Nystrom argues that ‘the failure or refusal to acquire and embrace the fruits of this training reads as a kind of “class treason” ’.45 As an academic who is reading ostensibly low-cultural texts as avant-garde, Sconce’s vision of paracinematic irony may thus seem a rebellious ‘misuse’ of the formalist reading strategies acquired through the cultivation of cultural capital (such as polemical comparisons between Jean-Luc Godard’s distanciation devices and the inadvertent textual ruptures in Edward D. Wood films). Yet, critics who fall back on ironic reading strategies as the  overwhelming lens for interpreting exploitation films also threaten to play into the paternalistic tradition of artists who develop a fascination for popular culture and privilege the naivety of the 

‘common people’ who supposedly ‘have none of the pretentions to art (or power) which inspire the ambitions of the “petit bourgeois” ’.46 Playing down the role of affect – including his own heartfelt nostalgia for earlier periods of film history associated with his personal past (as discussed below) – therefore allowed Sconce to defend himself against potential criticism that his recuperation of exploitation films was rooted in the more visceral, and supposedly unsophisticated, sensations traditionally associated with low culture. 

This overemphasis on ironic formalism spurs Mark Jancovich’s accusation that Sconce sees the ironic celebration of exploitation films as primarily accessible to viewers with enough cultural capital to use paracinema’s formalist reading strategies. He argues that ‘what Sconce calls “paracinema” is a species of bourgeois aesthetics, not a challenge to it’, since paracinematic reading strategies focus so much on formal issues typically deemed above the mass film-goer’s purview. For Jancovich, then, ‘paracinema is at least as concerned to assert its superiority over those whom it 
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conceives of as the degraded victims of mainstream commercial culture as it is concerned to provide a challenge to the academy and the art theatre’.47 

Yet, because Sconce is interested in mounting an institutional critique by claiming   academically   justifiable lenses for exploitation cinema’s study, these arguments over the classed dimensions of formalism say little about the pleasures of contemporary working-class fans who may have increased access to such films on DVD but who still potentially possess lower levels of ‘legitimate’ cultural capital. 

In other words, Jancovich’s criticism holds water only if bourgeois critics and fans predominantly fall back on irony as a source of derisory pleasure when watching such films. But if, as I would argue, the affective potential of nostalgia allows irony and sincerity to coexist as multivalent pleasures that are not exclusive to any class position, then we can increasingly restore questions of affect to the study of exploitation cinema. In the years since Sconce’s 1995 article first appeared, exploitation films have, indeed, become academically viable enough to admit the potential for affective and non-ironic appreciation back into scholarly consideration. 

Overlapping or conflicting nostalgias for exploitation cinema’s texts and contexts are especially significant in this regard because they cannot be clearly claimed by one class position over another, and thus remain open to cultural contestations haunted by class conflict. 

In my estimation, the pleasures of paracinematic irony do not require a great deal of legitimate cultural capital (such as formalist training); rather, the popularity of a family-friendly television programme such as  Mystery Science Theater 3000 – which Sconce dismisses as ‘prepackaged’ irony for implicitly passive viewers48 – attests to the wide range of audiences who can, even with middling levels of cultural capital, still recognise and laugh at a film’s technical ineptitude or exploitative excesses. Meanwhile, some working-class fan-scholars, who value exploitation films for more than ironic laughs, may accumulate greater knowledge about specific films or directors than possessed by formally trained academics – but that fan knowledge is typically dismissed as mere ‘trivia’ if it does not conform to scholarly rigour.49 In this sense, ironic reading strategies and the accumulation of knowledge do not necessarily correspond to levels of legitimate cultural capital (and vice versa) despite common assertions to the contrary. Merely focusing on the ironic reading of exploitation films, then, explains only part of their appealing datedness for contemporary fans, foreclosing the more earnest appreciation that nostalgia also permits. 

Fans currently occupying a working-class position may not have the years of formalist training to academically interpret exploitation films on a par with avant-garde art, nor as much disposable income for building 
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an extensive Blu-ray collection or travelling to participate in fan-related activities, but they have as much right to  cultural memories about exploitation cinema as anyone else. Attention to style may indeed be a ‘class privilege’ rooted in a ‘double access’ to the formal comprehension of both high and low culture50 but we should not underestimate the capacity of viewers from many class standings and educational levels to locate these strange films in some alternate or faulty film-making mode from the past. After all, if paracinema’s apparent ‘badness’ is largely measured by its perceived deviance from dominant Hollywood film-making norms, then so-called 

‘mass’ audiences should already be intuitively familiar with the mainstream conventions from which exploitation films seem to depart by virtue of their apparent aesthetic/economic impoverishment. Approaching these films with a multivalent blend of irony and sincerity is thus as open to working-class fans as to middle-class cult movie aficionados, because no class can stake a definitive claim upon the cultural memories that influence one’s performances of identity. 

Though DVD has generally helped to mainstream the high-cultural standards and paratextual bonus features (for example, correct aspect ratios, remastered audiovisual quality, commentary tracks) that cinephiles once associated with a high-end format such as laserdisc, DVD has also allowed video collecting to move beyond the realm of elitist collectors, owing to the economic growth of a DVD sell-through market that far outpaces the rental market once associated with VHS.51 In this sense, the tension that Barbara Klinger identifies between DVD’s digital presentism and its yearning for access to the past helps account for the nostalgic mix of irony and sincerity that many contemporary fans bring to the exploitation text, in turn offering partial explanation for the various video editions on the market at the same time. As Klinger points out, if relatively affluent men are the biggest early adopters of emergent video technologies, and, if potential video sales are increasingly factored into the film industry’s production decisions, then gendered and classed preferences in home video consumption may influence the types of films that continue to be distributed.52 Klinger’s argument, however, is grounded in the early years of DVD during the late 1990s, and is thus problematised now that DVD 

usage has extended far beyond the professional-managerial class that largely comprised the format’s early adopters. DVD market penetration reached over 76 per cent of television-owning American households by late 2005, becoming ‘the fastest-selling technology in the history of consumer electronics’, and easily outpacing the former market penetration rate of VHS.53

As DVD’s life cycle as a video format has grown ever longer and its 
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heady early days have receded into the past, the technology has gradually acquired its own sense of historical span, in part through its increased acceptance by more and more viewers across different class strata. In effect, the technology’s historical significance has opened up not only temporally but also spatially as access to it has spread throughout the United States and world populations. At the time of writing, DVD has reached widespread market penetration, even if facing competition from Blu-ray, a newer format dating from 2006, whose present prestige is linked to its higher price and smaller user base. But, as the price of a new video format falls to accommodate increased economies of scale, a film’s reception tail can extend even longer, because greater numbers of potential buyers can help the text gain greater cultural longevity as it is (re)introduced to older and younger generations on video. With this expansion of access to a video format, it is more probable that a particular film and technology alike will be mnemonically (re)valued by diverse groups of viewers who can afford to adopt said technology into their everyday lives. Yet, though market penetration by video technologies encourages a democratisation of access to mediated memory objects, we must ask to what extent this democratisation also impinges upon fans’ competition for the subcultural capital that accrues around material scarcity, producing interpersonal antagonisms that can privilege elitism over egalitarianism. 

Because ‘one can now use DVDs to reconstruct the entire exhibition history of a long defunct Alabama drive-in’,54 the celebration of a  lieu de mémoire, such as the drive-in theatre, as a symbolic territory for exploitation film consumption is a prime example of a culturally implanted memory mediated by video technologies, because most contemporary fans seldom personally viewed those films in drive-ins. Nevertheless, if 

‘many such locales of memory are artificial constructions, the imprinting on space of the memory of the group’, then the drive-in’s slow disappearance from the nation’s physical landscape has encouraged a nostalgia linked to the transformation of ‘spatial shelters of memory . . . in their physical properties and in the hearts of their denizens’.55 Indeed, the nostalgic reappraisal of drive-ins falls within the proliferation of memory culture since the 1970s and 1980s which includes the rise of home video as a key technology of cultural memory.56 Yet, it is quite ironic that a decid-edly ‘low-tech’ exhibition site such as the drive-in theatre has become championed by exploitation fans at a time when high-end home cinema technologies are challenging older assumptions that the ‘big-screen performance is marked as authentic’ while video is coded as ‘inauthentic and ersatz’.57 If we believe Paul Willemen that ‘we unconsciously re-translate the perceived television image back onto a screen in the cinema’ in our 
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imaginations,58 then the drive-in screen remains one of the primary locations to which fans imaginatively project exploitation films when watching them at home. In fact, the very specificity of this  lieu de mémoire complicates how convergence-era media producers may encourage viewers to 

‘consciously eliminate that part of the message that is medium specific and to retain only that part of the movie that can be translated from medium to medium’.59

Furthermore, the very nature of the drive-in experience also helps explain exploitation films’ transition from theatrical exhibition to home video. Mary Morley Cohen, for example, compares drive-in spectatorship and television spectatorship, as the car represented the extension of the private living room into public space – a sort of ‘mobile privatisation’ 

permitting viewers to disregard rules of etiquette that they would not have to follow at home.60 Similarly, as indoor theatre behaviour became more disciplined during the 1950s and 1960s, drive-ins inherited some of the more actively sociable aspects of earlier theatre-going, which also later extended to places such as the video store. Drive-ins and home video, for example, offered viewers the ability to freely make derogatory comments during viewing, à la  Mystery Science Theater 3000.61 Given the range of behaviours permitted in and around cars, drive-ins could potentially create the sort of ‘distracted’ spectatorship often (if erroneously) associated with home viewing.62 Like the home television screen, the drive-in screen is typically smaller than one’s field of vision, offering softer and dimmer image resolution and more potential obstructions than an indoor theatre screen. At drive-ins and at home, the individual viewer is also permitted a certain degree of control over the speaker volume transmitting the film’s audio, though the sound is usually below par compared with an indoor theatre. Obviously, one can only extend this metaphor so far – the drive-in patron lacks the time-shifting abilities of the home video viewer, for example – but the video store’s opening of affordable access to niche texts nevertheless recalls the drive-in’s general appeal to viewers of many different class backgrounds and geographical areas, potentially destabilis-ing presumed class associations between certain texts, audiences, and theatre locations. 

Drive-ins, Class Tensions and Competing Populisms As nostalgias for the drive-in theatre mnemonically lurk in the background of exploitation film consumption within the home, fan reception remains haunted by ambivalence over the long-standing class diversity associated with the drive-in as a generic place. Research suggests that working-class 
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Figure 1.2  In John Waters’s  Polyester (1980), the humorous incongruity of a dusk-to-dawn drive-in triple feature of erudite Marguerite Duras art films depends on audience familiarity with drive-in theatres’ generalised low-cultural connotations by the late 1970s. 

(Source: DVD.)

and less educated audiences – ‘the cold-beer-and-greaseburger gang’, in producer David F. Friedman’s words63 – became more prevalent at drivein theatres over time, particularly from the early 1960s to the early 1980s, the same period when exploitation films seemed to increasingly dominate their screens (Figure 1.2).64 Yet, this apparent ‘winning’ of social space for culturally marginalised audiences was not necessarily a resistant or rebellious process, because ‘places are “won” when social groups are recognized as profitable markets’.65 By the 1970s, the supposed white, conservative, blue-collar patron of rural drive-ins had become, in Derek Nystrom’s words, ‘a figure that inspired both attraction and antipathy 

– an ambivalent structure of feeling that spoke to both the [professional-managerial class]’s then current anxieties and the more long-standing and more fundamental contradictions of its own class position’ as neither working-class labourers nor industry owners.66

Urban film critics, for example, assumed that the audience for 

‘Southerns’, or so-called ‘redneck movies’, such as  Walking Tall (1973), White Line Fever (1975) and  The Great Texas Dynamite Chase (1976), were viscerally moved by vulgar exploitation elements to the extent that their working-class bodies became threateningly unmanageable by an educated middle class increasingly shifting towards the management of rural southern industry. ‘Furthermore, their revulsion at the films’ ostensibly conservative values often served as a cover for the discomfort they 
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felt over the Southerns’ more populist elements.’ Yet, even if these films tended to open in southern drive-ins, they also sometimes worked their way north to urban areas, where larger numbers of middle-class viewers could engage in a ‘cross-class identificatory desire . . . motivated by the familiar, homosocial impulse to remasculinize themselves through an affective connection with laboring bodies’.67 Similarly, middle-class fans today may situationally identify with past drive-in audiences in some ways but the apparent datedness of exploitation films can also engender a historical chauvinism that distances present-day fans from associations with the films’ initial, supposedly less savvy audiences who can be denigrated as having been horny teenagers or rural folk so unsophisticated as to be sincerely fooled by the lurid appeals of ‘bad’ movies. 

On the one hand, then, past drive-in patrons were (and still are) potentially seen as ignorant, feminised and easily manipulated – all cultural associations similarly applied to many television viewers during this period. On the other hand, working-class drive-in patrons could also be seen as unruly, hypermasculine and even potentially dangerous in their collective power. 

(Beyond common stereotypes of television viewers, many of these ambivalent connotations have been applied to media fans in general.) Indeed, the working classes may be coded as feminised masses in some contexts but 

‘[t]hese men [ sic] are hardly feminized in their subordination; in fact, their manner and smell reveal the feminization of the men above them’: the highly educated and even effete professional-managerial class.68

If exploitation films were seen as culturally low because their appeals to populist thrills seemingly stimulated the body more than the mind, then it makes sense why many critics and academics occupying a professional-managerial class position have been hesitant to revalue the rural exhibition sites reputedly home to such films. Much as nostalgia for the prelapsarian 1950s drive-in experience takes a primarily conservative tenor by idealising drive-ins as a relatively innocent space for white middle-class youth, the possibility of a class-inflected nostalgia for politically conservative populism may undergird professional-managerial class anxieties about the spatial dynamics of drive-ins.69 Yet, I would argue that fans’ 

latter-day enjoyment of these same thrills – which paracinematic reading strategies could, through the relative safety of intellectual/aesthetic distance, attempt to recode as unintentionally humorous excess – means exploitation cinema’s continuing affectivity cannot be wholly subsumed by professional-managerial ideals of bourgeois self-management. In other words, even beneath the ‘loving yet subtle smirk’ of ironic distance engendered by nostalgia’s disjuncture between past and present – beneath, that is, the ‘gentle ribbing at how far we’ve come from this earlier stage of 
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development’70 – historically transcendent thrills still commingle with this ironic potential. 

As such, fans’ nostalgia potentially remains politically problematic by 

‘ironically elevat[ing] texts that often exhibit a naive disregard for sexism, misogyny, racism, and other pre-enlightenment sins’, thus championing straight white males’ ‘reassertion of the right to look, to make anything the object of the knowing, sardonic, ironising, and frankly excited gaze’.71 Fans, for example, tend to reproduce mainstream distributors’ ill-informed belief that drive-ins were ‘passion pits’ showing indecent films,72 

as this image of the drive-in as immoral space seemingly justifies their choice to view films that may have violated normative taste standards upon their initial release but which often reinforce what today seem retrograde depictions of women, people of colour, the queer community and so on. 

As Sconce rhetorically asks, ‘[I]s the “ironic” reading of a “reactionary” 

text necessarily a “progressive” act?’73 If exploitation films were solely consumed through paracinema’s ironic reading strategies, then I might answer in the affirmative – but, because the regressive aspects of these films continue to be read at least partly ‘straight’ as historically dated but viscerally transcendent pleasures, their contemporary consumption retains more troubling dimensions. As a particularly disturbing example, Nazisploitation films, such as  SS Experiment Love Camp (1976) and Gestapo’s Last Orgy (1977), have found continuing followings among not only exploitation fans but also various groups of white supremacists and other Nazi sympathisers. While viewers in the latter groups do not need high levels of legitimate cultural capital to recognise and enjoy the campy or over-the-top excesses of such films, the more earnest dimension of their reception can also position these films as reinforcing past and present hatreds. Or, to use a more prevalent example, consider how the 

‘[v]alorization of bad movies also seems to go hand-in-hand . . . with an unreconstructed, distinctly non-ironic appreciation of B-movie female flesh’.74 Whether attending older texts remediated in new ways or more recent texts deploying deliberate archaism (see Chapter 3), nostalgia’s multivalence allows irony to serve as a cover for non-ironic pleasures, belying fans’ defensive protests that these films are just excusably ‘mindless entertainment’ or ‘great politically incorrect fun’.75

Hence, nostalgia for past consumption sites like the drive-in may not explicitly idealise our more politically conservative past as a ‘better’ time. 

Rather, it implicitly longs for an era of lessened consumer choices and greater opportunities for those historical texts to seem ‘rebellious’ by provoking scandal through affective impacts that can potentially still be experienced today in politically unreconstructed ways. Imagining oneself 

50 

grindhouse nostalgia

linked across time to the glut of drive-in patrons who allegedly jammed highways in long lines to see a notoriously boundary-pushing gore film like Herschell Gordon Lewis’s  Blood Feast (1963) upon its premiere in Peoria, Illinois, offers today’s fans the fantasy of occupying a nonconformist, niche viewership – even if a DVD or Blu-ray of said film can be easily picked up in the ‘Cult’ section of the local book/video megastore, scarcely capable of generating controversy amid a flood of more recent films. On the one hand, then, exploitation fans who imaginatively place themselves in the shoes of past drive-in patrons may implicitly uphold a more conservative past to a certain degree but primarily challenge  past taste constraints and thereby claim an imagined sense of historical distance from present-day consumer culture’s increasingly blurred taste hierarchies. On the other hand, the potential controversy these historical texts could have once evoked has passed from former constraints on screen content (which have since been thoroughly surpassed) to the unreconstructed pleasures they can still engender in violation of latter-day associations between mainstream ‘political correctness’ and ‘good taste’. For present-day fans to celebrate exploitation films (and by extension, their preference for such films) as ‘transgressive’, they often imaginatively resurrect cultural prohibitions associated with the past’s moralising censors but which are more accurately rooted in the latter-day politics of representation advanced by various post-1950s activists such as feminists and civil rights proponents.76

Consequently, empirical facts about films’ production and distribution histories merge with mythical beliefs about original drive-in audiences who are alternately figured as rebellious outsiders or passive dupes, providing a range of ways for present-day fans to situationally claim or disclaim cultural memories of the drive-in experience. Indeed, such shared memories can be upheld as signifiers of supposed exclusivity and  authenticity as easily as they can be considered a ‘colonization of consciousness’ and ‘a mechanism of subjection’.77 Hence, fans, critics, and scholars often share a (differently inflected) rejection of populist consumerism because consumerism has few presumed associations with (sub)cultural capital’s valuation of the exclusive and the ‘authentic’. Some exploitation fans, for example, may reject the conservative middle-class populism within an earlier generation’s memories of the drive-in as quintessentially innocent 1950s Americana, even as some professional-managerial class members may similarly reject the working-class populism associated with later drive-in audiences. As Elizabeth Guffey says, one person’s signifiers of 1950s innocence – such as drive-ins, leather jackets and rock ’n’ roll – can be another person’s signifiers of working-class rebellion, juvenile delinquency and a fledgling counter-cultural ethos.78
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In this sense, despite fans’ ambivalent identification with historical drive-in patrons, recognising the pastness of exploitation films often means recognising oneself as not (or no longer) part of the audience originally meant to be  exploited by these films – a possibility made more complicated for present-day viewers who still partly respond to these films’ affectivity in earnest or sincere ways. Yet, it makes no more sense to assume that past audiences passively absorbed exploitation cinema’s ideological premises than to assume that viewers today can approach the same films only with ironic distance. Rather, we might imagine both past and present viewers activating a multivalent mixture of irony and sincerity during the viewing experience, depending on relative factors such as their historical distance from the text’s moment of origin and their degree of accumulated subcultural capital at the time of the viewing. More historical distance or greater subcultural capital can potentially increase  both the irony and sincerity felt when approaching an exploitation text, because these impulses are not mutually exclusive. 

The coexistence of these reception qualities, however, does not fully resolve the class inequalities long attached to drive-ins and exploitation films alike. While exploitation films are still popular with rural and working-class audiences on home video, some middle-class fans tend to treat such audiences with mocking disdain – unless, for example, appearing in the critical vein of ‘redneck’ drive-in guru Joe Bob Briggs, a tongue-in-cheek persona created by film critic John Bloom. Briggs is a notable figure in the remediation of exploitation films, using his newspaper columns, books, DVD commentary tracks and website to lament the drive-in theatre’s decline while also hosting several cable television shows and home video series dedicated to extending the afterlives of ‘drive-in movies’. 

Launched at the  Dallas Times Herald in 1982, his syndicated column 

‘Joe Bob Goes to the Drive-In’ focused on exploitation films, while his television hosting duties included The Movie Channel’s  Joe Bob Briggs’s Drive-In Theater (1987–96) and TNT’s  MonsterVision (1996–2000). His host segments on the early-1990s VHS series ‘Sleaziest Movies in the History of the World’ saw Briggs walking around abandoned drive-in theatres while promising the preservation of films such as  Two Thousand Maniacs!  (1964) and  Bad Girls Go to Hell (1965). He has also been interviewed in Americana-fuelled documentaries such as  After Sunset: The Life & Times of the Drive-In Theater (1995) and  Drive-In Movie Memories (2001), in addition to hosting a drive-in movie festival honouring Roger Corman’s career. 

Briggs’s criticism generally blends tongue-in-cheek appreciation of a film’s excesses and failings while also cataloguing ‘the Three B’s: Blood, 
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Breasts, and Beasts’ – those exploitable elements that should hypothetically appeal to a populist (male) audience and continue to make the films highly watchable today. Moments of datedness or ineptitude become privileged alongside genuinely affective genre thrills. His review of the Australian exploitation film  Escape 2000 (1982), for example, offers the following ‘drive-in total’:

We’re talking exploding heads. We’re talking recreational vehicle crash-and-burns. 

We’re talking bimbo meat factories. Twenty-one breasts, including two stunt breasts. Thirty-four dead bodies. Six pints blood. One beast (gonzo werewolf). Four motor vehicle chases, two crash-and-burns. Heads roll. Hands roll. Stomachs roll. 

Little toe rolls. Three stars. Joe Bob says check this baby out.79

Like an ersatz working-class fan-scholar who has somehow infiltrated the professional-managerial class of professional film critics, Briggs positions himself as a ‘good ole boy’ who relishes the populist appeal and 

‘bad taste’ of exploitation cinema’s entertaining spectacle. (In actuality, John Bloom is a Vanderbilt University honours graduate who loved foreign films and ‘wrote essays on the  nouvelle vague’, whereas alter ego Briggs was introduced to readers as a self-taught authority who had seen over 6,800 drive-in flicks.)80 For Briggs and his fans, then, the classed rurality of the ‘redneck’ serves as the basis for a classed rebellion against mainstream and middlebrow tastes. Depending on one’s interpretation, his ambivalent tone can be read as either a satire or celebration of the type of machismo-laden Texan men left out of Dallas’s early-1980s economic boom.81 At the same time, his writing also retains an acute knowledge of genre history, inseparable from a nostalgic celebration of drive-ins as an endangered species allegedly threatened by the forces of consumerism – even as those same forces have allowed Briggs to make a career for himself as a self-appointed steward of remediated drive-in movies in the home video era. Thus, even the ‘redneck’ fan-scholar retains appeals to connoisseurship, helping avoid the suggestions of passive consumption that the populist appeal of drive-ins and exploitation cinema threatens to raise. Yet, this tongue-in-cheek performance of a redneck persona is also a means of internalising and pre-emptively deflecting a ‘common fear that elevating “inferior” tastes above their stations can only render one foolish’.82

Accordingly, Briggs is a pivotal figure because his performance of working-class rurality positions him at the nexus of a class tension lurking beneath much of exploitation cinema’s contemporary consumption. Put simply: how does one reconcile the original populist appeal of these films with their latter-day subcultural appropriation as non-mainstream, ‘out-
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sider’ texts? There is a glaring contradiction between, on the one hand, celebrating the ‘mindless fun’ supposedly offered by films that are (in one fan’s words) ‘made with a micro budget, and exploitative, politically incorrect, rude, crude, filled to the brim with blood, breasts and beasts’; and, on the other hand, rejecting the present-day populist appeals of Hollywood films appearing ‘at your neutered, spineless local googaplex 

[ sic] which offers us nothing but mindless, million-dollar, brain-meltingly useless pop culture turd smears which do nothing more than recycle the same old shit, whether it’s a remake of a beloved franchise or an adaptation of a Hasbro toy line’.83

To manage this paradox effectively, mnemonically abstracting the drive-in into an antiquated symbolic site associated with outdated (but not completely obsolete) tastes has helped fans explain and excuse the populist appeals of dated exploitation texts by locating those appeals in a generic symbol of the cultural past. Fans from different socio-economic standings can thereby use their affective closeness to, and historical distance from, the nostalgically remembered drive-in as a means of situationally positioning themselves in relation to this historical consumption site’s differently classed audiences. Yet, even if helping distance fans from the populist appeals of present-day ‘mainstream’ 

cinema and the scarcity of (sub)cultural capital associated therewith, nostalgia for the drive-in as generic place can never fully resolve the classed ambivalence that exploitation cinema’s populism retrospectively garners among fans. 

Déclassé DVDs and the Non-teleology of Value The overlapping or even competing nostalgias associated with exploitation cinema as populist entertainment help account for the sheer range of DVD editions readily available on the market, because each edition can evoke pastness differently: from those offering pristine, remastered transfers dressed up like art objects and accompanied by specific historical paratexts; to those offering grainy, misframed and occasionally mutilated transfers of films in the public domain, such as Elite Entertainment’s series of ‘Drive-In Discs’ that simulate

not merely the visual experience of the typical double feature . . . but the extras as well: concession stand ads, the countdown clock, cartoons, vintage ads, previews, and ‘Distorto’ sound. (This makes the film’s soundtrack available only through the front left speaker, enhanced by the ambient surround sound of other speakers, crickets, and laughter.)84
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The films most likely to be retrospectively repackaged as budget-priced 

‘drive-in’-themed DVDs often feature below-par transfers (sometimes from an earlier VHS release) of pictures whose indeterminate copyright status was caused by the proliferation of different titles and versions of the same film, as if the democratising populism associated with the drive-in has also extended to texts whose current legal ownership is more democratic or decentralised than the copyrighted works owned by huge corporations. In early 2013, for instance, the exploitation video label Vinegar Syndrome released  The Lost Films of Herschell Gordon Lewis, a combined Blu-ray/DVD set of three newly discovered sexploitation films restored from the original 35 mm negatives, while the label concurrently released a series of ‘Drive-In Collection’ double-feature DVDs sourced from unrestored theatrical prints – the latter DVDs listed at a reduced price reflecting this more déclassé condition/context. Other examples include Mill Creek Entertainment’s fifty-film  Drive In Movie Classics (2009) and thirty-two-film  Drive-In Cult Classics (2010) box sets; Image Entertainment’s seven-film  Drive-In Classics Collection (2009); and Pop Flix’s ten-film  Roger Corman Drive-In Collection (2010). 

By privileging economic affordability and easy accessibility as justification for their déclassé quality, drive-in-themed DVD sets thus seem to internalise the lower-class, populist associations of drive-in theatres, while the recurrent epithet ‘classic’ aims to restoratively bestow cultural value upon texts too neglected to have retained proper copyright ownership (Figure 1.3). A marketably ‘retro’ sense of pastness is also evoked by the relatively unprofessional, no-frills look of these DVD packages and their poorly transferred films, recalling the ‘trashy’ primitivism and inferior audiovisual quality of the drive-in as an exhibition site.85 Because cultural memories far less often associate mainstream Hollywood films with drivein exhibition, their remediated video editions are less likely to intentionally evoke the drive-in experience, instead presuming a much broader, less site-specific viewership than the exploitation film audiences who have been consciously written into the afterlives of so-called ‘drive-in movies’. 

Like the coexistence of irony and sincerity in the exploitation viewing experience, then, the various DVD editions commingling in the marketplace offer multivalent appeals to the different class positions associated with this historical exhibition site. As Will Straw argues, these budget-priced box sets ‘enact the reduction of hundreds of films to virtually indistinguishable products of equal value, in a market where competition is based almost exclusively on the offering of greater and greater abundance for ever lower prices’. Much as exploitation films were often screened at drive-ins as programme filler but have since been rediscovered 

[image: Image 5]
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Figure 1.3  Mill Creek Entertainment’s fifty-film  Drive In Movie Classics box set repackages public-domain exploitation films within a package visually suggesting how the marketing of 1950s nostalgia is generated through drive-ins’ latter-day destruction as lived places. (Source: author’s collection.)
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as  specifically collectible titles on home video, exploitation texts continue to offer appeals to ‘both hip cinephiles and to the [populist] audiences for cheap genre films – [which] is often signaled in the different titles they carried at different points in their commercial lives’. Since 1970s exploitation films figure prominently in these box sets owing to their indeterminate copyright status when quickly released under various titles across different territories, Straw suggests that these mobile DVD 

archives reinforce the notion of the 1970s as a period of generic decline. 

The turn towards more exploitative genres becomes visually reflected in the historical degradation of the public-domain transfers themselves: faded colours, scratches, alternative titles, shabby sound, inadvertent jump cuts caused by missing frames, and tired stylistic clichés.86 Yet, as I will explain in later chapters, the multivalent appeals of nostalgia can also allow these seemingly negative signifiers of archaism and decay to become retrospectively privileged by fans as positive marks of the archival text’s auratic ‘authenticity’.87

This polysemy is further suggested by how fans themselves repackage grey-market drive-in texts in similar ways as independent DVD distributors. Here, however, the free distribution of these texts seems motivated more by affectionate memories than by profit, becoming accessible by anyone with the technology to do so. On the non-profit Internet Archive website, for example, the fan-assembled ‘Shocker Internet Drive-In’ series of free video downloads simulates a drive-in experience by pairing public-domain exploitation films with cartoons, shorts and drive-in concession ads, while another fan’s ‘Drive-In Madness’ YouTube series  compiles exploitation film trailers with intermission and concession stand ads. 

Finally, public-domain exploitation films continue to appear on drive-in-themed public-access television shows – including one airing late at night in Bloomington, Indiana, at the time of writing, which features a neon-lit 

‘Drive-In Theatre’ proscenium framing the filmic image throughout. 

At the same time, however, these déclassé examples of remediation must vie with more upmarket DVD and Blu-ray editions that less often aim to simulate ‘the drive-in experience’ with concession ads and random trailers. The upmarket editions, from companies such as Anchor Bay Entertainment and Blue Underground, are more likely to offer ‘uncensored director’s cuts’ of a single film, supplemented by specifically curated paratexts from selected points in the film’s reception tail – all of which offer a different means of cumulatively evoking pastness than the more populist, downmarket editions. Vinzenz Hediger argues that the notion of an ‘original’ version is typically propagated by a modern film industry that generates much of its profits from its copyright holdings. A single 
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iteration of a film becomes elevated as ‘the original’ – a lost paragon of wholeness that must be reconstructed via emergent video technologies – 

while playing down the many other versions that inevitably existed across its lifespan (including alternative versions in the public domain).88 By asserting a remedial version that appears to restore and correct the damage that time and neglect have potentially done to the text, the discursive construction of ‘the original’ thereby creates cultural visibility and (economic) value at the expense of an attention to historical nuance (including physical wear and tear) that has increasingly shifted to the film’s paratexts in these upmarket editions. 

The remedial edition can thus become a privileged node of consumption despite the historical and mnemonic value attached to the pastness of budget-priced, downmarket versions that potentially circulate more widely in the marketplace (see the DVD ‘bargain bins’ in filling stations or any big-box retailer such as Walmart or Target) than their more expensive and prestigious kin. Yet, even as they may celebrate the uncensored, authored ‘original’ as a highly desirable object, fans can also complicate such dubious claims of originality by archiving alternative textual iterations for the sake of completism. In this sense, the different connotations of historicity evoked by differently classed video editions and formats – 

some more explicitly populist than others – fragment any clear sense of subcultural coherence. Through their video consumption choices, fans can situationally claim the ‘authenticity’ of one means of evoking pastness over another, much as they can situationally position their own values in relation to the historical drive-in theatre’s differently classed audiences. 

Hence, we should not assume that a teleological flow of cultural value necessarily follows the progression of newer video technologies. Raiford Guins, for example, argues that Italian horror films, among the most popular of exploitation variants, have experienced an upward cultural trajectory, moving from apparently unauthored, heavily cut ‘gore-objects’ 

on VHS to a new presentation as uncut, restored, authored ‘art-objects’ 

on DVD. In this way, technological remediation has supposedly allowed Italian horror’s once-lowbrow cultural value to be restored to a greater state of highbrow respectability through traditional appeals to auteurism and formalism.89 Yet, I would argue that this alleged one-way flow of value is an oversimplification of the complexity seen in the past and present home video marketplace, especially since DVD is no longer considered a prestigious ‘new’ technology. While it may be true that the name of the auteur is trumpeted on box covers, as with the ‘Dario Argento Collection’ 

and ‘Lucio Fulci Collection’ banners on a handful of Anchor Bay DVDs, earnest fans have long sought out specific Italian horror directors by name 
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on earlier video formats such as VHS. Nor is it necessarily true that DVD 

releases have played down references to gore and other low-cultural appeals on their box covers. Heavily accompanied by bonus paratexts, Grindhouse Releasing’s 2008 DVD of Lucio Fulci’s  Cat in the Brain (1990), for example, trumpets the film as ‘The most VIOLENT movie ever made!’ while also describing it as ‘a psychological masterpiece in the tradition of such cinematic classics as  Psycho,  Strait-Jacket,  Eraserhead, and Fellini’s  8½’. 

Likewise, Anchor Bay’s 2001 release of Fulci’s  The House by the Cemetery (1981) sports a tasteful ‘Lucio Fulci Collection’ banner on the front cover, but the back cover features images of mutilated victims, the tagline ‘The Ultimate Gorehound House Party’, and the following description: The House by the Cemetery features a mind-blowing onslaught of throat-ripping, skull-knifing, maggot-spewing and more from Lucio Fulci, ‘The Godfather of Gore’. Considered to be one of the master’s last great films, this outrageous Italian shocker is now presented uncut, uncensored and – for the first time ever – digitally transferred from the original camera negative! 

Reverential nods to Fulci as a ‘master’ and ‘godfather’ commingle with promises of excessively gory details that have been digitally restored to an audiovisual state befitting a ‘great film’. In this sense, closer inspection finds high- and low-cultural references blending on DVD box covers, bespeaking the texts’ inseparability from a cultural history linked as much to a fannish appreciation of gore as to non-ironic auteurism and other high-cultural reading strategies. 

Similarly, digital video technologies have not unequivocally restored even the work of a more artistically redeemable Italian horror director such as Argento to the status of art objects, as seen by the heavily cut and poorly framed version of  Deep Red (1975), included under its alternative American title  The Hatchet Murders within St. Clair Vision’s déclassé Fright Night Classics (2004) DVD box set, or  Tenebre (1982) under its alternative title  Unsane on Mill Creek’s  Drive In Movie Classics  set. Yet, one might ask whether a self-respecting fan would intentionally opt for a degraded VHS or battered 35 mm transfer over a more uncut and restored Blu-ray – but even here, we can find fans whose memories are attached to the more ‘authentic’, haptic pleasures of historical decay (see Chapters 2 and 3) nostalgised by different generations of consumers. As fan-scholar Howard Hughes writes of the Italian western  Django (1966), for example, ‘Forget about pristine DVD releases –  Django is best viewed in the grimiest, most scratched print possible, preferably on battered VHS (Inter-Ocean Video released it in Britain), which accentuates Enzo Barboni’s gritty Eastmancolor cinematography.’90 While the majority of 
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fans may not necessarily prefer the déclassé or residual video object over the remastered or remedial version, such unconventionally retrospective preferences suggest an important dimension tied to memories of one’s own viewing history with the text. 

Overall, then, these examples demonstrate that the format transition from VHS to DVD to Blu-ray has not necessarily resulted in a teleological path of cultural upmarketing for exploitation films – particularly as DVD has shifted from an emergent video technology to widespread market penetration, including users of many different class and taste backgrounds. In this respect, the coexistence of formats and editions which have become desired by fans, for reasons other than audiovisual quality or curatorial extras, complicates what Barbara Klinger calls a ‘hardware aesthetic’ associated with DVD’s former prestige as a new video technology (since bequeathed to Blu-ray). Furthermore, the release of so many once-obscure exploitation titles on upmarket, remastered DVDs signals that purchases of higher-end video technologies need not correlate with the consumption of culturally ‘higher’ films, because a fan’s class position cannot necessarily be determined from his/her choice of fan object.91 

Indeed, if aspirations towards class progress are often marked by the conspicuous consumption of newfangled material goods, then my final section in this chapter builds on how the revaluing of past films allows fans to imagine themselves historically distanced from one-way demands for upward class mobility and the bourgeois taste cultures frequently associated with such demands. 

All these modes of remediation sediment the importance of certain mythic narratives and symbols – including the historical place of the drive-in theatre itself – while nevertheless offering multiple possible paths toward a supposedly ‘authentic’ sense of historical pastness. Yet, this very multiplicity undermines stable claims of subcultural authenticity or coherence by validating many different ways in which fans can use mediated memory objects in the pursuit of subcultural capital. Indeed, as my use of scare quotes should imply, the very notion of ‘authenticity’ is itself little more than a myth, an asymptotic assertion of more ‘auratic’ cultural preferences over others – but a myth that, like nostalgia’s own mystifica-tions of the past, carries real-world effects when figured as a constitutive part of one’s desired identity as a consumer. If particular cultural memories are not the exclusive domain of any one group with select levels of economic, cultural or subcultural capital, then the accessibility of multiple registers of pastness allows historical class inequalities to haunt (but not rigidly structure) the ways in which consumers can contingently make use of  lieux de mémoire such as the drive-in theatre. 
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Exploitation, Apocalypse and Re-enchanted Commodities As Klinger observes, home video’s ability to allow the endless replaying of a text at different times in a person’s life may confirm individual identities but it can also play upon nostalgia’s dialectical nature by juxtaposing past and present experiences in potentially volatile ways.92 Formative memories of viewing a certain film on a visually degraded VHS bootleg, for instance, can clash with seeing the audiovisually remastered film on an emergent technology such as Blu-ray because the latter experience may threaten to rewrite memories attached to the former technology, especially when a younger generation of fans affixes its own memories to a newer format and declaims that format’s superior delivery of textual 

‘authenticity’. Many fans (myself included) might also resist the ongoing shift towards streaming formats, because it seemingly jeopardises the physical accumulation of objects that serve collectors as triggers for more intangible accumulated memories. Technological shifts thus create a tension between resistance to change and methods of compensation as the spatio-temporal memories attached to one means of film consumption are unsettled or displaced by another. Think also of the generational factions arising around major-studio remakes of independently produced exploitation films first encountered by older fans in niche theatres or on VHS; such remakes seemingly cast the original version’s auratic value into question when the property is targeted to more diverse demographics. As the rest of this book will elaborate, these generational shifts in audiences and delivery technologies suggest a history of planned obsolescence that can serve as both a wound and a balm for long-term fans’ nostalgias about their  personal histories of media consumption within a capitalist economy that may no longer explicitly need them. 

Paul Watson argues that the concept of ‘paracinema’ attempts to recuperate exploitation cinema as a marginal and oppositional practice, rather than viewing ‘exploitation’ as a practice that has motivated (and even pre-dated) the history of film from its earliest days, reaching its current apotheosis with ‘the production and marketing strategies of the most mainstream manifestation of cinema – Hollywood’.93 Yet, even if unhelp-ful in limiting our analysis to the historical texts labelled by fans as  exploitation films, Watson’s equating of exploitation with the economic demands of mainstream commercial cinema nonetheless retains a certain degree of accuracy; the term ‘exploitation’ originated, after all, as a common trade term in studio-era publications such as  Motion Picture Herald, to describe exhibitors’ use of distinctive publicity (often including stunts, contests and cross-promotional tie-ins with local businesses) in the advertising 
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of major Hollywood releases, not just lurid independent productions. 

Fan-made fake posters that digitally manipulate and recode images from well-known Hollywood releases in faux-exploitation style play up this tension between mainstream Hollywood cinema and exploitation cinema. 

With lurid fonts, decontextualised imagery and screaming taglines – such as  Barry Lyndon (1975) being ‘Shot with a lens aperture so wide they said it could never be filmed!’ or  Back to the Future (1985) featuring ‘Science!! 

Incest!! Rape gangs!! Jazz!!’ – these fake posters participate in a nostalgic blend of sincere appreciation and ironic distance towards their historical referents, which can also be found in retro-styled pastiches like  Grindhouse (2007) and other ‘retrosploitation’ films (see Chapters 3 and 4).94 Much as fan-made trailers often generically recode footage from Hollywood films for quasi-parodic purposes, these retro-primitive paratexts humorously imagine a world in which mainstream or middlebrow Hollywood films were marketed in the most distastefully sensationalised ways. Yet, part of this humour implicitly derives from the cynical suggestion that, taste politics aside, it would not be terribly surprising to see major Hollywood studios making such desperately populist appeals to attract film-goers. As incongruous as it would be to see Oscar bait such as  Schindler’s List (1993) marketed like a 1970s Nazisploitation movie (an ominous image of Ralph Fiennes’s sadistic SS officer and the tagline ‘See what really happened inside the Nazi torture camps!!!’), for example, these fake posters lay bare the shared economic impetus behind the mainstream and exploitation film industries alike. At the same time, however, they point towards the idea that Hollywood films can also provide nostalgically memorable thrills and attractions despite their lower place of subcultural value among fan cultures that privilege independence, authenticity and nonconformity as desirable traits. 

Appending questions of affect and memory to his earlier arguments about paracinema, Jeffrey Sconce himself has more recently suggested that paracinematic irony may indeed coexist with earnest evaluations of exploitation films. Like Watson, Sconce notes that exploitation films and Hollywood films both routinely promise more than they can possibly deliver, though ‘exploitation by its very name implies a gap between promise and practice, ambition and execution’. One might laugh at the technical deficiencies of exploitation films through an affectionate camp lens, while nevertheless identifying with the romanticised low-budget auteur’s struggle to create something – anything – under impoverished working conditions.95 For Sconce, then, the exploitation fan fosters a strong nostalgia for past periods of film history, like past periods of one’s own life, when one could be ‘exploited’ by these films. As he explains, 
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Film history becomes a mirror to our own mortality, bringing with it the bittersweet recognition that one can never again sit among the screaming yokels below. By reveling in this disjunction between expectations and disappointment, the trashophile is constantly reliving a sadomasochistic fantasy organised around binaries of child and adult, desire and disillusionment, naiveté and cynicism. Like a true sadomasochist, the trashophile enjoys both points of identification – transported one moment to a magical world of skeletons, dinosaurs, vampires, and spaceships, and in the next, laughing at the cheap chicanery that long ago, both culturally and personally, held the power to captivate.96

Still, by only self-identifying as part of the ‘exploited’ audience in the past, Sconce differentiates himself from the youth audiences to which more current high-concept genre cinema caters, because there is not enough apparent pastness for contemporary Hollywood films to become nostalgised in like manner as historically dated texts.97 Consequently, contemporary Hollywood cinema is more likely to be seen, in Matt Hills’s words, as ‘[t]oo obviously a commercial success at the time of its initial release to be feted as underground trash, too historically recent to be recuperated as archival exploitation cinema, too standardised or proficient in its direction to be “bad” ’.98

As Hills notes, this is a familiar strategy in fan discourse, safely associating with the childhood past both the origins of one’s fandom and the 

‘feminised’ ability to be excessively affected by a film, so that the adult self can reassert its more rational, masculine connoisseurship. This lost childhood self is both discursively absented and nostalgically valued, given lingering hopes that a contemporary film could thrill one the way films did when one was younger.99 As I suggested earlier, imaginatively placing oneself in the shoes of past exploitation patrons like drive-in attendees thereby allows more sincere reactions to commingle uneasily with exploitation cinema’s populist appeal to the implicitly ‘naive’ audiences (Sconce’s ‘screaming yokels’) from which the more mature fan as seasoned connoisseur must distinguish him/herself. 

These tensions are especially marked during processes of intertextual adaptation, such as remakes or pastiches of beloved older films, because intertextuality ‘can work as sedimentary layers’. That is, ‘an “underground” layer may prove to be considerably more important to any given audience member, serving as bedrock to any new layer of silt, text to an adaptation’s paratext’.100 Indeed, as my later chapters show, many fans view the remaking or pastiching of cherished texts as a threat to subcultural capital rather than as an opportunity for younger fans to develop a sincere investment in earlier textual iterations via the cultural visibility of a more recent iteration. Subcultural ideologies of exclusivity and connois-
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seurship tend to play down how the increased accessibility of exploitation films on home video can provide fan cultures with new blood in the form of younger viewers who gradually develop deep commitments, not just dilettantish fancies, towards these films. Similarly, remediation processes and intergenerational participation do not simply represent a threatening surrender of subcultural capital to outsiders but can provide even long-term fans with fodder for their own ongoing textual discoveries as once-obscure films are located and re-released on video. 

Echoing sentiments held by many of his fellow exploitation fans, Sconce’s self-described ‘elitist populist’ stance hopes that current audiences ‘might be liberated from the venal stupidity of those who hold the culture industries hostage’. His stance may itself be a nostalgic throwback to older conceptions of fan cultures as adversarial towards the culture industries, yet I believe such nostalgic self-images of subcultural 

‘resistance’ retain their affectivity as desires to defer a subculture’s own redundant obsolescence in a mediascape brimming with texts that easily circulate far beyond subcultural boundaries. Adding nostalgia’s affective pull to his arguments about economistic struggles over subcultural capital allows Sconce to couch his political critique as jealous revenge over how 

‘the object of one’s affection is constantly threatening to “move on” and start over, sleeping with younger and more brutish audiences’.101 Yet, his scorn is ultimately directed less at younger, less sophisticated viewers than at a promiscuously fickle film industry that seems guilty of personal betrayal by defying its long-term relationship with genre fans. 

As one grows older over the course of a fan career, aging out of the youth-oriented demographic targeted by so many media industries, one may gradually find that a nostalgic longing for the past is infused with a class-based recognition of  one’s own exploitation over time. That is, we can find exploitation cinema’s status as a once-timely and highly marketable commodity kept unexpectedly alive in the marketplace echoed in a self-reflexive awareness about one’s own labour as extracted, bought and sold over the years – as seen, for example, in Sconce’s cynicism about the crass economic motives of the culture industries that no longer target him as a prime film-goer. Hence, if these texts are often sold as retro-coded products when they variously resurface as commodities in the contemporary marketplace, this is significant because  retro offers a particular species of nostalgia that invokes ironic distance as well as earnest sentiment towards the past. As Elizabeth Guffey argues, ‘Like the retro rockets that introduced the term into popular speech in the early 1960s, retro provides a form of deceleration or opposite thrust, forcing us to take stock of our perpetual drive to move forwards in space and time. [. . .] Rather than 
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emphasising continuity, retro implicitly ruptures us from what came before’ by exposing ‘past futures’ to the supposedly ‘less naive’ perspective of present scrutiny.102 These retro items may not only transport the fan to imagined earlier moments of personal/cultural history but also provoke the collector towards ‘reject[ing] the continual abandonment of objects [and, by extension, the people whose identities those objects help to construct] in commodity culture’.103

Inspired by cultural memories that can also evoke the disparate class connotations of  lieux de mémoire such as drive-in theatres (or, in the next chapter, grind houses), self-reflexivity about one’s changing relationship to consumerism over a lifetime helps explain ‘the mix of desire and acceptance of its impossibility that is embodied in the . . . idea of yearning’ 

for a youthful time of greater (future) class possibility.104 It is precisely because ‘success in a heteronormative, capitalist society equates too easily to specific forms of reproductive maturity combined with wealth accumulation’105 that the fan’s retreat into memories of earlier lived/cultural times is often denigrated by non-fans as a failure to move beyond juvenile pursuits. As such, fans’ nostalgia may play into contemporary consumer economies through the consumption of remediated films but it need not fully endorse capitalism’s temporal instrumentality towards a future associated with maturation and material success – particularly among collectors of residual video objects such as outdated/degraded VHS and DVD editions. Indeed, it is precisely the outdated/degraded edition’s temporal distance from present market demands that allows collectors to fetishise even fragmented and mutilated iterations of a film (including the aforementioned déclassé DVD transfers). As Kate Egan suggests, residual video collecting can even become a way for aging fans to imaginatively maintain a nostalgically youthful area of their lives, as a sort of mnemonic refuge against the demands of adult responsibility and conformity.106 

Nostalgia for the retro video object might thereby inspire reflection on imagined futures that never came to be, spurring desires to reformulate the cultural past as vital raw material for changing the present – an impulse arguably shared with many of the retrosploitation films discussed in subsequent chapters. 

Christian Thorne proposes that the multifarious forms of American retro culture are united by a ‘desire, delusional and utopian in equal proportion, for a relationship to objects  as something other than commodities’. 

Utopian thought and apocalyptic thought share a preoccupation with the re-enchantment of objects, although the overabundant plenty of classical Utopias now seems, ‘under late capital, little more than hideous afterimages of the marketplace itself, spilling over with redundant and 
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misdistributed goods, stripped of their revolutionary energy’. In images of apocalypse, however, commodities ‘will crawl out from under the patina of mediocrity that the exchange relationship ordinarily imposes on them. 

If faced with shortage, each object will come to seem unique again, fully deserving of our attention’.107

The almost child-like re-enchantment of (re)discovering ‘new’ things can thereby reveal what Walter Benjamin considered the ‘forgotten futures’ which commodities tend to disavow as they settle into routine modes of consumption. These nostalgic traces of other, non-teleological ways in which history could have unfolded represent ‘the index of a temporality that he considered key to capitalist modernity: the return of archaic, cyclical, mythical time in the accelerated succession of the new (fashion, technology), the mingling of the recently obsolescent “with what has been forgotten of the prehistoric world” ’.108 On one hand, then, I have suggested in this chapter that the historicity encoded into remediated filmic texts may represent an attempt by media distributors to profitably re-enchant these commodities by associating them with more ‘conservative’ periods of greater textual scarcity. But, on the other hand, these varied attempts do not necessarily obey a clear teleology of mnemonic value among fans. They can thus result in ambivalent reactions among those, like Sconce, who value the historically obscure text’s ‘rebelliously’ 

deferred obsolescence as a signifier of their own identities but who still scorn the very culture industries that revive retro-coded texts for profit. 

Beneath nostalgic images such as the weather-beaten drive-in screen lying dormant on the American landscape lurks this retro-apocalyptic longing for greater textual scarcity, as if projecting on to the past a powerful desire for capitalism’s collapse and the attendant cherishing of filmic commodities circulated for mass consumption. Collecting outdated cultural artefacts and images that have been re-appropriated as camp or kitsch, for example, ‘constitutes a discourse on the constant re-creation of novelty within the exchange economy’. Accordingly, in their ‘collapsing of the narrow time and deep space of the popular into the deep time and narrow space of the antique, they serve an ideology which would jumble class relations, an ideology which substitutes a labor of perpetual consumption for a labor of production’.109 That is, collecting once-obscure texts becomes not only a means of remembering the wild iterations of past film cycles but also, paradoxically, a means of ‘forgetting – starting again in such a way that a finite number of elements create, by virtue of their combination, an infinite reverie’110 that might nourish one’s ongoing personal history as a fan. 

The fact that once-timely exploitation films persist indefinitely, despite 
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their relative neglect in official film histories, seemingly separates them from the remediation of more mainstream Hollywood texts with wider cultural currency – but their ‘rebellious’ refusal to vanish into the cultural past remains largely contingent on consumer culture’s own industrial imperatives to preserve cultural memory’s raw material as delivery platforms become obsolete. As such, the home video marketplace offers multiple intersections along exploitation cinema’s historical road from the drive-in to the living room, with each potential point of access pointing back towards a nostalgic past that helps ground the fan’s identity but can ultimately remain as ambivalently regarded as the present and future. 

Consuming the surviving exploitation text, then, even when remediated to accentuate its retro qualities, need not entail a wholesale capitulation to the socio-economic status quo but can also inspire an awareness of capitalism’s unfulfilled promises in the present. As the next chapter elaborates, for instance, implanted nostalgias for niche exhibition contexts associated with social and material decay, such as the urban grind house, draw upon the legacy of long-standing class and gender inequalities for their appeals to subcultural ‘authenticity’, even as these same appeals are both undergirded and undercut by neo-liberal market forces which measure social value by the freedom to spend. 
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CHAPTER 2

42nd Street Forever? 

Constructing ‘Grindhouse Cinema’ 

from Exhibition to Genre to 

Transmedia Concept

Like everything else in the Square, the spirits are sites of struggle while functioning as a marketing tool. And each shift in the district’s history reflects competing fantasies and desires [. . .] The tour guide echoes an official fantasy, but critics of the New Times Square are equally nostalgic and limited in the ghosts that they choose to foreground. 

Daniel Makagon,   Where the Ball Drops 1

Even more so than the drive-in theatres explored in the previous chapter, grindhouse has become both a contemporary signifier for interpreting exploitation cinema’s wildly diverse past and a cinephiliac cue for remembering such films within the realm of a specific historical exhibition context. Most commonly associated with the 1960s and 1970s, grind houses are today regarded as independently operated theatres located in downtown or inner-city areas, showing double and triple features of exploitation films at all hours for a low admission price. For exploitation fans, they are also associated with violence, sexual deviance, dirtiness and cheapness – qualities reputedly shared by many of the films shown in such venues. In examining this phenomenon as an extended case study in the implantation of nostalgias, I shall briefly sketch the discursive history of these theatres to determine how and why the label ‘grindhouse’ gradually expanded from a theatre type to a generic term applied to a range of exploitation films in the post-studio era. My goal is not merely to complicate the present uses of the term but also to suggest how non-normative exhibition sites are more likely to be coded generically, with the effect of normalising Hollywood films and exhibition. Such ‘genrification’ has arguably made it more possible for present-day fans to use implanted nostalgias as a means of imaginative ‘time travel’ to past spatio-temporal sites (as discussed in Chapter 1). Here, and in the chapters that follow, however, I also discuss the roots of a so-called ‘grindhouse aesthetic’ (as numerous critics and fans have dubbed it) linked to a nostalgia for  celluloid decay – a nostalgia indexing perceived sources of  social decay that have become classed 
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and  gendered markers of ‘authenticity’ among contemporary fans who imagine themselves linked across time to past grind house patrons. 

Though I already cautioned in my previous chapter against over-privileging urban exhibition spaces, it is impossible to deny the centrality that the grind house has achieved in fan-cultural memory, especially in conjunction with the 2007 omnibus film of the same name. Consequently, I would argue that the urban grind house has surpassed the suburban or rural drive-in as a prominent  lieu de mémoire in fans’ consumption of exploitation films. This is especially notable if far fewer grind houses survive today than even drive-ins, initially encouraging a cultural forgetting that has paradoxically allowed the lost site’s most recent reappraisal to take on a wider range of contemporary meanings in the absence of prevailing counter-evidence. If nostalgia can both promise and imperil fan-culturally valued notions of ‘authenticity’, then exploring how the concept of the grind house not only originally formed, but also recently expanded, lays the groundwork for understanding how it has come to serve as a fashionable word for appraising the nostalgic resurrections of exploitation cinema discussed in the following chapters. 

In examining the grind house as a symbolic site of memory, we should bear in mind Edward Casey’s observation that ‘[r]ather than thinking of remembering as a form of re-experiencing the past  per se, we might conceive of it as an activity of  re-implacing: re-experiencing past places. 

By the same token, if it is true that all memory has a bodily component or dimension, the memory-bearing body can be considered as a  body moving back in(to) place.’2 Yet, I propose that the memory-bearing body need not have actually attended those places, owing to the nostalgias conferred by  cultural memories instead of by merely personal memories. 

As previously suggested with the example of ‘drive-in movies’, the spatio-temporal aspects of genre can also be linked to particular exhibition sites whose commemoration extends well beyond their former patrons. The latter-day exploitation fan who imagines him/herself as a grind house patron participates in the construction and continued circulation of cultural memories about a downmarket, largely lawless urban exhibition site where the viewer’s lived experiences as a theatre-goer might seem sensuously to mirror the sleazy spectacles seen on-screen. Indeed, while perusing photos of theatre marquees as research for this chapter, it was difficult not to imagine myself walking seedy, nocturnal streets bathed in electric signage for countless sensationalised films shown in what seems, from today’s retrospective viewpoint, like fittingly sordid environs. The classed and gendered distinctions, however, that fans might draw upon in privileging such exhibition sites are difficult to maintain when the films 
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that supposedly occupied grind houses are now open to diverse audiences on home video. Accordingly, the generic uses of ‘grindhouse’ may largely be the product of a video-era intelligibility with which fans must labour to make sense of exploitation cinema’s varied cycles; its roots, however, have earlier origins that I shall trace through a specific urban locale which has taken on mythic proportions in the fan-cultural imagination. 

My argument proceeds from the assumption that genre is a categorising tool emerging from historically shifting accretions of discourses; while texts may contain qualities which are associated with certain genres, a film’s reception through culturally situated discourse primarily determines its generic status. Steve Neale claims that ‘[c]inemas, cinema programming, and cinema specialisation’ are components in the ‘inter-textual relay’ 

that institutions circulate to build and promote a generic framework.3 

Building upon this, I argue that, as a specialised theatre type, ‘grindhouse’ 

was constructed as a generic term through industrial-critical discourses originally meant to contain the disruption of economic and cultural capital wrought by these non-normative exhibition venues. While some grind houses were part of mid-size theatre chains, they were generally operated independently of the major studios’ theatres and did not enjoy the benefits of major-affiliated circuits. Though their negative connotations primarily materialised during the Great Depression, the genrification of grind houses did not solidify until the 1950s and 1960s as theatre owners, critics and patrons increasingly positioned them as sites of non-mainstream consumption. Though grind houses typically showed genre films, the historical deployment of ‘grindhouse’ as an overarching generic term linked to ‘low’ 

culture reflects conflicts over the economic positioning of exhibition sites both during and after the studio era, especially as genre-derived cycles proliferated with the rise of independent distributors. 

Such conflicts have allowed grind houses to become ghettoised in the past yet treated with ironic-cum-earnest nostalgia in recent decades. With their degraded look, hyperbolically exploitative appeals and sleazy compilations of lurid imagery, the revival of trailers for so-called ‘grindhouse movies’ exemplifies this mode of appreciation, standing as the primary paratextual embodiment of what has developed into a burgeoning grindhouse aesthetic extending across a variety of media platforms. As a locus for nostalgia, then,  grindhouse has become both a symbolic space and a transmedia concept that can contain a wide variety of films championed by fans who seek (however questionably) to distinguish themselves from 

‘mainstream’ viewers. In this sense, the use of ‘grindhouse’ as a generic signifier illustrates that the term itself has become spatio-temporally mobile with the spread of video technologies promulgated by the same 
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(neo-liberal) economic forces that have since renewed the very urban areas where such theatres were once located. During the home video era, gentrification and  genrification have ironically gone hand in hand when the grind house as transmedia concept has been repackaged for high-concept marketing and domestic consumption alike – as demonstrated by the recent proliferation of grindhouse trailer compilation DVDs. 

Because New York City’s 42nd Street at Times Square – or ‘the Deuce’, as it was affectionately dubbed – has long served as the  actual historical place that subsequently inspired the grind house as a  generic place, I shall look at trends in how its theatres were described in the trade and popular press since the 1920s. These shifting discourses help illuminate how 42nd Street’s urban entertainment district became increasingly ghettoised – but also, paralleling the exploitation films shown there, how the area itself became subject to a restorative remediation in more recent decades. Yet, as expansive as the generic shorthand ‘grindhouse’ can be as a mnemonic category for exploitation films of many different periods, genres, cycles and national contexts, the selectivity of fans’ cultural memories also tends to limit the category’s elasticity by oversimplifying the sheer range of films that appeared in actual grind houses. This selectivity can be examined by looking at how grindhouse film trailers have been compiled and remediated for a plethora of uses, effectively setting the stage for the cycle of retro-coded, ‘grindhouse-style’ pastiches analysed in the next two chapters. 

By exploring how and why discourses about 42nd Street’s grind houses have become mnemonically important to fans, we can understand better not only the nostalgias that have powerfully charged the remediation of older texts and paratexts but also contemporary revisionings of exploitation cinema’s past. Furthermore, the process of excavating and tracking the cultural history of these influential grind houses reveals anxieties that contemporary fans may experience when their nostalgias for these exhibition sites are complicated by economic forces simultaneously producing the  actual grind house’s physical erasure and the  symbolic grind house’s cultural visibility. Accordingly, this chapter begins with the history of 42nd Street’s grind houses during the pre-video era before returning to how cultural memories about grind houses have been mobilised during the very period in which these distinctive exhibition spaces were finally supplanted by home video consumption. 

Early Class Connotations of Grind Houses

The  Oxford English Dictionary defines a ‘grind house’ as a ‘cinema showing a variety of films in continuous succession, usually with low admission fees 
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and freq. concentrating on material regarded as of poor quality or little merit. Also: a burlesque theatre; a strip club.’ This definition suggests that the term has long connoted not only a specific site of exhibition but also films of dubious social worth. The  OED cites the earliest extant mention of ‘grind house’ as a December 1923 issue of  Variety.4 While  Variety may have originated the term as part of its house slang for various kinds of theatres, the adjectival use of ‘grind’ was probably adopted from existing slang. The  OED, for example, suggests that it may have derived from 

‘grinder’, meaning ‘a barker who works continuously in front of a single show’. This connotation refers to the coercion of viewers into attending a performance through ballyhoo, as in ‘working the grind’ or ‘grinding in front of the theatre’. Indeed, grind houses often used garish ballyhoo, as Rialto impresario Arthur Mayer testified when describing his 42nd Street lobby advertising displays and lurid retitling of films.5 Anthony Bianco also notes that in 1953–54, ‘all fourteen grind movie theaters on or near 42nd Street . . . risked being closed down under the state’s so-called decency statute unless they toned down their advertising displays’.6 

With its connotations of sensationalised promotion and gimmickry, this definition of grind as coercion through ballyhoo most closely resembles the meaning of ‘grind policy’, a common trade term that, judging from its undefined use in the 1923  Variety article, probably dates from some years earlier. 

 Grind policy refers to the screening of films continuously throughout the day and evening for cut-rate admission prices – a ‘grind scale’ that often increased over the course of the day and peaked below the standard ticket prices of non-grind houses. On 42nd Street during World War II, for example, tickets started at 25 cents in the morning, eventually increasing to 85 or 98 cents in the evening; pre-war ticket prices at these houses averaged 11 to 25 cents. By the 1970s, a typical grind scale was ‘8 am to noon, $1.25, noon to five, $2.50, five ’til closing, $5.00’.7 Most 42nd Street grind houses offered midnight shows daily by the 1930s; common operating hours by the 1960s were 8 a.m. to 4 a.m. These long hours also implied an all-day ‘grinding’ of the projector and film prints, causing significant wear and tear to these physical elements. 

During the 1920s, the grind business model assumed that higher audience turnover at cheaper ticket rates would be more profitable than the dominant, non-grind practice of offering less than half a dozen shows per day, and was especially different from the staggering of selected seating prices at first-run picture palaces. The original 1923  Variety article differentiates ‘legitimate houses’ from ‘grind houses’, reporting that box-office returns dwindled in a Toronto grind house that tried reverting to 
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two shows per day at higher ticket prices after audiences used to paying grind scale for tickets did not adjust their buying habits accordingly. 

Furthermore, the article reports that, in American theatres, where ‘the two-a-day policy has been tried with pictures at $1.50 top in houses that have been playing a grind policy at a popular admission scale[,] the same story seems to be indicated’, but ‘the pictures can go from a run in a legitimate house or a picture house that has a definitively established scale of $1.50 or $2 top, to a grind house and break records’.8 A 1929  Washington Post article also notes that twelve extended-run houses grossed $3,281,285 

over a six-month period, while only eight ‘so-called “grind” houses’ took in $9,326,673 in comparison.9 Even from these early mentions, it is clear that grind houses could pose potential economic threats to normative exhibition practices, and this would become more apparent when theatres were forced to change tactics for survival during the Depression. Because of their potential profitability, grind policies were also not exclusive to movie theatres but increasingly used (to the consternation of overworked performers) in vaudeville and burlesque theatres beginning in the late 1920s and early 1930s.10

The initial maligning of grind houses was partly linked to the ‘low’ or 

‘mass’ cultural associations of cinema as an entertainment form in general. 

This was especially the case when legitimate theatres facing economic peril during the Depression were converted into grind houses for movies and other ‘low’ entertainments, marking the supposed illegitimacy of these latter tenants. A 1931  New York Times article, for example, laments how

the carnival spirit reigns high with burlesque shows at the Republic and the Eltinge, vaudeville at the Lyric, and a ‘grind’ policy of films at Wallack’s . . . What it all comes down to, if you ask for figures, is this: that of the seventy-six New York theatres recognized as being capable of playing legitimate productions, fourteen have been diverted to other uses.11

More blatant in these low-class connotations is an ‘Elegy on Forty-second Street’s Last Legitimate Theatre’ that reads, ‘The announcement that the New Amsterdam Theatre has been sold for a “grind” house is another indication that the old order has indeed changed. For the New Amsterdam was once the citadel of show business, aloof, aristocratic and rich’.12

Much like the drive-in theatres discussed in Chapter 1, the economically undifferentiated seating in grind houses, allowing a greater intermingling of classes, may have also contributed to their eventual disrepute, as retrospectively suggested by a 1963  Boxoffice article on young suburbanites trekking back to the city for movies: ‘the roadshow picture, the film that 
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calls for reserved seats . . . like a legit stage show, gives the theatregoer a feeling of importance or status, unlike the grind show, where anybody can buy a ticket whenever he’s willing to stand in line’.13 The sheer increase in patronage under grind policies arguably encouraged grind house operators to view their patrons in terms of quantity over socio-economic ‘quality’, at least compared to exhibitors who prided themselves on running culturally higher establishments. Discussing the continuing success of his ‘all-day-grind policy’, one theatre manager remarked in 1943, ‘If we sold by the seats instead of general admission, we could give only a couple of shows a day and would have to charge more’.14

Cut-rate ticket prices, however, were seen as heralding cut-rate products fit only for culturally lower venues. As Suzanne Mary Donahue observes, 

Exhibitors rarely used cuts in admission prices to compete with other exhibitors, because the reduction in rates would lower the standard of their theaters. If third-run theater operators lowered admission prices to increase attendance, their theaters might then become fifth- or sixth-run theaters in the eyes of distributors.15

Yet, this was often how grind houses lured patronage away from first-run theatres, though not without critical backlash. For example, a  New York Times critic praised a handful of 1934 films for falling outside ‘the ordinary run of “grind”-house mediocrity, the feeble-minded pap which the studio hacks manufacture like hamburger to fill exhibitor contracts’.16 

Because of the theatres’ associations with ‘cheapness and deterioration’, the programming of ‘quality’ pictures in grind houses was consequently seen as having an ‘undesired effect by mere association’. According to one theatre chain owner, ‘If it is a good feature, there is no good reason why it should at any time be contaminated by low-type policies which in effect imply that the pictures or the theatre or both are just postponing the last pangs of death.’17 Grind house operators, however, may have thought otherwise as they tallied their profit margins. As Rialto owner Arthur Mayer observed, ‘cheap pictures and poor ones have in the past been no more invariably synonymous than expensive pictures and good’.18 Mayer had purchased the failing Rialto from Sam Katz’s Paramount Publix chain in 1936, remodelling it in a more minimalist style and adorning its entrance with outlandish ballyhoo for his horror and action double features. His deliberately downmarket changes to the Rialto distinguished him from the Balaban and Katz model of high-class theatre ownership that had gained mainstream acceptance by this period.19

During the studio era, the major studios could limit the flow of their product that reached independent theatres by instituting long first runs 
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and clearance periods. This meant that theatres unaffiliated with the majors had to find additional sources of pictures to remain solvent, which pushed them towards cheap genre and exploitation films. Though grind houses primarily played the Hollywood films that eventually trickled down to them, they became increasingly associated with ‘low’ genre films as concerns about class became more prominent during the Depression. 

The Brandt family’s cluster of 42nd Street theatres even became loosely promoted by genre specialisation: according to a 1954 flyer for Brandt’s 42nd Street Theatres, the Times Square promised ‘Always 2 top thrillers! 

Action hits plus Westerns’; the Lyric and Selwyn played the ‘Finest first-run pictures direct from Broadway’; the Liberty was ‘Where the greatest pictures return by popular demand’; the Apollo was ‘Famous as the home of distinguished foreign films’; and the Victory was ‘Where you can always see two unusual films’.20

Theatre marquee photos from the mid-1930s to late 1950s generally confirm this pattern, though exceptions flourished as films migrated from one house to another. The  New York Times reported in 1939 on a grind house playing double features of ‘worthwhile foreign films’ and another playing ‘those volatile Western “quickies” that seldom reach New York’. 

The films ‘continually being revived’ along 42nd Street belonged to violent, male-oriented genres like gangster, adventure, action, thriller, horror and western films.21 Yet, many of these films were at least moderately budgeted major-studio fare, not just cheap exploitation and B 

pictures. James Naremore, for example, points out that film noirs like the Ernest Hemingway adaptation  The Killers (1946) played in 42nd Street’s grind houses but critics often saw such films as ‘inferior or disreputable’ 

because their exhibition context was itself seen as sleazy, cheap and potentially dangerous – indicating a conflation of film and theatre that has continued to haunt grind houses ever since.22 This was partly due to the violent and provocative ‘advertising campaigns, posters, stills, and marquee displays’ used by grind house owners, which Steve Neale identifies as elements of the intertextual relay that circulates generic terms.23 For example, licence commissioner Edward T. McCaffrey’s 1954 crackdown on 42nd Street film displays followed public complaints about advertising for ‘immoral, crime, and gangster pictures’.24

Meanwhile, independent distributors, such as Astor Pictures, Realart Pictures and Dominant Pictures, not only dealt in B films and foreign imports but also purchased exhibition rights to (and sometimes recut and retitled) older A pictures for indefinite grind house play via the states’ 

rights market. Major studios sold national distribution rights to Astor on a percentage basis, with president Bob Savini netting ‘from 10 per 
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cent upward’ by selling his ‘approximately sixty features and ten short subjects’ in twenty-eight exchanges throughout the country.  Scarface (1932), for example, which ‘bobbed up every month or less . . . at one of the grind houses on Forty-second Street’, was shown under new titles such as  The Black Spider of Gangland and  Wolves of the Underworld  for at least a decade after its initial release.25 Titles exclusive to, or revived by, independent distributors increasingly set the tone for the genre types that would become broadly known as ‘grindhouse films’. 

Early Gender Connotations of Grind Houses

Though terms such as ‘grinding house’ and ‘grind joint’ are historical slang for brothels, of which Times Square had its fair share during the early twentieth century,26 it is unlikely that prostitution considerably influenced the term ‘grind house’. Further, the widespread perception that the term derives from the phrase ‘bump and grind’ (referring to the burlesque ‘grind’ dance) is also largely incorrect, ignoring how theatres were commonly identified in the trade and popular press by their use of a grind policy. By 1932, the Rialto had become the model that other 42nd Street grind houses followed after it began offering discount tickets to double features of subsequent-run films on an all-day schedule in 1929, two years before the first burlesque theatres even opened in the area.27 

Even if burlesque theatres sometimes survived on grind policies during the Depression, the grind dance bears little claim upon but has, nevertheless, erroneously informed the concept of grind houses. 

Correct or not, this linguistic slippage became significant because, by the 1930s, cinemas and burlesque theatres were often in close proximity to one another. By 1933, many 42nd Street movie, vaudeville and burlesque theatres had adopted grind policies while many legitimate theatres had gone out of business and been converted to film or burlesque houses.28 

The Brandt family would, for instance, own ten movie grind houses on 42nd Street by the early 1940s, acquisitions made all the more possible after mayor Fiorello La Guardia’s series of municipal efforts to stamp out burlesque between 1932 and 1942.29 This conversion process arguably reinforced the confusion between movie grind houses and ‘bump-and-grind houses’ – a connotation solidified in the popular imagination by 42nd Street’s reputation since at least the 1930s as a place of sexual licen-tiousness.30 In other cities, where burlesque was not under such intense attack, movie and burlesque grind houses continued to coexist in the same urban spaces until the 1950s and 1960s when burlesque was replaced by more explicit forms of striptease. 
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Of course, the films shown in grind houses sometimes reinforced these gendered connotations as well. Pre-1960s classical exploitation films, for example, which were barred from playing studio-run theatres, found exhibitors in independent grind houses. Trade magazines played up the sexual associations of grind houses as well, as when a 1938 issue of  Boxoffice described its suggested ‘selling angles’ for the exploitation film  It’s All in Your Mind (1937): ‘In the grind houses with mainly masculine patronage 

– which are the feature’s natural outlet – the sex angle should be stressed, with semi-nude art studies featuring lobby displays and advertising.’31 

Unlike mainstream cinema, these films were screened for adults-only audiences during the studio era, even in gender-segregated screenings if the films contained extensive sexual content – helping create the impression that grind houses were places of sexual ill-repute less suitable for women. 

But even if exploitation films were not the predominant pictures shown in grind houses, the theatres still became regarded as sites of gendered tastes through their programming of male-oriented Hollywood fare – 

especially during the 1930s and 1940s, a period when women constituted the majority of general film-goers. As the  New York Times reported, in 42nd Street’s grind houses, ‘[a]ny opus with the Marx Brothers, Jimmy Cagney, Gary Cooper, George Raft, Spencer Tracy and the Dead End Kids is a practically infallible attraction, while Garbo, Rainer and the other languid ladies of the screen are greeted with profound apathy. Shirley Temple doesn’t even cause a ripple at the box office.’32 Tim Snelson and Mark Jancovich argue that the Rialto’s horror-heavy programming, for example, positioned the theatre ‘in direct opposition to a middlebrow leisure culture that is feminized through metaphors of consumption and domesticity’. The theatre’s declared penchant for films about ‘mystery, mayhem, and murder’ was linked to its rough-and-tumble ambience as a ‘dirty, ill-ventilated, uncomfortable’ house – in other words, ‘a male paradise’.33 Such cultural distinctions would inform later conceptions of grind houses, particularly as 42nd Street theatres sought differentiation from other theatres on grind policies (and vice versa). 

Increasing Ambivalence about Grind Houses

The denigration of grind houses in the trade press, subsequently picked up by critics in the popular press, was a way of distinguishing them from studio-owned theatres and independent theatres operating at higher admission prices – but this scorn was not always one-sided, suggesting a growing ambivalence within the film industry about the role of grind houses. Film reviewers in trade publications such as  Variety often esti-
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mated the length of a film’s run, with the least marketable films consigned to perhaps ‘only a single day in what was called a “grind” house’.34 Grind house runs were typically between one day and one week (though popular films could be held over for far longer) and thus seen as indiscriminately 

‘grinding’ through different pictures with little regard for aesthetic value. 

Because well-worn, subsequent-run prints were cheaper to rent than first-run prints, grind house exhibitors could increase their own profitability and pay less to the studios; this would also allow them to compensate for the lower daily audience turnover rate caused by the eventual institution of double features.35 While seemingly unviable films sometimes premiered in grind houses in an attempt to recoup production costs quickly over a few days, more successful and respected films also gradually migrated to grind houses at the end of their theatrical runs, allowing Hollywood studios to mop up residual profits there. This practice continued throughout the history of grind houses, giving them a subordinate – but still important – 

function in the distribution chain. 

According to Douglas Gomery, double features were still uncommon during the 1920s but economic hard times during the 1930s caused audience expectations about affordable entertainment to change, leading to double bills filled out with subsequent-run A films, B films from the majors and Poverty Row, and films from independent distributors.36 Double features did not always dominate at grind houses, because single films sometimes played all day under a grind policy, but grind houses increasingly showed double features as they became the standard  exhibition practice for most theatres by the late 1930s.37 As one theatre owner noted in 1938, 

‘Subsequent-run houses . . . find double bills almost necessary to their success once the policy has been inaugurated.’38 The marginalisation of grind houses was thus complicated by the fact that more and more theatres (including chain members) were reluctantly forced to adopt grind policies and double features to stay financially afloat during the Depression years. 

How, then, did grind houses garner increasing disrepute if grind policies and double features became increasingly normalised in studio-owned theatres during the 1930s and 1940s? The growing ambivalence about exhibition traits most often associated with grind houses was accompanied by an intensifying industrial and critical scorn for independent downtown grind houses which had to be posited as ‘bad objects’ from which ‘better’ 

theatres could be differentiated. The 42nd Street grind houses themselves also aimed at differentiation from studio-owned theatres, whether by reviving violent, male-oriented films, by treating their  creeping  decrepitude as a positive mark of cultural distinction, or by playing exploitative films 
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largely unavailable elsewhere. Consequently, grind houses were increasingly seen in the trade and popular press as theatres ‘where programs must be sanguinary above all else’.39

The popular press also singled out downtown grind houses for their moral laxity, focusing on the culturally lowest pictures screened, and thereby negatively colouring more reputable films that did play there. For example, the  New York Times observed in 1939 that the ‘general loosening of moral standards which always accompanies war was being discounted in advance by a grindhouse in West Forty-second Street, which was advertising the Balinese [ sic] film, “Isle of Paradise”, with the following blistering legend on the marquee: “Hell Breaks Loose on an Island of Virgins” ’.40 According to Eric Schaefer, such exploitation films ‘often gave the impression of resistant or alternative positions to mainstream films’, becoming ‘constructed as “renegade” movies by the mainstream picture industry and, to some extent, by the exploiteers themselves’.41 In 1947, Ruth Inglis described the so-called ‘sex circuit’ as ‘cheap theaters in the downtown areas of large cities featuring horror pictures and sex thrillers for transients’, estimating their number at 125 theatres nationwide.42 

In collapsing several genres together as typical fare for ‘transients’, the notoriety of grind house content was thus linked to lower class connotations – not just attacking the alleged cheapness of the films shown but also the character of the people who frequented the theatres. These connotations became more prominent with the ghettoisation of inner-city areas during the post-studio era. Indeed, an estimated three or four hundred inner-city grind houses would exist across the nation by the late 1960s, many of them attempting to balance the decline of their urban environs with the profitable post-1950s rise of sexploitation films.43

Deviant Places and Deviant Audiences in the Post-studio Era

If the preceding sections sketched the origins of the 42nd Street grind house’s cultural meanings, its present-day reputation has largely descended from shifts in the wider film landscape following the end of vertical integration and the subsequent expansion of the exploitation film market. The post-studio period saw these theatres’ classed and gendered associations intensifying around the different audiences and programming choices that made the grind house seem a disreputable and even dangerous generic place. The lurid leisure choices associated with grind houses and their immediate environs also tended to promise a wide range of (unfulfilled) fantasies that complicated traditional urban economics, cueing (but not 
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always resolving) their denizens’ desires in ways that might not necessarily benefit the entertainment district as a whole. Like burlesque theatres before them, grind houses were seen as not just objects of moral condemnation but as a major impediment to Times Square’s economic recovery and the return of legitimate theatre during the post-war era.44

Forty-second Street’s economy diminished in part due to the growth of television but primarily because white flight moved many people to the suburbs while minorities increasingly moved to inner-city areas as industries relocated elsewhere. As Ed Guerrero says, ‘a system of de facto  apartheid was stabilized and rigidly maintained’. By the late 1960s, 

‘after years of urban riots and rebellions, shifting demographics accelerated as racial boundaries eroded, and most American cities found whites heading for the suburbs, abandoning city centers and their movie houses to inner-city blacks’.45 Subsequent efforts at urban renewal were often veiled attempts to gentrify these areas by forcing out minorities such as the African American audiences who later made 1970s blaxploitation and kung-fu films so successful in grind houses. 

As noted in the previous chapter, the immediate post-studio era of the 1950s saw production shortages that imperilled small independent theatres.46 Stepping into the breach, independent producers and distributors could now operate in a much larger percentage of the marketplace, often targeting select audiences with films once impermissible under the now-faltering Production Code. With this increased permissibility, classical exploitation films ceased to be marketable but more explicit genres, such as sexploitation, took their place in grind houses over the next two decades. Such films were seen as financially bolstering the ‘wrong’ 

theatres and creating the ‘wrong’ audiences; as one theatre chain executive explained in 1970, ‘I believe we have been creating a new and specific audience which will continue to demand the stag [ sic] films. I say, let them get their prurient kicks in the kind of grind mills which are springing up all over.’47 Meanwhile, to make themselves seem a more economical choice than other theatres, grind houses retained double and triple features as the larger industry moved away from them (owing to rising production costs), inadvertently enhancing the apparent cheapness of their product. Bosley Crowther complained that with ‘so much blather about the only films made these days being “big ones” or very sophisticated items’, people had overlooked the growing threat ‘pouring into the cheap grind houses and some of the better-class neighborhood theatres’: violent films with ‘the qualifications to give vicarious kicks to creeps and kids, despite the cheapness of their production and the inferiority of their quality’.48

Indeed, Schaefer argues that ‘with advertising appeals based on 
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excitement, adventure, curiosity, and experimentation, the profile of the sexploitation consumer was constructed as someone who was abnormal’, linking sexploitation to anxieties about the negative effects of ‘urbanism’ 

and the supposed ‘collapse of neighborhoods into cesspools of prostitution, crime, and decay’ – despite sexploitation patrons actually being 

‘ “average” in almost every respect’.49  Variety noted in 1962 that ‘Most of ’em appear to be post-adolescents, most are the bald head type who used to frequent the pre-La Guardia burleys, and there are always some servicemen and assorted stragglers. Single femme patrons, of course, are scarce, although mixed couples occasionally are seen.’50 Even with later hard-core films, many theatre patrons were ‘married, college-educated, upwardly mobile white-collar workers with an average income of $12,000 

a year’.51 Yet, because supposedly catering to lurid tastes, the grind house became stereotyped as ‘a semi-pornographic theater not considered worthy of a critic’s attention, at least not a critic on duty’.52

In addition to fears about sexually deviant audiences, fears over urbanism carried a racially charged component, as young African American audiences were often a vital demographic in the 1970s ‘action houses’ 

that had once been picture palaces now located in increasingly racialised areas.53 Indeed, it is difficult not to detect an echo of racial anxiety in fears that the ‘wrong’ films and ‘wrong’ audiences would spread to higher-class and less inner-city parts of the New York area beyond 42nd Street.54 

Echoing common stereotypes about race and criminality, 42nd Street’s urban decay was often figured in racial terms; as noted in one account of the Victory’s patrons during the early 1980s, ‘Only difference between now and fifty years ago is that most are Negroes. Ask any theater manager his take on the customers and he’ll shrug: “This is 42nd Street”.’55 The negative associations of class mixing that arose decades earlier thus continued but were increasingly correlated with the supposed perils of racial mixing at grind houses as well, where white patrons seemed increasingly 

‘outnumbered’. It should be little surprise, then, that blaxploitation films were sometimes dismissed under racially tinged reviews such as ‘bone-headed black chop-socky pic for grind houses’.56 If blaxploitation and kung-fu films briefly overlapped in grind houses during the early 1970s, before the latter replaced the former as the decade continued, these seemingly ‘lowbrow’ films were not only distributed by the same companies (including even major studios such as Warner Bros.) but commonly shared the same audiences through their similar preoccupations with non-white, often working-class heroes engaging in anti-imperialistic struggles through the use of exceptional physicality as ‘self-defense or retaliatory violence against racial oppression’.57
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These morally and politically charged differentiations furthered the stigmatising discourses about grind houses that had appeared since the early years, leading to the increased use of ‘grindhouse’ as a generic adjective. As Rick Altman observes, ‘Only when compared to the exhibition system that sustains it does a particular generic configuration reveal its debt to exhibition institutions.’ Because ‘exhibition circumstances may destabilise generic identification’,58 the adjectival deployment of grindhouse complicated earlier generic labels by offering an alternative means of categorising films according to standards of quality, tone, and taste that were supposedly different from Hollywood product and its now-threatened dominance over mainstream exhibition. 

In a 1960 ‘Study of Decay’, the  New York Times alleged that the 1930s conversion from legitimate theatres to films had led to 42nd Street’s decline within less than five years: ‘Much criticism is directed at the ten motion picture theatres . . . known as “grind joints” ’, says the article. 

Some of these theatres emphasize sex and violence in their street displays, and it is suggested that these displays tend to attract undesirables, especially in the late hours. Many contend that a woman alone is not safe in such a movie; that male per-verts use them as places to meet and to misbehave, and that the general atmosphere of the theatres breed[s] crime.59

Such discourses about danger and criminality accentuated the gendered appeal of the male-oriented films shown in these ‘masculine’ places. 

Indeed, Joanne Hollows argues that the cult fandom accruing around exploitation films in later years partly stemmed from their original exhibition in spaces considered unsafe and uncomfortable for women. Not only were the grind houses themselves coded as masculine spaces but the theatres shared close proximity with the supposedly perilous inner city and the porn-exclusive theatres that sprang up in the 1970s. Some years later, the male cultist could imagine himself a ‘manly adventurer’ into a semi-licit, anti-domestic world of sleaze – even if access to exploitation films came via a VCR safely positioned in his living room.60

While 42nd Street’s photographic record dates from its earliest years as an entertainment centre, nocturnal images of grind house entrances feature prominently by the early 1950s, increasing over the next three decades. Men are often pictured crowding around the colourful posters and lobby displays while women are scarce. Myriad film titles, advertising displays, and adult-oriented businesses decorate images of the Times Square scene. These preserved-yet-fleeting details can today conjure desirous yearnings among fans for ‘lost’ historical times and places of cinematic fantasy, thus allowing nostalgia’s insatiable longings to stand 
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in for the unfulfillable pleasures once promised by exploitation cinema’s publicity and its privileged exhibition sites. Rows of glowing signage figure prominently in how grind houses have been remembered (Figure 2.1), with theatre after theatre of lurid titles representing a liminal space that 

‘conjoin[s] the mundanity and materiality of bricks and mortar with the worlds of fantasy and imagination’ in a heterotopian milieu of sleazy possibility, with the continuous programming of double features that could be entered at any point offering a flexible, expansive experience of time.61 

As Giuliana Bruno notes, ‘The landscape of the city ends up interacting closely with filmic representations, and to this extent, the streetscape is as much a filmic “construction” as it is an architectural one’.62 Especially in later years, 42nd Street marquees became markers of crime and deviance in films such as  Chained Girls (1965),  Prostitutes Protective Society (1966), The Lusting Hours (1967),  The Ultimate Degenerate (1969),  Midnight Cowboy (1969),  Shaft (1971),  Fleshpot on 42nd Street (1973),  Taxi Driver (1976), and  Basket Case (1982). Furthermore, Elena Gorfinkel argues that the  vérité-style footage in 1960s sexploitation films shot in the Times Square area serves a double function as cultural ruins: that is, it docu-ments a time before the influx of hard-core adult films not only squeezed out the sexploitation film as a mode of production during the early 1970s but also transformed the landscape of 42nd Street towards the increasingly degraded condition that would eventually be cleaned up by city and state forces.63

Some exploitation films shot in the 42nd Street area, such as  Massage Parlor Murders (1972),  Maniac (1980), and  The New York Ripper (1982), played into feminists’ worst fears about supposed media effects because it 

‘became typical for a screen killer to be shown prowling the 42nd Street drag, as if there was some inexorable link between the screaming billboards and the actions of the patrons’.64 The eventual proliferation of hard-core adult programming (Figure 2.2) also made 42nd Street emblematic of the evils of pornography for some feminist protest groups, as exemplified by Women Against Pornography’s October 1979 march on Times Square. 

The group conducted tours of 42nd Street’s sex shops, although ‘this opportunity to demystify a territory that had been off-limits’ to women could also inadvertently evoke more ‘complex reactions, including envy, fear, and sexual arousal’.65

Bette Gordon’s film  Variety (1983), for example, offers a more complicated (albeit fictional) depiction of a woman who works in the ticket booth of Variety Photoplays, a real-life grind house visually associated in the film with the Times Square area. As Christine (Sandy McLeod) reluctantly develops a perverse fascination with the theatre’s pornographic program-
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Figure 2.1  42nd Street by night, c. October 1970, featuring a sexploitation double bill at the Victory. Photo © by Nick DeWolf. (Source: Nick DeWolf Photo Archive/ 

www.flickr.com/photos/dboo) Figure 2.2  The hard-core feature film  Sometime Sweet Susan (1975) and quasi-hardcore 

‘white coater’ documentary  Swedish Marriage Manual (1969) are billed together at the Lyric, as seen in  Taxi Driver’s (1976) portrait of urban decay. (Source: DVD.)
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Figure 2.3  In Bette Gordon’s  Variety (1983), Christine (Sandy McLeod) flips through a magazine in a Times Square adult bookstore as a middle-aged male patron nervously looks on, her presence disrupting his privileged space of masculine fantasy. 

(Source: DVD.)

ming, she begins to fantasise about seeing herself up on the screen, acting alongside a mysterious man (Richard Davidson) whom she suspects is a mobster. Inspired by Gordon’s own forays into Times Square adult businesses, Christine is occasionally subject to unwanted advances from men when she enters porn-specific locales but her presence more often causes male patrons to shamefully give her a wide berth, as if she is intruding on a predominantly male fantasy milieu (Figure 2.3). As Gordon notes, the ability to create this reaction may not be  actual power, yet at least suggests how a lone woman’s presence in and around grind houses need not evoke potential victimisation but rather a disruptive complication to the lived and symbolic spaces of masculine fantasy.66

I would similarly suggest that the potential disruption that women can create in the imagined spaces of masculine fantasy complicates the gendered connotations of latter-day subcultural belonging within masculine-oriented fan cultures when the old 42nd Street no longer exists and ‘grindhouse movies’ are largely consumed on home video within lived places associated more with the ‘feminine’ connotations of domesticity than ‘masculine’ urban mobility. Discussing women-in-prison films, Judith Mayne observes that

the very notion of a film ‘made for the male spectator’ becomes increasingly quaint as many of the factors enforcing such distinctions – particularly having to do with 
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movie theater attendance – break down. With the advent of video rental/purchase and the attendant availability of films that might otherwise have been forbidden for a variety of reasons, the female spectator (and the male spectator, too) sees films differently and sees different films.67

In this respect, contemporary fan nostalgia for grind houses as masculine spaces is not only an extension of long-standing historical anxieties that accreted around such theatres but also an anachronistic defence of the gender-limited access to downmarket urban pleasures that home video has since subverted. 

Consequently, it is notable that so many retrospective accounts of 42nd Street imply that the chaos and vice shown in exploitation films were mirrored by the undisciplined conduct of (male) theatre patrons. As Jimmy McDonough recalls, 

Misfits from all walks of life and all manner of race (but largely male) . . . frequently provided a better show than the feature in progress. People talked back to the screen. 

They fought with each other, and I mean hand-to-hand combat. They had sex in the men’s room and in the balconies. A communal experience, 42nd Street, and it all spun around movies.68

Though we should not surmise that crime was a causal effect of the films being shown or the presence of the theatres themselves, we can assume that at least some of the misbehaviour occurring in and around grind houses was a symptom of many Times Square residents’ economic poverty. 

If grind houses encouraged something like a déclassé film-going subculture during their heyday, it was a nebulous and loosely imagined subculture frequently built upon a sense of anonymity, fleeting encounters, and contact only indirectly related to the films themselves. Grind house attendance, especially by heterosexual men, probably less resembled traditionally subcultural conceptions of visible and mutual fan community than the pursuit of  intrapersonal pleasures over  interpersonal  ones. Because exploitation cinema’s hyperbolic promises encouraged viewing desires that were endlessly deferred, ‘[e]scape into the cinema from the ennui of the streets outside does not represent a mirroring of social realities but a mirroring of the confinement of the city’s streets and strangers’ ill-met glances’.69 Complicating adventurous nostalgias about a bleeding over of cinematic space into lived space, then, the screen’s inability to satisfy desire indicates just how much disjuncture may have actually existed between 42nd Street’s on-screen and off-screen spaces for many men – particularly in the sexual difference between exploitation cinema’s preoccupation with heterosexual erotic spectacle and the anonymous queer activities engaged in by some male patrons in these largely homosocial sites.70 In this respect, solitary  heterosexual 
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patrons were  less likely than queerly engaged patrons to experience a fulfilled sense of both desire and community during their visits, despite the largely heteronormative discourses in straight male fans’ remembrance of these theatres today. Indeed, queer sexuality is almost always mentioned (at least, fleetingly) in retrospective accounts of film-going in 42nd Street grind houses, either figured as an understandable by-product of sex work’s prevalence in the area or as a potential source of gay panic over the supposed threat of stumbling into the wrong shadowy corner or lavatory cubicle. As one representative account suggests, ‘the movies were heterosexual, but the quick and dirty sex action was of the other variety, and the theater was soon everyone’s worst AIDS nightmare come to life’.71

Cultural memories of 42nd Street often regard it as a lawless area where laissez-faire economics permitted such sexual and moral transgressions that retained their allure precisely because they were taboo, rather than because they represented actual personal freedoms. Like the longing for periods of greater textual scarcity described in the previous chapter, a ‘rebellious’ longing for once-forbidden pleasures thus infuses contemporary fans’ nostalgia – particularly when the dirty old Times Square is figured like a spatio-temporal island of vice amid a less overtly corporatised past. Whether purchasing a ticket to an exploitation double bill, buying into a shell game on the street corner, or paying for public sex, 42nd Street promised exploitation of many kinds, all premised on desires that fell short of normative ideals. Like the insatiability of fandom itself, then, 42nd Street’s grind houses figure as  lieux de mémoire that can seem all the more unruly as economically ‘unofficial’ loci for unsatisfied desires of multiple valences. Yet, as I will elaborate below, it is ironic that the old 42nd Street as a former site of unsanctioned, laissez-faire economics has since been transformed into a site of officially sanctioned, neo-liberal economics during the home video era, offering the illusion of consumer freedoms within the constraints of copyright law and a commodification of nostalgia. 

Grind Houses and Blurred Cultural Distinctions Complicating the culturally suspect connotations of grind houses, their patrons and their films is the fact that grind houses had, since the mid-1940s, increasingly played foreign films that sometimes overlapped with films shown in art theatres. Art houses were another alternative exhibition context that became genrified in the post-war era through their supposed difference from mainstream Hollywood exhibition. As Barbara Wilinsky observes, 
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Grind houses, predominantly run by independent operators, searched, like art houses, for inexpensive films to fill their screen time. Foreign films offered these theaters, like art houses, a practical alternative. Not surprisingly, these theaters tended to promote the sensational attractions of art films.72

According to Mark Betz, 1950s–60s European art cinema and American sexploitation were often similarly advertised, ‘condens[ing] high and low codes of visibility and identification’ by making artsy imports seem more lurid than they might actually be.73

As the influx of foreign films continued, attempted concessions to cultural distinction continued on the part of some grind house owners, even if using sex to sell tickets was still the bottom line. In the mid-1960s, the Rialto began programming ‘class sex’ films – stylish imports such as I, a Woman (1965) and  Therese and Isabelle (1968) – while the cheaper American sexploitation that it previously showed moved to the Globe.74 

Accordingly, Bosley Crowther described 42nd Street as theatres ‘where one may find anything from a revival of a distinguished and esoteric French film to a “nudie” or “striptease” whatnot’.75 Still, critics typically understood the films playing in grind houses as culturally low because of the alleged cheapness and sleaziness of the venues, even if potentially ‘art-worthy’ films may have occupied those spaces, albeit reframed as sleaze. 

These connotations were aided by the early-1970s transition from softcore sexploitation to hard-core adult films in and near some grind houses. 

Meanwhile, some Hollywood films continued to play grind houses at the end of their theatrical runs throughout the post-studio era, especially if those films fell into male-oriented genres. As United Artists’ publicity director said in 1952, the average movie played first-run theatres for one week, moved to neighbourhood circuits for approximately another week, and then ‘goes into the cheap “grind” houses and in six months it’s dead’.76 

Consequently, actual grind house programming was considerably more diverse than was often supposed but critics still focused on the cheapness, luridness and inferiority of films (Hollywood-produced or not) that were more likely to call grind houses their native home by spending the majority of their theatrical run on the skids. According to Rick Altman, ‘perhaps the most important tactic in the genre world consists in naturalizing one’s own discursive claims . . . by attributing to the text itself goals and functions proper to producer, exhibitor, spectator, or critic’.77 If so, then the genrification of ‘grindhouse films’ rests on such reductive interpretations of typical grind house programming, marking films and theatres alike as somehow different from more acceptable, mainstream consumption. 

As in the studio era, male-oriented genres continued to be popular in 
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grind houses but now coexisted with other genres and cycles introduced through the increased importation of foreign pictures which were not necessarily art films (including Italian westerns, kung fu, and  chambara films) and through loosened censorship restrictions that allowed films to enter the American marketplace with seemingly no greater aim than making money by appealing to the basest instincts (such as imported sexploitation and mondo films). Many of these films could be inexpensively acquired, dubbed into English, and sometimes recut and retitled by American distributors with smaller capital expenditure than producing their own films. Hollywood films ending up in grind houses were not automatically deemed ‘grindhouse films’, though films relegated to grind houses for their violent, cheap or lurid content probably were. 

With these connotations of aesthetic, moral and economic poverty, the term  grindhouse film became synonymous with the post-classical exploitation film in both fan and popular discourse, increasingly operating as a generic adjective by the late 1960s.78 While exploitation films in the post-studio era of increased permissibility and distribution were not as formally distinctive as classical exploitation cinema had been, excess and low production values often remained discernable textual qualities that genrified the films as ‘exploitation’ through their promotion, exhibition and reception. As I suggested in Chapter 1, this conflation of theatre type and exploitation product was also shared by drive-in theatres, another alternative exhibition context often disparagingly used as a generic signifier (‘drive-in movies’) in the post-war era, arguably in reaction to the rise of drive-ins as a lucrative, non-mainstream market from the 1950s to 1970s. 

In fact, one of the early background images on the promotional website for the film  Grindhouse was an artist’s rendition of a decrepit drive-in theatre, suggesting the subculturally held associations between these two generic exhibition sites. 

Though not marketing exclusively to grind houses, independent distributors largely fuelled grind house programming during the post-war explosion of independent production and international imports, dominating more of the grind house market than similar companies had in the studio era. After fronting money to distributors for test marketing, subdistributors purchased prints of successful films for the states’ rights market; these subdistributors could earn up to 25 per cent of a successfully distributed film’s gross, or even more if they owned their own theatres.79 

Independent distributors supplied the majority of titles which are today generically labelled grindhouse films, operating primarily during the supposed 1960s–80s heyday of these theatres, when ‘grindhouse film’ 

solidified as an overarching epithet for various exploitation cycles. Major 
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distribution companies included American Film Distributing, Aquarius Releasing, Audubon Films, Bryanston Distributing, Cambist Films, Cannon Films, Continental Distributing, Dimension Pictures, Distribpix and Embassy Pictures. 

Other distributors were also prolific production companies in their own right, marketing their own and others’ product into grind house circuits; these companies included American International Pictures, Boxoffice International Pictures, Crown International Pictures, Entertainment Ventures Inc., Independent-International Pictures, and New World Pictures. Moving into low-budget exploitation production was seen as easier than sifting through films that other distributors had already rejected, and it offered a means of competing with the spectacular genre pictures increasingly made by the major studios – though Suzanne Mary Donahue notes that these producer-distributors often initially ‘ask[ed] 


for a large acquisition price from a major by using self-distribution as the threatened alternative’ if an independent film seemed potentially profitable.80

During this period, theatre marquees and newspaper ads indicate that westerns still dominated at the Times Square, the Apollo maintained artsy imports, and the Victory mostly played sexploitation – but most theatres’ programming blurred into a mishmash of westerns, horror, action, martial arts, sexploitation, hard-core pornography, and subsequent-run Hollywood product. While focusing on exploitation films oversimplifies the range of films shown at these theatres, it suggests the public visibility of certain cycles and subgenres that have gained prominence in the fan imagination, thus reflecting the popular parameters of subcultural appreciation for grindhouse cinema that intensified in the home video age. 

Many exploitation fans may celebrate the soft-core antics of sexploitation, for example, but acknowledge and play down the hard-core porn that increasingly occupied grind houses during the 1970s ‘porno chic’ era. 

While detractors often conflated porn-exclusive theatres and other grind houses,81 some fans distinguish between ‘grindhouse films’ and hard-core porn films, the latter typically distributed by different companies such as Leisure Time Booking and New York Releasing. Though these distinctions may speak to the relative legal availability (and thus wider remembrance) of some films over others today, I would suggest that the prevalent present-day (online) access to hard-core porn within the domestic sphere has paradoxically made all the more desirable those (non-hardcore) sexploitation films mnemonically linked to the nicheness of past theatrical sites like the grind house. With the grind house marketplace increasingly dominated by porn, exploitation producers and distributors were further 
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wounded by competing in an atmosphere of growing industry-wide advertising costs, while audience tastes shifted towards the major studios’ 

high-concept genre films. As Roger Corman said upon selling New World Pictures in 1983, ‘It’s very difficult to persuade an audience to pay money to see a $1,000,000 film when they can pay the same amount of money to see a $20,000,000 to $30,000,000 film.’82

Writing on behalf of the Brandts during the rise of home video, sociolo-gist Herbert Gans reported that the 42nd Street Development Project’s urban renewal plans aimed ‘to move out lower-income citizens and taxpayers and to replace them with more affluent ones’,83 to say nothing of the conspicuously non-white and queer populations to be displaced. 

The Brandts and other local business tenants took legal action against joint city–state efforts to condemn many of 42nd Street’s theatres, halting redevelopment plans with litigation throughout the 1980s. In addition to having ‘more felony and crime complaints than any other [neighbourhood], despite, or perhaps because of, being targeted again and again by law enforcement’,84 the decade’s crack cocaine epidemic provoked police raids on many grind houses, providing another excuse for theatres to be closed. Meanwhile, the AIDS crisis provided the excuse for a 1985 city health ordinance criminalising public sex – though specifically targeted at homosexuality – which led to more closures.85 Criminality, depicted not only in the press but also in the films set in Times Square, had seemingly spawned a conservative vision of ‘redemptive and necessary violence’ 

against the undesirable denizens of the area (including the many homeless who used the theatres as places to shelter and rest) and, by extension, the ghettoised environs that had apparently spawned such criminality.86 By 1992, only three theatres continued to operate in the area, now primarily showing Hollywood action films, perhaps as a concession to cleaning up the area through more ‘legitimate’ entertainment options. 

More importantly, grind houses ceased to be viable during the 1980s because the growth of home video offered a more lucrative market than the theatrical distribution of exploitation and adult films. Influential fanzines, such as Michael J. Weldon’s  Psychotronic Video and Bill Landis’s Sleazoid Express, sprang up as the exploitation titles formerly played by grind houses were quickly released by video distributors struggling to fill their release schedules. Indeed, the different time periods and cultural contexts created by the revival and import of diverse films at grind houses effectively prefigured the rise of home video by allowing viewers a more democratic range of viewing choices. As  Variety’s Larry Cohn lamented, 

‘On 42nd Street, they just showed any old thing and let  us  decide what to see. [. . .] We need some salt-of-the-earth theaters where you can see just 
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about any old thing without a programmer necessarily deciding what’s good for you’.87

Because video rental stores began taking up this role, nostalgia for grind houses has since bridged into nostalgia for early video technology itself. ‘This fresh new world more or less replaced the second-run [ sic] 

theatrical grindhouse market dominated by Roger Corman and other filmmakers and producers like him’, declares one retrospective article on the rise of direct-to-video releases (see Chapter 3) effectively turning genre fans’ homes into their own private grind houses.88 For example, the book Portable Grindhouse: The Lost Art of the VHS Box reprints colourful box covers from exploitation films on VHS, accompanied by wistful memoirs of the author’s 1980s video discoveries; the book itself even comes in a package resembling a VHS slipcase.89 Similarly, Bill Landis and Michelle Clifford’s touristic memoir of 42nd Street film-going ends with a listing of video companies where one might track down the films discussed therein, emphasising that these films are not completely lost, even if their original exhibition venues are long gone.90 Yet, if VHS let a new mode of exploitation film consumption echo the solitary patron’s individuated and anonymous excursions into grind houses, video collector cultures still fostered some degree of interpersonal contact – a sort of symbolic stand-in for the nebulous sense of sociality lost in the shift from public to private viewing. 

If 42nd Street’s decaying environs had begun to resemble the cycle of post-apocalyptic films that appeared on its screens in the early to mid-1980s, this tendency was accompanied by the condemnation and destruction of many decrepit buildings in the area, and the closing of adult-oriented businesses through new zoning laws. As one writer remarked in 1988, ‘Moving a few blocks north of the New Amsterdam, the upper reaches of Times Square these days look like London after the Blitz.’91 For contemporary fans, the romanticisation of 42nd Street and its grind houses may relate to the cinephiliac  nostalgie de la boue of traversing a sleazy wonderland where one’s cinematic fantasies might bleed out into lived urban spaces, but prospective redevelopers had cultural memories of their own. Like the overlapping and conflicting nostalgias over drive-in theatres discussed in my previous chapter, many conservative members of the 42nd Street Development Project and the New York State Urban Development Corporation had memories of a safer and more prestigious 42nd Street associated with the 1920s–50s period before exploitation and adult films became endemic. As one urban developer recalled, ‘the regret we felt over the passing of this glamorous world gave the project a powerful emotional boost’.92 As Marshall Berman argues, however, if Times Square symbolised America’s industrial and economic potential 
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until the mid-twentieth century, the area’s post-war years of decline and stigmatisation also saw New York City’s apparent disconnection from an increasingly decentralised America where zoned suburbs minimised contact with the social others associated with downtown urban areas. The post-1970s redevelopment of Times Square by global business interests and franchises subsequently made ‘mobs of American tourists happily at home in the Square every day, and many New Yorkers nostalgic for the days of alienation’ from the surrounding world.93 It is precisely this sense of imagined alienation from ‘safe’ and ‘boring’ suburban America that contemporary fans value when selectively recalling the old 42nd Street’s downmarket environs as a nostalgic time and place through which to locate and justify their ‘different’ tastes. 

‘Grindhouse Films’ as Coming Attractions in the Post-theatrical Period

With not even pornography able to keep them afloat in the home video age, most grind houses on 42nd Street and elsewhere closed by the late 1980s, spurring fan-cultural nostalgia for this lost site. Director Frank Henenlotter, who ironically went on to curate films for Something Weird Video, exemplifies this view:

I’d much rather see films in a movie theater with a group of people, especially in the kind of run-down fleabags that played them – somehow the more peeling paint, the more smell of urine, the more exciting it seemed to be! [. . .] It’s a strange concept: all these obscure films that I would have risked injury and death to see (literally, in some of these theaters) are now available at your local clean video store! [. . .] I’m still not used to the fact that these films that I spent my whole life trying to see are now  consumer items.94 

Though Vincent Canby remarked in 1975 that ‘[p]romoters of such films are well aware that they aren’t dealing in things that will be hailed as gems by even the maddest movie nuts’, he admitted that titles such as Ilsa, She-Wolf of the SS (1975) ‘represent a subculture that people who do their movie-going on Third Avenue are seldom aware of’.95 Then, as now, grindhouse fare was increasingly adopted by an alternative taste culture oppositionally prizing the cheap and exploitative as an anti-mainstream aesthetic, marking an early instance of ‘paracinematic’ reading strategies. 

Still, it should be remembered that grind houses like the Rialto encouraged such cultural slumming as early as the 1930s and 1940s while also providing sites of bohemian fascination for avant-garde film-makers and critics in subsequent decades.96 Similarly, while casual film-goers might attend the 
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closest theatre, more dedicated movie buffs sought out the best films on the basis of word of mouth or sensational trailers. Even with 1970s hard-core films, these buffs ‘discussed innovations and variations of conventions, noted mistakes in production, and even speculated about the circumstances surrounding the making of the films from internal evidence’.97 In this sense, fan-cultural memories of so-called grindhouse cinema cannot simply be reduced to paracinematic irony but exist in tension with more sincere appreciation for the endlessly deferred thrills promised by exploitation films. Grindhouse nostalgia grew in cult film communities during the 1990s and 2000s, marketed by companies such as Something Weird Video, Grindhouse Releasing and other video distributors keen on repackaging not only filmic texts but also their outlandish and excessive paratexts. 

While once-obscure exploitation films are increasingly returned to more pristine audiovisual quality and greater cultural availability via digital technologies, trailers and other original advertising paratexts typically retain their degraded and archaic quality, full of scratches, grain and other celluloid artefacting – hence the centrality of the trailer and other paratexts to the blend of irony and sincerity intentionally encoded into the 

‘retrosploitation’ pastiches discussed in the following chapters. Whether encoding paratextual cues for nostalgia into more recent formats or casting residual formats into a nostalgic light, home video’s propagation of such temporal juxtapositions has only increased with the market-driven shifts towards digital technologies. (Think, for instance, of cinephiles’ complaints over the amount of ‘noise reduction’ digitally removing 35 mm celluloid grain from some Blu-ray restorations of older films, replacing the original image’s ‘filminess’ with an unnaturally contemporary veneer.) Such nostalgia was also encouraged by grindhouse film festivals held in a handful of large cities, effectively transplanting exploitation films back into their ‘proper’ theatrical settings, including at several of the few remaining theatres priding themselves on being former grind houses (such as The New Beverly in Los Angeles). Yet, it is ironic that the urban theatrical exhibition of exploitation films has been so nostalgised today as a potential source of subcultural capital because, unlike many urban film-goers, patrons outside large cities may have attended exploitation films owing to the sheer dearth of available films in their area, not out of any overt rejection of ‘mainstream’ cinema. Sixties sexploitation icon Marsha Jordan, for example, recalled promoting one of her films in a small Iowa town where, unlike the typical urban clientele, ‘90 per cent of the people who came in were couples, married couples and single couples. We said, “Gee, this is weird”, and they said, “Oh no, on the weekend people here don’t have anyplace to go, so all the married people come to the sex theatres”.’98
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From the encoding of trailers as DVD paratexts to the attempted recreation of grindhouse-themed theatrical experiences, the contemporary revival of  grindhouse as a transmedia concept has thereby allowed room for overlapping nostalgias which are symptomatic of a broader video-era taste formation undergirding both the remediation of older exploitation films and the recent rise of retrosploitation. To provide an extended example, I will now explore how the revival of grindhouse film trailers as DVD compilations and bonus features exemplifies this tension between nostalgia’s commingling of sincere and ironic valences, spawning a sort of 

‘grindhouse aesthetic’ that fetishises filmic decay. As Lisa Kernan argues, trailers possess a unique temporal status as nostalgic for a film not yet seen, yet also providing a gallery of attractions wrested free from narrative coherence in the creation of intensified anticipation towards future film-going. Pieced together through a sort of ‘discontinuity editing’ that subsumes the use value of any given film’s narrative to the exchange value of exploiting the prospective appeal of cinematic attraction in general, these paratexts cue audiences to the most exploitable elements of films that might otherwise disappoint if viewed as a whole, while creating almost surreally incongruous mixes of sex, violence and sensationalism.99 By foregrounding an exploitation film’s ‘high points’ (often accompanied by ominous/lascivious male narration of the basic plot premise and frequent repetition of the film’s title), these trailers are especially useful in offering quick overviews of the most distinctive moments in generically formulaic films – which, for viewers low in subcultural capital but faced with such a nebulous variety of cycles and subgenres, may even work against the desire to bother seeing the individual films being advertised. As one review of a compilation DVD notes, 

Free of the eighty minutes of bad expository [ sic], lame jokes, and boring buildup found in the feature film, the trailers were pure excitement. [. . .] Though many of these films will be familiar to genre fans, I’ve never seen any of them. [. . .] And, I honestly have little desire to see any of them now. Yet, the trailers were thoroughly enjoyable in their own right, and they’re something that will likely hold up to repeated viewings.100

When compiled together on DVD, exploitation film trailers thus represent an effective commercial and subcultural entry point to the exploitation corpus for those willing to invest in it further, temporally compressing a rapid-fire array of thrilling moments from selected titles that one might purchase in remediated form. Functioning like a primer in subcultural competencies, the hyperbole and apparent incoherence of the trailers may encourage ironic reading strategies while their chaotic cataloguing of 
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sleazy thrills points towards their surviving potential to sincerely excite viewers by offering visceral appeals transcending their dated historical contexts. Like scanning a street lined with marquees of enticing titles, traversing multiple DVD menus of trailers offers a domesticated fantasy of traversing nostalgically recalled urban spaces, thus shaping the retrospective contours of the grind house as an exhibition site. In fact, uncommonly long clusters of trailers were common features in actual grind houses, with Vincent Canby noting in 1968 that ‘a Manhattan sex–violence house devoted no fewer than 20 minutes to its trailers for future films, including “Shameless Desire” and “Sex is the Game People Play.” It was, in effect, a montage, if not an anthology, of various kinds of sex activities and violence’.101 Similarly, street-side video monitors endlessly looped trailers to lure in passers-by on 42nd Street in the early 1980s, around the same time that some grind houses were converting to video projection for hard-core adult films.102 Trailer reels could, in theory, better hold the attention of unruly or distracted audiences, and perhaps temporarily offer a greater sense of shared viewing community than the actual double features themselves – foreshadowing how trailer compilation DVDs have been explicitly promoted in product descriptions and reviews as good for party entertainment at home. The VHS box of a 1992 trailer compilation, for example, notes that ‘[t]he grindhouses of NYC’s Times Square have all been torn down, but their memory lives on in  Grindhouse Horrors’ . 

The proliferation of trailer compilation videos is a relatively recent phenomenon, with the random access allowed by digital technologies permitting most compilations to be either played through in their entirety or by individual trailer, thus improving upon the democratic appeal of VHS. Though several trailer compilations date from the early 1980s, most have appeared since the rise of DVD.103 With the growth of DVD and the increased conventionality of including trailers as DVD bonus features, trailer compilations proliferated in the marketplace – including DVD reissues of many of the older VHS ones – sometimes arranging a mix of genres (Montreal Film Studio’s multivolume  Fantastic Movie Trailers series, Drafthouse Films’  Trailer War [2012]); or sometimes arranged specifically by genre ( Best of Kung Fu Movies [2005],  A Fistful of Trailers [2003], and Cumming Soon!  [2002]); or production company ( Nikkatsu Roman Porno Trailer Compilation [2010], Distribpix’s  35mm Grindhouse Trailers [2009], and Camp Motion Pictures’  Trailer Trash! [2008]). 

While these trailer compilations may be sold as stand-alone units at retail prices equivalent to other videos and DVDs, several compilations are also offered at budget prices, effectively serving as video sales catalogues for specialist companies. Something Weird’s  Extra Weird Sampler 
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(2003), for example, contains nearly four hours of exploitation trailers and clips, primarily from films also released on special-edition DVDs in conjunction with Image Entertainment. The inclusion of original theatrical trailers as advertising strategies on the websites of Something Weird and Blue Underground suggests that the thrills promised by these trailers still serve their original purposes of selling the feature text itself to prospective buyers, not merely serving as objects of ironic appreciation. This more straight-faced presentation of original trailers as informative paratexts is further suggested by their occasional inclusion, like evidentiary exhibits, as DVD supplements for documentaries about the history of exploitation cinema, including  Not Quite Hollywood: The Wild, Untold Story of Ozploitation! (2008),  American Grindhouse (2010),  Video Nasties: Moral Panic, Censorship, and Videotape (2010), and  Machete Maidens Unleashed!  

(2010). 

When looking at the trailers appearing most often across multiple compilations, the repetition of more outlandish, violent, hyperbolic or lurid ones has helped solidify a privileged exploitation film corpus; yet, arguably, this tendency has more to do with the increased video availability of some trailers over others than textual traits of the full films being advertised. In this sense, the loosened copyright status of trailers, initially intended to spread far and wide, has allowed them to be repurposed by whichever competing companies are able to acquire transfers from 35 mm prints. This is not to say that trailers are free from copyright restrictions but that they are more likely to exist in a legal grey area than the films they are advertising (as I also discuss in this book’s Conclusion). Yet, whereas these trailers may once have circulated with more legal freedom, their remediation on compilation DVDs is a means by which companies can stake greater copyright claims over the transfers, thereby helping to lock down specific uses of these revived paratextual afterlives. Small wonder, then, that most of the trailers reappearing across multiple compilations are for films whose DVD distribution rights belong to smaller, independent companies, not to exploitation films whose rights may have been bought up by major Hollywood studios, such as MGM’s eventual acquisition of rights to the American International Pictures back catalogue (by way of the defunct Orion Pictures). 

Perhaps the most popular line of exploitation trailer compilations in the United States, and thus the one most responsible for helping shape the contemporary genrification of so-called grindhouse cinema, is Synapse Films’  42nd Street Forever series, which began in 2005 and has spawned six DVD volumes and several Blu-ray volumes at the time of writing. As the name implies, these compilations play into fans’ cinephiliac desires 
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to travel back as cinematic tourists to the notorious street during its sleazy heyday. Trailers are often generically clustered throughout the running time of each volume, with the prominence of particular genres and cycles reflecting the same sorts of films privileged by Landis and Clifford’s account of 42nd Street grind houses. When later volumes seem to veer further away from the mnemonic realm of grindhouse cinema, fan-reviewers often complain that the trailers are either ‘too mainstream’ 

or do not fit their romantic ideals of what exploitation cinema supposedly should look like (regardless of which company actually produced or distributed the titles in question). Such complaints are exemplified by this review of the fourth volume:

[T]here are too many trailers here that seem out of place in a collection devoted to grindhouse exploitation films. There is a legitimate difference between lower budget 

‘B’ films from big studios and the more schlocky, more exploitive type of low budget films which usually appeal more to fans. It is not that there is no place for trailers from larger ‘B’ movies like  March or Die or  In God We Trust, it’s just that for me they are given too many seats at the table compared with the real exploitation films. 

The same can be said for less exploitive fare from indie companies specializing in schlocky films, like AIP ( Our Winning Season) and Crown International ( Coach).104

Yet, this selective vision denies not only the variety of films that historically played at actual grind houses but also the role of many independent exploitation producers who deliberately drew inspiration from successful major-studio films in an attempt to gain distribution deals with the more reputable member companies of the Motion Picture Association of America.105

Compounding the selective nature of the included trailers, the more interpersonally social uses of such compilations also help to colour the shape of grindhouse cinema by segregating certain types of content from others.  42nd Street Forever: XXX-treme Special Edition (2007), for example, compiles several hours of trailers for 35 mm hard-core porn films. Released between the series’s second and third volumes, this DVD’s 

‘adults-only’ status positions it outside the rest of the series’s sequentially numbered volumes, speaking to the legal separation of soft-core from hard-core content. While the series’s nostalgic title acknowledges porn’s historical place in 42nd Street’s grind houses, this release also segregates porn into a legally permissible archive for those whose tastes cross into hard-core territory. If the trailer segment of the theatrical experience regularly engenders a more carnivalesque atmosphere than the atmosphere of the unfolding feature film itself,106 then the carnivalesque overlap between on-screen and off-screen action implied in many  nostalgias 
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for the supposed 42nd Street grindhouse experience makes sense if intended as ambient viewing at parties that may cinephilically aspire to reminiscent levels of debauchery, alcohol/drug use and general unruli-ness. The screening of trailer compilations for hard-core films, however, may uncomfortably echo the homosocial or homoerotic dynamics of adult theatre attendance mentioned earlier, and hence be considered less appropriate for certain social events. In addition, the party atmosphere potentially opens these trailers to fans and non-fans alike, necessitating the situational performance of fandom in relation to other viewers with widely varying degrees of subcultural capital – and thus widely differing blends of earnestness and irony in the reception of such objects. The varied uses of trailer compilations therefore have as much potential to foster fans’ ideas about 42nd Street as to complicate these implanted nostalgias when the exploitation film corpus is so readily constructed and presented to wider audiences in digest form. 

Negotiations for subcultural capital during the domestication of the grind house as a contested  lieu de mémoire arguably reached their zenith in the wider cultural landscape with the 2007 release of the omnibus film  Grindhouse. Composed of two feature-length exploitation pastiches directed by Robert Rodriguez and Quentin Tarantino ( Planet Terror and Death Proof), fake trailers (Rodriguez’s  Machete, Rob Zombie’s  Werewolf Women of the SS, Edgar Wright’s  Don’t, and Eli Roth’s  Thanksgiving), advertisements, and archival theatre announcements for ‘our feature presentation’, the entire ersatz double-bill experience is drenched with the digitally simulated appearance of celluloid print damage (scratches and blotches, poorly spliced edits, jumping frames, ‘missing reels’, bleeding colour emulsion and so on) evoking a particular vision of ‘grindhouse-ness’. As Rodriguez notes, this aesthetic choice was directly intended as a reaction against the remediation of exploitation movies on ‘cleaned-up’ 

and remastered DVDs that had lost the haptic quality of pastness associated with damaged celluloid – though he joked that there were early plans to release a later DVD edition of  Grindhouse that would remove its digitally created decay and be marketed as ‘Newly found original negatives. 

Completely scratch free and remastered’ – a gimmick that eventually appeared as a bonus feature on the Blu-ray release.107 Likewise, Tarantino claims that he began collecting 16 mm and 35 mm film prints because the sheer availability of home video ‘devalues films at the same time’.108

Yet, with so much historical (and cultural) distance from existing grind houses, contemporary audiences had to be educated in the generic meaning of ‘grindhouse’. Condensing exhibition context and exploitative content, the film’s trailer began with a definition subsequently adopted by many 
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reviewers: ‘GRIND HOUSE  (n): A theater playing back-to-back films exploiting sex, violence, and other extreme subject matter’. Since archival exploitation films often used trailers to advertise high-concept thrills on low budgets, the trailer’s temporal status as a film remembered in advance works especially well for advertising larger-budgeted, high-concept pastiches like  Grindhouse, because these privileged moments become ‘a form close to the image’s total dissolution in a pure flow of audiovisual information to be randomly modulated’.109 Furthermore, Lisa Kernan argues that trailers are crucial in creating ‘generic spaces’ that generate anticipation in viewers – although, in this case, such generic spaces have also found an imagined physical space in the grind house as a symbolic site for sleazy genre films.110 The fact that many exploitation film trailers are too violent and sexually explicit to have been shown beyond specialised houses upon their initial release also emphasises the grind house as a non-normative generic space that implants selective memories of an unruly corpus. 

In aligning their own work with earlier exploitation films, Tarantino and Rodriguez attempt to differentiate themselves and their collaborators from the cultural ‘mainstream’. Furthermore, as Joanne Hollows argues, cult film fans’ anti-mainstream stance opposes the supposedly feminising, ‘politically correct’ effects of mainstream culture. In this sense, the directors’ celebration of grindhouse cinema as a generic synonym for  exploitation cinema apparently protests against the replacement of potentially dangerous, male-oriented, inner-city theatres with safe, suburban multiplexes and video stores.111 Since most contemporary films earn the vast majority of their overall revenues from the home video market, this gendered cultural distinction is rather disingenuous but it nevertheless suggests a partial distrust of the domestic sphere as a ‘feminised’ consumption space providing access to viewers (such as Variety’s female protagonist) well beyond the historical grind house’s appeals to men. Furthermore, Caetlin Benson-Allott calls  Grindhouse a 

‘digital homage to both a bygone platform (celluloid) and a bygone genre 

[ sic] (the exploitation film)’. Because it was initially released to DVD as the separate films  Planet Terror  and   Death Proof, sans trailers and ads, she argues that one cannot recreate the  Grindhouse experience at home using standard DVDs, indicating a mourned loss of theatrical exhibition in general, especially during a time when the theatrical projection of non-decaying Digital Cinema Package files was on the rise.112 Indeed, some critics found  Grindhouse’s fake trailers to be its most successful feature, encapsulating the project’s overall tone and concept without overstaying their welcome.113 These fake trailers proved successful enough to spin off into two subsequent films, Robert Rodriguez and Ethan Maniquis’s 
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 Machete (2010) and Jason Eisener’s  Hobo with a Shotgun (2011). Eli Roth was even rumoured to be following up his faux slasher trailer  Thanksgiving with   Trailer Trash, a feature-length compilation of fake trailers.114 Yet, as I elaborate in the following chapter, the complete theatrical version of Grindhouse has since been released in the United States exclusively on Blu-ray, ultimately suggesting less of a resistance to technological change than complicity with its attendant market demands. 

Jockeying for subcultural capital, exploitation fans debated the authenticity of  Grindhouse in comparison to ‘real’ grindhouse films, suggesting anxieties over the high-concept film’s co-opting of the generic label for mainstream consumption. As  Grindhouse special make-up effects designer Greg Nicotero noted, ‘The grindhouse concept aside, you could cut this movie together and release it and it would be just as equally satisfying as a mainstream horror film.’115 Online fan discourse attempted to define and describe grindhouse films as synonymous with the post-classical exploitation film, accompanied by fan-generated lists of titles demonstrating one’s subcultural cachet. Because the exploitation film is less a distinct genre than an aesthetic style or sensibility infused with pastness, Wiki-based websites such as The Deuce: Grindhouse Cinema Database sprang up around  Grindhouse’s release, trying to navigate the video-era intelligibility of the diverse grindhouse cinema corpus by organising titles by year, cycle, or subgenre – though, like many trailer compilations, largely focusing on either the most well-known or most notorious titles. 

These displays of ownership and control accompanying the grindhouse concept’s increased visibility arguably spring from ‘a sense of insecurity and anxiety’ that ‘the fan can only ever aspire to becoming, at most, a post facto addition to the cultural meaning’ of his/her chosen objects.116 As I expand in the next chapter, this ambivalence or even outright anxiety is particularly acute when digital technologies allow signs of age to be intentionally removed from, or added to, older recordings, potentially creating 

‘a dialogue between generations of users’.117

As the preceding discussion suggests, the repackaging of older texts and the retro-stylisation of newer ones are distinct but interrelated phenomena but they temporally intertwined and accelerated during  Grindhouse’s pre- and post-release hype as independent companies and major studios capitalised on the nostalgic blend of irony and earnestness discursively crystallising around the generic term ‘grindhouse’. In this sense, the relationship between  Grindhouse and its imitators echoes the reciprocal flow of timely, sensational, or profitable influences that had long occurred between major Hollywood releases and independent exploitation product. 

Capitalising on  Grindhouse’s release, independent companies, such as 
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After Hours Cinema, Code Red, VideoAsia, and BCI, released DVDs containing ‘grindhouse’ double features and trailer compilations, largely assembled from public-domain works or films with indeterminate copyright status; the Independent Film Channel began a weekly ‘Grindhouse’ 

programming slot devoted to cult films; and the documentaries  American Grindhouse and  42nd Street Memories: The Rise and Fall of America’s Most Notorious Street (2014) featured interviews with notable exploitation actors, film-makers, and critics. BCI’s ‘Welcome to the Grindhouse’ 

series (begun in 2007), for example, features a DVD menu with film titles superimposed over a photograph of a 42nd Street marquee; the menu allows viewers to select each half of the double bill individually or to ‘Start the Grindhouse Experience’ which screens both features back to back, interspersed with generically related trailers and theatrical announcements – again pointing to the trailer’s centrality as a key marker of the 

‘grindhouse experience’ (Figure 2.4). Similarly, the four-film set  42nd Street Pete’s Sleazy Grindhouse Picture Show (2009) features a ‘grindhouse function’ allowing continuous play of each disc’s double feature of 1970s adult films. As the back cover explains, 

This DVD represents the way these grindhouse gems were shown – non stop! No intermissions, just film after film with the occasional short or trailer. Each film has been branded with burn spots, streaks, and breaks, all of it due to old projectors and the careless handling of projectionists. [. . .] After Hours Cinema realizes how important these films are and we have restored them to the best possible condition with all the defects intact! 

In other words, to distinguish itself as more ‘authentic’ than  Grindhouse’s digitally simulated celluloid decay, this DVD offers the paradoxical claim of allegedly ‘restoring’ the films while also preserving their ‘careless’, unsimulated wear and tear. Avoiding the time- and cost-intensive process of substantially remastering or restoring prints that occupy a legal grey area thus allows small independent distributors like After Hours Cinema to profit from the déclassé grindhouse aesthetic while making the otherwise obscure films themselves more widely available on digital video formats. 

These uses of grindhouse as an overarching generic label – or better still, as a synecdoche for containing many different exploitation genres, periods and cycles – indicate its flexibility in becoming a highly sellable commodity, especially in a post-theatrical era in which the grind house as historical referent has vanished from the physical landscape, an absence glossed over by the so-called ‘Disneyfication’ of Times Square. If the environs of 42nd Street once seemed to mirror the violence, crime and 

[image: Image 9]
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Figure 2.4  BCI’s ‘Welcome to the Grindhouse’ DVD menus allow each film to be watched separately, while the option to ‘Start the Grindhouse Experience’ plays both films as a double feature interspersed with trailers and other theatrical paratexts. 

(Source: DVD.)

sexuality shown on-screen, the ‘New 42nd Street’ is itself a product of remediation, with a shopping-mall or theme-park aesthetic remediating the long-standing entertainment centre. Indeed, the Empire theatre has even been physically uprooted, moved down the block, and converted into a chain multiplex of the very sort where  Grindhouse would have played, the cavernous auditorium now transformed into a lobby from which separate screens branch. As one blogger astutely analogised, ‘ Grindhouse is to grindhouse movies as the AMC 25 Empire is to the Empire: a gussied-up homage that can’t compare to the real thing.’118

As this disparaging quote implies, some fans criticised how the economic impetus behind the revival of ‘grindhouse’ by a Hollywood ‘mini-major’ studio such as The Weinstein Company shared common ground with the same corporate economics that have revived the 42nd Street entertainment district as an easily accessible, family-friendly bastion of mass-cultural consumerism. Indeed, The Walt Disney Company had owned Dimension Films (not to be confused with the 1970s company Dimension Pictures), the genre label that released  Grindhouse, until as late as 2005. Consequently, despite the threats to subcultural capital that the 
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‘mainstreaming’ of grindhouse films ostensibly represents, distinctions between mainstream and niche cultures are difficult to validate in fans’ 

selective celebration of the old 42nd Street, given the underlying economic imperatives of historical grind houses themselves and their diverse mix of home-grown/imported programming from major and independent producers alike. ‘If one looked beyond the paper-thin “do-gooder” 

veneer redevelopers were peddling, one could grimly appreciate that it was all in the huckster spirit of 42nd Street’, remarks Jimmy McDonough. 

‘The Deuce was all about greed, and one con had replaced another on the Street of Dreams. Out with Bingo Brandt, in with Mickey Mouse.’119 

Meanwhile, the gendered connotations of the area’s ‘feminising’ mainstream makeover have been figured as a ‘castration’ of a lost 42nd Street that ‘will return to a futuristic squalor for our descendents to enjoy. Some apocalyptic, Disneyfied world of sleaze and pornography and blight and ruin . . . [is] genetically encoded into the urban ecosystem called Times Square’.120 As suggested in the previous chapter, such apocalyptic fantasies about lost or declining exhibition sites are rooted in a certain longing for capitalism’s decay, even as these same fantasies may also be unevenly marshalled by media distributors for consumerist ends. 

Though 42nd Street’s prospective redevelopers allegedly sought to 

‘protect the area’s economic potential from the deleterious effects of the lawless environment’,121 we should recall that ‘Times Square was the apotheosis of free-market economics, answering the demand for cheap and easy access to drugs, porn, and prostitution’.122 In this sense, the old 42nd Street exemplified the very unregulated markets that find socially legitimated contemporaries in the neo-liberal economic practices of The Walt Disney Company and the other large corporations that have ‘cleaned up’ Times Square for their own uses – including catering for the individual consumers who make up fan cultures. The return of ‘legitimate’ 

corporate businesses was, after all, driven by city–state joint intervention into urban redevelopment, despite free-market proponents’ diatribes against the same government intervention that has allowed elite corporate power to expand unchecked, at the expense of all those unwilling or unable to purchase happiness via commodities. 

In the final analysis, if 42nd Street nostalgically occupies an imagined space of anarchic possibility at the intersection of exploitation fans’ cultural memories and cinephiliac fantasies, then the physical and symbolic remediation of 42nd Street has actually replaced a realm of subaltern economics with far more dominant forms of economic exploitation that also threaten to erode visions of subcultural belonging and self-sufficiency (such as the once-thriving bootleg trading networks made increasingly 
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obsolete by official DVD releases). The video-era sales of repackaged archival texts and retro-styled simulations of exploitation cinema are each inextricable from the very market forces that together fuelled the historical grind house’s actual demise and symbolic remembrance. Furthermore, as advertisements that can be easily repurposed for both niche and mainstream markets, and shared across multiple formats owing to their indefinite copyright status, grindhouse trailers fit well into this neo-liberal regime of flexible accumulation. Small wonder, then, that contemporary fans’ nostalgia for the grind house as a  lieu de mémoire contains so much ambivalence, fostering both ironic distance and sincere longing towards the past and present advertising of these material sites. 

Because most of today’s consumers had no experience in actual grind houses, the genrification of ‘grindhouse’ increasingly works these films back into the bourgeois social fabric with which grind houses historically had such a tenuous relationship. Grind houses and Hollywood were never mutually exclusive, despite the discourses that often promoted them as such. Therefore, in positing these theatres’ apparent difference from the ‘mainstream’, such discourses have largely reinforced Hollywood as American cinema’s economic and cultural standard-bearer – not only enabling a niche market for exploitation films but also enhancing the profits made by both Hollywood and grind houses from subsequent-run major-studio films. While the marginalisation of grind houses as alternative exhibition sites may have been both sought by, and imposed on, these theatres from their earliest years, perhaps it is fitting that the struggle for (sub)cultural capital surrounding their genrified films now exposes itself as the struggle for economic capital that it always was. Consuming niche- and mass-marketed signifiers of the grind house to support their ostensibly oppositional stance, these cultural distinctions adopted by predominantly middle-class fans would seem to do little to question the normalisation of mainstream Hollywood as the ‘good object’ with which the grind house has finally been economically reconciled. 

Yet, however implanted these nostalgias may be, their present uses cannot be simply reduced to duplicity or false consciousness. After all, as I posited in the previous chapter, fandom need not merely engender a wholesale reinforcement of the capitalist status quo; nostalgia’s dialectic between past and present can also encourage self-reflexive contestations of the past’s uses in present consumer economies, particularly because not all appeals to nostalgia will be successful with all fans. Heeding Andreas Huyssen’s warning that, in a media landscape overflowing with appeals to memory, we must ‘distinguish usable pasts from disposable pasts’,123 the following chapter expands on how  grindhouse has become 
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significantly productive as a retrospective aesthetic style used across a range of contemporary media texts circulated by official and unofficial producers alike. The non-normative connotations of social decay may remain a central fascination about grind houses as a lost, more ‘authentic’ site of exploitation film consumption, but decades of social and economic change have also helped deromanticise the cultural memories held by more self-reflexive fans – especially, as my final two chapters will show, for fans whose connoisseurship of archaic popular culture is inextricable from knowledge about recent industrial/technological shifts and ongoing historical inequalities that affect far more than subcultural denizens. 
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CHAPTER 3PARATEXTS, PASTICHE AND DIRECT-TO-VIDEO

Paratexts, Pastiche and the  

Direct-to-video Aesthetic: Towards 

a Retrosploitation Mediascape

A cinematic image of nostalgia is a double exposure, or a superimposition of two images – of home and abroad, past and present, dream and everyday life. The moment we try to force it into a single image, it breaks the frame or burns the surface. 

Svetlana Boym,  The Future of Nostalgia 1

I know we all need another retrosploitation movie like we need a hole in the head. 

Cortez the Killer,   Planet of Terror blog2

A red plastic VHS cassette titled  The Sleeper slides from an oversized slipcase dotted with creases, scuffs and hastily taped corners. A rainbow-striped banner rings the outside of the slipcase’s top edge, while a ‘Hi-Fi Stereo’ logo sits in one corner and a circular sticker with the generic label ‘Horror’ adorns the other (Figure 3.1). Several still images from the film (a bloodied victim, a brandished knife, a worried young woman on a telephone) appear on the back of the box, just above the prominent warning ‘This film contains violence and gore which may be considered shocking. Must be 17 or older to rent’. The cassette itself bears a smiley-faced sticker warning of a ‘50¢ charge if tape isn’t rewound’. Yet, despite its emulation of an early-1980s ex-rental tape, my copy of  The Sleeper arrived brand new when it premiered on video in January 2012, available as a DVD/VHS combo pack – a strange anomaly more than three years after final shipments of pre-recorded VHS tapes had left American warehouses.3 A contemporary-styled DVD case featuring completely different cover art, a listing of special features, and other standard information lurks within the same oversized VHS-styled slipcase – a notable subordination of the newer format to the overall shape of the residual one. 

Set on a college campus circa 1981, Justin Russell’s independent film faithfully captures the look and feel of slasher films such as  Final Exam (1981),  The Dorm That Dripped Blood (1982), and  The House on Sorority 
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Figure 3.1  DVD/VHS combo pack for Justin Russell’s retro-styled slasher film  The Sleeper (2012), with faux-aged packaging emulating a well-worn, 1980s-era ex-rental cassette. (Source: author’s collection.)

 Row (1983), not only in its packaging but also in its overall filmic design. 

As Russell explains, 

I grew up going to the video store on the weekends, looking at all the old boxes and artwork. I was too young to rent the movies I saw, but my older brother always 
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collected these films, which gave me access to a few of the classics [. . .] [B]ecause I love 80’s slashers, I knew I couldn’t do a modern movie and that the nostalgia aspect of  The Sleeper was going to be a huge part of making the story work, and so I shopped everywhere I could for vintage stuff .  4

For Russell, then, the production of his film was largely fuelled by nostalgia, suggesting an area of overlap between the consumption of actual vintage goods from second-hand shops and the fabrication of simulated vintage texts. This nostalgia has even translated into the format specificity of its video playback, recalling the residual VHS tapes today found primarily at second-hand outlets. Unlike the audiovisual ‘cleanness’ of the DVD 

transfer, playback of  The Sleeper’s VHS cassette intentionally bears format-specific artefacting, such as fine white blemishes in the transfer and colours that gently bleed over sharp edges because of the lower image resolution. 

Indeed, this keen attention to ambient details that would not have been present in a theatrical release on celluloid is particularly telling as a signifier of format-specific nostalgias for exploitation films best known through their video afterlives. Released at a time when home video revenues have thoroughly supplanted theatrical box-office returns and encouraged direct-to-video (DTV) genre films to gradually become less distinguishable from major-studio fare,  The Sleeper’s nostalgia for dated (para)texts and specifically  non-theatrical  residual technologies adds a notable complication to what previous chapters have described as exploitation fans’ longing for the spatio-temporal pleasures of theatrical exhibition. 

As  The Sleeper makes clear, the release of  Grindhouse (2007) may have represented a high-water mark of popular visibility in the cultural revival of ‘grindhouse’ as a transmedia concept but we should not neglect that it has been far from alone in offering retro-styled works drawn heavily from the aesthetic sensibilities of 1960s–80s exploitation cinema. Much as I suggested in Chapter 1 that nostalgia for residual video technologies can throw teleological valuations (that is, assumptions that newer forms are always better) into question, the ‘rebellious’ embrace of outdated theatrical exhibition contexts can also be undercut by some fans’ nostalgic embrace of exploitative genre films that would have premiered on home video during and since the VHS era.5 This chapter thus explores the roots of a retrosploitation cycle that predated the Robert Rodriguez/Quentin Tarantino film, stretching back into a number of 1980s DTV releases – 

but which has also extended forward into the wider mediascape in recent years, appearing in books, music videos, commercials, video games and so on. 

Like the fetishisation of cinematic decay noted in the previous chapter, 
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these works have become more desirable for their simulated wear and tear precisely at a time when so many archival exploitation films are being audiovisually restored and repackaged for widespread consumption. 

Consequently, though fans have used such terms as ‘neo-grindhouse’, 

‘neo-exploitation’, ‘pseudotronic’ and ‘fauxsploitation’ to describe the recent cycle of anachronistic exploitation throwbacks, I prefer the neolo-gism  retrosploitation because it also recalls the retro-coded remediation of archival exploitation texts as a related tendency to blend ironic distance and nostalgic sincerity within home video’s contemporary appeals. 

Retrosploitation represents a particularly salient case of how cinema self-consciously ‘turns to the register of the past’ as an ostensible defence against the threat of post-cinematic technologies. Contemporary cinema embraces a certain degree of imagined marginalisation through a  ‘textualisation of film technology’s relationship to the past, to human and collective memory, in contrast and competition with the same relationships as mediated by different technologies’.6 As I shall explain, the role of nostalgic pastness looms large in the taste valuations that fans apply to many exploitation-style films, since some texts seemingly lack the historical datedness to be considered ‘exploitation’ by many contemporary fans but nevertheless continue to embody the economic and textual characteristics of an earlier period of exploitation cinema. Other titles may evince a retro style in their paratextual marketing materials alone but be otherwise indistinguishable from the average DTV or made-for-cable television movie. 

As my previous chapters argued, the increased domestic accessibility of exploitation cinema can seemingly threaten subcultural ideologies of exclusivity, nonconformity, and connoisseurship – regardless of how questionable such gendered and classed claims may be in actual practice. 

Meanwhile, the spatio-temporal nostalgia that fans attach to niche theatrical contexts is further thrown into question by the increasingly privileged place that exploitation cinema’s stylistic and industrial inheritors have secured in the non-theatrical market.  Grindhouse’s lacklustre theatrical box-office returns, for example, did not staunch the subsequent cycle of works following in its stylistic footsteps, largely because of the overall film industry’s reliance on home video profits that substantially exceed box-office receipts. Home video profits have outpaced theatrical returns since 1987–88 but this state of affairs has only become more acute with the rapid market penetration of DVD and its associated sell-through market. By 2004, video retail and rental together ‘accounted for over half of all expenditure on filmed entertainment’, compared to 24 per cent on theatrical ticket sales.7 The accompanying rise of a DTV market for genre films, albeit garnering less cultural value than theatrically released titles, 
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has increasingly blurred the distinctions between theatrically released exploitation films from the height of the post-classical era; video-era independent films attempting earnestly to imitate the sensibilities of those earlier works; and films engaging in self-parody to intentionally garner paracinematic responses. By exploring the retro-styled appeal (and lack of appeal) of films such as  Grindhouse  and its kin against the backdrop of these industrial shifts, I argue that the lucrative rise of DTV cinema has allowed generically self-conscious, film-historically referential texts such as retrosploitation to gain greater spatio-temporal mobility in the contemporary marketplace, including extending well beyond niche fan cultures. 

With exploitative genre releases now often going straight to video, or even being made by convergence-era ‘prosumer’ fan film-makers who potentially lack the ‘outsider’ mystique of old-school, low-budget auteurs, the home has become an especially fraught space for the production and circulation of exploitation film nostalgia. These final two chapters, then, shift more squarely towards how the domesticity of home video has tainted contemporary retro-styled productions of pastness. Focusing on films and other media which fans have identified as belonging to the retrosploitation trend, this chapter examines the various stylistic, aesthetic and tonal strategies that recur throughout the cycle, whereas the following chapter analyses the political implications of its engagement with history. 

In focusing on the historicity simulated by these retro-styled texts, we can see that retrosploitation relies less on signifiers drained of historical meaning than on evaluatively toned colourings of pastness which fans may engage with considerably mixed feelings as exploitation cinema’s past and present increasingly coexist in the home. As arguably the cycle’s  ne plus ultra,  Grindhouse serves as a centrepiece for this discussion in relation to the larger phenomenon of DVD/Blu-ray packaging, fan-made trailers and posters, and other non-theatrical entertainments during a video-saturated era in which the very lure of theatrical exhibition can itself be recoded as a novel gimmick. 

Retrosploitation may promote certain unreliable or misleading cultural memories which distort the past (such as the ‘missing reels’ that abbreviate  Grindhouse’s theatrical running time but were exceptional occurrences in actual grind houses), yet forgetting the past can also permit creative uses of pastness for future-oriented goals. Memory and imagination are tightly linked, mutually enabling processes capable of creatively offering 

‘subversion or parody, alternative or unconventional enunciations’, not just constraining the mind into conventional patterns.8 In this sense, I argue that the uses of cultural memory in these recently created exploitation throwbacks are no more inherently conservative or derivative than nostalgia 
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itself. Awareness of the historical gap between our contemporary moment and the hallowed period of exploitation film history that they reference may lead these media towards the realm of parody – yet most of them are not simply genre parodies but rather mix parody and homage in complex ways closer to the imitative tone of pastiche – especially through a semi-ironic use of deliberate archaism that has come to stand as an ersatz ‘grindhouse aesthetic’. Since memory involves a repurposing of the past for the present, these films and other media – much like the concurrent DVD and Blu-ray re-releases of their historical intertexts – participate in marketable forms of memory work that have made exploitation cinema more visible and widely available today than at perhaps any other historical period. 

Beginning with a brief overview of retrosploitation’s selective uses of archaism as interpretive cues to an intended blend of ironic distance and earnest appreciation, I use Richard Dyer’s theories on pastiche to explore the general contours of an aesthetic indebted as much to the early years of home video as to the glory days of grindhouse theatres. Next, I look at the changing reputation of DTV cinema within the American film industry to determine how it complicates the taste valuations and reading strategies that fans have long linked with nostalgia for theatrical exhibition. Finally, I consider how these industrial factors have allowed  Grindhouse and its imitators to be definitively associated with neither theatrical nor non-theatrical consumption, creating marked ambivalence over the potential subcultural value of their anachronistic retro-stylisation. Echoing my earlier arguments, I will explain how these (para)texts confer some sense of what it might feel like to occupy past times and places of consumption, even at the expense of potentially rewriting perceptions of exploitation film history by opening its once-niche celebration to a broader, more populist viewership. Accordingly, much as the VHS-era roots of retrosploitation arguably grew as a response to the massive sedimentation of texts from different times within video stores and catalogues, its recent cyclical eruption in the late-DVD era perhaps speaks less to accumulated anxieties over impending post-cinematic format transitions than to fans’ 

and film-makers’ grudging complicity with the opening market for emergent digital content. 

Deliberate Archaism and Interpretive Cues in Retrosploitation

The films and other media forms described in these final two chapters (see Appendix) provide a range of interpretive cues which, though potentially complicated by the inevitably rocky terrain of fan reception, attempt 
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to evoke pastness in different ways, compensating for their historical newness and cultural visibility by drawing mnemonic value from a longer tradition of marginalised film history. Owing to the multivalent mixture of irony and earnestness arising from nostalgia’s requisite historical distance from its longed-for times and places, it can become quite difficult to differentiate clearly the tonal qualities evoked in these works, precisely because they tend to blur the lines between the imitative aesthetic categories of pastiche, homage and parody (even at different points within the same text). In my estimation, for example, retro-styled films such as  Pervert!  

(2005),  Bitch Slap (2009) and  Black Dynamite (2009) open like homages to their historical referents but all three move towards a more parodic tone as their plots gradually become more outrageous. In contrast, films such as  Run! Bitch Run!  (2009),  The House of the Devil (2009) and  The Sleeper seem more closely to maintain a straight-faced tone of imitative homage throughout, as if seeking (however much in vain) to seamlessly disguise themselves among their historical referents. 

Richard Dyer argues that pastiche relies on historically embedded frameworks of interpretation, including taste distinctions shaped by home video technologies. Pastiche ‘may emphasise or downplay the differences between its sources, organise them more or less evidently and emphatically’, but its ambivalent position between the negative tone of parody and the positive tone of homage necessarily cues viewers not to read it with a completely straight face; after all, pastiche is formally close to its source material but often marked by temporal or stylistic discrepancies.9 

Furthermore, Christine Sprengler describes  deliberate archaism as ‘a form of pastiche that involves self-conscious simulations as well as reinterpretations of past visual styles’, wherein film-makers move beyond the 

‘surface realism’ typically found in period-set films and, instead, invest in recreating ‘not only the look and feel of the period in question but also the appearance of art from that distant time’ on a formal level.10 Whereas some retrosploitation films are set in the present day but draw upon visual signifiers of retro pastness (such as  Grindhouse), others are set during the 1950s–80s height of post-classical exploitation cinema. Within, however, the important distinction that we might draw between present-set and period-set retrosploitation films (especially given the political implications of each, as discussed in the next chapter), there are no consistent uses of surface realism over deliberate archaism. For instance, some retrosploitation media have followed  Grindhouse’s lead in simulating the look of degraded 35 mm film stock or other forms of material dilapidation but this particularly marked use of deliberate archaism has been applied unevenly to parodies, pastiches and homages alike. 
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At the same time, however, because a parody’s success requires that parodists and viewers are conversant in intertextual knowledge, parody does not solely mock its referents but can also, beneath its negative tone, implicitly acknowledge the pleasures they originally offered. We cannot therefore assume that films or other texts using an aesthetic of simulated damage are necessarily verging towards either parody or homage because the tonal difference between those two imitative styles need not correspond with the creative choice to use that aesthetic. Importantly, the deliberate archaism used by retrosploitation practitioners including, but not limited to, simulated material degradation, represents an imagined mix of  historical use (as signs of affection through repeated screenings or handling) and  historical neglect (as artefacts treated as undeserving of cultural longevity and thereby relegated to remembrance by niche taste groups) – without automatically marking the evaluative reasons for that use or neglect. In other words, an ersatz grindhouse aesthetic created through the simulation of filmic dilapidation can very differently signify a retro-styled text’s apparent value, depending on both the film-maker’s and viewer’s perceived degree of nostalgic reverence towards the text’s historical referents – hence the ambivalence that fans may consequently feel towards the text’s stylistic posturing. 

Though shot on high-definition digital video, for example, three different post-production artists on Robert Rodriguez’s  Planet Terror 

‘experimented with [Adobe] After Effects plug-ins and scanned images of damaged film stock footage’ to simulate three different imagined exhibition histories that could be selectively combined in different scenes of the illusory ‘celluloid’ master print. As Caetlin Benson-Allott observes, this illusion of celluloid history as one of the film’s many exploitable elements is foregrounded in its opening credits, wherein the celluloid seems to distort and melt in direct response to the ‘hotness’ of protagonist Cherry Darling (Rose McGowan) as she go-go dances at a strip club.11 While these selective effects self-reflexively call attention to the film-maker’s hand in constructing the pastiche, they also simulate imagined links to countless past distributors, exhibitors, projectionists and other people through whose hands the degraded ‘print’ could supposedly have passed. 

In this sense, retrosploitation texts which use simulated print damage are simultaneously personalised through the fan’s recognition of the author as an interpretive lens for attributing the illusion of pastness, yet also depersonalised through the fantasy of the print’s own contingent history. 

As such, if identifying the personalised authorship of ersatz pastness ostensibly supports the individual fan’s ego-boosting sense of aesthetic discernment, then the more depersonalised vision of the film as a nebu-
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lously circulating object of cultural memory complicates such egotism by implying a wide range of imagined past (and present) viewers well beyond the self – viewers who may not share one’s personal or fan-cultural interpretations of the work. 

As further examples, we might compare three different contemporary films that use the women-in-prison (WIP) film as referents. Whereas Prison-A-Go-Go!  (2003) is an outright parody playing the genre’s excesses for broad laughs (for example, a countdown clock inset in the corner of the screen throughout indicates how long until the next gratuitous nude shower scene), it also contains cameos by exploitation veterans Lloyd Kaufman and Mary Woronov. Such cameos are a common cue used by retrosploitation films in signalling their indebtedness to past texts – as is the use of soundtrack music borrowed from their historical referents, as when  Viva (2007) and  Amer (2009) use tracks from composers Piero Piccioni and Stelvio Cipriani, respectively. Meanwhile, the pastiche  Sugar Boxx (2009) contains cameos by sexploitation icons Kitten Natividad, Tura Satana, and frequent WIP director Jack Hill – but the film avoids the blatantly parodic tone of  Prison-A-Go-Go!  by instead mixing over-the-top excesses played for deliberate humour and far more serious scenes played with a straight face. Finally, the black-and-white film  Stuck!  (2009) more recognisably occupies the territory of pastiche or even homage, veering further towards the earnestly melodramatic than the retro-sleazy in its story of hardened women trying to make do behind bars. Though the paratexts (lurid trailer narration, retro title fonts, and titillating taglines) accompanying  Sugar Boxx clearly recall the 1970s, those for  Stuck!  operate similarly but recall an earlier, more social problem-oriented period of WIP 

films such as  Caged (1950) and  House of Women (1962), helping justify its relatively tamer and less outrageous mock-historical tone. All three films draw inspiration from the stock character types and plot devices of earlier WIP cycles but each makes different tonal uses of such signifiers of pastness. The faux-aged poster for  Sugar Boxx, for example, is the only one from the three films whose promotional paratexts evince simulated material degradation. Indeed, it is not uncommon for simulated artefacting to appear in retrosploitation’s paratexts alone, while the main text appears far more pristine – not unlike the restorative tendencies seen in the remediation of older exploitation films on DVD and Blu-ray. 

In general, then, some retro-styled texts use deliberate archaism in a sustained way throughout, whereas others mark their appeals to retro pastness in a more limited way through paratexts such as trailers, posters, and opening credit sequences. Though not all parodies, homages or pastiches appeal to pastness in similar ways, paratexts have frequently 
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become a means of evoking the sense of ‘grindhouse-ness’ discussed in the previous chapter, at least since the Rodriguez/Tarantino film popu-larised an imagined grindhouse aesthetic pairing material dilapidation with textual excess and sleaze. When, for example, the Southern Gothic melodrama  Black Snake Moan (2006) went into general release a month before  Grindhouse’s premiere, critics were divided on the film’s tone, with negative reviews citing its ‘blaxploitation-style poster’ (featuring Samuel L. Jackson standing over a chained and submissive Christina Ricci and the tagline ‘Everything is Hotter Down South’) and other ‘misogynistic’ 

publicity materials as sexually objectifying Ricci – a charge with which a dismayed Ricci later concurred, arguing that the publicity glorified the exploitation of women in order to draw a college-age male audience.12 The simulated crease lines and frayed edges of the poster (Figure 3.2), meant to resemble a battered and degraded pulp paperback cover, merely seemed to reinforce the image of an ostensibly battered and degraded female protagonist. While these criticisms are not unjustified,  Grindhouse more blatantly foregrounded its indebtedness to exploitation cinema  beyond the paratextual level, thereby providing critics and audiences with a more easily recognisable interpretive frame than  Black Snake Moan. Though Black Snake Moan’s paratexts evoke a long-standing tradition of advertising pulpy movies about southern racism in sensationalised ways more closely resembling the marketing for sexploitation films,13  Grindhouse did not share the same sense of incongruence between its publicity materials and the resulting film, especially by weaving paratexts such as (fake) trailers into its actual form. In other words,  Grindhouse helped ‘mainstream’ a popular reception context for lurid paratexts by using the name of a historical exhibition context as a frame of reference for recalling a history of exploitation cinema to which  Black Snake Moan was less overtly indebted on a textual level. Indeed, in the years since the release of  Grindhouse, the reductive descriptor ‘grindhouse-style’ has appeared in countless popular press sources as widespread cultural shorthand for the particular look and feel associated with archaic exploitation trailers. 

As Jonathan Gray argues, a text’s ultimate success often depends upon the success of its paratexts in prospectively cuing viewers into the text’s ‘preferred’ meaning. Consequently, the editor or graphic designer of paratexts such as trailers and posters may have more creative power over a text’s eventual interpretation than even the producer or director 

–  especially in cases where ‘there is less countervailing textuality on offer from the film or television program itself to challenge the paratextual frames’.14 With  Black Snake Moan, the luridness of its exploitation-styled paratexts was not outweighed by enough countervailing textuality to avoid 
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Figure 3.2  The evocation of a battered and degraded pulp paperback cover in the poster design for  Black Snake Moan (2006) pre-shaped critics’ negative reactions to the film’s depiction of a battered and degraded female protagonist. 

(Source: Paramount Vantage.)
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charges of misogyny, whereas retro-styled text and paratexts worked in tandem for more understanding (though not necessarily more appreciative) critical interpretations of  Grindhouse. In fact, it is notable that the concept for  Grindhouse even originated from an archival paratext, with Rodriguez and Tarantino allegedly inspired by a poster for an exploitation double feature of  Dragstrip Girl (1957) and  Rock All Night (1957).15

As I suggested in the previous chapter, the use of aged paratexts such as trailers, posters, and title cards as cues to a retrosploitation sensibility is linked to the wider collectability of paratextual artefacts as a reaction to remastered editions of exploitation films whose restoration has reduced the surface qualities of historicity associated with mainstream cultural neglect. 

Yet, the VHS cover art, posters and other paratexts for  exploitation films were often more lurid and violent than the films themselves, so this tendency suggests another reason why paratexts offer such a tantalising lure for viewers today, even when (or precisely because) promising more than they can deliver.16 As I elaborate below, the creation of fan-made trailers and posters for imagined grindhouse films that never existed may even evince a creative desire to rewrite exploitation film history. Though the non-existence of the films being advertised may undermine the ‘authenticity’ of these fan-cultural fantasies in some ways, the fact that such ideas for hypothetical exploitation films exist only in paratextual form means these fantasies are not complicated by the countervailing existence of actual, corresponding films that fall short of the lurid publicity materials. Much like touristically browsing through the DVD menus of a grindhouse trailer compilation in place of watching, and potentially being disappointed by, the feature films themselves, unfulfilled fantasies of what might have been  

retain a certain allure among fans who value the marginal and obscure. At a time when bricks-and-mortar video stores are quickly vanishing from the landscape, when theatrical exhibition is becoming an obsolete convention, and when media industries continue discussing a future without physical video formats, it is perhaps little surprise that paratexts associated with past forms of marketing and consumption have become objects of a nostalgia for what  feels historically lost, even if those referents never truly existed. Because nostalgia can invest certain objects and icons of the past with greater affective importance than actual historical importance, the success of such cues remains open to contestation by fans with varying degrees of subcultural capital – especially when disseminated to wider audiences than members of niche fan groups. 

Though there are many ways in which retrosploitation films can evoke an apparent grindhouse aesthetic, there are some recurring cues beyond cameos, simulated material damage and exploitation-style publicity mate-
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Figure 3.3  Like simulated celluloid degradation, a title card featuring a small-print copyright date, often combined with a freeze-frame, is a recurrent cue in retrosploitation films, as seen in Robert Rodriguez’s original  Machete trailer that opened  Grindhouse (2007). (Source: DVD.)

rials. For example, the frequent use of an opening title card (sometimes emphasised by a freeze-frame) with a bold font and a small-print copyright date underneath is a familiar retro cue (Figure 3.3), as seen in Muse’s 

‘Knights of Cydonia’ music video (2006),  The Signal (2007),  The Machine Girl (2008),  House of the Devil,  Machete (2010),  Hobo with a Shotgun (2011), and countless fan-made trailers. This particular cue recalls the historical need to copyright specific titles that might be selectively used as a film travelled through different regions and markets – a practice that Tarantino humorously references at the beginning of his contribution to   Grindhouse by showing the title card ‘Quentin Tarantino’s  Thunder Bolt’ for a split second before it is replaced by a plain, undated intertitle simply reading ‘ Death Proof’, as if his film had been sloppily retitled by an unscrupulous distributor. 

Of course, this self-positioning of ‘minorness’ is ironic if we consider that so many retrosploitation films are derivative of Tarantino’s easily identifiable means of playing taste-maker. Like Rodriguez, Tarantino has graduated from one-time ‘indie’ cachet to his current status as a major player in the Hollywood studio system. Along the way, he has become an exemplar of the intermedial homage, especially in films such as  Pulp Fiction (1994),  Jackie Brown (1997), and  Kill Bill, Vol. 1 (2003), providing a sort of popular template for how to ‘properly’ pastiche the past. Indeed, many of the loud title fonts, recurrent musical genres (surf rock, funk, Italian western scores), thematic and stylistic motifs (dynamic camera movements, slick gunplay, self-indulgent dialogue, gore-happy avengers), nostalgic cameos, and decades-old pop-culture signifiers seen in 
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retrosploitation films might lead us to suggest that ‘grindhouse-ness’ is often seen by other film-makers as synonymous with ‘Tarantino-ness’. An example of this potentially derivative quality is the present-set WIP pastiche in Lady Gaga’s ‘Telephone’ music video (2010), which is styled more closely after Tarantino’s own pastiches than actual WIP titles. Likewise, Blood Moon Rising (2009),  Hora (2009), the video game  House of the Dead: Overkill (2009),  Ticked-Off Trannies With Knives (2010), and  Casa de mi Padre (2012) blatantly recycle the ‘missing reel’ gag from  Grindhouse with little rhyme or reason, as if an arbitrary gesture towards a gimmick that some fans and critics alike had begun believing was a conventional part of the grindhouse experience.17 In this respect, Tarantino’s curatorial marshalling of retro pastness has allowed him to become ‘a brand and hence an inter- or paratextual framing device, a matrix of other (inter)texts that serve[s] a paratextual role in directing interpretation’.18 Yet, if Tarantino has played an influential, even monopolistic, role in informing an emerging retrosploitation corpus, we should remember that fans’ evaluative interpretations of his own films and his imitators are far from uniform. 

Pastiche and Historicity in the Retrosploitation Aesthetic Thus far, I have discussed the importance of paratexts in framing the intended nostalgic interpretation of a retrosploitation cycle that largely (though not exclusively) uses anachronistic detail in the service of pastiche. Further exploring the actual uses of the retrosploitation aesthetic requires that I now turn to the nature of its referential relationship to exploitation film history – including the creative rewriting of that history, a tendency which has garnered very mixed reactions from fans. James Morrison describes Tarantino, for example, as ‘the quintessential director of a debased cinephilia . . . designed for audiences wanting to be flattered for their knowingness’, to the extent that they need not even recognise and understand the intertextual references but simply know that the references are there.19 While there may be a degree of truth to this lack of (sub)cultural capital for some viewers, because high levels of capital are not required to enjoy exploitation films or their latter-day descendants, we might also speculate to what extent high-minded cinephiles such as Morrison actually recognise and understand the intertextuality deployed by Tarantino in particular, or if such scepticism about the director derives from anxieties over their own vague familiarity with exploitation cycles they have only fleetingly engaged with ironic bemusement. In this sense, Tarantino contrasts significantly with other prominent retro-stylists, such as Guy Maddin, whose low-budget film-making career has consistently 
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used deliberate archaism in simulating the visual look and melodramatic tropes of silent-era cinema while often drawing inspiration from minor corners of film history carrying more ‘legitimate’ cultural capital than 1970s exploitation cinema.20

Indeed, cinephilia may be intentionally recycled within a film itself, creating a bond of complicity between certain films and sympathetic cinephiles, especially when retro styles are used as a means of signalling imagined belonging in affinity groups who may or may not exist on the margins of official power.21 As Michael Z. Newman observes, Tarantino is often criticised for playing with cinematic intertextuality like a game that lacks deeper meaning, especially if viewers who choose to ‘play along’ 

can feel themselves united by an ‘anti-Hollywood’ ethos – regardless of Tarantino’s own position as a major Hollywood player.22 Yet, Ava Preacher Collins notes that pop-culture texts are not passive victims waiting to be rescued from obscurity or misrepresentation through the good graces of those with high levels of cultural capital, such as scholars and other elite critics. Rather, popular texts actively participate in their own canonisation by intertextually conferring value upon earlier texts that have influenced them, as the work of Tarantino, Rodriguez and other so-called ‘meta-cult’ film-makers is apt to do in cases where cultural value is not regularly conferred upon exploitation films.23

The aforementioned criticisms of Tarantino also recall the hoary anti-postmodernist chestnut that the past is drained of historical meaning or significance when reduced to commodified signifiers – that is, a dissolution of historical or cultural taste value by economic value. An air of ‘pom-ophobia’, for example, lurks behind the oft-cited criticism that  Grindhouse uses a fleet of digital film-making techniques and post-production effects in a paradoxical attempt to create an ersatz Benjaminian ‘aura’ of authentic celluloid pastness through a simulated veneer of film damage that (unlike, say,  The Sleeper’s format-specific artefacting) appears uniformly identi-cal across every print and home video edition. After all, it would seem particularly disingenuous for thousands of prints saturation-booked into theatres in 2007 to evoke the wear and tear historically caused not only by the continuous running hours of grindhouse theatres but also by the very shortage of exploitation film prints in circulation at any one time. 

As Jay McRoy aptly puts it, this is ‘a big-budget exploitation film  about low-budget exploitation films that deploys high-end digital technologies to (re)create a low-tech analogue experience to which only a fraction of their audience may be able to relate first-hand’.24 Well noted by film critics and fans alike, this paradox fed complaints that the film’s budgetary size and mass-distribution scale had misunderstood the supposedly naive and 
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stripped-down appeal of its low-budget inspirations.25 In a review of the biker retrosploitation film  Dear God No!  (2011), for example, one fan accuses Rodriguez and Tarantino of ‘set[ting] the gold standard’ for the 

‘modern grindhouse film’ but doing so through modern film-making elements (digital special effects, highly trained actors and so on) that look too professionally polished beneath the simulated film damage – whereas  Dear God No!  was filmed with a 1970s-era Arriflex 16 mm camera, features non-professional actors such as actual bikers and strippers, and ultimately seems less like a contemporary pastiche than a lost 1970s film that is 

‘genuine and the total real-deal, something not so easy to come by in the age of faux-exploitation’.26

While I agree with these critics that  Grindhouse’s anachronistically degraded style presents a fascinating paradox, I am not so quick to dismiss the project as unfaithful to exploitation film history or little more than a postmodernist sham, particularly given  Grindhouse’s productive potential in inspiring so many subsequent imitators and variants that use historical referents in different ways. Indeed, if the film attempts to simulate an aesthetic aura associated with unreliable and implanted cultural memories of the grind house, then we should attend to what its uses of historicity enable, rather than simply what they foreclose, for fans. 

Given this attempt to simulate an auratic ‘authenticity’, part of the ambivalence that fans might feel towards the contemporaneity of retrosploitation films can be attributed to the uneasy relationship between pastiche and kitsch. Even though kitsch has often been dismissed as the populist revaluing of cheap, mass-cultural goods that encourage easy emotional escapism into myths of past innocence, Marita Sturken argues that ‘contemporary kitsch cultures defy simple hierarchies of high and low culture or class-distinct cultures’ because they ‘move in and out of concepts of authenticity’. Ironic readings of kitsch objects may make ‘the edginess and tensions of history . . . more palatable and less present’ by recoding tasteless and obsolete objects as valuable but these valuations can also overlap with the more earnest tone of pastiche. For Sturken, kitsch can thus engender a multivalent response that blends ‘(1) a prepackaged and unreflective sentimental response; (2) a playful irony; and (3) a serious engagement with history, simultaneously both innocence and irony’.27 

Yet, ironic readings of kitsch take time to develop, much as I argued in earlier chapters that the historical distance and subcultural capital accruing over time allow both irony and sincerity to be activated in the nostalgic experience of viewing archival exploitation films today. The question here, then, is whether contemporary retrosploitation films can encourage such reactions by simulating historical distance through a self-conscious 
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use of pastiche that does not aim to wholly fool viewers into simply thinking that they are seeing an archival exploitation text. As one fan notes, many retrosploitation films ‘veer dangerously to the edge of kitsch while continually hammering the message that audiences have somehow missed a unique period in the annals of American cinema, and [that] since this time has passed, we should accept their derivative offerings as placebo[s] 

for the real thing’.28

In Susan Stewart’s words, kitsch can

institute a nostalgia of the populace which in fact makes the populace itself a kind of subject. Kitsch objects are not apprehended as the souvenir proper is apprehended, that is, on the level of the individual autobiography; rather, they are apprehended on the level of collective identity. They are souvenirs of an era and not of a self.29

Rather than simply selling the sentimental illusion of innocence or ironically blunting the edges of historical conflict, kitsch’s proximity to pastiche can potentially open the individual fan to a greater awareness of larger imagined communities, thus raising the spectre of historical tensions that remain in dialogue across past and present eras. As the next chapter elaborates, for instance, cultural memory can also open the fan’s consciousness to unresolved political inequalities broached through anachronistic stylisation. 

Unlike some of the period-set films that also exist within the realm of retrosploitation,  Grindhouse foregrounds its particular project as a rewriting of cultural memory from a present perspective, in that it blends retro-1970s signifiers with settings containing George W. Bush-era mobile phones, cars, weapons and references to the ‘war on terror’. Benson-Allott argues that the anachronistic mixing of retro and contemporary temporal signifiers ‘dismantles nostalgic readings’ of  Grindhouse as an imitation of exploitation cinema’s past, yet she also allows that there is a dialectical 

‘past-present temporality that reveals both its awareness of cinematic nostalgia and its desire to transcend it’.30 This last comment is much more in line with what I am describing as a general retrosploitation aesthetic, because nostalgia may allow past and present temporal points to become loosened but not divorced from historical fixity, with nostalgia’s multivalent temporalities and affectivity thereby preventing the political dimensions of historicity from being completely flattened out. As I argue in the next chapter, the violence in films such as  Grindhouse may seem excessively hyperbolised or tonally updated for contemporary audiences but it is  not ‘reimagined, reengineered, and exaggerated until it exceeds any referents in the real world and becomes only about itself’.31 Rather, the anachronistic stylisation of  Grindhouse and its kin bespeaks a  self-aware 
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nostalgia that recognises temporal distance and playfully engages with cultural memories without emptying them of their functional qualities as indexes of historical anxieties and inequalities. As Vera Dika explains of nostalgia films, 

the replication of old images and texts, and the subsequent layering of references . . . 

has calcified the surface of the image, giving it a material density and rendering it a thing in itself. [. . .] Used as codes, these elements have engendered an internal friction between past and present, between old images and new narratives, and between representation and the real.32

For Benson-Allott,  Grindhouse invokes a  simulacral (as opposed to  simulated) relationship to a historical exploitation cinema and exhibition context that never existed in the way they are portrayed here – but her argument is framed as evidence that the film is  not nostalgic, as a result of ostensibly ‘celebrat[ing] film fantasy, not film history’.33 According to this logic, nostalgia requires original historical referents, which Rodriguez and Tarantino’s cavalier imaginations seemingly have little investment in accurately replicating. 

Alternatively, while I would certainly agree that the film distorts and oversimplifies the historical complexity of grindhouse programming, I would still argue that the film’s ambivalent tone locates it more securely in the realm of pastiche in which fantasy and remembered history are not opposed but imaginatively linked. According to Dyer, pastiche does not simply imitate an original but, rather, ‘imitates its idea of that which it imitates (its idea being anything from an individual memory through a group’s shared and constructed remembering to a perception current at a given cultural–historical moment)’. Pastiche clearly signals to the viewer its imitative reliance on, and formal closeness to, past texts – taking an ambivalent position between homage and parody that may even make it difficult to recognise a text as unambiguously pastiche in form and tone 

– but still relying on a certain degree of audience recognition of its historical referents. Unlike the defensively angry or mocking tone of parody, pastiche does not mind being confused with its referents, even if it typically distorts them through accentuating, exaggerating and concentrating selected stylistic traits.34

The crucial point here is that, because ‘pastiche always involves hearing and producing a version of the referent informed by the expectations and frameworks of understanding available, it involves producing what you want to, or at any rate can, hear in the referent and, usually, what you presume others hear in it also’.35 As predominantly closer to a pastiche than a spoof, I posit that retrosploitation’s tonal wavering between 

 

paratexts, pastiche and direct-to-video 137

homage and parody is emphatically  not a free play of postmodern signifiers divorced from history and simply sliding into the realm of fantasy. 

Rather, its potential for success relies on the historically and culturally specific frameworks of interpretation offered by cultural memory, which include the creators’ shared perceptions of what exploitation cinema supposedly is, does and feels like (regardless of how historically accurate such ideas may be). Like other retrosploitation creators, Rodriguez and Tarantino textually acknowledge – through various stylistic, geographical or historical anachronisms – that they are not simply trying to plagiarise, fake or completely emulate actual 1970s exploitation films but are more interested in ‘the possibility of inhabiting [the] feelings’ associated with a past film-making style, combined with ‘a simultaneous awareness of their historical constructedness’. Whether framed in terms of nostalgic loss or self-congratulatory improvement over the past, pastiche ‘makes it possible to feel the historicity of our feelings’, even while also helping to identify and crystallise cultural perceptions of ‘grindhouse-ness’ in a particular historical moment.36

As I have been arguing throughout this book as a whole, this general desire to inhabit past audiences’ feelings is a sort of imagined spatio-temporal transport that can both unite and divide fellow travellers from one another in reference to memories of particular consumption sites. 

Retrosploitation media, however, also represent a cinephiliac desire to contribute by  creating an alternative history of exploitation cinema, because pastiche does not require total emulation of its historical referents. Yet, the creation of these ‘fake’ texts is not a wholesale descent into fantasy but, rather, an affective echo resonating between the presumed experiences of past and present viewers alike. Fake exploitation trailers have become the most common representative examples of creating an alternative film history – even occasionally spawning feature-length films. 

Examples of the last include  Machete,  Hobo With a Shotgun,  Nun of That (2009), and  Father’s Day (2011); similarly,  Nude Nuns with Big Guns (2010) originated as a film-within-the-film in director Joseph Guzman’s earlier rape-revenge film  Run! Bitch Run!  and was subsequently expanded into a free-standing feature after viewers began contacting Guzman for more information about what they had mistaken for an obscure pre-existing film.37 This potential transformation of hypothetical trailers into actual feature films even recalls the exploitation industry’s tradition of securing early production funding by creating and test-marketing posters, trailers and other alluring paratexts prior to the development of scripts or story treatments. Notably, the above examples all exhibit a degraded celluloid aesthetic in their paratextual origins but are far more pristine 
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in their later feature-length forms, as if re-enacting (in a temporally condensed interval) the aforementioned audiovisual upmarketing that can occur as archival exploitation texts are remediated in the contemporary video market. Nevertheless, because they offer short, concentrated blasts of parody, homage, or pastiche that are accessible for participation by film-makers at virtually all budgetary levels, fake trailers remain perhaps the most creatively productive area of the retrosploitation corpus. 

One of the most elaborate examples of this desire to create an alternative exploitation history is graphic artist Stephen Romano’s 2008 book  Shock Festival, a work of fiction that bills itself as ‘One hundred and one of the strangest, sleaziest, most outrageous movies YOU’VE NEVER SEEN’. 

Released by comics publishers RAW Entertainment and IDW Publishing, the book is densely illustrated by countless fake paratexts exhibiting simulated wear and tear (for example, domestic and international posters, lobby cards, production stills, newspaper ads, magazine features, novelisa-tions, soundtrack albums, make-up kits, and candid photos), representing an invented archive of exploitation films and personnel that never existed. 

The overarching story is not unlike  Boogie Nights (1997) in depicting a quasi-familial relationship between eccentric and troubled individuals who repeatedly collaborate in the exploitation industry over the 1970s and 1980s, all brought together under the influence of actor/director Roc Benson. Most of the main characters are actors as well as producer/

directors, conveniently allowing Romano to routinely conflate on-screen and off-screen chaos and vice – much like the paracinephile’s focus on rev-elatory profilmic moments that may inadvertently end up in the finished picture. As one of Romano’s characters reflects, new media may be able to restore these obscure films for a DVD release but no amount of cleaning up the pictures will clean up the depraved low-budget auteurs behind the camera.38 Apart from the major players, some secondary characters also boast names that are barely veiled references to actual exploitation industry veterans. Romano’s characters thus do not occupy a wholly invented parallel universe of exploitation film history but are, instead, figured (with tongue in cheek) as rediscovered additions to the real exploitation corpus – 

as exemplified by an introductory photo spread, purportedly of Romano’s own living room, the walls littered with posters for actual and invented films alike. 

In addition to creating posters for retrosploitation films, such as  Black Devil Doll (2007) and  Beyond the Dunwich Horror (2008), Romano has also designed retro-styled poster art for Grindhouse Releasing’s theatrical reissues of actual exploitation films, including  An American Hippie in Israel (1972),  Maniac (1980),  The Evil Dead (1981), and  Gone with the Pope 
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(2010) – the last of which was originally filmed in 1976 but not completed until rediscovered three decades later.39 The retro-inspired marketing of vintage and contemporary exploitation films blurs together here, much as it does on the three-disc  Shock Festival companion DVD (2009) which features a plethora of theatrical trailers for real exploitation films, commingled with more than a dozen fake trailers (replete with simulated print damage) for invented films from Romano’s book. 

By creating an alternative history of texts that cannot be viewed beyond their titillating paratextual promises,  Shock Festival represents the fan-cultural fantasy of competitively accruing a huge chunk of knowledge about films that other fans have never seen. As Romano fictionally self-aggrandises in his profile of one non-existent film, On the legendary ‘Deuce’ strip of 42nd Street, the film was a staple item, in constant rotation for nearly three years until the print was practically shredded. That same print which knocked ’em dead at The Rialto and The Cameo, pockmarked by age and chopped asunder by hungry projectors and trophy-seeking projectionists, was purchased by this author for one thousand dollars from a collector, and was shown just once to an enraptured audience of friends, after-hours at the Alamo Drafthouse Cinema in the summer of 2000.40

Yet, the very notion of most fans never being able to see such films also plays into the possibility that, rather than just egotistically building up his sense of self through the acquisition of subcultural capital, Romano’s fictional fantasies are not too far divorced from the reality that rediscoveries of exploitation cinema’s actual ‘lost’ texts – constantly unearthed in dusty storage facilities by enterprising independent video distributors – can actually defy a fan’s feelings of historical-cum-personal mastery over the continually unfolding corpus. 

Though fans may not evenly celebrate his appeals to nostalgia, the potential success of Romano’s use of invented paratexts relies on creating a longing for lost objects that never actually came to pass, much as the misleadingly lurid paratexts for archival exploitation films frequently inspire a longing for textual satisfactions that are indefinitely deferred. 

Retrosploitation paratexts in general, then, share a common fantasy of providing contemporary viewers with affective access to past experiences of film consumption, even as the very recognition of these paratexts as simulations defers such promises of access as well. Despite the allure of cinephiliac desires for films that never existed, the nostalgic gap between past and present cannot ever be truly bridged, thus preventing fan cultures from coalescing around hegemonic interpretations about the (non-existent) films in question. Similarly, in those exceptional cases 
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where a retrosploitation trailer is expanded into an actual feature film, the  disjunction between paratextual promises and textual execution can be seen in the mixed reception that such films have generally received. 

By offering paratextual cues about films that may only ever exist in the viewer’s imagination, retrosploitation’s attempts to invent an alternate film history thereby reveal the openness of history and the contingency of fandom in general. Yet, as I elaborate below, such deferred satisfactions are a boon in a video marketplace where ‘grindhouse’ itself has become a lucrative transmedia concept that curious fans can follow across a path initially carved out by pioneers in the DTV industry. As the cultural reputation of DTV films has shifted over the years, so have the reading strategies that fans might use when such films encompass more diverse market positions and generic appeals than in the past. 

Exploitation Films and the Rise of Direct-to-video Movies Though the theatrical venues they once called home were in sharp decline, the early 1980s saw marginal genres, such as action, erotic thriller and horror films, given a remarkable boost of profitability through the presale of global video rights.41 A number of prominent pioneers in DTV genre films were veterans of the 1970s theatrical exploitation market, helping flesh out the shelves of video stores in the early 1980s. 

As Linda Ruth Williams notes, DTV and made-for-television films have been similarly denigrated as ‘cheap and formulaic filler products’ that 

‘either never expect a theatrical release or gain only a very limited one to showcase a product whose real market is video’. Differing degrees of potentially offensive subject matter are included or excluded in such releases, depending on the targeted non-theatrical distribution channel (home video, basic cable, premium cable and so on).42 Then and now, these films were usually produced inexpensively, with budgets ranging from $250,000 (or less) to $2 million, and costs kept down by the limited promotional costs needed. Apart from selected advertisements in genre magazines such as  Fangoria, many DTV titles initially achieved public visibility with brash cover art, titles, and taglines for snaring prospective viewers passing down video store aisles – in other words, the same sort of paratexts that have long served the production and exhibition ends of the exploitation film market.43

Apart from the crossover of producer–distributors from theatrical to DTV exploitation films, the then-newness of VHS as a significant platform shift not only threatened the survival of the theatrical exploitation market but also increasingly associated theatrical exploitation cycles with the 
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realm of pastness. That is, the very technological newness represented by the accumulation of pre-video texts on VHS allowed the historical weight of exploitation film history increasingly to inform the video-era inheritors of that tradition. In this regard, it is not surprising that many DTV 

genre titles deliberately recall earlier exploitation cycles and subgenres in more marked ways than simply carrying on cyclical or generic momentum but, rather, increasingly internalise a self-reflexive awareness of the ever-yawning historical gap between their present day and a past associated with the height of grindhouse cinema. Titles such as  Hollywood Chainsaw Hookers (1987),  Chopper Chicks in Zombietown (1989),  A Nymphoid Barbarian in Dinosaur Hell (1990),  Bikini Drive-In (1995), and  Attack of the 60 Foot Centerfolds (1995) suggest something of the tongue-in-cheek humour that easily veers towards self-parody in films partially catering to the video-centric paracinema fandoms also developing during the same period. Troma Entertainment, for example, established itself as a distinctive brand name for low-to-no-budget cinema, deliberately cultivating an 

‘outsider’ ethos of ‘bad taste’ and ‘reel independence’.44 The 1980s DTV 

entrepreneurs could thus nostalgically uphold the image of the heroic and romanticised exploitation producer working at the cultural margins while simultaneously participating in bad-faith strategies that used humour as a means of defensively acknowledging and playing down their engagement with the same older exploitation subject matter that they drew upon for inspiration.45

Though certainly not specific to the home video era, this increased turn towards parody, homage and pastiche for mnemonically refiguring exploitation cinema seems a recognisably video-era phenomenon. Indeed, as Dyer argues, pastiche’s formal qualities cannot be divorced from the larger cultural and economic modes within which they operate; they are thus most productively generated in historical periods when multiple traditions are brought together, when new media make a huge range of previously inaccessible works available for reworking, and when the conditions of industrial capitalist production encourage the reproduction of genres, cycles and other recognisable templates.46

The diversity of these uses of exploitation film history, much like the diversity of video editions discussed in earlier chapters, is thus partly rooted in the class diversity existing in the taste appeals made by DTV 

films over made-for-cable television films. David Andrews observes that 

‘home video has supported a generic range loosely approximating the whole of the classical sexploitation circuit, while cable has subsidized tame variants on arthouse and drive-in fare, eschewing the more visceral, masculinized forms of the grindhouse’ in an attempt to target a more 
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middlebrow viewing demographic.47 James Naremore also suggests that the critical tendency to uphold ‘ostensibly disreputable, formulaic thrillers by appealing to their moral ambiguity and their lack of bourgeois sentimentality or “high-mindedness” ’ has proven highly advantageous for the film industry as a whole, because even low-budget DTV films might therefore have ‘crossover potential, allowing them to play at the higher end of the [video] market’.48 The taste/class-based mobility of DTV 

genre films thereby helps account for the various tonal/evaluative uses of pastness in video-era films, especially if an aesthetic form such as pastiche is ‘not the preserve of the powerful or of accredited arbiters of sophistication any more than of the marginalised or oppressed; it is found at all brows, in all social groupings’.49 In this sense, we should heed how subcultural capital informs the changing taste valuations attending a home video marketplace that rapidly consolidated during and after the late 1980s. 

While companies such as Troma were toiling in the low-budget end of the DTV market, home video revenues in the 1980s allowed a number of 

‘mini-majors’ to compete with the major studios by leveraging expected home video, cable television, and international theatrical revenues towards mid-level production budgets. As Justin Wyatt outlines, companies such as Carolco Pictures, Cannon Film Group, and Vestron Pictures banked on pre-sales and the lack of financial overhead spent on studio space. They used a combination of negative pick-ups and their own independently financed productions to release annual schedules of films that would numerically rival the output of the major studios, despite still relying on the majors’ distribution networks. The income made from their home video releases could be reinvested in big-budget ‘tent-pole’ releases, often featuring major Hollywood action stars. As budgets ballooned to cover these annual tent-pole pictures, a number of the mini-majors failed to recoup adequate proceeds from their exploitation and arthouse releases after spreading themselves too thinly with pre-sale distribution deals that returned too little money to the original producers. Consequently, many of the mini-majors went bankrupt by the late 1980s and early 1990s while others, such as New Line Cinema and Miramax, were absorbed into conglomerates such as TimeWarner and The Walt Disney Company.50 

During this period, numerous independent films handled by the floun-dering mini-majors were released straight to video instead of parlayed into theatres, reinforcing cultural suspicions that the DTV release was a desperate cash grab associated with inferior films. Even on the lowest end of the budgetary scale, these changes affected independents by forcing them to upscale their product in a rapidly consolidating market. As exploitation filmmaker Fred Olen Ray noted in 1991, ‘We have extended 
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our shooting schedules from five or six days to seven. Our budgets have risen from $60,000 to $80,000 to $125,000 to $150,000. We are using more expensive stars in our shows (all costing $10,000 a day and up) and adding a second star of lesser value. We have started paying more attention to our storylines, while in the past we had let the genre, concept, and title carry the picture.’51

In many ways, middlebrow taste aspirations were the kiss of death for the 1980s mini-majors, much as they had been for theatrical exploitation companies such as New World Pictures and Dimension Pictures in the late 1970s. Though the DTV market may have still retained more diversity in its taste and class appeals than the made-for-television film, the negative reputation garnered by many DTV films echoes the suggestion that exploitation fans may denigrate cinema which seems (again) ‘too historically recent to be recuperated as archival exploitation cinema, too standardized or proficient in its direction to be “bad”, and yet possessing its own cult fan following’.52 As Ramon Lobato says, they are ‘mediocre’ films in both industrial form and generic content, often characterised as ‘interchangeable and disposable’. With the DTV market’s annual output easily dwarfing the small number of theatrically released films, ‘one is awed by its scope, but one also despairs at the thought of having to care too much about these ephemeral texts’.53 Even as these films may draw upon cultural memories of earlier exploitation cycles for inspiration, they cannot as easily make claims to their predecessors’ fan-cultural reputations because of their relative dearth of distance from the taint of contemporary populist entertainment. This lack of historical distance is especially acute when market forces have driven the format transitions allowing the DTV film’s older historical referents to circulate more easily as remediated memory objects, serving as reminders of the newer films’ apparent inferiority. 

In more recent years, this comparative historical weight of the past has arguably been increased by the lower production, replication and distribution costs offered by DVD over VHS, which have accelerated growth in the market for new DTV films. Glyn Davis suggests that this flexibility has allowed film-makers to produce ‘genre-messy movies, reliant on the possibility that, with the size of the DTV arena, any one title will always find some audience’. The class diversity of the market for recent DTV 

films is thus potentially reflected in a generic or cyclical openness that fans may find difficult to square with selective memories of earlier exploitation cycles. As Davis continues, 

Rather than being inept or catastrophically bad (although some may be), the ‘undecidable’ direct-to-DVD film is likely to be passable, workmanlike, possibly quickly 
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made and attempting to conceal the limitations of its budget. Flying slightly below the cultural radar of critical respectability, these titles may provide multivalent pleasures and can be riven by contradictory impulses,54

especially since a film’s budgetary level is no reliable indicator of its appeals to taste. The DTV action film  Bitch Slap, for example, bills itself as ‘a post-modern, thinking man’s throwback to the B movie/exploitation films of the 1950s through 1970s, as well as a loving, sly parody of them’. 

Yet, as a representative fan review complains, The movie attempts to be grindehouse [ sic], uses elements commonly used in Grindhouse films, but relies entirely on modern film techniques: green screens, modern fight choreography with the film being sped up and slowed down at just the right places. The picture is crystal clear with no scratches, lines, over-saturation, or other comment [ sic] elements that you would find in the film quality of a true grindhouse film.55

Another negative review notes, 

The true failure of  Bitch Slap is its full-on mediocrity. To succeed in the low-budget realm, a film has to be surprisingly good or shockingly bad; this is neither. [. . .] 

These movies need to shine in ways that no other movies have, or they need to fall so flatly on their face that they’d be unrecognizable to their own parents. There’s no room for B-movie exploitation that is simply ‘okay’.56

Despite the film’s brash mix of girls, guns and explosions, some fans thus found its retro nods to films such as  Faster, Pussycat! Kill! Kill!  (1965) outweighed by obvious attempts to deliver a slick-looking, present-set DTV feature. 

Importantly, this polysemic quality means that DTV films may defy fans’ ability to read to what extent a film seems intentionally tongue-in-cheek or self-parodic (as in Troma, American Independent Pictures, or Camp Video releases), or naive and unintentionally humorous (as in many pre-video era examples of exploitation cinema). With nostalgia unevenly inflecting the viewing experience for DTV films that employ a range of budgetary levels and generic conventions to draw upon cultural memories of earlier exploitation cycles, it becomes more difficult for fans to make connoisseurial distinctions between filmic traits which could potentially garner subcultural cachet. Much as fans may reject more recent films that lack the perceived pastness for ready reclamation as ‘exploitation’ texts, they may also reject films that deliberately simulate the ‘badness’ reductively associated with paracinema. That is, fans may be put off when the discerning labour of ironic interpretation is already internalised by DTV 
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films that verge on self-parody, presenting irony for easy consumption in lieu of the sincerely appreciative nostalgia attending an older film that tries and fails to deliver straight-faced thrills.57

The retrosploitation cycle has increasingly come to occupy this contested ground of multivalent reception, since the emergent corpus coalesced through various blends of homage and parody, with inspiration drawn from the aesthetics and taste appeals of 1980s DTV films and their theatrical exploitation predecessors. Yet, as I shall now explain, this cycle – which ranges in scale from the fake trailers created by no-budget amateur film-makers to big-budget, major-studio releases like  Grindhouse 

– also occupies a more flexible market position than its forerunners, since the mediascape has itself changed with the ongoing expansion of a DTV 

market whose returns are ever more claimed by major Hollywood studios as vital sources of revenue. 

As exploitation fan cultures developed more cultural visibility while the home video marketplace evolved from VHS to DVD over the 1990s, a strange web of influences increasingly linked major-studio releases, independent productions and various DTV products. Tim Burton’s heavily sanitised biopic  Ed Wood (1994), for example, helped generate newfound interest in its eponymous director by portraying him as a quirky ideal-ist aspiring to be the next Orson Welles. This interest in the real lives of exploitation film-makers, especially when on-screen and off-screen excesses and eccentricities appear to mirror each other, is also reflected in a burst of documentaries (see Appendix) whose predominantly DTV 

release during and since the 2000s coincided with the remediation of far more exploitation titles on DVD than previously available on VHS. 

Since the trailers and clips heavily illustrating these documentaries were now more easily available – often in better transfers – than ever before, the quantity and quality of this raw archival material helped increase the potential audience for both the documentaries themselves and the films they covered. 

Another strand related to the retrosploitation aesthetic is the release of late-period films by notable exploitation film-makers, several of whom came out of retirement in the late 1990s – probably in response to the surge of paracinematic interest accompanying  Ed Wood. Most of these titles went straight to video, and often veer towards self-parodically positioning themselves as intentional paracinema. In fact, I would argue that many of these late-period films are tonally difficult to distinguish from not only blatant parodies of earlier exploitation cycles but also from the films of Troma and other DTV producers.58 A notable example of these late-period films is  I Woke Up Early the Day I Died (1998), an  independent 
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comedy adapted from an unproduced Ed Wood script but played for intentional camp value by featuring ludicrously exaggerated acting, inserts from 1950s stock footage and educational films, and numerous cameos by notable Hollywood actors whose appearances add to the film’s none-too-subtle winking at the audience. Other late-period titles include Herschell Gordon Lewis’s gore comedies  Blood Feast 2: All U Can Eat (2002) and The Uh-Oh Show (2009); Ted V. Mikels’s  The Corpse Grinders 2 (2000) and   Mark of the Astro-Zombies (2002); Doris Wishman’s  Dildo Heaven (2002) and  Each Time I Kill (2007); and Russ Meyer’s  Pandora Peaks (2001). 

Some of these films are clearly sequels trading on the cult reputation of their predecessors, while others more earnestly attempt to extend their film-makers’ original reputations into the present without demonstrating retro-coded distinctions from more recent forms of DTV exploitation cinema. Set in the present day, Wishman’s  Satan Was a Lady (2001) and Joe Sarno’s  Suburban Secrets (2004), for example, are not played for laughs but ultimately bear a far stronger resemblance to the soft-core films that had exploded in the 1980s–90s DTV and made-for-cable television markets than the film-makers’ famed 1960s sexploitation work. Unlike their peers’ late-period films, which intentionally encourage paracinematic readings, these latter-day Wishman and Sarno titles do not necessarily encourage nostalgic or ironic reading strategies through temporal discrepancies or retro elements of  mise en scène  meant to invoke pastness. 

Conversely, many exploitation parodies internalise the overly simplistic assumption that ironic mockery is the primary mode of exploitation film consumption. Examples of such parodies include  I’m Gonna Git You Sucka (1988),  The Lost Skeleton of Cadavra (2001), the television series Garth Marenghi’s Darkplace (2004),  Frog-g-g! (2004),  Reefer Madness: The Movie Musical (2005),  Stupid Teenagers Must Die!  (2006),  Sex Galaxy (2008),  The Disco Exorcist (2011), and  Casa de mi Padre (2012). This is not to say, of course, that these parodies necessarily fail to evoke the dated look and feel of exploitation cinema, or that they fail to deconstruct genre conventions in politically interesting ways, but that their overall tone generally evinces marked negativity towards their historical referents. 

All in all, then, a key reception cue in some of the more recent titles which attempt to revive 1960s–70s exploitation film history is an inclination towards parody’s hostile distance from the more earnest valences of nostalgia – but, intentionally or not, these films tend to overlap tonally with the low-budget end of DTV genre production. On the other hand, late-period films from exploitation film-makers who attempt to play it straight without drawing upon signifiers of retro pastness are more likely 
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to be mistaken for other types of DTV productions. The use of retro signifiers thus becomes a crucial reception cue in the retrosploitation pastiches that, like  Grindhouse and its kin, attempt to skirt between parody and homage, signalling their semi-ironic appreciation of nostalgically outdated referents while still trying to deliver affective thrills that are not continually undercut by humour. By deliberately recalling older theatrical exploitation texts, such strategies allow retrosploitation films superficially (if unsuccessfully) to distinguish themselves from the still-stigmatised DTV genre films of the VHS and DVD years – a task made all the more difficult as DTV films have spread into many different levels of the film industry without ever completely losing their reputation as too mediocre to be collectible and too recent to be retro-cool. 

Notable examples of the low-budget exploitation tradition’s survival in the DTV and made-for-television markets, for example, are the action, horror, sci-fi, and disaster films produced by companies such as The Asylum. With budgets ranging from $100,000 to $1 million, a raft of cheaply produced CGI (computer-generated imagery) special effects, and exploitable appearances by minor actors and celebrities, The Asylum (founded in 1996) specialises in ‘mockbusters’ made to premiere on video store shelves at the same time as the theatrical or home video release of a high-concept Hollywood tent-pole film, with a typical Asylum picture going from concept to finished product in an average of four months. 

The Asylum often draws inspiration from public-domain source material ( H.G. Wells’ War of the Worlds [2005],  Almighty Thor [2011]), the title of an impending Hollywood blockbuster ( The Da Vinci Treasure [2006], Snakes on a Train [2006],  Transmorphers [2007],  Age of the Hobbits [2012]), or an outlandishly incongruous concept ( Titanic II [2010],  Sharknado 

[2013]). The company claims that it does not intend to fool hapless customers with misleading titles or concepts but rather to provoke laughter from prospective viewers who recognise the titles’ outrageous degree of derivation, not unlike porn parodies of successful Hollywood films.59 In this sense, The Asylum and its kin recall the exploitation industry’s tradition of producing low-budget/high-concept films exploiting the popularity of a major-studio release – yet they seem fully aware of the self-parodic appeals generating their intentionally paracinematic potential. There may be occasional nods to retro nostalgia – as when New Horizons’  Sharktopus (2010), the story of a shark/octopus hybrid terrorising a beach community, features a peppy surf-rock theme song and a cameo by its famed producer, Roger Corman. Yet, I would argue that, for contemporary viewers with little historical distance from these films, their apparent and even deliberate badness tends to far outweigh the more earnest  appreciation 
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that can attend older exploitation texts, doing little to challenge the stigmatisation of DTV or made-for-television films.60 Nonetheless, even Sharknado earned a midnight theatrical screening, simulcast into over two hundred theatres for one night only, after the jokey online buzz garnered by its 2013 Syfy Channel premiere, suggesting not only this DTV 

content’s flexibility for different distribution venues but also an attempt to build its cult value through harking back to the theatrical exhibition of midnight movies. 

Meanwhile, a plethora of small, independent producer–distributors have continued to survive in the DTV market (along with several mini-majors such as Lionsgate Entertainment and The Weinstein Company), largely because they do not pose a significant challenge to the major studios which have increasingly capitalised on the non-theatrical market for DTV films.61 Earlier forays into major-studio DTV sequels were not unprecedented, especially in long-proven non-theatrical staples such as children’s films, with Universal Pictures’ animated franchise  The Land Before Time (1988) – which has spawned twelve DTV sequels and over $1 

billion worldwide to date – offering an influentially profitable example.62 

During the 2000s, however, most of the major studios created divisions devoted to producing DTV films – or ‘DVD premieres’, as such titles were euphemistically rebranded. Yet, this shift does not mean that major studios ceased distributing low-budget DTV exploitation titles acquired through negative pick-ups and other deals that have traditionally been useful for lining their coffers. 

The recuperation of value associated with DVD premieres was partly rooted in the formerly higher cultural value of DVD compared to VHS’s long-time status as synonymous with ‘video’, along with the major studios’ reliance on branded titles, such as sequels and prequels to films that already carried the cachet of having begun as major theatrical releases. 

‘Franchise extension’ became the name of the game for Hollywood DTV 

divisions, and not only in consistently profitable areas such as children’s films or exploitation-ready genres such as horror and action films; particularly profitable extended franchises also included sequels to  Carlito’s Way (1993),  American Pie (1999), and  Bring It On (2000). Apart from catching the prospective viewer’s eye from store shelves, television ads became one of the most effective means for raising consumer awareness about newly released DVD premieres. This marketing strategy, combined with studio executives’ stated desire to make well-polished DTV films that would be indistinguishable from (and as profitable as) theatrical films, testifies to the contemporary truism that a theatrical release merely serves as an expensive advertisement for a film’s considerably larger profitability on 
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home video – a profitability that DVD premieres might better capture by eschewing altogether the expense of a theatrical release.63

DVD premieres from the major studios often involved an upmarketing of the films themselves, including better-known stars and budgets averaging up to $10 million – but still considerably less than most theatrical releases. As  Variety reported, ‘Usually producers bring back at least one actor from the original [for sequels], but barring that, they can turn the movie into a prequel to get around continuity issues’. As was true with the pioneering DTV distributors of the 1980s, action and horror films remained highly profitable DTV releases, as spectacular box art could still draw in genre aficionados. Similarly, former 1980s marquee-level action stars, such as Sylvester Stallone, Steven Seagal, and Jean-Claude Van Damme, continued profitable careers in DTV films that proved successful enough worldwide to justify $10 million salaries, bringing overall budgets to approximately $20 million – perhaps the highest end of the budgetary scale for DTV films.64 Sell-through retailers became increasingly willing to stock DTV films on their shelves to generate sales in the months between the DVD releases of big theatrical hits. Especially attractive were franchise extension titles that could sometimes even rival DVD sales of their original theatrical predecessors.65 Even as the overall DVD market began to plateau in the late 2000s, when the format achieved widespread market penetration, DTV films remained a growing sector of the home video business, with sales of over $1 billion in total revenue in 2008, up 20 per cent from the previous year; during that same year, non-theatrical releases accounted for over 32 per cent of all DVD sales.66

Yet, despite this potential profitability and increased targeting of general audiences, ambivalence remained about the stigmas long attached to DTV films, despite their euphemistic rebranding as ‘DVD premieres’. 

Many articles in the trade press attempted to differentiate this newer generation of DTV films from their predecessors but this distinction was belied by the major studios’ own practice of releasing a qualitatively diverse range of DTV films. As Marcy Magiera notes in a 2008  Video Business  article, studio executives were excited to discuss their new DVD 

premiere divisions but declined to be interviewed about the other, more exploitative DTV titles from culturally denigrated genres (‘[t]he word 

“schlock” may have been used’) that they still released. ‘Never mind that most of the studios that release the franchise DVD premieres also release the genre direct-to-video-stuff. But they don’t want to talk about that,’ 

Magiera observes, suggesting that the major studios’ embrace of the DTV 

market in mainstream-targeted franchise extensions had merely served to further marginalise the sort of DTV genre product that had existed 
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since the 1980s.67 Dimension Films, the genre arm of Miramax (and later, The Weinstein Company), has also attempted similar differentiations by touting Tarantino/Rodriguez collaborations such as  From Dusk Till Dawn (1996) and  Grindhouse – which have garnered larger audiences on video than in theatres – as hip, superior genre releases, while playing down the company’s ‘continuing dependence’ on ‘B-grade straight-to-video product’.68 Much as I argued in the previous chapter that major studios continued to profit from urban grind houses while designating them as culturally disreputable sites, the contemporary distribution of DTV 

exploitation films has allowed those films to remain posited as ‘bad objects’ 

in comparison with the proliferation of mainstream DTV franchise extensions. Many film-makers and stars, meanwhile, still desire the cultural cachet associated with a theatrical release because going straight to video has not entirely lost its early stigma.69

Overall, then, DTV productions have gradually moved into more central positions in the home video marketplace in conjunction with the format transitions to DVD and Blu-ray in the late 1990s and 2000s. 

Though the major studios intended their DVD premieres to become increasingly indistinguishable from theatrical features, they have continued to disavow or marginalise the DTV exploitation films that pioneered their distribution channels and continue to boost their financial bottom lines. As the market for DTV films increasingly extends beyond genre aficionados, such films have become an outlet where distinctions blur between not only the different nostalgic reading strategies that fans might employ but also different appeals to cultural taste. Consequently, the debated place of nostalgia has become far more intense among fan cultures as such films gain a wider potential viewership, calling subcultural valuations of ‘authenticity’ all the more into question. 

 Grindhouse, Fan Films  and the Ancillary Aftermarket In my estimation, this blurring of tastes and reading strategies paved the way for mini-majors such as The Weinstein Company to invest in a project like  Grindhouse, whose middle position between parody and homage might have once made it prime DTV material (its famous directors notwithstanding), as demonstrated not only by the film’s afterlife on home viewing formats but also the many DTV films that its retro-styled aesthetic inspired. Bob and Harvey Weinstein had learned a valuable lesson from the fate of other 1980s mini-majors, and therefore allowed The Walt Disney Company to purchase Miramax in 1993, gaining distribution power without openly competing with the major studios.70 
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Though initially successful in applying major-studio distribution strategies (such as heavily marketed nationwide openings) to art film releases, Miramax had faced bankruptcy before this acquisition. The Disney deal, however, allowed them to move into increased original productions, with trendy young genre film-makers such as Tarantino and Rodriguez proving early bankable talent.71 As Alisa Perren notes, Dimension began significantly out-grossing Miramax following the unexpected success of Scream (1996), so the Weinsteins began promoting their genre label as a sophisticated cut above the competition while simultaneously seeking to prevent Dimension’s generally low-cultural output from contaminating Miramax’s middlebrow reputation for handling artier films.72 Seeking less studio interference in the wake of Disney’s threats to cut severely Miramax’s overspent production funds and its refusal to release contentious films such as  Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004), the Weinsteins split from their parent company in 2005, leaving behind the Miramax brand name and forming The Weinstein Company. Shortly thereafter, Dimension Films (a label to which the Weinsteins retained post-split ownership) embraced an annual schedule of DTV releases under the ‘Dimension Extreme’ 

brand, such as franchise extension sequels and more original acquisitions, several of which would also receive nominal theatrical releases –  including the retrosploitation films  Welcome to the Jungle (2007) and  Hell Ride (2008), throwbacks to the cannibal and biker cycles, respectively.73

With their extended experience running a mini-major, the Weinsteins were thus well positioned when the larger film industry gradually turned towards the attempted recuperation of DTV films in the 2000s. In 1999 

and 2000, Dimension had released two DTV titles extending the  From Dusk Till Dawn franchise, a film quite comparable to  Grindhouse in tone.74 

Apart from being similarly named after an outdated exhibition context for exploitation films (the dusk-till-dawn drive-in screening),  From Dusk Till Dawn opens like a gritty crime thriller as the Gecko Brothers (George Clooney and Quentin Tarantino) flee to Mexico with hostages following a bloody robbery – but halfway through the film, it suddenly takes an abrupt tonal/generic shift into madcap, gore-drenched horror–comedy as they discover their strip-club hideaway is run by ancient Aztec vampires who feast on wayward outlaws. This tonal/generic shift from dark crime thriller to tongue-in-cheek gore–comedy plays like  Grindhouse’s double-feature format in reverse, prefiguring the shift from Rodriguez’s gory, over-the-top zombie/action film,  Planet Terror, to Tarantino’s more measured hot car/action thriller,  Death Proof. Both halves of these two Rodriguez/Tarantino collaborations contain (albeit in different proportions) humorous moments mixed with highly affective genre thrills but I 
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would argue that neither descends into outright parody of the exploitation cycles to which they are indebted, instead preserving a tone that pays homage while playfully acknowledging their historical distance from exploitation cinema’s heyday. In this sense, it remains difficult to draw marked cultural distinctions between  From Dusk Till Dawn, its DTV 

progeny, and the  Grindhouse double feature that appeared amid an industry-wide shift towards modestly budgeted DVD premieres. Furthermore, Michael Parks’s Texas Ranger character, Earl McGraw, consistently reappears in not only  From Dusk Till Dawn and one of its DTV sequels but also in  Kill Bill, Vol. 1 and both halves of  Grindhouse – thus roughly situating all these films in the same narrative universe. 

Consequently, as DTV films became more ‘mainstream’ with the industry’s moves to make them seem indistinguishable from theatrically screened films, exploitation content which once might have gone straight to video could effectively move into more prominent distribution channels such as a theatrical release (as with  Grindhouse)  – especially if the theatrical release ultimately remained an expensive advertisement for the later DVD and Blu-ray release. While the major studios might have continued to play down their own profitable involvement with the still-stigmatised, low-budget exploitation end of DTV production, the cultural upmarketing conferred by a theatrical release of such content helped potentially disavow just how blurred the lines between the theatrical and DTV 

markets had become by the late 2000s. 

On a textual level, we can see this overlap inadvertently reflected in the selective use of digitally simulated film damage in  Grindhouse  (and especially  Planet Terror), because this damage becomes most prominent in very violent or action-oriented moments. This technique makes viscerally powerful scenes seem particularly affective on a haptic level by implying that the diegetic violence has somehow exceeded its textual constraints and done actual violence to the film print itself, exciting the viewing body during those disjunctive moments when the film’s own ‘body’ seems to be revealing the viscera of its apparatus.75 Yet, if this were an actual degraded 35 mm film print, there would be no reason why violent or sensational moments would suffer more wear and tear than others, because the gradual degeneration of even a franchise print shown at grind houses should hypothetically show a relatively uniform degree of dilapidation throughout (apart from the well-worn heads and tails of each reel). Though Grindhouse may simulate the specific artefacting of damaged celluloid, I would argue that its selective use at such moments more closely resembles the degradation of VHS, a different analogue format whose image quality can be quickly ruined by viewers’ multiple rewindings and replayings of 
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Figure 3.4  The frame abruptly jumps and a horizontal splice appears for a split second as a zombie smashes a cop’s head open in  Planet Terror (2007). This stylistic choice implies violence done both to the characters and the celluloid object itself, amplifying the moment’s visceral assault upon the viewer’s senses while actually obscuring the extent of the on-screen gore. (Source: DVD.)

the sexy or violent ‘good parts’. In this sense, as much as  Grindhouse draws much of its nostalgic power from the increasingly outdated cultural status of celluloid film stock and 35 mm theatrical projection, it also remains stylistically indebted to the pastness of another residual technology that has permitted exploitation cinema’s afterlife in the age of DTV releases. 

Further complicating the subcultural capital which might adhere to the nostalgic imitation of distressed celluloid is Rodriguez’s admission that its selective use at especially violent moments was a way around cuts initially demanded by the Motion Picture Association of America ratings board (Figure 3.4).76 That is, while fans typically denounce the censorship of their chosen films as the work of conservative mainstream functionaries, the abrupt splices and flickers that might contribute to a more ‘authentic’ 

grindhouse aesthetic were actually attempts to please Hollywood’s de facto censorship organisation rather than oppose it. As Matt Hills observes, fans often ‘convert the very preconditions for their subcultural distinctions (consuming horror that is too distasteful/obscene for the “mainstream”) into a force to be opposed and done away with’. Censorship thereby 

‘operates, culturally and discursively, as  the enemy and the engine of horror fandom’, helping spawn a lucrative market for remedial video editions that restore previously unseen sex or violence.77

In this sense, the lacklustre box-office returns of a film like  Grindhouse were already a moot point if the project could recoup more than its production and advertising budgets via home video, regardless of the rampant speculation that arose concerning supposed reasons for the low theatrical attendance. As David Lerner summarises, 
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Many cultural commentators blamed either the inflated running time or a general-ized public misunderstanding regarding the unusual structure and experimental formal elements, arguments that assume both an audience too ‘square’ to accept the transgressions of the film, and simultaneously an audience not savvy enough to interpret the film’s calculated aesthetic and methodology.78

In other words, critics suggested that a shortage of (sub)cultural capital seemed to prevent the film from appealing to wider audiences than fans of the individual directors or exploitation cinema in general. Fans also shared such speculations, with one noting that the grindhouse revival might seem too ‘depraved’ (that is, ‘politically incorrect’) for mainstream audiences but that it effectively delivered thrills to a jaded younger generation of film-goers while also delivering ‘a great wakeup kick to the balls of [studio] 

executives who only want to play it safe’.79

More to the point, however, is Benson-Allott’s deft explanation that Grindhouse’s double-feature gimmick was initially marketed as a distinctly theatrical event (Figure 3.5) meant to recall a lost downmarket exhibition context, since the Weinsteins had already decided in advance that Planet Terror and  Death Proof would be separated and re-released as two separate, extended films for DVD (including, for example, the footage edited out as ‘missing reels’). The $67 million film’s opening weekend returns totalled a mediocre $12 million – a sum notably disproportionate to the online fan buzz the film had generated during its pre-release period. 

The Weinstein Company began publicly promoting the idea that each of the separate films was an authored ‘original’ whose integrity had been sac-rificed in the assembling of the  Grindhouse double-feature concept. Taken together, then, DVD sales of the disjoined films could ideally double the profits from a single DVD release of the complete  Grindhouse experience and thereby draw in

four to five times their initial box-office revenue (that is, $100 to 125 million). In short,  Grindhouse was not just a loss leader but a stunt, an exploitation movie that exploited the press and the cinema’s new  ancillary  role in the real business of the movies, the business of home video.80

It was also akin to the Weinsteins’ earlier lucrative decision to split Tarantino’s four-hour original cut of  Kill Bill into two ‘volumes’ separately released to theatres and DVD. 

Yet, many fans did not respond favourably to the consequences of the Grindhouse ‘stunt’. While some were pleased to receive longer and more elaborate films from their cherished directors (or, in some cases, happy that one half of  Grindhouse would be excised, given the tonal difference 
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Figure 3.5  Poster for the American double-feature theatrical release of  Grindhouse in April 2007 as an omnibus text and special exhibition event. 

(Source: The Weinstein Company.)
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between the two features), others accused The Weinstein Company of meddling with the original theatrical cut for crass economic ends. As one fan remarked at length, several years after its release: Those who did venture to the theaters were treated to a fairly unique experience; I can say without a doubt that it was the best cinematic experience I ever had with a crowd. [. . .] Unfortunately, the complete  Grindhouse experience has remained but a memory – the film’s poor reception resulted in each half being split up and distributed separately overseas, and that’s how the films eventually made it to home video as well, which is a shame. Sure,  Planet Terror and  Death Proof work very well alone, but, when removed from their  Grindhouse context, a layer of the overall experience is lost. It might not seem like much, but the grab-bag of trailers and ads are [ sic] vital to the experience. [. . .] In the future, I suspect the amount of people who will claim to have seen the film in theaters will far outnumber the amount of people who actually did. It’s already become the stuff of mythic proportions.81

As these comments imply, the theatrical experience itself became imbued with mnemonic value, with fans privileging its ‘eventness’ as a potential source of subcultural capital. Yet, we should question whether this simply resembles the old-school cinephilia that privileged theatrical exhibition over home video, or whether this eventness more closely resembles the fan-dominated midnight screenings that multiplexes have increasingly presented on the eve of opening day for much-hyped major-studio releases. Over the past decade, theatre chains have increasingly compensated for multiplex saturation booking by providing such time-sensitive screenings for fans to inhabit as an interpersonal show of subcultural capital. It is little coincidence, then, that the original theatrical cut of Grindhouse has continued to circulate as a midnight movie in the years since its initial release, offering fans the nostalgic pleasures of a cultish viewing context that the film’s afterlife on home video cannot so easily confer. 

At the same time, rather than the traditional view of the director’s cut as a remedial release that ‘corrects’ the results of a studio’s interference with an authorial vision, it is ironic that some fans criticised the splitting of  Grindhouse into separate, extended films as an economically motivated violation of a sacrosanct original experience, because this decision had actually  restored an authorial aura to each individual feature by effectively creating two new ‘director’s cuts’. After the extended cuts of each film were separately released in Europe and the rest of the world, these versions were eventually released on DVD in the United States in late 2007 

(sans most of the ads and trailers). Because these longer and supposedly more ‘authentic’ versions of each film had not yet received a US theatrical release under their own titles,  Planet Terror and  Death Proof had 

[image: Image 15]
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Figure 3.6  Cover for the late-2007 US DVD of Quentin Tarantino’s disjoined  Death Proof, now ‘extended and unrated’ as an authorial original, complete with the imprimatur of a Cannes Film Festival official selection. (Source: The Weinstein Company.) effectively become separate ‘DVD premieres’ (Figure 3.6), which was also Rodriguez’s initial plan for distributing the feature-length spin-off of his  Machete  trailer.82 In this sense, the cachet of  both an anticipatory theatrical release on one platform (the 2007 US theatrical version)  and 
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a restored authorial aura on another platform (the extended home video cuts) doubly allowed these two simulated exploitation films to receive a higher degree of cultural legitimacy than the still-marginalised DTV 

exploitation products from which they might disingenuously attempt to differentiate themselves. 

Yet, though the complete  Grindhouse double feature was released on DVD internationally in 2010, it was released in the United States only on Blu-ray, representing an ironically future-oriented format shift for such a technologically nostalgic film. Released to American audiences with little fanfare, the complete  Grindhouse experience’s visibility on home video has remained largely within the purview not only of those viewers who are attuned to exploitation fan cultures but also those with enough capital to be early adopters of Blu-ray or importers of a non-Region 1 DVD 

from overseas. With the separate  Planet Terror and  Death Proof  DVDs released in the United States as ‘extended and uncut’, they also played into the higher marketability of unrated versions of violent or sexy genre films which, according to  Variety, account for 80 to 90 per cent of DVD 

sales compared to a rated edition.83 In addition, these extended cuts play into the long-standing history of the unstable exploitation text subject to manipulation across regional or national borders, with international cuts often prized by American fans because they contain more footage. Yet, the Blu-ray release of the complete  Grindhouse does not make these earlier DVD versions of the separate films obsolete (especially as the extended cuts of  Planet Terror and  Death Proof were also separately released on Blu-ray) because completists would probably collect the multiple versions when each offers substantial textual differences. 

Though   Grindhouse’s disappointing box-office returns meant it did not spawn a franchise of further ‘Grindhouse Presents’ double features highlighting different directors and genres, as Tarantino and Rodriguez had initially hoped,84 it did meanwhile result in the theatrically released spin-offs  Machete,  Hobo with a Shotgun, and  Machete Kills (2013). While Machete was the feature-length expansion of Rodriguez’s fake trailer that opened   Grindhouse,  Hobo   originated as a fake trailer (made on a $125 

budget) by Canadian fan film-maker, Jason Eisener, that won the top prize (as chosen by Rodriguez himself) in a grindhouse trailer competition held at the 2007 South by Southwest (SXSW) festival in conjunction with  Grindhouse’s impending release. Canadian distributor Alliance Films subsequently made over 180 prints of the  Hobo  trailer and appended them to select  Grindhouse prints during its Canadian theatrical run, eventually spawning enough online interest to become expanded into Eisener’s debut feature film.85 The original  Hobo trailer, however, was omitted from all 
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home video editions of  Grindhouse, included only on the DVD/Blu-ray of its spin-off feature. 

Lerner argues that  Grindhouse ‘defines itself as an anti-convergence text’ by nostalgically privileging the theatrical experience and not allowing fans to reproduce it at home on DVD, since the ads, trailers, and abbreviated versions of each feature would be missing.86 I would argue, however, that regardless of how the film might nostalgically  define itself, the proliferation of different transmedia texts associated with  Grindhouse precisely encourages the convergence process by which fans actively migrate across different media formats to follow the spread of desired content, because no single platform can deliver the spin-offs and paratexts that have allowed 

‘ Grindhouse’ to develop into a sort of brand name. As Henry Jenkins notes, the spread of digitisation has allowed everyday consumers to appropriate and manipulate media content in increasingly flexible ways while it has also, paradoxically, allowed media conglomerates to concentrate their power over the production and distribution of said content. This has resulted in ‘[a] widening of the discursive environment [that] coexists with a narrowing of the range of information being transmitted by the most readily available media channels’.87 In this sense, as much as  Grindhouse’s proliferating iterations ultimately serve The Weinstein Company’s profit margins and offer a very selective vision of grindhouse history, we can also see venues such as the SXSW grindhouse trailer contest encouraging an eruption of fan creativity that has exceeded the contest’s initial role as a short-term marketing tool.88 Still, as Sara Gwenllian Jones argues, non-Hollywood fan-textual production is not the same as  anti-Hollywood production, because fan film-makers like Eisener may deliberately use their own works as a springboard for professional careers, with access to the traditional means of production/distribution still controlled by the same corporate interests that solicited such fake grindhouse trailers in the first place.89

Such dynamics belie Lerner’s assertions that  Grindhouse’s nostalgia for the past is ‘unavoidably conservative’ by treating 1970s exploitation texts as ‘static and unchanging’ referents upheld in a hermetically sealed realm of pastness that discourages active engagement with film history and engenders a ‘forced passivity’ in viewers.90 After all, as Svetlana Boym suggests, there is a marked difference between a  restorative nostalgia, which attempts to conquer time by reconstructing past referents in a state of unchanging glory, and a  reflective nostalgia which recognises the past as in ruins or (perhaps more to the point with Tarantino’s films) as ‘gentrified beyond recognition’. Indeed, this latter species of nostalgia spurs ‘ironic, inconclusive, and fragmentary’ responses, ‘open[ing] up a multitude of 
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potentialities, nonteleological possibilities of historical development’.91 

Contra Lerner, then, the fact that past exploitation cycles have become stylistic fodder for a high-concept Hollywood film matters little if we recall that those same exploitation films were, in effect, made and marketed like high-concept films (albeit on far smaller budgets) in the years before New Hollywood’s own embrace of high-concept cinema. Much as independent producer–distributors developed exploitation cycles by building from cultural memories of earlier films, I see nostalgia’s dialectic between past and present as a means of allowing a wide range of users – from Hollywood power players down to no-budget fan film-makers – to use past films as raw material for a range of different purposes. Of course, this is not to suggest that convergence culture has erased the vast differentials in power or influence held by media industries over fan uses of media content but, rather, that making claims for the supposed ‘authenticity’ of independent producers (whether past or present) over large corporations too easily falls into the realm of romantic myth. Blanket claims about nostalgia’s corporate co-opting are easy to make but are no more accurate than outdated notions that fan cultures are overwhelmingly ‘resistant’ to the culture industries. 

Furthermore, as more and more fans with limited resources pick up prosumer-grade cameras and draw inspiration from a socially constructed sense of ‘grindhouse-ness’, it becomes increasingly unclear how much subcultural capital a given fan film-maker may possess, especially if he/

she might rely more on mocking the perceived badness of exploitation cinema than offering sincere homage. In other words, much as retrosploitation’s focus on simulating pre-video era films often figures the domestic sphere as a less ‘authentic’ site for exploitation film consumption than grind houses, retrosploitation production is similarly tainted by its accessibility to home-grown amateurs. Fan film-making typically involves a high degree of familiarity with historical referents recognisable within a given fan culture, thus representing a bid for subcultural capital, but non-professional origins can also cause fan films to be dismissed as the work of wannabes. (What better example of competition for subcultural capital than the SXSW fake trailer contest, with the winning fan crowned by Rodriguez himself?) A parodic tone intended to be read as a loving send-up, for example, may also be interpreted by other fans as a sign that the fan film-maker knows enough about his/her film’s historical referents to condense their most salient traits into the butt of humour but ultimately lacks the ‘proper’ affection for culturally devalued films that non-fans may still see as largely fit for mockery. In this sense, receptional questions about authorial intent can question the apparent ‘authenticity’ of retrosploita-
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tion films made at many different budgetary levels, from films developed in Hollywood boardrooms to films made in fans’ bedrooms. 

If most fan films rely on timely references to films with popular cultural currency or longevity,92 a film like  Grindhouse may certainly have helped inspire a burst of fan film-making, but fan-made retrosploitation texts also draw inspiration from more distant and obscure corners of film history whose very minorness in the contemporary pop-culture landscape would seemingly demand more defensive reverence than, say, parodies of a recent Hollywood blockbuster. As one fan says in criticising the spoof  Nun of That, While I’m sure everyone’s heart was in the right place, this film is a disaster and is a disgrace to the Rape/Revenge and Nunsploitation genres. Just because a film is a wink to the ‘Grindhouse’ style of filmmaking, it shouldn’t be given a free pass for a laughable script, horrid acting, and the lack of mammory [ sic] glands and holy der-rière. It’s safe to say that Abel Ferrara’s  Ms. 45 was the template for this lukewarm exercise in lameness, so I encourage all fans to give that one a look.93

Textual traits like laughably ‘bad’ special effects, dialogue, or acting can be seen as part of the naive charm of archival exploitation films but may provoke greater fan ambivalence in recently made low-budget releases that intentionally make badness a calculated decision during a period when outdated techniques may be interpreted less as anachronistic homage than as self-parodic snark. For independent film-makers without the resources to carefully construct a detailed  mise en scène evoking past decades, anachronisms can even signal a presumed lack of dedication to exploitation film history, rather than a symptom of budgetary constraints. 

Take, for example, this mixed review of  Sugar Boxx: Before watching the special features, my biggest complaint was that [director Cody] 

Jarrett attempted to set this exploitation film in a modern-day setting, which doesn’t work the same way it did in the 1970s. In the Making Of, though, Jarrett explains that the film is set in 1975, not present day. [. . .] If Jarrett did more to place the movie where the script says it is – 1975 – the story of the movie may have worked better. There is no doubt this film is exploitative, but that isn’t enough.94

Similarly, if the veneer of scratched and distressed celluloid is a filter effect that can be easily applied to even the most amateurish films using consumer-grade video-editing software, then the very accessibility of this creative choice undercuts the ersatz ‘authenticity’ of the grindhouse aesthetic all the more. As one fan complains, ‘With these [ Grindhouse] imitators, when you take away the grindhouse look, you are left with a terrible movie that if it wasn’t for the market scheme, would probably have never been picked up by a distributor.’95
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Nevertheless, if perceived amateurism may complicate the reception of fan-made retrosploitation works, budgetary and other practical limitations may prove a mixed blessing in other ways. The constraints of short forms such as fake trailers, for example, provide a better platform for maintaining the evaluative tone they seek to present. That is, fake trailers may be more effective as one-note jokes than as extended exercises in pastiche, even if their brevity potentially limits detailed engagement with past and present cultural ideologies. Alternatively, the short form can also allow fan film-makers to maintain the straight-faced earnestness of homage over a brief period, without gradually lapsing into self-parody over a feature-length running time. Though not all fake grindhouse trailers are played for parody over pastiche, they typically imitate the already exaggerated promises of exploitation marketing, and can thus crystallise the diverse tonal possibilities of retrosploitation in general. In doing so, however, it can become difficult to tell whether they take comedic aim at the conventions of overwrought exploitation publicity or at exploitation films themselves, raising the nagging question of how appreciative and knowledgeable these home-based fan film-makers really are about an exploitation film corpus predominantly (though, as  The Sleeper indicates, not exclusively) recalled by fans in reference to theatrical exhibition. 

Barbara Klinger notes that ‘parodies may in part pay homage, but they create their alternative textual universes through less earnest means than those of’ straight homage. Nevertheless, ‘even the most irreverent work 

[of parody] displays a core affection, fascination, or grudging admiration for the original’.96 For my purposes, I would clarify that parody’s paradoxical function of implicitly supporting what it explicitly savages allows it to exist on the fuzzy border with pastiche’s middle position between parody and homage. If the potential for retrosploitation texts to slide into parody continues to generate ambivalence among fans, it is because the parodist’s negative tone is often more legible in a text than the neutral or positive tone held by the practitioners of pastiche or homage respectively. Unlike parody’s distanced and superior tone, pastiche’s imitative closeness to its historical referents allows it to be neither inherently critical nor celebratory but can evince a gentle blending of both stances in its very closeness to what it imitates – a closeness that, for Dyer, reveals the performativity of all cultural forms.97

Because this performativity undercuts the apparent self-evidence of cultural taste distinctions, it can recode formerly niche cultural forms as more readily sellable as contemporary populist entertainment, much to the vexation of fans still invested in subcultural ideologies of exclusivity. In this respect, the reading strategies used by fans are a recurrent 
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issue at play in the consumption of a potentially franchisable concept like Grindhouse, since Lerner claims that  Grindhouse internalises the ironic readings of paracinema by turning the inadvertent flaws, over-the-top excesses, and damaged artefactual nature of archival exploitation cinema into deliberate marks of authorial intent. Not unlike its self-parodic DTV 

predecessors from companies such as Troma,  Grindhouse seemingly robs paracinephiles of their active participation and ‘constructs a cinema of stasis, creating a spectatorial relationship that places palpable limitations on the cinemagoer’s imaginary possibilities’.98 Though the range of fan production spurred by  Grindhouse’s release leads me to disagree with the supposed limitations (‘forced passivity’) placed upon its viewers, I am certainly sympathetic to the argument that media producers attempting to target fans often try to mirror a fan culture’s own values. This is especially the case when texts circulate intertextual subcultural capital that spreads beyond existing fan cultures and reaches wider audiences, thus challenging the very sorts of cultural distinctions that the text may outwardly seek to promote.99

Hence the self-reflexive moment in Tarantino’s  Death Proof when an increasingly obsolete below-the-line professional, Stuntman Mike (Kurt Russell), drives his 1969 Dodge Charger through a roadside marquee for Wolf Creek (2005) and  Scary Movie 4 (2006) – both of which serve as present-set points of filmic distinction from  Grindhouse’s own project. While Wolf Creek draws its inspiration from 1970s rural survival horror without explicitly signalling its indebtedness through a flurry of retro signifiers, the  Scary Movie series parodies the already quasi-parodic  Scream films – a franchise that ‘mainstreamed’ the supposed ‘rules’ of the 1980s slasher cycle by internalising cyclical conventions as fodder for mockery. For Tarantino, it seems these two contemporary films struck the wrong tone in their attempts to reach wider audiences, because the former film failed to offer the self-conscious cues associated with pastiche while the latter failed to show proper reverence to its pre- Scream referents. The fact that Dimension Films also released  Scream,  Wolf Creek and the  Scary Movie series, however, further suggests the profitable blurring of taste cultures which has occurred as studios confuse the boundaries between theatrical and DTV releases, especially because some of  Grindhouse’s viewers may also have been appreciative ticket-buyers for Dimension’s other horror-related releases. 

Nevertheless, if some fans’ claims to subcultural exclusivity were seemingly threatened by the wide release of a Hollywood take on 1970s exploitation tropes, we can see the vagaries of reception as a countervailing tendency, because  Grindhouse’s appeals to nostalgia were not 
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successful with all fans. Some critics argued that such nostalgia was misplaced because actual grind houses were awful places showing boring and grotesque films; whereas some long-term exploitation fans derided Grindhouse as a grossly oversimplified, audience-friendly reinterpretation of films that deserved better than being distorted and sold to younger viewers with less subcultural capital.100 Other fans noted that the film worked better in concept than in practice: ‘I applaud the  idea of it, but in practice the hip, knowing crappiness becomes depressing. [. . .] For all its movie-geek fervor,  Grindhouse remains a private party, an event that was probably more fun to make (and to market) than it is to watch.’101 

The amount of subcultural capital actualised in the film’s critical reception thus plays a considerable role in these responses as performances of connoisseurship and accumulated experience. As one fan appropriately noted, for example, ‘Quite a few reviewers griped about Tarantino’s half of  Grindhouse’s double feature, saying that real grindhouse movies were never  this boring, but anyone who’d say something like that clearly hasn’t sat down with all that many exploitation flicks.’102 Some independent film-makers were also displeased with the retrosploitation trend for similar reasons. As Fred Andrews, director of the notorious box-office flop Creature (2011), complained:

I hated what happened in the last couple of years in the horror genre, where you’ve had this fake resurgence of grindhouse. The real story of the grindhouse is the guy who’s making the best picture he can, carrying five cans of film, going week to week to week from Kansas City to Missouri to Arkansas, playing it for a week and then getting back in his station wagon. I wasn’t about treating the film to make it all grainy. The film looks great.103

In this respect (and sour grapes aside), the gimmickry of retrosploitation films might not only trouble the degree of interpretive labour used by seasoned viewers of historical exploitation films but also challenge the types of productive labour traditionally performed by low-budget film-makers pursuing careers through the outdated practice of theatrical roadshowing in an era dominated by home video revenues. 

Despite such criticisms, I would argue that fans can still view Grindhouse’s mediocre box-office returns as testimony to the resilience of subcultural capital, because cult films often originate from texts that notably failed upon their initial release. A 2011 survey to determine the next ‘cult classic’, for example, found that many online respondents thought  Grindhouse ‘tried too hard to be cult’ but that a cult following nevertheless resulted from the very excessiveness of its self-conscious attempts at replicating a sense of ‘authenticity’. As one respondent nega-

 

paratexts, pastiche and direct-to-video 165

tively remarked, ‘It’s trying to be a cult film, it’s from a mainstream director, it’s too well circulated. Cult film lovers tend to covet underground films and pride themselves on being part of its [ sic] secret following. It’s very elitist.’ Another respondent observed, ‘You can’t manufacture a cult film. This is exploitation filmmaking for those that would leave halfway through a real exploitation film out of boredom.’104 Though these disparaging responses suggest that the film’s high-concept calculatedness confirms a lack of subcultural capital on the part of its would-be audience, Grindhouse’s appreciative fans could alternatively point towards its box-office underperformance as proof that it found loyal admirers only among a niche fan contingent with enough subcultural capital to appreciate the film’s historical referentiality. 

If blockbusters are often culturally devalued as being cinematic events which are greatly hyped in the short term but leave few lasting cultural traces, then  Grindhouse’s failure to become an enduring  theatrical ‘cult blockbuster’ (such as  Star Wars [1977] or  Titanic [1997])105 means that the nostalgic eventness associated with its theatrical run has been supplanted by a much longer afterlife via video-mediated iterations and paratexts 

– not unlike the long video afterlives of the otherwise obsolete exploitation films to which it pays tribute. In this sense, it is no coincidence that the home video releases for  Planet Terror  include an ‘audience reaction track’ recorded live at the Alamo Drafthouse Cinema in Austin, Texas 

– a domestic viewing option that, as Caetlin Benson-Allott says, perhaps inadvertently reminds the spectator of his/her exclusion from an idealised screening experience at a theatre chain that has taken up the mantle of grindhouse history through its highly publicised screenings of archival exploitation prints.106 Yet, as the above responses to the film’s uses of nostalgia suggest, even this ‘idealised’ viewing experience located in the not-too-distant past of 2007 can present a variety of reasons why, beyond the inability to recreate the potentially fan-populated theatrical experience at home, other exploitation fans may feel excluded from its raucously celebratory tone. 

Of course, fans’ potential feelings of exclusion are quite relative when we consider that so many retrosploitation films use a contemporary sense of 

‘political incorrectness’ to cater primarily (but not exclusively) to the tastes and pleasures of straight white men, a demographic far removed from actual  exclusion in American society. Yet, as I argue in the next chapter, the very ambivalence and even anxiety created by the multivalent appeals to nostalgia in such films can resonate with unresolved cultural tensions beyond this privileged demographic – particularly if, as noted in Chapter 2, home video has opened exploitation films to a wider viewership than 

166 

grindhouse nostalgia

their theatrical exhibition once encouraged. Though retrosploitation texts typically signal their contemporary constructedness in distinction from archival exploitation texts, the commingling of both in the home video marketplace highlights how much affect can be generated by the raised edges between archival texts and their descendants. Indeed, these raised edges can even evoke the pains of historical conflict, because the historicity of retrosploitation texts allows them to remain haunted by past and present cultural representations and inequalities. Because retrosploitation texts occupy a pop-culture landscape where industrial shifts such as the rise of DTV films have altered taste distinctions and enmeshed once-marginal cinematic forms within dominant cultural avenues, it is important to ask what ideological premises are served by these retro-styled texts and their fans. That is, if the historicity, tonal/taste appeals, and industrial position of these films inspire considerable ambivalence, then we should question what larger social and political uses said ambivalence allows. 
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CHAPTER 4

Dressed to Regress? 

The Retributive Politics of the 

Retrosploitation Pastiche

Taste politics clearly remain one of the key dimensions behind the emerging retrosploitation cycle’s engagement with history, treating the cinematic past as a ‘politically incorrect’ wellspring of inspiration and distinction for more recent productions that are largely (but not wholly) targeted at the white, heterosexual male viewer who has long consumed exploitation films as cult objects. Yet because, as I suggested in Chapter 1, archival exploitation films can continue to partially uphold retrograde political ideologies by offering visceral pleasures in sexist, racist or homophobic representations that remain earnestly viewed and not simply ironically laughed away, one of the dangers in retrosploitation films which imitate these historical referents is that, ‘[a]s entire periods of the recent past are introduced into the popular historical consciousness through retro’s accelerated chronological blur, we risk incorporating its values as well’.1

I would argue that this warning is especially prescient in the case of retro-styled exploitation pastiches that, by definition, take a middle position between the positive and negative evaluative tones respectively associated with homage and parody. As noted in the previous chapter, pastiche is the retrosploitation cycle’s dominant tenor, precisely because it permits such an ambiguous mix of ironic distance and earnest affectivity that viewers may have difficulty tonally distinguishing it from either homage or parody in any clear-cut way. Nevertheless, for films that self-consciously signal their use of pastiche through temporal, cultural, geographical, ideological or gendered distance or dislocation, Richard Dyer argues that pastiche may operate as a sort of ‘default mode’ that can spin off into various registers of humour, violence, perversity and even serious political commentary – the last of which is of primary interest in this final chapter.2

Using a handful of representative films, I shall examine how cultural memory inspires the multivalent political dynamics at work in a number 
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of retrosploitation texts which engage with nostalgia’s dialectical tension between the socio-political past and present, both informing and informed by the blurred borderlines between homage, parody and pastiche. In particular, I shall argue that the  ideological ambivalence fans and critics may discern in these films’ anachronistic representations reflects the very  temporal and aesthetic ambivalence evoked by the retro-styled pastiche, with the mash-up of different tones and periods complicating any clear sense of both political unity and fan-cultural appreciation for these texts. This is because the relative pastness or presentness discernable in each retrosploitation text can weigh more heavily upon the political opportunities or limitations on offer when the politics of one temporal period are upheld over another. Still, this is not to say that pastness corresponds with a reactionary political position any more than presentness corresponds with progressive potential. Indeed, as the following examples will demonstrate, the degree to which temporal frames of reference inflect the political potentiality of a given retrosploitation pastiche largely depends on the particular text in question; though texts cannot fully dictate their reception, they still provide interpretive cues to which viewers may respond in varied ways for more or less ideological reasons. Furthermore, I shall argue that the viewer’s horizon of interpretation can also include multivalent desires raised by these films’ overlapping historical reference points, suggesting a 

‘queering’ of time itself among traditionally marginalised audiences. The fact that disparate viewers can experience such disparate political and affective reactions is therefore another major case of how, as I have been arguing throughout this book, the impulse to nostalgically repurpose past texts can both unite and fragment viewing communities as the remembered times and places of exploitation film consumption have changed since the rise of home video. 

According to Pam Cook, ‘nostalgia is predicated on a dialectic between longing for something idealised that has been lost, and an acknowledgment that this idealised something can never be retrieved in actuality, and can only be accessed through images’. Consequently, ‘Nostalgia plays on the gap between representations of the past and actual past events’, thereby permitting that ‘[a]udiences can consciously enjoy a playful or affecting engagement with history at the same time as exercising their aesthetic judgement’.3 If, however, reviews by critics and fans sometimes claim that retrosploitation pastiches are not to be taken seriously and instead ‘best enjoyed with your brain switched off’,4 then this advice implies that one must suspend one’s contemporary notions of aesthetic quality and political correctness to better enjoy these texts’ ‘distastefully’ déclassé emulation of exploitable elements such as sex, violence and various forms of 
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social prejudice that reared their heads in exploitation films of the past. In the light of such receptional recommendations, it is important to consider the political ramifications of nostalgia’s retrospective structure of feeling, because pastiche’s imitative closeness to its historical referents can also 

‘convey most forcefully why that [set of referents] needs to be critiqued, namely, because it [still] works’ upon viewers.5

In other words, some viewers treat the simulated nature of the retro-styled text as an excuse temporarily to escape the forms of aesthetic and intellectual discernment which include not only political judgements but can also include fan-cultural appeals to connoisseurship, knowledge and other sources of subcultural capital. As I shall elaborate below, this is why other fans may not find it quite so easy to disengage voluntarily from the nagging issue of politically reprehensible representations that extend beyond the politics of taste alone. The potential for ambivalence and outright anxiety among fans over the unresolved taste distinctions raised by retrosploitation’s diverse appeals to nostalgia can thus help productively trigger  increased  political sensitivity to how past representations are mnemonically refigured in the present. If, ‘[d]espite all their claims to authenticity, nostalgic fictions depend upon a slippage between current styles and period fashion in order to draw audiences in to the experience’,6 

then consciously engaging these films with brains still ‘switched on’ allows historical, political, and aesthetic judgement to intertwine when past and present inequalities haunt the retrosploitation pastiche. Accordingly, this chapter’s focus on the political ambivalence of retrosploitation pastiches explores both the reactionary and progressive potential that these texts may offer contemporary fans, without presuming that all viewers ideologically respond to their ironic-cum-earnest tenor en masse. 

I shall begin, however, by illustrating the different political implications of period-set and present-set retrosploitation films, contrasting several films that use outdated racial stereotypes as authorial mouthpieces and sources of horror alike. Next, I shall look at how authorial intent can be an interpretive lens in retrosploitation films that use raced and classed minorities as (anti-)heroes. In the second half of the chapter, I shift from race and class to the politics of gender and sexuality. As a cycle, retrosploitation tends self-consciously (but not exclusively) to pursue masculinist cultural distinctions from other contemporary genre products, especially when the descendants of historically prominent varieties of exploitation cinema like horror, sexploitation and rape-revenge films have seemingly become more 

‘feminised’ through the increased opening of access to gender-diverse audiences in a post-feminist era coinciding with the rise of home video. 

Finally, I turn to issues of queerness in terms not just of representation 
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but also how films can ‘queer’ historicity through the overlapping temporalities that retrospectively broach the impact of past films upon the inner fantasy lives of diverse viewers. If, as I have argued across this book, the retrosploitation phenomenon is informed by a nostalgia for times and places which seem no longer to exist, then the following readings suggest the political implications of films whose representational form and content by definition seem out of time and place, yet still overwhelmingly speak to present-day desires for the retribution of perceived injustices. 

Period Settings and the Horrific Performance of Race It would generally be safe to say that no feature-length retrosploitation film is mistaken wholesale for an archival exploitation picture, even when using deliberate archaism, since retrosploitation’s dominant use of pastiche always suggests at least some degree of self-conscious awareness of the past as a lost object of longing. Nevertheless, owing to pastiche’s imitative closeness to its historical referents, retrosploitation film-makers and their characters mutually participate in  performances of pastness, the political connotations of which are particularly foregrounded when dealing with social attitudes that have markedly changed since the time of their referents. In this regard, race is a privileged example for discussing the contemporary sensitivity to social attitudes that have shifted dramatically since the height of post-classical exploitation cinema in the 1960s and 1970s. Representations and rhetorics of race arguably remain more acute sources of heightened sensitivity to issues of ‘political correctness’ 

in American society than perhaps any other identity factor; the post-1960s backlash against racial civil rights, for example, has not gained a visible foothold in mainstream popular culture comparable to the post-feminist backlash against second-wave feminism. Thus, when retrosploitation pastiches attempt stylistically and affectively to evoke a 1970s-style exploitation story without being confused with an actual 1970s film, the historical disjuncture that fuels nostalgia also begs the question of how we should respond to the regressive political attitudes lingering in cultural memories of that period, including the cultural memories which these retro-styled films intentionally resurrect and inflect. 

As Dyer argues in a discussion of Todd Haynes’s 1950s-set melodrama Far From Heaven (2002), the structure of feeling evoked by a retro-styled pastiche may ask us to identify with the feelings of the imagined audiences who could have seen the pastiche’s historical referents – yet the recognition of a pastiche as  not quite like its referents ‘ought also to alert us to the limitations of this historical imagining’, thereby ‘remind[ing] us 
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experientially of what we have lost even while confirming that it is lost’. 

Because we can never truly confirm our own longing to know that past people had similar affective responses as us, we can discern such potential responses only from the cultural artefacts left behind from those earlier times. Hence, we must rely on cultural frameworks of interpretation, which have been passed down to us through mediated memory objects that can encourage us to reflect upon the very historicity of past and present responses to such films.7

Yet, when such interpretive frameworks include regressive political attitudes, we can be reminded of the troubling continuities between past and present racism and other social prejudices passed down to more recent generations of viewers. Unlike parody’s mocking disdain or paracinema’s deeply ironic reappraisal – both of which can easily slide into a historical chauvinism that impedes transhistorical empathy with imagined past audiences – pastiche’s more earnest affectivity can allow us to better encounter imagined responses to racist representations on something closer to their own grounds, rather than merely laughing away such representations/responses as products of unenlightened beliefs that have since been resolved by present-day people who ‘know better’. As such, fans’ aforementioned anxieties over the opening of historical texts to wider potential audiences can find an affective corollary in acknowledging the threats to coherent and stable social identity posed by racism, (hetero)sexism, classism and other prejudices that would deny full and active personhood/citizenship. Hence the ideological tensions raised by nostalgic throwbacks to a period of exploitation cinema that once catered to a more socially dominant audience than the latter-day retrosploitation film’s nebulous viewership. 

The question of anachronism as an underlying marker of pastiche is crucial here, because I argued in the previous chapter that the relative 

‘authenticity’ simulated by retrosploitation films is inevitably beset by anachronisms (purposeful or not) signalling a film’s contemporaneity through its very asymptotic closeness to its historical referents. An important distinction, however, lies between retro-styled films which are deliberately set in the 1950s–80s post-classical exploitation era, and those set in the present but drawing considerably upon retro signifiers. 

When portrayals of racism and other prejudices, which seem particularly retrograde from our contemporary political perspective, are diegetically framed as unfolding within a past time, our capacity to imaginatively identify with the feelings of past audiences may be quite different from when those prejudices appear as retro signifiers in a present-set film. Yet, in both cases, we retain a lingering awareness that this pastiched prejudice 
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has been included by film-makers who themselves share a sense of historical distance from outdated (but not obsolete) social attitudes and who, therefore, intend said prejudices to serve a highly visible function through their flagrant defiance of contemporary political sensibilities. This is not to say, however, that mnemonically refiguring past prejudices from the perspective of the present day necessarily leads to a politically progressive awareness of those beliefs’ unresolved presence in contemporary society. 

This is an especially notable limitation when retrosploitation films directly evoke the outdated ideologies of earlier exploitation cycles as a ‘rebellious’ 

reaction against a ‘mainstream’ culture whose perceived climate of ‘political correctness’ may be read by straight white men as increasingly hostile to their traditional political interests.8

Several salient examples of retrosploitation films using racially inflam-matory imagery as a means of resisting political correctness include  Black Devil Doll (2007) and  The Minstrel Killer (2009) but, whereas both films depict such imagery as a generic source of horror, each uses different means to suggest whether the root of that horror lies in the presence of non-white races themselves or in prejudiced reactions to race’s socially constructed meanings. Inspired by the direct-to-video (DTV) film  Black Devil Doll from Hell (1984),  Black Devil Doll is a present-set film in which the soul of an African American convict – identified as a former Black Power radical who raped and murdered fifteen white teenage girls – is supernaturally transferred into an African American-styled ventriloquist puppet at the moment of his execution. Sporting an Afro hairdo and a T-shirt with a Black Power insignia, the puppet then proceeds to commit all manner of violent, misogynistic and scatological mayhem while he also develops a crude sexual relationship with his female owner (Natasha Talonz), remembering the civil rights era every time he achieves orgasm. 

As this brief description suggests, the film seems to reproduce stridently anti-black ideologies as it deliberately strives to offend all potential viewers. In my estimation, it is difficult to imagine the eponymous doll as a racially marked anti-hero such as the more sympathetic monsters in blaxploitation horror films like  Blacula (1972) or  Dr. Black, Mr. Hyde (1976) but rather a crystallisation of any number of racist stereotypes that seem all the more egregious due to the film’s contemporary setting, aiming to inspire off-colour laughs more than fear or sympathy. 

For co-creators Jonathan and Shawn Lewis, the racism in their film is allegedly intended as a homage to the racial stereotypes openly exploited in 1970s exploitation films which, they claim, knowledgeable fans would be able to recognise and thereby excuse as historically justifiable.9 Of course, this defence takes for granted both a hypothetical white audience 
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and the racial privilege of whites as film-makers and viewers because it would be difficult to imagine many members of an African American audience finding much humour in a portrayal of the souls of black folk that is so unsympathetically ugly. Even when white film producers advanced a controversially reductive stereotype of hypersexualised, violent black masculinity in 1970s blaxploitation films targeted at African American audiences, it was rarely framed through  Black Devil Doll’s unveiled racial contempt. It is particularly telling that Shawn Lewis, a white film-maker, provides the uncredited voice for the doll, electronically modified to sound ‘blacker’ in a sort of aural blackface, while his biracial half-brother Jonathan does not. In this regard, it is disingenuous that a white rapper named White-T (Martin Boone) appears in the film as a comic foil to Black Devil Doll, portrayed as a ridiculous buffoon who ends up sodomised and killed for appropriating and performing a stereotyped vision of black culture – despite the film-makers’ own performance of black stereotypes. As Richard Dyer notes, blackface’s historical status as stereotype ‘is only seen as a stereotype if that is what you think it is, otherwise you think it is an accurate representation; thus, if you think all blacks look the same (and like this), you think that a stereotypical representation of them (that is, all the same and like this) is a correct one’.10 Though I explain below that   The Minstrel Killer depicts blackface itself as a literally dangerous form of grotesquely inaccurate racial pastiche, the film-makers of  Black Devil Doll consciously exaggerate offensive racial stereotypes despite still recognising them as such – yet it is far less clear how accurate they believe such stereotypes to be. Not unlike the hyperbolic rhetoric found in the marketing of interracial pornography, ‘markedly anachronistic taboos and racial discourses that are parts of a different historical era’ are recycled to provide  Black Devil Doll with an air of the forbidden, revealing that such ‘historical taboos have been reenacted out of context and yet still resonate’.11

Sean Tierney describes how white privilege often masks its own unmarked racial status through ‘a distinct assignment of attributes or roles to culture or ethnicity specifically of non-whites often based in the perception that other cultures somehow have a clearer or richer definition and/or sense of culture’. This privilege consequently ‘allows one to carry out an impersonation that goes unmarked or unnamed as tasteless, offensive, racist, or insulting publicly’.12 When Quentin Tarantino, for example, claims that he understands and identifies with African American culture because of his working-class upbringing, and thereby possesses artistic licence to casually use racial slurs in blaxploitation-inspired films such as  Pulp Fiction (1994),  Jackie Brown (1997), and  Django Unchained 
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(2012), without those words being intended as a reflection of personal racist beliefs, this is itself a defence made possible by the white privilege to disavow charges of personal racism, dismissing critical voices as being ignorant of the superior ‘truth’ about race supposedly known by the white film-maker. Meanwhile, Tierney continues, 

The audience venerates Tarantino’s willingness to cross, and capability of crossing, cultural lines as well as his refusal to be prohibited from doing so. [. . .] Tarantino’s dialogue and his defense of it seem to ring with a gleeful, willfully adolescent revelry in negative behavior for nothing more than the sake of shocking others, self-amuse-ment, and a vain display of the privilege of engaging in such behavior.13

This critique rings even more clearly with a film like  Black Devil Doll  that blatantly announces the ‘tasteless, offensive, racist, or insulting’ intent of its regressively stereotypical performances of blackness. 

As  Black Devil Doll aptly literalises, white retrosploitation creators can easily ventriloquise through non-white characters as a means of ‘safely’ 

making statements that may grossly misrepresent the culture and politics of racially marked groups, while also denying the unequal histories of racial power that allow such misrepresentations to persist in the present day. This tendency is particularly true when those characters are either located in, or depicted as having lived through, the racism that historical distance allows us better to recognise as more visible in past decades than in its more naturalised forms in our own contemporary moment. 

Yet, because of past and present socio-cultural inequalities, it is far more problematic for white, hegemonic cultures to pastiche material from non-white, subordinated ones than the other way around. As Dyer explains, pastiches can become offensive when historical distance renders problematic the interpretive framework for a given pastiche – especially when a pastiche foregrounds its own historical moment, ‘precisely because of its role in shoring up an unquestioned hegemonic cultural position’.14

At the same time, these performances of pastness are instrumentally deployed to mark presumed distinctions in a contemporary media landscape in which race is not the  only marker of cultural privilege. Indeed, it is interesting that many of these appropriations of cultural otherness are textually or extratextually defended as rising from the experience of both race and class. The apparent authorial intent behind the choice to use politically reactionary stereotypes in period settings versus contemporary settings may thus be a crucial factor in fans’ responses to the anachronism of retrosploitation but this intent may also be informed by a conscious desire to shock through culturally ‘lower’ taste/class appeals.15 These film-makers clearly (and correctly) recognise a number of racial  representations from 
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1970s exploitation films  as racist but their retro-styled replication of these stereotypes may also speak to their own  reluctance to look down upon past independent film-makers through a morally superior lens of historical chauvinism that would denigrate those film-makers for not ‘knowing better’. After all, these contemporary low-budget film-makers do not necessarily enjoy a position of hegemonic privilege in terms of economic or cultural capital because high culture tends to naturalise its own pastiching of ‘other’ cultures (for example, orientalist tropes in the high white tradition of classical music) whereas low culture already remains culturally suspect in its use of diverse influences.16 This particular film, for example, recalls how the tradition of minstrelsy originated among young, working-class whites, appropriating the cultural power of black masculinity under the culturally ‘safe’ guise of ridicule. Yet, not only were African Americans subject to ridicule via blackface but also ‘moralizing women and white men with aristocratic pretensions’ came under fire, because performing as the supposedly unruly black body historically ‘challenged the traditional culture of deference and the class hierarchy and self-discipline of the emerging bourgeoisie’.17 It is no surprise, then, that  Black Devil Doll defensively internalises the foregone conclusions of its deliberate appeals to bad taste, with its DVD cover offering the prominent ‘Warning: This Film Offends Everyone!’

Though the film may be sincerely imitative of its historical predecessors in some ways, such warnings still fall back on a degree of ironic distance that undergirds much of the political ambivalence at play in retrosploitation pastiches more broadly: a celebration of political incorrectness as a ‘hip’ and ‘rebellious’ mark of subcultural capital. The viewer is often expected to acknowledge, but ironically disavow, the contemporary norms of political correctness that would render problematic the enjoyment of such pastiches. As Jacinda Read argues, ‘irony functions not only to deflect accusations of sexism [and racism, homophobia, and so on] and prevent serious engagement with the issues, but to exclude anyone who is unable or unwilling to read texts in this way’. Coexisting with, and attempting to excuse, more earnest pleasures in a film’s sense of bad taste, such interpretive strategies can potentially resist contemporary political challenges to the dominance of straight white masculinity while also assuaging such demographics of the suggestion that their traditional cultural privilege is somehow threatened by the connotations of the ‘feminised’ or ‘desexu-alised’ fanboy.18 Appreciative reviews of  Black Devil Doll evidence this ironic disavowal of political anachronisms as just nasty, trashy fun, while also being used as a way of dismissing accusations of racism and other prejudices. As one fan writes, ‘ Black Devil Doll (2007) is exploitation writ 
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large[;] it is sleaze unrepentant[;] it is sexist, racist, iconoclastic, depraved, disgusting, and perhaps even apocalyptic. In short,  BDD is a helluva fun movie.’19

For viewers and film-makers who may not have high levels of economic or cultural capital, the celebration of anachronistic political incorrectness can be seen as a potential source of subcultural capital by offering the fantasy that wider imagined audiences will be alienated from such material. Fans who reject these films on political grounds, however, can make their own claims to subcultural capital, rooted more in ideals of connoisseurship than exclusivity. One horror fan (and a self-described black man), for example, finds  Black Devil Doll’s reliance on ‘old-fashioned stereotypes’ reprehensible, while asserting that

[e]xploitation cinema, and more importantly Blaxploitation cinema, is not about simply pandering to a majority white, male, heterosexual audience. Nor is it solely about exploiting the characters, so we can all have a good old laugh at the silly, little foreigner, the midget, or the large-breasted woman. It’s about utilizing scenarios, characters, and material to make a social statement. [. . .] This pitiful excuse of a movie simply gives the horror and exploitation genres a very bad name. Something fans have been fighting to remove, and [will] continue to do so.20

These comments imply that archival exploitation films can and should be redeemed through the connoisseurship of fans with enough subcultural capital to understand the historical context of representations that may seem outdated today but which nevertheless originally intended to provoke more than shock value and bad-taste humour. 

In other words, fans who disavow their awareness of contemporary politics to partake in the pleasures of ‘political incorrectness’ do so at the risk of also disavowing or playing down the critical awareness of history and aesthetics inextricably entangled therein, therefore undercutting the fan-cultural appeals to knowledgeable discernment upon which so much subcultural capital is rooted. When fans acknowledge and respond (whether through disavowal or outright criticism) to the fact that not all other viewers will laugh away these contemporary depictions of retrograde and horrific racism, they implicitly admit that even retrosploitation pastiches intending to veer towards humour still continue to evoke earnest reactions (not just ironic distance alone) wherein fan-cultural taste distinctions and political sensitivities are intertwined in ambivalent ways. If one of the major political limitations of retrosploitation films is an anachronistic style that can lull and flatter contemporary viewers with the implication that substantial social progress has occurred since the historical periods these films evoke – thereby disavowing the need for further progress in 
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the present – then at least films such as  Black Devil Doll serve as a potent reminder that much work remains to be done. 

In contrast, a more revisionist, less shock-oriented evocation of minstrelsy appears in Michael Fredianelli’s film  The Minstrel Killer, a retro-styled slasher film set in Texas circa 1978, featuring simulated film damage to further evoke its period setting. The film concerns a serial killer, disguised as a blackfaced minstrel, who is stalking and killing the female descendants of a local slave-owning family using the same barbaric methods that had been used to torture and kill slaves (whippings, lynchings and so on). Despite this provocative premise, the film is rarely played directly for laughs, instead maintaining a dramatic earnestness that exists in distinct tension with each ridiculously anachronistic appearance of the titular character. Tex Holland (Fredianelli), a white, college-educated cop, jumps to the conclusion that a black man must have been responsible for murders apparently committed out of historical grievance, but this suspicion is spurred by his own racism and his resentment towards his wife Carol (Vanessa Celso) for having had an affair with a black man. 

Throughout the film, racism is figured as a threat to Tex’s masculinity, as though prejudice has made him impotent. For example, after being saved from a family of cannibalistic rednecks by his new African American partner, Tyrell Jones (Anthony Spears), Tex begins tempering his overtly racist comments and resumes sleeping with his wife. When Carol later accuses him of being a ‘full-blown racist’, Tex becomes indignant at the accusation and subsequently hires an African American prostitute as a test of whether his threatened masculinity can outweigh his racial prejudice. 

He is deeply afraid of his own racism, even later admitting to Carol that he felt some guilty satisfaction after accidentally killing Tyrell during a failed confrontation with the murderer. 

The film’s late-1970s setting partly explains not only the rampant use of racial slurs and prejudices by various characters in the film but also the growing awareness on Tex’s part that such beliefs, arising from his roots in a working-class rural culture where casual racism is depicted as an everyday part of life, are inappropriate in a post-civil rights era, especially in distinction from how Carol asserts her racial liberalism as a sign of her own self-empowerment as a woman. Yet, if Tex’s masculinity is alternatively called into question by his socially ‘backward’ beliefs about race, gender and sexuality, we are not encouraged to celebrate his bigotry as a desirable reassertion of straight white masculinity but, rather, to recognise it retrospectively as quickly becoming as anachronistic as the figure of the minstrel himself. 

As a monstrous figure, the minstrel killer – archetypically dressed in 
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full blackface with a black suit, top hat and white gloves – evokes both uncomfortable laughter and perverse threat in his very historical incongruity. The offensiveness of blackface from a present-day perspective makes it difficult for viewers to unproblematically identify with him as an avenging figure of historical retribution, especially in the light of the fact that minstrels were largely (but not always) played by white performers. 

In this respect, it is all the more difficult to find his use of slavery-era torture techniques justified within the logic of the horror genre’s more sympathetic monsters since, contra Tex’s initial racist assumptions, these acts are presumably not being committed by an African American man beneath the make-up. (In fact, the blackfaced killer is played by Michael Nosé, an Asian American actor, which complicates minstrelsy’s history as a genre dominated by white performers. Since contemporary Asian Americans are frequently stereotyped as a ‘whiter-than-white’ so-called 

‘model minority’, it seems all the more ironic that Nosé’s own ethnic features disappear beneath blackface’s racial masquerade.) The minstrel’s obvious signification as a grotesque performance of race begs the question of whether his violent actions are more monstrous than the monstrousness of dominant white culture’s perceptions of racial others which engendered minstrelsy in the first place; indeed, the fact that the killer is effectively recreating acts of cruelty historically perpetrated by whites adds to our awareness of his deeds as a performance. 

In an unexpectedly self-reflexive moment midway through the film, for example, we see the minstrel killer approach a working-class white boy along the road. The boy plays ‘Dixie’ on his banjo as the minstrel dances (Figure 4.1), accompanied by the sudden non-diegetic sound of canned laughter and applause, recalling minstrelsy’s history as a popular entertainment for working-class white audiences while also implicating the film’s viewer in the act of spectatorship. Yet, the minstrel abruptly kills the boy, picks up the banjo and leaves. This sudden and violent moment of ‘breaking character’ provokes canned gasps, jeers and nervous chuckles from the non-diegetic ‘crowd’, as if asking us whether we share such a culturally conditioned response to the minstrel’s actions or occupy a far more ambivalent relation to the ‘traditional’ audience of minstrelsy aurally recalled here. 

These reactions are further tested by the film’s conclusion, in which the killer captures Tex in a barn and ties him up. We see close-ups of a blackface make-up kit, reinforcing the fact that the killer’s appearance is a deliberate performance and not an inherent racial trait, and then the killer saws off Tex’s foot in a recreation of a punishment used on runaway slaves. The film ends with a freeze-framed close-up of Tex repeatedly 
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Figure 4.1  In  The Minstrel Killer (2009), the titular minstrel dances along to a country boy playing ‘Dixie’ on the banjo, just before killing him. Meanwhile, the killer’s grossly anachronistic blackface performance is accompanied by non-diegetic applause on the soundtrack, self-reflexively implicating the (implicitly white) viewer in a long history of racist caricature as popular entertainment. (Source: DVD.) screaming ‘Nigger!’ as the sawing continues, as if falling back on his misrecognition of racial stereotype as essential trait. The hysterical shouts continue over the freeze-frame, suggesting that Tex’s unresolved racism has fatally rendered him impotent to save himself from destruction at the killer’s hands, the powerful racial epithet ultimately useless as either protest or solution to the threat. 

We also never learn the true identity of the killer beneath the blackface, thus preventing us from personalising the individual killer’s motives in a way that might play down the larger historical legacy of racism – a legacy evoked by archival images of slavery, minstrelsy and lynchings that appear over the closing credits. With our troubled ‘hero’ apparently killed and the perpetrator still on the loose, this unresolved ending suggests that the horrors of racism are still out there, as also noted in the film’s reception. 

One fan review, for example, argues that viewers will probably be divided over the frequent use of racial slurs in the film and the difficulty in identifying with Tex:

On one hand he’s easy enough to root for as [a] knock-heads-and-take-names-later kind of fuzz in the Bronson mold (add on [a] Southern drawl); but on the other, he’s a derogatory asswipe with a Klu Klux Klan [ sic] belief system. [. . .] While the thick-skinned will tolerate it, some may be put off by the fact that Fredianelli shows us just precisely how many uneducated towns in the South viewed black people. The way they’re spoken about in the dialogue will no doubt strike a nerve with a few. In some ways, The Minstrel Killer himself should be sided with in this regard.21
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Meanwhile, another review calls attention to how the dialogue sometimes slides into easy, comical stereotypes of rural white people as ignorant and backward, portraying their racist attitudes as laughably repugnant, yet at the risk of reproducing the demonised figure of the ‘redneck’.22

As Carol Clover argues, the redneck has become a contemporary signifier of ‘anxieties no longer expressible in ethnic or racial terms’ while 

‘projected onto a safe target – safe not only because it is (nominally) white, but because it is infinitely displaceable onto someone from the deeper South or the higher mountains or the further desert (one man’s redneck is another man’s neighbor, and so on)’.23 Indeed, the sheer length of the subplot featuring Tex’s captivity by cannibalistic hillbillies indicates how white, working-class rurality is another key source of horror in the film, even beyond the monstrosity of the racist attitudes espoused by rural white people. In this sense, various stereotypes of whiteness become marked  via class as an implicitly horrific part of a film that is explicitly about threatening performances of blackness, potentially reproducing problematic beliefs about the conjunction of race and class, despite the film’s critique of racial ignorance towards African Americans. 

Whereas some fans might celebrate films like  Black Devil Doll for nostalgically invoking a ‘pre-ideological’ moment that never really existed, more critical fans may demand that retrosploitation films internally perform the sort of historical contextualisation that  The Minstrel Killer undertakes. Yet, accounting for the classed taste appeals of these films reveals a thornier picture of how racial prejudices are so often fuelled by class inequalities that become especially visible through performances of whiteness as well as blackness. Indeed, my own privileging of one film as more politically ‘sophisticated’ than another admittedly plays into a denigration of  Black Devil Doll’s ‘lower’ taste/class appeals on anti-racist grounds but at the risk of reproducing a long-standing rejection of certain films and their fans on classist grounds as well. It thus remains crucial to heed the relative taste/class appeals of each retrosploitation text, remaining wary of too easily criticising one core social inequality while remaining complicit with another, because such criticism can replicate the very structural oppositions that allow racism’s formative ties to the scarcity of (economic/cultural) capital to be too often overlooked in the popular imaginary. As the preceding chapters have suggested, such classed appeals indicate how fans selectively marshal nostalgia to situationally claim or disclaim allegiance to downmarket consumption experiences, even if not all fans openly admit the legacy of class inequalities as a constitutive part of their identities. 
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Race and Class in Retro-styled (Anti-)Heroics The films discussed above recall how minstrelsy was historically seen as a form of vulgar fun associated with the supposed bodily excesses of non-white entertainment forms, licensing ‘preposterously sexual, violent, or otherwise prohibited theatrical material’ that objectified blackness as an ambivalent source of anxiety and identification alike. In privileging performances of dynamic, animalistic blackness as a source of spectacle over narrative, minstrelsy’s misconstrued black body even became a source of pleasure by offering the fantasy of cross-racial remasculinisation.24 Yet, as I shall now elaborate, this degree of identificatory fantasy, mixed with anxiety over  cultural difference, extends even to contemporary viewers confronted with  temporal difference. This is because retrosploitation’s raced and classed protagonists occupy an uneasy position between heroes and anti-heroes via the stereotypical shades that mark them as so anachronistically out of place and time in the present-day mediascape. 

As the previous section suggested, the historical disjuncture between retro-coded settings/signifiers and contemporary political sensibilities is undergirded by an awareness of unresolved social inequalities that can become diegetically figured in not only monstrous villains but also in flawed heroes. That is, the anachronistic (re)appearance of racist and classist ideologies can cause the lines between heroes and anti-heroes to become blurred (for example, Tex versus the minstrel killer) when retrosploitation pastiches nostalgically treat the past as fodder for both ironic distance and sincere thrills, making outdated stereotypes into simultaneous objects of attraction and repulsion for exploitation fans. The very sense of temporal disjuncture that highlights these performances of pastness clashes with the viewer’s awareness of contemporary political sensibilities, creating a tension that can be receptionally inflected towards progressive or regressive identifications with these protagonists. Much as otherwise reprehensible images of violence and prejudice might be framed beneath a veneer of retro ‘coolness’ in some retrosploitation films (as elaborated in my later discussion of rape-revenge films), other films ally viewers with protagonists whose cultural/temporal difference marks them as not merely bringers of ‘bad taste’ but as bearers of outdated social attitudes that elicit more politically engaged affinities. In other words, even when treading the lines of political correctness, these films can draw inspiration from historical exploitation cycles in order to create dynamic characters who offer signs of (if not clear directions for) political progressivism through their heroically framed ‘resistance’ to inequalities that remain resonant today. 
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In the previous chapter, I argued that retro-stylisation can make the author’s hand especially apparent, even as the evaluatively neutral tone struck by pastiche can simultaneously render more ambiguous the filmmaker’s particular attitude towards his/her film’s historical referents and contemporary market demands. Here, however, I posit that, even if ascriptions of authorial intent may not be able to stabilise  completely the fan’s reception of a retrosploitation film, they can at least provide some interpretive framework for political judgements about the extent to which these anachronistic protagonists are primed for identification by contemporary viewers. This is particularly the case when it is not simply white film-makers ventriloquising through non-white characters but when a greater degree of perceived affinity may exist between film-maker and raced/classed protagonist. Indeed, R. L. Rutsky warns that, because exploitation films frequently employ vividly sensationalised imagery, it is easy to condemn them for exoticising racial, cultural or sexual otherness, rather than asking the more complicated question of whether the appeal of their oft-stereotypical representations of cultural difference bespeaks 

‘a desire for something other than ideological conformity’. For Rutsky, critics and scholars too often use such blanket condemnation to disavow their own potential pleasures in watching exploitation films that may, indeed, be politically problematic in many ways but nevertheless speak to more sincere desires for difference from the status quo – including empathetic longings for cultural difference that cannot be merely reduced to exoticism or co-optation.25

As an example of African American film-making practice that draws upon blaxploitation tropes in a comedic way, but with a markedly different political tenor than  Black Devil Doll, we can turn to  Black Dynamite (2009). Unlike the blaxploitation spoofs  I’m Gonna Git You Sucka (1988) and  Undercover Brother (2002), both of which are set in their contemporary moments and feature African American protagonists whose actions are diegetically inspired by a longer tradition of blaxploitation heroes, Black Dynamite is set in the 1970s and uses deliberate archaism to evoke the look and feel of a 1970s film. With a plot inspired by films such as Three the Hard Way (1974),  Black Dynamite’s titular character (Michael Jai White) is a former CIA agent and Vietnam veteran avenging his brother’s death while stopping the influx of a dangerous new drug that threatens to emasculate black men by shrinking their genitals. Working for the good of the black community, he allies with a group of Black Panthers to infiltrate the island of Fiendish Dr. Wu (Roger Yuan), a Fu Manchu-esque supervillain, and eventually traces the conspiracy back to the White House. The film concludes with Black Dynamite beating Richard Nixon 
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into  submission (with the help of Abraham Lincoln’s ghost) and taking charge of the Oval Office, a telling ending for a film released one year after Barack Obama’s election.26

As this brief synopsis suggests, the narrative becomes increasingly outrageous as its eponymous protagonist moves out of an urban setting and into other arenas, all the while upholding the stereotypically violent, macho and hypersexualised blaxploitation hero – albeit exaggerated for comedic effect. Yet, rather than simply parodying the cycle, the film adequately delivers plenty of genre thrills that achieve their nostalgically convincing effect through the film’s archaic aesthetic. Shot on Super 16 film stock, the film’s footage has a period-appropriate graininess throughout, plus poorly framed shots, visible boom microphones, abrupt zooms, continuity errors, stilted dialogue and other signifiers of the impoverished film-making seen in historical blaxploitation films such as TNT Jackson (1974) and  The Human Tornado (1976). Though these self-conscious signifiers of ‘badness’ allow director Scott Sanders to frame the film through an air of intentional paracinema, I would argue that his use of deliberate archaism permits a more measured tone than the negativity that often attends a disproportionate focus on ironic distance. That is, despite its generic framing as a comedy, the film better occupies the fuzzy borderline between parody and pastiche than the aforementioned spoofs. This tone is attributable to  Black Dynamite adequately imitating how the original blaxploitation cycle had itself quickly started to verge on self-parody – partly through cultural appropriation by white Hollywood producers but largely because of cyclical exhaustion – in films ranging from  Cleopatra Jones (1973) to  Welcome Home, Brother Charles (1975) to Black Shampoo (1976) to one of  Black Dynamite’s most central inspirations, the starring vehicles of comedian Rudy Ray (‘Dolemite’) Moore. 

Though the outcry among 1970s civil rights groups over the reductive stereotypes in blaxploitation films has been well documented, we might also ask to what extent the very  excessiveness of such stereotypical roles became a source of (semi-)ironic pleasure for some African American viewers at the time. 

Reviving such sources of pleasure, an outright parody such as  I’m Gonna Git You Sucka clearly signals its indebtedness to the past through its in-jokes about the blaxploitation cycle and supporting roles by cycle veterans Bernie Casey, Jim Brown and Isaac Hayes but I would suggest that it generally veers closer to parody’s negative evaluation of its historical referents than  Black Dynamite.  Sucka depicts returning veteran Jack Spade (Keenen Ivory Wayans) enlisting the help of his blaxploitation-era childhood heroes to similarly avenge his brother’s death and take down a 
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local crime boss, despite the community’s view of such heroes as ineffectu-ally over-the-hill relics. Indeed, much of the parodic humour derives from the temporal incongruity of seeing blaxploitation heroics and supporting characters transplanted to the late 1980s, as exemplified by a scene where old-school pimp Flyguy (Antonio Fargas) is released from prison dressed in flamboyant 1970s-era pimp attire and is promptly mocked by all passers-by (on-screen surrogates for the film’s audience) for his outdated sartorial excess. 

Conversely,  Black Dynamite’s tone more closely resembles a ‘pseudo-parody’ that ‘establish[es] a level of goodwill with an audience to create the sense of opposition’ to its referents, ‘even as the text works to reassert the norms of the parodied genre’ by effectively playing it straight to some degree.27  Black Dynamite’s more earnestly pastiched elements are further enhanced by the film’s allegiance to the power of the black community, a power that may be nostalgically framed but is nevertheless championed – 

whereas the parodic  I’m Gonna Git You Sucka ‘openly mocks the idea that community and community-oriented spirit can resolve problems in favor of individual solutions’.28 Black Dynamite may be an action-hero super-man but his heroics are bolstered by a team of black revolutionaries (Figure 4.2) with open support from the wider community – in part because the film’s early-1970s setting depicts an era in which the blaxploitation cycle resonated with certain threads of black nationalism, rather than Figure 4.2  Black Dynamite (Michael Jai White) teams with a group of black revolutionaries to stop a governmental plan to emasculate the African American community. While spoofing blaxploitation tropes,  Black Dynamite (2009) also nostalgically recalls that cycle’s initial resonance with the Black Power movement. 

(Source: DVD.)
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being mocked as ludicrously outdated by the time of  Sucka’s late-1980s milieu. 

 I’m Gonna Git You Sucka,  Undercover Brother, and  Black Dynamite all fit Harriet Margolis’s argument that African American film-makers can use self-directed stereotypes to defensively combat the images ordinarily imposed upon a stereotyped community from outside, thereby ‘invok[ing] 

an ironic response in the spectator, based on an ability to identify with or at least recognize the Other, as well as an inability to stand naively and comfortably in the place of the One relative to the Other’. The political potential of this strategy is especially activated when their films cross over to white audiences – as  Black Dynamite certainly has. Rather than replacing ‘negative’ representations with ‘positive’ ones whose claims to greater authenticity may go unquestioned, films that irreverently make all characters  and the diegesis itself subject to self-deprecating play undercut the ontological ground from which one might make the political declama-tions of representational accuracy typically associated with verisimilar depictions of racial difference. As Margolis cautions, ‘a misreading of a stereotype, however, may lead to its confirmation, increasing racist (or other prejudiced) perceptions of those being stereotyped’.29 I would argue that this caveat is all the more relevant for pastiche than parody, owing to pastiche’s neutrally evaluative relation to its historical referents – even if its retro-styled period settings and film-making practices may still heighten a sense of ironic distance from the diegesis. Consequently, as much as  Black Dynamite celebrates racial community, its uses of pastiche can also spur politically ambivalent reactions, because viewers may charge it with reproducing racial stereotypes that are not solely subject to ironic/

parodic dismantling.30

As a retrosploitation film like  Black Dynamite extends beyond cult audiences, for example, the possibility remains that viewers with little subcultural capital may read the film’s excesses as playing into racist stereotypes instead of self-consciously hyperbolising those historical representations to the point of comedic deconstruction. Yet, by avoiding some of parody’s ironic sense of superiority and grounding its retro take on blaxploitation in how past audiences could have earnestly experienced its generic thrills in similar ways as present-day multiracial audiences, the film better invokes the potential power of ‘community’ writ large, recalling how any community of viewers will inevitably contain receptional differences in opinion that might generate the sort of socially productive dialogue about race and racism that films like  Black Devil Doll intentionally foreclose. 

Besides   Black Dynamite, a notable number of other films which aesthetically evoke culturally devalued and economically impoverished 
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exploitation pictures also narratively resonate with class anxieties. From the ‘white trash’ anti-heroes of  House of 1000 Corpses (2003) and  The Devil’s Rejects (2005) to the undocumented Mexican labourers in  Machete (2010) to the dystopian slums of  Hobo with a Shotgun (2011), these films emerged during a period when income inequality reached historic levels in the United States.31 Though it is arguably a coincidence that many of these retrosploitation films appeared after the worldwide financial crisis precipitated in 2008 (especially since the cycle-accelerating  Grindhouse had premiered the previous year), it is difficult not to interpret their emergence during that historical context as particularly apropos. Without reducing them to symptomatic reflections of social anxieties or deliberately calculated attempts to capitalise on interest in timely economic issues, the expression of long-standing class issues in these films gained greater poignancy in the light of the economic collapse that concurrently dominated much public discourse. 

It seems significant, then, that so many of these films use the form of a  cinematic underclass to represent revenge narratives undertaken by their respective   economic underclasses. When Stuntman Mike (Kurt Russell), for example, gains sadistic sexual satisfaction from killing young women with his ‘death-proof’ car in Quentin Tarantino’s half of  Grindhouse, this violence may conservatively shore up a sense of straight white masculinity threatened less by sexual rejection than by his own obsolescence as a below-the-line worker whose labour is less necessary in an age of computer-generated action spectacle – his prior identity having been effectively replaced by the high-tech artistry of software specialists whose toil seems far divorced from dangerous (masculine) physical labour.32 

Still, Stuntman Mike ultimately fails to kill, and is eventually killed by, a trio of hard-hitting women – including real-life stunt performer Zoë Bell (playing herself) – who quickly supplant Mike as our primary objects of identification. This suggests that his gendered/classed retributive violence can be thwarted by a female team including a woman who survives precisely by putting her old-fashioned, highly physical stunt training to good use in both saving herself and in thrilling  Death Proof’s viewers as she dangles atop the hood of a speeding hot rod chased by Mike. Bell has worked out how to survive, both within and outside the industry, by transcending her below-the-line occupation and achieving above-the-line stardom here, whereas Mike has descended into homicidal behaviour and self-destruction – all while the film industry (including  Death Proof  itself) continues to capitalise on the non-digitised spectacle of these skilled performers’ bodies in action. 

As seen with  The Minstrel Killer  or  Death Proof, a political ambivalence 
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thus exists within this common retrosploitation thread of retributive violence perpetrated by members of socio-economic classes that have been demonised, disempowered or otherwise neglected. This ambivalence resonates with the apparent ‘resistance’ to cultural obsolescence that I discussed in Chapter 1, because emergent technologies and audiences alike can generate animosity among those whose (past) cultural investments seem different from the dominant (present) socio-economic status quo. Still, even though the resulting denouements of bloody destruction suggest the continuance of unresolved inequalities in the present, these films may offer few political solutions that exceed the brutally retro-styled logic of exploitative sensationalism. Though often figured in correlation with race, class remains a marker of social inequality about which there is far less political sensitivity in contemporary American society. Unlike race, then, classed (anti-)heroes can provoke receptional ambivalence through  greater  closeness to present-day stereotypes than historical distance from them, especially when the economic impetus of these films conflicts with what their economically downtrodden protagonists already recognise as the failed promises of dominant capitalist interests. 

Rob Zombie’s films  House of 1000 Corpses and its sequel  The Devil’s Rejects   are prominent examples of retrosploitation pastiches taking a demonised economic underclass to great extremes in their portrayal of the murderous Firefly family. While clearly indebted to a long line of backwoods horror films, Zombie’s films take a different tone than, say, The Minstrel Killer’s portrayal of cannibalistic hillbillies (despite being set in the same historical milieu) by, instead, preserving their horrific eccentricities but elevating his rural ‘white trash’ characters to the level of macabre anti-heroes. Set in Texas circa 1977,  House of 1000 Corpses features two young city couples waylaid by a monstrous family while searching for strange and morbid local ephemera that they might profit from by writing a book on roadside attractions. Lured in by a local legend about a serial killer named Dr. Satan, the young men are eager to take ironic pleasure in the ‘backwardness’ of the local people – at least until members of the Firefly family begin violently expressing their opposition to such patronising attitudes. As family patriarch Otis (Bill Moseley) screams while torturing one of the captive women: ‘Listen, you Malibu middle-class Barbie piece of shit . . . I’m trying to work here! Work? You ever work? Yeah, I’ll bet you have. Scooping ice cream to your shit-heel friends on summer break!’ As this colourful dialogue implies, ‘One of the obvious things at stake in the city/country split of horror films, in short, is social class – the confrontation between haves and have-nots, or even more directly, between exploiters and their victims’ when economic guilt 
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inspires fears of retribution against city people by the indigenous country residents marginalised from relative (sub)urban prosperity.33

Like his characters, Zombie seems to enjoy doing ‘the devil’s work’ 

as a film-maker but he also shares his characters’ hostility towards bourgeois society’s ironic disparagement of white, rural, working-class culture – hence his drive to push brutality to uncomfortable extremes. 

He also intercuts the film with disorienting clips from old exploitation movies, theatrical announcement materials, and 16 mm footage of the Firefly clan offering deranged rants and threats that act as a running commentary. Much like similar ‘home movie’ footage in  The Manson Family (2003), this last material is distressed to look like old celluloid and VHS imagery, helping enhance the film’s overall retro feel while also evoking a music video aesthetic. Like the accumulated array of detritus decorating the Firefly house, these cutaways cast Zombie himself as a collector of cinematic ephemera that may look like useless junk to 

‘sophisticated city-folk’ but which perhaps better evoke pastiche as a form of ‘cultural cannibalism’ upon the garbage cast off from dominant capitalist consumption. 

While  House of 1000 Corpses may literalise a sort of ‘trash aesthetics’, The Devil’s Rejects is a more stylistically restrained affair, lacking its predecessor’s wild intercuts and delirious editing but compensating with even greater brutality. Without ‘normal’, economically stable (sub)urbanites to serve as audience surrogates, the film plunges immediately into the Firefly clan’s escape from a police raid on their home, and their subsequent cross-country flight from a sheriff (William Forsythe) whose penchant for violent retribution is as cruel as their own. Eschewing the horror genre for the outlaw movie, we are positioned throughout as expected to identify with the surviving Firefly trio (Figure 4.3), even as Zombie makes this particularly difficult following a gruelling series of rape/murder scenes at a motel en route to their final demise. Falling in a hail of bullets while driving headlong at a police roadblock to the classic tune of Lynyrd Skynyrd’s ‘Free Bird’, the Fireflys are ultimately depicted as folk (anti-) heroes, even if the preceding rampage has effectively shown us the ghastly truth leading up to this bloody denouement. Likewise, the film’s last moments alternate between ‘happy’ home movie footage of the Fireflys as a family and images of these same characters repeatedly struck by police gunfire. In so self-consciously evoking a long cinematic tradition of outlaw folk heroes, such as Jesse James, Bonnie and Clyde, and, in a much darker vein, the Manson family, I still find it hard not to read this ending with some lingering degree of ironic (though not ironically humorous) distance from the graveness with which Zombie presents his sympathy for the devil 


[image: Image 18]
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Figure 4.3  Original promotional poster for Rob Zombie’s  The Devil’s Rejects (2005), illustrating the surviving Firefly family’s visual coding as white, working-class anti-heroes through their battered attire, unkempt hair and backwoodsman weaponry. 

(Source: Lionsgate Entertainment.)
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– especially when this sympathy is tonally at odds with how monstrous their prior actions have been depicted. 

Zombie uses rural working-class signifiers in an earnest way throughout his  oeuvre, from the casting of professional wrestlers to the use of country and southern rock as soundtrack music. Even beyond the potentially unsympathetic qualities of his ‘hellbilly’ protagonists, it is this earnest embrace of ‘redneck’ culture that inspires unveiled classist disgust toward Zombie’s work from more bourgeois observers.34 Yet, Laura Wiebe Taylor also notes that Zombie’s pairing of popular music with brutal violence helps prevent the Fireflys from being completely othered. Their violence, like their musical tastes, belongs to American pop culture more generally – so, for all the family’s horrific eccentricities, there is also something strikingly and even uncomfortably mundane about them.35 

Furthermore, Linnie Blake argues that the redneck or hillbilly figure in Zombie’s work recalls a much longer tradition of the American backwoodsman who resists cultural assimilation into either neo-conservative or liberal models of national belonging and territorial expansionism, often rejecting laws in favour of a very different sense of freedom. The hillbilly is ‘tied firmly to a sense of place and an extended kinship structure’, resulting in ‘a distinct cultural milieu with its own sense of history, tradition, and class’, as evoked through the desaturated and sepia-toned palette that connotes  The Devil’s Rejects’ artefactual quality.36 It is this sense of cultural-cum-temporal difference, embodied in outsider identities markedly ‘out of step’ with contemporary bourgeois politics and morality, that allows the Fireflys to potentially serve as both attractive and repulsive figures for viewers from different class backgrounds, as seen in the cult reputation that Zombie’s films have earned among a socio-economic variety of horror fans. 

Though I do not wish to overstate the recuperative potential of Zombie’s often unrepentantly misogynistic films, we can draw a rough connection between the class-based retributive violence of his protagonists and the film-maker’s own class-inflected appropriation of low-cultural exploitation cinema to  épater la bourgeoisie. Indeed, both films prominently incorporate home movie footage supposedly shot by the Firefly family themselves, with its intercutting into their final death scene suggesting a parallel between Zombie and the Fireflys as rural working-class filmmakers emerging from non-traditional backgrounds (rock music stardom and serial killing, respectively). Though many viewers’ identification with the Fireflys (mine included) may be more ambivalent than Zombie’s own, his films can still be seen as an attempt at resisting assimilation and asserting his own cinematic freedom by exaggerating enduring stereotypes of 
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the monstrous redneck to such shocking heights that he creates a perverse nostalgia for an indigenous American culture whose turns towards violence and depravity are symptomatic of competition for scarce resources 

– not unlike the industrial and representational strategies of exploitation film-makers in general. 

Much like my discussion of Joe Bob Briggs in Chapter 1, then, Rob Zombie does not challenge or deconstruct outright the redneck stereotype so much as present it as an ambivalent figure of pleasure and peril alike, played for crude shock value on some level but potentially left open for cross-class identification with the ‘brutish’ working-class body. Unlike the offence caused by blackface’s outdated performance of race, Zombie’s performances of classed rurality are perhaps less likely to be seen as artificial or archaic, and more likely to be mistaken as derived from some degree of reality that continues to this day – in part because political sensitivities to stereotypical representations of class remain far less prevalent than to race. Like exploitation cinema’s capacity to encourage a strain of populism that sits uneasily with some contemporary fans’ claims to subcultural capital, Zombie’s retro evocation of 1970s pastness also recalls a time when working-class whites flocked to rural drive-ins. Consequently, though he may layer his films with a dark vision of working-class populist Americana, some contemporary viewers may feel uneasy about celebrating his pastiches if said viewers also chauvinistically dismiss the ‘country folk’ 

who probably would have consumed Zombie’s film-historical referents. 

In this respect, Zombie’s films, like many of the aforementioned retrosploitation pastiches that use raced and classed protagonists as anti-heroes, may position themselves as ‘rebelliously’ shocking and violent as a sign of class/taste retribution. As I suggested in the previous chapter, however, their appeals to ‘bad taste’ continue to operate within an economic system in which the drive to capitalise financially on easily exploitable elements can nevertheless undercut the perceived success of their nostalgic longing for (sub)cultural ‘authenticity’. That is, general viewers with at least modest amounts of cultural capital may reject these films out of bourgeois distaste; whereas fans with high levels of subcultural capital may also reject these films as convergence-era pabulum for genre-hungry ‘fanboys’ 

who might eagerly consume populist thrills when retrofitted in textual forms too recent to be unquestionably recuperated as ‘cult’. Though retrosploitation pastiches may allow raced and classed protagonists to become conflicted objects of pleasure and identification (especially during a coincident period of economic crisis) in ways that receptional turns towards authorial intent may help clarify, these examples also illustrate that the taste/class resonances of dominant economic interests still per-
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sistently threaten to contaminate what other fans may see as the films’ 

desired affront to ‘mainstream’ cultural norms. 

In Praise of Splat: Remasculinising Contemporary Genre Aesthetics

As the preceding examples suggest, most retrosploitation films follow in the footsteps of their historical referents by occupying genres or cycles that have traditionally been targeted to heterosexual male audiences. Like their predecessors, they typically feature plenty of masculine violence, the objectification or degradation of women, and sometimes the denigration of gay and lesbian characters. At the same time, however, the acceleration of a retrosploitation cycle during the 2000s did not just involve a simple imitation of the highly gendered tropes found in historical exploitation cinema but can also be seen as a response to perceived changes in the gender address of traditionally ‘masculine’ genres such as horror and sexploitation – regardless of the mixed-gender demographics who may have actually consumed such films. 

For many critics, film-makers and fans alike, the 1990s marked a period of sharp thematic and aesthetic decline for the horror genre, even as this supposed ‘decline’ actually corresponded with a renewed burst of interest in horror cinema. The genre allegedly became more ‘mainstream’ with the rise of hits like  Scream (1996) and a long line of remakes of older and international horror films, leading to a particular rhetoric of crisis among critics and fans whose (sub)cultural capital seemed threatened by the genre’s turn towards wider audiences – including the increasingly visible courting of younger and female viewers.37 Since horror is one of the most prominent genres pastiched within the retrosploitation cycle, it provides a noteworthy example of how exploitation cinema’s taint of populism can seemingly take on a ‘feminine’ air when the audiences for traditionally gendered genres seem to open up. Indeed, femininity has long been culturally coded as more physically/emotionally ‘open’ than masculinity, so it should be no surprise that a perceived  opening up of ‘masculine’ genres to other viewers would carry patriarchally reviled connotations of vulner-ability, weakness and ignorance. 

As Constantine Verevis notes of film remakes, ‘Audiences come to the new versions with varying degrees of knowledge and expectation: those who have never heard of the original, those who have heard of it but not seen it, those who have seen it but don’t remember it, and those who have a detailed knowledge of it.’ For example, ‘the producers of  The Texas Chainsaw Massacre [2003] say that the idea of remaking the seminal 
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slasher movie was in part motivated by research showing that 90 per cent of the film’s anticipated core audience (eighteen to twenty-four year old males) knew the title of Tobe Hooper’s original but had never seen it’.38 In addition to seemingly targeting large numbers of young viewers presumed to be without detailed knowledge of genre history, the genre’s 1990s 

‘decline’ was widely blamed on its supposed ‘feminisation’, falling back on long-standing beliefs linking mass culture, femininity and passivity.39 

Partly influenced by television teen soap operas of the same era, greater emotional realism and a focus on teenage melodrama represented appeals to female viewers who might have been underserved by the genre’s traditionally (but not exclusively) masculine orientation. This shift made Hollywood’s horror output seem ‘softer’ and, in the eyes of some fans, more readily dismissible in retrospective comparison with older texts – 

ultimately leading to a critical nostalgia for the 1970s, a period heralded as a creatively and politically progressive boom for the horror genre.40 

Moreover, the early-2000s transnational popularity of East Asian horror films, including prominent American remakes such as  The Ring (2002) and  The Grudge (2004), saw the horror genre’s main currents returning to a more understated aesthetic of largely gore-free spookery. 

It is no surprise, then, that around the turn of the 2000s, some filmmakers began looking towards the past for signs of ‘politically incorrect’ 

distinction rooted in the aggressively masculinist products of the post-classical exploitation industry. In interviews and publicity materials, fan-favourite directors, such as Tarantino and Robert Rodriguez, began endorsing recent films that not only seemed ‘harder’ and more brutal in tone but were frequently made by exploitation fans-turned-filmmakers specialising in a heavily allusive style, such as Eli Roth, Rob Zombie, Darren Lynn Bousman, Alexandre Aja and Greg McLean. Unofficially dubbed ‘The Splat Pack’, these film-makers often influenced and assisted with each other’s work; several of them, for example, including Zombie and Roth, contributed fake trailers to  Grindhouse.41 Rather than the laughably over-the-top, offensive excesses of Troma films or Peter Jackson’s early movies, this emerging generation of retrospectively inspired films generally tempered playful historical allusion with a degree of serious-ness that would make their violence seem less palatable to wider/female audiences (despite several of these films, in fact, capturing both sizeable and mixed-gender demographics).42 These claims to greater exclusivity and potential subcultural capital are reflected by the fact that, unlike the largest Hollywood studios, (off-)Hollywood mini-majors and their associated genre labels, such as Dimension Films and Lionsgate Entertainment, released most of these films43 – including many that became associated 
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with the controversial label ‘torture porn’, such as  High Tension (2003), Saw (2004),  Hostel (2005),  The Devil’s Rejects,  Wolf Creek (2005), and Captivity (2007).44 (Of course, as I mentioned in the previous chapter, Dimension also released  Scream and several other films associated with the teen feminisation of 1990s horror, allowing the company to profitably play different generic preferences off each other in mutual acts of distinction.) Remakes of post-classical exploitation films from various cycles and genres proliferated during this same decade, often seen by fans and other critics as betrayals of their supposedly more ‘original’ and ‘authentic’ 

predecessors. In this sense, the more violent, masculinist sensibility associated with the Splat Pack’s retributive reaction against teen horror and horror remakes overlapped with the gendered dynamics of the retrosploitation films emerging during the same period. Yet, these distinctions were certainly not set in stone, because several members of the Splat Pack also contributed to the string of 1970s exploitation remakes – such as Aja’s The Hills Have Eyes (2006) and  Piranha (2010) and Zombie’s  Halloween (2007) and  Halloween II (2009). Likewise, several retrosploitation films are so imitatively close to their historical referents that they are perhaps better considered uncredited remakes of earlier films; the rape-revenge films   Chaos (2005) and  Hora (2009), for example, border on outright plagiarism of  The  Last House on the Left (1972) and  I Spit on Your Grave (1978), respectively. Furthermore, Verevis observes that original versions and their remakes regularly possess a symbiotic relationship, because theatrical remakes typically offer an opportunity for the original version to be re-released on home video in an attempt to cash in on its revived cultural visibility. Consequently, if existing fans feel their subcultural capital can be threatened by such remakes, this reaction neglects how prospective fans might also take this opportunity to discover the remediated original version and claim its superior value over the remake – especially after having heard existing fans justifying their affection for the original.45

Yet, exploitation remakes are not simply the work of major studios but also exist at the low-budget end of the market – though this does not mean the latter more faithfully refigure the past in ways that fans would prefer. 

As David Andrews notes, for example, ei Independent Cinema’s Retro-Seduction DVD label has released remediated editions of 1960s–70s sexploitation films by Joe Sarno and Nick Phillips, often including short and feature-length remakes of the originals as bonus features; examples include  Roxanna (2002),  Pleasures of a Woman (2002),  Lustful Addiction (2003),  The Seduction of Misty Mundae (2004),  New York Wildcats (2005), and  Chantal (2007). Yet, these remakes tend to be micro-budget films shot on digital video, usually with even less narrative pretence for long scenes 
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of inter-female sex (featuring recurrent ei Independent Cinema stars like Misty Mundae) than their historical referents. Frequently updating the originals by setting them against elements of the urban crime movie, these remakes contain relatively few retro signifiers and instead claim their fealty to sexploitation history through their intratextual proximity to the originals on the same discs. Ei Independent Cinema (more recently renamed Pop Cinema) thus uses remediation to confer reciprocal legitimacy upon both itself and the historical sexploitation films that it releases 

– as illustrated when it pictures and gives top billing to Mundae on the DVD cover of  Roxanna while only mentioning the 1970 Phillips film in small text at the bottom, or when Retro-Seduction released  Inga (1968), Female Animal (1970) and  I Like the Girls Who Do (1973) with Mundae occupying the DVD covers.46

In this sense, the past is not always clearly privileged over the present, much as Retro-Seduction’s remakes of historical sexploitation films may not heavily invoke the pastness of their predecessors. Because the existing soundtrack for Phillips’s  Roxanna was heavily damaged, for example, the original narration was re-recorded by actor Chelsea Mundae and an original psychedelic rock score contributed by a present-day band. 

Though this music is reused in the 2002  Roxanna remake, playing over opening credits modelled after the first few shots of the original film, the contemporaneity of the soundtracks across both parts of the same DVD 

blurs the temporalities at work between the original 1970 film and its 2002 

descendant, without unambiguously celebrating one temporal period over another. 

Appreciative fan reviews tend to frame the remakes primarily as vehicles for cult actors like Misty Mundae, while excusing or overlooking the factors that more negative reviewers might criticise, such as low production values, the aesthetic flatness of digital video, and the rather tentative engagement with historical referents. As one disappointed reviewer noted of the  Roxanna remake, 

I was hoping for a revitalization of the independent exploitation scene. Lofty hopes, but there you have it. I was disappointed to find that these movies don’t even shoot as high as the low-hanging fruit on Cinemax. [. . .] There may be hope yet for the softcore sex romp, but I’m looking elsewhere. For now, 1970s Italian films will have to do.47

Much as I noted about pastiches in the previous chapter, remakes at all levels of the film industry require a pronounced retro-styled evocation of exploitation cinema’s production values and overall feel to be seen by fans as earnest engagements with film history, with fans’ suspicions 
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about ‘authenticity’ ratcheting up when moving towards  both ends of the budgetary scale – the shoddily amateurish and the glossily polished alike. 

By pastiching retro signifiers of pastness, from the paratextual strategies associated with historical exploitation films to the simulation of celluloid degradation, the retrosploitation cycle developing during the 2000s could effectively blend the winking knowingness borne of historical distance with the more sincere affectivity signalled by the films’ ostensible ‘resistance’ to the high-gloss appearance of Hollywood remakes and teen-oriented fare. When a 1970s-styled trailer is used to promote  Hell Ride  (2008),  The Minstrel Killer,  Sugar Boxx (2009),  Run! Bitch Run!  

(2009), or  Machete, for example, the advertised film is linked to notions of somehow being temporally ‘outside’ contemporary Hollywood, regardless of whether independently produced or not. Likewise, the use of digitally simulated film damage to ‘rough up’ the films’ outer veneer evokes their retributive difference from slick-and-clean contemporary Hollywood films ostensibly made for easy, ‘feminised’ consumption. 

In this regard, we can see David Fincher’s  Fight Club (1999) as an influential precursor to this use of simulated dilapidation and artefacting, because it self-reflexively ties a ‘rebellious’ contemporary masculinity to moments when the filmic apparatus becomes visible. As part-time projectionist Tyler Durden (Brad Pitt) is at work surreptitiously splicing frames of hard-core pornography into family films (and, eventually, into the last few frames of  Fight Club itself), he literally points out the intermittent appearance of the emulsion punches or scrapes (aka ‘cigarette burns’, accompanied by a loud beep) appearing in the corner of the filmic frame to signal the reel’s approaching end (Figure 4.4). Likewise, when Tyler later delivers a speech to the camera in tight close-up, addressing the (implicitly) male viewer as far more than the illusory identity parlayed by the ‘feminising’ forces of consumption (‘You’re not the car you drive . . . 

you’re not the contents of your wallet . . . you’re not your fucking khakis’), the cinematic image violently shakes with excitement, the sprocket holes on either side of the frame becoming visible. It is appropriate that Tyler himself occupies the increasingly outdated position of theatre projectionist, linking such eruptions of repressed masculinity to moments when celluloid’s own degradation and impending pastness appear as momen-tary ‘transgressions’ of verisimilitude. After all, it is not a huge step between, on one hand, Tyler inserting bits of dirty movies (images of ‘a nice big cock’) into mainstream Hollywood entertainments as a signifier of masculinity’s violent and ‘politically incorrect’ prerogative, and, on the other hand, retrosploitation film-makers similarly linking celluloid damage to an anti-‘mainstream’ aesthetic ethos.  Hora, for example, not 

[image: Image 19]

206 

grindhouse nostalgia

Figure 4.4  Part-time projectionist Tyler Durden (Brad Pitt) self-reflexively points out the emulsion scrapes signalling  Fight Club’s (1999) approaching reel change in a moment linking a violently eruptive masculinity to exposed signifiers of celluloid degradation. 

(Source: DVD.)

only apes the ‘missing reel’ gimmick from  Grindhouse but also repeatedly uses  Fight Club’s beeping ‘cigarette burns’ as a homage to Fincher’s film. 

Nevertheless, much like the Splat Pack’s penchant for brutal violence and film-historical allusion, these efforts to conjure an anti-mainstream ethos still target fans as a viable market, with particular appeals to male fans doing less to counter or resist dominant or mainstream social values than to reassert the power of traditional gender privilege. 

Retro Sexploitation and the ‘Feminine’ Middlebrow Among retrosploitation pastiches, then, we tend to see serving as historical referents those exploitation cycles that are markedly masculine, violent or hard to watch, or distinctively outrageous and outdated by today’s media standards. This tendency has meant that other prolific exploitation cycles have been disproportionately  underrepresented in the retrosploitation corpus, signalling certain changes in their historical perception as potential objects of contemporary pastiche. The sexploitation film, to cite an obvious example, was one of the most numerically plentiful forms of exploitation cinema during the 1960s and early 1970s, spawning an estimated one thousand titles during those years, but has nevertheless received relatively little direct imitation by retrosploitation producers (with several exceptions noted below), arguably due to more recent changes in its gender address. For Frankie Latina, director of the  retrosploitation spy thriller  Modus Operandi (2009), ‘Any director who shoots a [contemporary] grindhouse film without exquisite, triumphant, dangerous, and 
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naked women is doing a disservice to the genre and should move into a different field’.48 Yet, much like the post-1970s perspectives on race that have made outdated racial stereotypes seem all the more flagrant when they appear in retrosploitation films, the ‘classical’ sexploitation film of the 1960s has become irreversibly coloured by a contemporary post-feminist era that promises women’s ability to ‘have it all’ and ‘be anything’ – albeit through the pursuit of consumerist pleasures that seemingly minimise the need for direct political action against continuing gender inequalities. 

As David Andrews explains, post-1980 sexploitation increasingly imitated mainstream theatrical successes, albeit through non-theatrical distribution channels. Seeking middlebrow status through its predominant status as a DTV or cable television genre, it has embraced a certain degree of feminisation by eschewing the often violent and misogynistic excesses of pre-1980s sexploitation (for example, the eroticisation of rape scenes) and, instead, targeted female viewers by pairing post-feminist ideals with the rampant nudity and simulated sex offered largely (but not exclusively) to male viewers. In (mis)characterising second-wave feminism as sex-negative while depicting the sexuality of its upmarket female protagonists (often sexually awakened by a working-class man whose class signifiers she finds mildly disgusting) as tantalising spectacle for any viewer, it embraces links between female desire, traditional forms of beauty, and slick, aspirational consumerism. ‘The implicit industrial assumption’, says Andrews, ‘is that women will tolerate a sexist brand of spectacle if it is complemented by a diegesis that exudes an opposite inequity.’ In this sense, contemporary soft-core sexploitation defensively develops a mild misandry that ‘adopts a permissive stance  vis-à-vis female adultery, same-sex contact, masturbation, and rape fantasy’ while placing 

‘anticonsumerist restrictions on male adultery, same-sex contact, masturbation, and rape fantasy’.49 Classical sexploitation’s frequent narrative turns towards ultimately punishing women for their tentative forays into the burgeoning 1960s zeitgeist of sexual liberation would thus seem particularly out of place in a post-feminist era which not only routinely promises that women can ‘have it all’ but also coincides with the rise of home video markets that have relegated theatrical sexploitation texts to greater obscurity. Elena Gorfinkel succinctly notes that, ‘As a dystopian cultural form culled from a period of largely utopian discursive promise, sexploitation’s sexual skepticism and wariness regarding the pleasures of free love and sexual liberation refuse easy incorporation into the trajectory of retro-appropriation.’50

Importantly, contemporary sexploitation’s middlebrow appeals are reinforced through a ‘soft’ style exemplified by soft-focus cinematography 
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which, through the pioneering work of 1960s–70s directors such as Just Jaeckin, Joe Sarno and Radley Metzger, ‘became a fully conventional cultural signifier of feminized sensuality that retained its upper-middlebrow hint of “serious” aesthetic interest’, unlike the gritty, blemished, and even vérité-style cinematography of many low-budget sexploitation films of the same era.51 If the latter films’ cinematography retrospectively seems to exhibit how rough, blemished and imperfect ‘[f]lesh fuses with the degradation of the film stock, marking the “objectness” of sexploitation as an obsolete form’,52 then the slick surfaces of contemporary middlebrow soft core and the flat, texture-free veneer of cheap, shot-on-digital-video productions would seem equally insufficient for capturing classical sexploitation’s sleazy look and feel. With higher production values than, say, the Retro-Seduction Cinema remakes mentioned above, middlebrow soft-core forms have effectively colonised multiple non-theatrical formats in the contemporary media landscape while engendering even greater demand among predominantly male cult audiences for the more ‘masculinised’ classical sexploitation of the 1960s. 

As sexploitation’s industrial descendants have evinced a greater degree of feminisation, I would argue that it has become easier for (male) fans to displace on to the audiences of contemporary soft-core cinema the lingering hints of déclassé populist appeals (such as female nudity) that could otherwise undercut fans’ claims to connoisseurship of historical exploitation cinema. That is, in a variation of the conflicting fan-cultural memories about drive-in audiences discussed in Chapter 1, the male fan who nostalgically upholds the value of outdated 1960s sexploitation can better do so by chauvinistically looking down upon today’s more feminised soft-core forms  and their viewers – thus distancing himself from potential associations with historical sexploitation audiences who may not be remembered as highly discerning viewers but rather as relative nobodies duped into promises of a casual leer. As the reviewer of the Retro-Seduction remakes quoted above suggests, the retro-styled return of classical sexploitation with a ‘rougher’, more masculine look and feel would require a conscious effort to distinguish itself from soft core’s post-1980 ‘mainstreaming’ but the sheer multitude of remediated, rediscoverable classical sexploitation texts from around the world might also assuage the very demand for this return. The example of sexploitation thus presents us with a particularly telling shortage in a retrosploitation corpus that has partly emerged in reaction to a perceived crisis of masculinity in several popular genres. Yet, this is not to say that there is a complete dearth of retro-styled sexploitation titles, even if coloured by more recent gendered shifts in soft-core cinema. Exceptions include  Pervert!  (2005) 
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and  Viva (2007), both illustrative of gendered limitations upon the retro-historical possibilities for exploitation pastiches. 

Framed throughout like a comic book come to life,  Pervert!  is a present-set pastiche of Russ Meyer’s late-period sexploitation comedies such as Supervixens (1975) and  Up!  (1976) – its comic-book style recalling the characteristically hyperbolic physical traits of Meyer’s ‘superwomen’. 

College student James (Sean Andrews) returns to his father’s home in the deserts of the American southwest to learn how to ‘become a man’ 

but finds himself lusting after Cheryl (Mary Carey), the buxom young woman who has recently married his grizzled redneck father, Hezekiah (Darrell Sandeen). As his appropriately Old Testament name implies, Hezekiah holds myriad misogynistic views on women, fancying himself a misunderstood artist who sculpts the female form from pieces of rotting meat. Meanwhile, Cheryl and several other young women end up literally fucked to death by James’s penis (a cartoonish stop-motion creation) – which has, unknown to him, become sentient, periodically detaching itself from his body as the side effect of a witch doctor’s spell to make him irresistible to women as a would-be cure for his compulsive masturbation. 

Sporting a variety of traits that would be familiar to Meyer fans – such as wilderness settings, blue-collar character types, punning wordplay, gratuitous breast close-ups, exaggerated sound effects and 1960s-style music 

–  Pervert!  effectively captures the contradictions of its historical referents. 

In Meyer’s films, women’s huge breasts connote their ‘natural’ power, strength and voraciously liberated sexual appetites, whereas men are frequently depicted as burly, working-class brutes whose muscular physicality often masks a ‘natural inclination to impotence and irresponsibility’.53 

Traditional masculine authority figures alternately become sources of mockery and/or villainy, unable to satisfy the sexually frustrated superwomen (and sometimes becoming misogynistically violent as a result), suggesting an ambivalent ‘dissatisfaction with existing social structures combined with anxiety over the loss of a stable social order’.54  Pervert!  

modifies these character types by focusing on an introverted college student whose masculinity is already called into question by his autoerotic obsession, and who later seeks to reconcile himself with an out-of-control phallic sexuality that has become destructive. Evoking the cultural reha-bilitation of female masturbation over male masturbation (and, of course, the display of female nudity over male), the rogue penis’s female victims are initially shown writhing alone in pleasure before the organ goes too far, as if punishing them for attempting to satisfy themselves without men. 

Though the rampaging penis and Cheryl’s former lesbian lover eventually 
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confront and destroy each other, the monster re-emerges six months later to kill James’s fiancée in the film’s epilogue. 

As this synopsis should suggest,  Pervert!  recalls a period of sexploitation film-making on the cusp of second-wave feminism, when ‘female subjectivity was . . . simultaneously rendered in greater detail  and  subject to greater violence’.55 Like Meyer’s films, its déclassé depictions of shocking violence against unleashed female desire may differentiate it from the more contemporarily influential, ‘feminised’ sexploitation films of Sarno, Metzger and Jaeckin but its comic-book style and historical distance from its referents also inspire an ironic, mock-moralistic ending (recalling the epilogue delivered by a backwoods preacher in Meyer’s  Lorna [1964]) in which we are told that the ‘sin’ of desire must be reigned in by the force of ‘true love’. Though the bawdy humour of its first half effectively imitates Meyer’s work, the revelation of the murderous, cursed penis in its second half veers broadly into the realm of self-parody.56 In this respect, the film’s nods toward the more misogynistic elements of Meyer’s comedies may become parodied but, in the process, the film also mocks James’s own struggle to control the male desires that threaten to destroy every woman who arouses him. That is, by not depicting his attempts at libidinal self-control as a wholly serious endeavour, his bumbling but well-intentioned efforts to contain the monster portray the misogynistic murders and their attempted prevention through similarly goofy appeals to ‘lowbrow’ humour, thus potentially undercutting the film’s more progressive commentary about phallic sexuality becoming inadvertently destructive. As in  Black Dynamite, the entire diegesis becomes subject to a measure of ironic distance which, by winkingly recognising the charm of (simulated) historical datedness, does not wholly undercut exploitation fans’ more sincere, non-ironic investments in retro texts – but, even if all the characters in  Pervert!  operate at a similarly stereotypical level, we are less clearly invited throughout to occupy the position of the cultural Other than the heteronormative hegemon. If Meyer’s films are themselves ambivalent about male desire,  Pervert! ’s revisioning of the Meyer comedies represents an additional layer of ambivalence about the survival of sexploitation’s more lowbrow, masculinised variants in a post-feminist era when the mode has since become far more aspirational, middlebrow, and potentially appealing to female audiences. 

In comparison, Anna Biller’s  Viva uses the simulated pastness of its 1972 period setting to expand its gendered appeals while advancing a more coherent political critique of the era’s unfulfilled promises of sexual freedom – even if similarly upholding the original gender politics of its historical referents to some extent. Bored suburban housewife Barbi 
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(Biller) becomes emotionally and sexually frustrated with her globetrot-ting husband Rick (Chad England) so she and her neighbour Sheila (Bridget Brno) leave their husbands to seek adventure amid a burgeoning sexual revolution that, as they soon discover, is more often than not conducted on men’s terms. Indeed, in one of the film’s more direct moments, Sheila’s swinger husband Mark (Jared Sanford) turns to the camera with a nude woman on his lap and explains to the viewer, There’s never been a better time to be a man. The willing women, the dandy clothes, the frills, the big rings and jewelry, the open shirts, the sense of entitlement. Take it from me: savour this time, for it will soon be gone, never to return. 

Barbi adopts the pseudonym ‘Viva’ for her sexually liberated persona as a model, call girl and underground sexual icon, swinging from one archetypal sexploitation setting and narrative conceit to another. Conflicts continually arise between Viva/Barbi’s own sexual agency and the sleazy men attempting to take advantage of changing social mores, including Mark himself as their paths cross at a climactic orgy. As one of my female students astutely remarked during a classroom discussion of the film, there seem to be no reasonably admirable male characters in the entire picture. 

As the sexual excesses grow more and more decadent, Barbi finally returns home, reconciles with Rick, and learns that even suburban swinger Sheila’s own sexual adventures were far more chaste than her own (‘You don’t think I actually slept with any of those guys at the agency, do you?’). 

Still, Barbi does not wholly repudiate her former actions, feeling them to be a source of sexual empowerment, but admits that she must realistically reign in her wilder impulses in favour of personal stability. Yet, even as the denouement finds the two married couples settling down again to domestic stasis, Barbi’s forays into the sexual wilderness have also provided enough fruitful contacts for her to be offered fulfilling opportunities as a stage actor even after she returns to suburbia. Traditional gender roles and sexual decorum may be upheld in the end but not without encouraging us to read them as ultimately insufficient and limiting, drenched in camp pathos. Barbi may not have been able to ‘have it all’ as a single persona (whether Barbi or Viva) but her sexual experimentation has at least resulted in personal growth and a fuller life outside the traditional strictures of the domestic sphere. 

Inspired far more by the visually dense, aesthetically aspirational sexploitation of Radley Metzger than Meyer’s blue-collar films,  Viva shows a non-ironic willingness to nostalgically embrace the historical roots of sexploitation’s more recent turns towards middlebrow respectability and female viewership. As Gorfinkel explains in an exemplary reading worth 
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paraphrasing at length, Biller casts herself as the film’s primary subject and object of desire, allowing a present-day woman to inhabit and find pleasure in a film-making mode that has historically been seen as hetero-male territory. Like the propensity to watch 1960s sexploitation films today as 

‘time capsules’ of a bygone era’s sexual ideologies and material culture, Biller fetishises the profilmic details of her reconstructed  mise en scènes as a means of associating the obsolescence of once-new consumer goods with the obsolescence of once-new sexual liberationist discourses that proved misleadingly limiting for women. Occupying even more of Biller’s attention than moments of sexual spectacle, it is precisely the profilmic details of late-1960s clothing, decor and even bodies which can become potential sources of pleasure for both male and female viewers. Focusing on these materially and politically residual qualities, a female viewer’s roving gaze allows her to retrospectively colonise sexploitation spectatorship through the nostalgic lens of historical distance. Similarly, the film’s 1972 setting marks it as not only a key period in second-wave feminism but also the year that so-called 

‘porno chic’ exploded, pushing sexploitation out of the marketplace and thereby lending  Viva’s narrative an additional layer of impending obsolescence. For Gorfinkel, then, the film’s remarkably faithful pastiche of period-appropriate  mise en scènes, stilted acting styles, and clichéd character types may certainly be played for camp value in their historical datedness but Biller’s use of camp is more nostalgically affectionate than ironically superior and patronising. Biller ‘addresses an audience that is both cogni-zant of the codes of the sexploitation film and also wary of the easy pleasures of condescension they may often provoke’, creating ambivalence in viewers who would want merely to read it ironically.57 Beth Johnson even argues that the ‘continuous, obnoxious laughter of the diegetic characters’ may be a pre-emptively deflating response to viewers who might too readily approach  Viva through a ‘one-dimensional’ mockery of badness.58

Yet, I would argue that Biller’s highly selective indebtedness to so-called ‘class-sex’ film-makers such as Metzger or the pages of early-1970s lifestyle magazines as referents for the look and feel of the era’s material culture offers a particularly gendered and classed inflection to its sexploitation pastiche. It is especially telling in this regard that Barbi adopts her pseudonym from the title of  Viva magazine (a short-lived sex/

fashion/lifestyle magazine for women, created by  Penthouse publisher Bob Guccione as a glossy, high-class competitor to  Playgirl) which we see her reading during the opening credits (Figure 4.5). If, for example, we compare the stark, monochromatic interiors of mid-1960s sexploitation 

‘roughies’ with the cheery Eastmancolor cinematography of early-1960s 

‘nudie cuties’ or especially Metzger’s often lavish and intricate late-1960s 

[image: Image 20]
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Figure 4.5  In  Viva (2007), writer/director/actor Anna Biller’s starring credit appears while her protagonist reads middlebrow  Viva magazine, a 1970s publication inspiring not only Biller’s art direction but also Barbi’s transformation from suburban housewife to eponymous sex icon. (Source: DVD.)

 mise en scènes, we quickly see that some of the most common sexploitation variants are not represented in Biller’s film. Unlike the roughies’ 

visually spare, low-key style and accompanying pre-feminist narratives of punished female desire, Metzger’s films instead exemplify the ‘soft’, feminised style that has since become a defining trait of latter-day softcore cinema’s non-theatrical forms. As Biller herself notes, Metzger’s  The Alley Cats (1966) initially inspired  Viva, since ‘I had never quite seen a film that focused so exclusively on a woman’s pleasure and that sexualized the protagonist so completely for both genders. She was equally a sex object to be gazed at, and a narcissistic object of identification.’59 With Metzger’s films representing the potential crossover between art house and grind house, his narratives’ middlebrow aspirations about female sexual awakening required severely tempering the misogynistic combina-tions of sexual violence and violent sexuality found in the cheaply made, hard-edged roughies.60

In effect,  Viva may want to make the retrospective consumption of classical sexploitation ‘safe’ for women but it does so through a particularly selective focus on aspirational sexploitation films that have already had a lasting effect on post-feminist media culture. This is not, of course, to criticise Biller’s film for its understandable hesitance to attempt recuperat-ing the roughies’ misogyny but rather to point out how retro-styled pastiches of sexploitation find it difficult to weave between, on the one hand, the pre-feminist politics of misogynistic and masculinised sexploitation 
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variants that historically relied on shocking violence against women, and, on the other, the more feminised variants whose lingering influence has complicated male fans’ gendered claims to cultural distinction. Whereas Pervert!  seemingly cannot maintain a straight face about its deliberately lowbrow appeals to male viewers in a post-feminist era, gradually lapsing into Troma-style self-parody,  Viva maintains its nostalgic but campy tone throughout, precisely because it offers affective appeals to viewers of different genders in a manner not inconsistent with the soft style and mild misandry of contemporary soft-core cinema. Indeed, as the next section suggests, retrosploitation’s representational relation between violence committed   by women and violence committed  against them remains a key factor that complicates the nostalgic privileging of heteronormativity in a contemporary moment when the gender and sexual power relations during exploitation cinema’s heyday have since significantly shifted but equality still remains elusive. 

Gendered Violence and Rape-revenge Tropes

Since retrosploitation films tend to presume a predominantly (but not exclusively) masculine reappropriation of the cinematic past, when female protagonists are featured from cycles other than sexploitation, they are commonly depicted as violent but sexually seductive ass-kickers, provoking a blend of desire and identification that cannot simply be reduced to heterosexual male titillation. For Yvonne Tasker, ‘images of women seem to need to compensate for the figure of the active heroine by emphasising her sexuality, her availability within traditional feminine terms’.61 The threat of physical violence which these protagonists represent allows them to seem as suitable for leading role material as ‘one of the boys’, even while their amply displayed bodies serve as both a literal and a figurative source of ‘feminine’ power over men within the films – and a clear reminder that they are not simply symbolically ‘male’ characters. Several notable examples from the retrosploitation corpus include  Planet Terror (2007),  Death Proof,  The Machine Girl (2008),  Bitch Slap (2009),  Dead Hooker in a Trunk (2009),  El Monstro del Mar!  (2010),  Sushi Girl (2012), and  Bring Me the Head of the Machine Gun Woman (2012). 

Men and women alike might identify with these female protagonists, especially because they are often coded as criminals or nonconformists whose narrative drives involve evading capture by either male authorities or male gangsters. For male fans, who might otherwise be put off by identifying with sexualised women, these female protagonists’ ‘rebellious’ characteristics render more acceptable a particular combination 
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of violence and seductiveness that comfortingly plays into exploitation fandom’s ethos of masculine resistance to the ‘feminising’ forces of conformity. The women also rarely exhibit the ‘musculinity’ which Tasker deems to be signifiers of a physical strength that need not correspond with biological maleness. Instead, the female retrosploitation protagonist generally bears more resemblance to the retro-feminine pin-up image that has been appropriated by both third-wave feminism and post-feminism through a blend of irony and longing.62

Sexually objectified but still active and strong characters, these female protagonists inherit the long tradition of femmes fatales as filtered through the exploitation sensibilities of films such as  Faster, Pussycat! Kill! Kill! 

(1965),  She-Devils on Wheels (1968), the  Stray Cat Rock series (1970–71), The Big Doll House (1971),  Coffy (1973), and so on. Rikke Schubart posits that female heroes (as played by Pam Grier, Dyanne Thorne and Kaji Meiko) had a longer and more potent tradition in such exploitation films before becoming developed in more mainstream, major-studio productions, even if the former may have also played into anti-feminist pleasures for male viewers. Schubart argues that

the dual nature of the female hero [is] composed from stereotypical feminine traits (beauty, a sexy appearance, empathy) and masculine traits (aggression, stamina, violence). Rather than unite two genders she is in-between, a position that may only last as long as the plot but which creates  fascination and unease, ambivalent responses and conflicted interpretations. From a feminist perspective, she is a victim of patriarchy. 

From a postfeminist perspective, she represents female agency.63

Apart from action movie tropes, retrosploitation films featuring women in strong roles tend to draw inspiration most heavily from the slasher, rape-revenge, nunsploitation, and women-in-prison cycles, because those exploitation cycles have long featured women in roles that alternate between an initial position of sexually objectified victimisation and a later position of active vengeance. Though playing out differently in each cycle, scholars have often described this broad pattern of narrative progression as largely targeted at male viewers by allowing the spectacular female body to shoulder the representational burden in scenes of excessive sex and violence, even if female viewers might also find sources of ostensibly 

‘empowering’ representation therein.64

While it would be overly binaristic to assume that a female character actively pursuing retributive violence is necessarily ‘masculinised’ by performing the forms of violence traditionally the prerogative of male characters, Lisa Coulthard offers the caveat that ‘the violent action heroine is not phallicized or masculinized through her actions (a common concern 
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in much scholarly and popular writing on action heroines) as much as she is postfeminized’ by the more apolitical justification of her violence as avenging a violation done to her (female) body, family, lover or career. 

The  Kill Bill films (2003–04), in Coulthard’s estimation, exemplify how the representation of violent women can be a post-feminist throwback to earlier, more traditional feminine ideals. That is, female violence is often motivated by traditionally ‘feminine’ sources of victimisation that are narratively expunged through eroticised scenes of violent revenge, leaving the woman finally able to settle into post-revenge domesticity, motherhood and so on. In this sense, female violence is treated as an 

‘unnatural’ or aberrant act (unlike violence performed by men), committed for private, personal (post-feminist) satisfactions instead of more public, political (feminist) aims that might target the structural founda-tions of violence against women.65 For retrosploitation films, then, there can be a marked complication between anachronistic stylisation’s ability to, on the one hand, foster fantasies of retributive violence inspired by the context of 1970s cinema/feminism, and, on the other, play into a latter-day post-feminist logic in which the female avenger’s temporary threat to representatives of patriarchy is reassuringly dispelled through the narrative closure achieved by her narrowly construed success. 

Following Coulthard’s argument, we should heed that ‘if women on the screen are excessively sexualised then so is the violence to which they are subject’, especially when figured as rape – a form of violence that women not only disproportionately suffer but which disproportionately justifies their violent narratives.66 Because it crystallised during the 1970s heyday of exploitation cinema as a response to the political exigencies of second-wave feminism (including the feminist redefinition of rape as a crime on a par with murder) and has been subsequently revived in the retrosploitation cycle, I shall address the rape-revenge film as a problematically privileged node for retro representations of female protagonists during the post-feminist era. The following examples illustrate that, in addition to the presentness which can complicate retrospective film-historical searches for feminist inspiration, the very retro qualities which would mark these performances of pastness  as artifice may also reinforce, instead of challenge, the violent subordination of women by figuring the retro-appropriation of rape imagery as a form of non-threatening masculinist spectacle for male viewers. 

Though I concur with Carol Clover that viewers of any gender are likely to find the woman’s vengeance readily justified in rape-revenge films which do not depict the female rape victim (our prime figure of identification) as somehow complicit in her victimisation ( Straw Dogs [1971] is 
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a notorious example of such complicity), I still find that one of the greatest political limitations to the rape-revenge cycle’s ‘explicitly articulate[d] 

feminist politics’ is the implication that a woman must suffer great trauma (and a trauma often figured in terms of the female body’s ‘openness’) before she can find empowerment in/as revenge.67 Despite the fact that men can similarly occupy the raped victim–hero position in films such as Deliverance (1972), the corporeal confirmation of femaleness as the bodies most commonly subject to rape illustrates how second-wave feminism’s successful re-articulation of sexual violence as a political act logically proceeds from the larger feminist premise that women in particular have long endured, and must now seek redress against, the forms of patriarchal violence once depicted as titillating pre-feminist spectacle in films such as sexploitation roughies. 

Indeed, Peter Lehman and Jacinda Read have complicated Clover’s argument about the female avenger’s eventual masculinisation via revenge, arguing that Clover plays down the extent to which the female avenger is actually   eroticised in traditionally feminine ways, using her sexuality as a retributive snare for her male prey.68 In Abel Ferarra’s influential  Ms. 

 45 (1981), for example, female avenger Thana (Zoë Tamerlis) dresses in increasingly seductive attire following her traumatic rape, finally donning a sexy nun’s costume for a climactic massacre of men at a Halloween party. 

Lehman posits that, even if these films’ rape scenes are not themselves eroticised, heterosexual male viewers still share with the diegetic male rapists some degree of desire for the conventionally attractive female protagonist, but feminism’s recoding of rape as atrocity means that this similar desire cannot be openly acknowledged. Consequently, this disavowed desire must be projected on to the repulsiveness of the rapists whose deaths the male viewer can (masochistically) enjoy as justified, especially because their comeuppance is often framed as containing the alluring eroticism of the attractive avenging woman.69

As noted by Virginie Despentes, author and co-director of the film Baise-moi (2000) – itself a partial throwback to the 1970s rape-revenge film – rape culture has been allowed to proliferate because women and men both use euphemisms to avoid discussing such acts  as rape; women resist discussing the experience to avoid suspicions that their survival was premised on somehow inviting or enjoying rape, whereas men generally 

‘condemn rape and despise rapists’ and thus avoid the term to distance their own actions from common perceptions of rapists as psychopathic monsters.70 In this sense, even if rape-revenge films may offer a feminist fantasy of retributive violence which could, as Judith Halberstam suggests, produce hesitation in real-world perpetrators of sexual assault by 
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raising the threat of imagined violence in the popular consciousness,71 

this fantasy is partially compromised by an attendant sexualisation of the female victim–hero, despite (or precisely because of) the force of a vengeance framed largely as an alluring  woman’s cross to bear. Though Despentes agrees that rape would be far less prevalent if men were more fearful of violent retribution by their female victims, she argues that a large part of rape’s violence includes women’s internalisation of the belief that their bodies are open and accessible in ways that men’s bodies are not, because women are acculturated into avoiding violence against men. 

Even though she notes that rape is a potential danger for any woman who refuses the cultural imperative to submit to domesticity, this destructive internalisation of gender inferiority means that rape-revenge films made by men (specifically,  I Spit on Your Grave,  Ms. 45, and  Last House on the Left) are more reflective of ‘how men, if they were women, would react to rape’. Thus, these film-makers neglect the extent to which women are culturally taught that ‘nothing worse could happen to us, and yet that we must neither defend or revenge ourselves’.72

For my purposes, it is important to ask why retrosploitation pastiches contain so many conspicuous nods to the 1970s rape-revenge film, not the later, more ‘mainstream’ forms that have inherited this narrative structure. That is, what does this nostalgically reworked period of exploitation film history potentially offer present-day viewers, above and beyond retrosploitation’s generalised longing for fan-culturally privileged cycles and decades? Read notes that Clover’s own privileging of 1970s rape-revenge films such as  I Spit on Your Grave  over more mainstream (but perhaps less progressive) films such as  The Accused (1988) ‘impli[es] that there was a moment of authenticity that has now passed’, with ‘the low-budget horror film as the site of the “true” rape-revenge film from which mainstream and other generic examples are excluded’. In doing so, Clover inadvertently figures more mainstream iterations of the rape-revenge narrative (for example, ‘feminised’ middlebrow genres like the DTV erotic thriller and neo-noir) as ‘too feminine to be feminist’.73 Ironically, then, even as Clover underplays the female avenger’s feminisation, she overemphasises the more ‘masculine’ sense of authenticity supposedly associated with past exploitation cycles. 

Not unlike my earlier argument about the Splat Pack’s ethos of brutality, I would posit that, much as rape-revenge films often depict rape as a male backlash against advances in women’s social power, the aggressive return of 1970s-style rape-revenge tropes in retro pastiches such as  Kill Bill,  Hora,  Cherry Bomb (2011),  Girls Against Boys (2012),  Crack Whore (2012), and  Cry for Revenge (2013) similarly speaks to a masculinist back-
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lash against the more mainstream, middlebrow varieties of rape-revenge cinema that have proliferated since the 1970s. Part of this backlash may be rooted in what Clover deems a

way of shifting responsibility from the perpetrator to the victim: if a woman fails to get tough, fails to buy a gun or take karate, she is, in an updated sense of the cliché, asking for it. Moreover, if women are as capable as men of acts of humiliating violence, men are off the guilt hook that modern feminism has put them on.74

Furthermore, as an exercise in retro appropriation, I would argue that the excessive sleaziness of the rapists is not always framed as  wholly repulsive in these pastiches but also coded as perversely attractive  at a meta-textual level through its very quality as an anachronistic throwback to the heyday of the 1970s rape-revenge cycle. In other words, the very temporal incongruity of the self-consciously 1970s-styled rape-revenge throwback can effectively reopen the retro rape-revenge film to a displaced misogyny that has as much to do with masculinist taste distinctions as with disavowed hetero-male desire for the eroticised female victim–hero – especially if these films are centrally concerned with male film-makers imagining how they would violently react to rape. 

As a prime example, Joseph Guzman’s 1970s-set  Run! Bitch Run!  

opens with two young women isolated on a missionary trip selling Bibles and other religious paraphernalia door to door in rural America. Holier-than-thou Catherine (Cheryl Lyone) wants to spread God’s love whereas her more rebellious counterpart Rebecca (Christina DeRosa) just wants to be relieved of their merchandise soon enough to enjoy the brief respite from school. Though Catherine is initially depicted as mousy and asexual, particularly in contrast to Rebecca’s first appearance emerging from a motel shower fully nude, the camera continually fetishises their archetypal Roman Catholic schoolgirl attire for the presumed heterosexual male viewer. The women are taken captive after visiting a vicious gang’s head-quarters just as one of the gang’s female connections is killed in a botched drug deal. While cruel leader Lobo (Peter Tahoe) and stuttering sidekick Clint (Johnny Winscher) are out disposing of their former associate’s body, bisexual prostitute Marla (Ivet Corvea) forces Rebecca at gunpoint to perform oral sex on her, and then kills her in a game of Russian roulette. 

The trio next takes Catherine into the woods where the men repeatedly rape her but Clint hesitates when finally ordered to kill their victim who is left for dead. Later leaving the hospital dressed in nurse’s attire, Catherine silently tracks down and kills each of her victimisers, finally shooting herself once her vengeance is complete. 
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Echoing Coulthard’s discussion of  Kill Bill, Catherine’s  transformation and vengeance is, indeed, depicted as an aberrant shift for such a pious character, ‘resolved’ with an abrupt suicide that marks her vendetta as having satisfied a personal, post-feminist mission instead of a larger, feminist retaliation against patriarchal power. Though the film does not overtly eroticise Catherine’s acts of revenge as seductive, instead depicting them as matter-of-factly accomplished, her literal and symbolic gender is never thrown into question; for example, she is never shown without being either nude or dressed in a stereotypically feminine uniform that would not be out of place in heterosexual pornography. While the young women’s initial capture derives from being in the wrong place at the wrong time, Rebecca’s rape and murder quickly follow her decision to dress more provocatively to sell more goods, narratively suggesting that she was ‘asking for it’ in a way that Catherine was not. Meanwhile, apart from Catherine and Rebecca, nearly all the women in the film are sex workers shown plying their trade, and the film’s trailer trumpets the many varieties of attractive ‘bitches’ on display. 

Marla’s role as a rapacious woman within the gang (while not without precedent in films such as  Last House on the Left) also complicates the film’s would-be indictment of patriarchal power, because her fluid sexuality does not figure her as symbolically ‘male’ but as a monstrously perverse woman and a source of misogynistic disgust. In the film’s opening scenes, for example, she is introduced fucking and stabbing an obese male client to death, and later shown using the wooden end of a toilet plunger for masturbating on the lavatory. In Marla, the film’s overarching misogyny neatly shades into the homophobia associated with gender inversion, as also seen when Lobo and Marla repeatedly taunt Clint as a ‘faggot’ for not immediately wanting to rape Catherine, and when Catherine eventually kills Lobo by repeatedly sodomising him with a machete – a tellingly homophobic instance of a heterosexual film-maker imagining his own means of vengeance through the figure of the female victim–hero. Whereas films such as  I Spit on Your Grave indict male homophobia as an impetus for homosocial acts of gang rape intended to shore up a male group member’s questioned masculinity,75 similar scenes of rape-as-male-gamesmanship in  Run! Bitch Run!  are far more ambivalent in the light of the film’s overall retro-masculinist tone and associated disgust towards queerness. 

In this sense, even if the female victim–hero may ostensibly challenge traditional notions of who performs violence and why, the masculinist project of producing retrograde sleaze as a form of shock value that would seemingly differentiate retrosploitation from ‘softer’, ‘feminised’, contemporary rape-revenge narratives undercuts much of the feminist 
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potential found in the 1970s rape-revenge cycle. The rape scenes in Guzman’s follow-up  Nude Nuns with Big Guns (2010), for example, are accompanied by a hard-rocking tune aping  Planet Terror’s opening credit music but, whereas the recurrence of that theme music in  Planet Terror glorifies Cherry’s powerful potential as an action protagonist, by contrast, the similar tune’s recurrence in  Nude Nuns seemingly glorifies women’s brutal victimisation. In these films, rape is, indeed, depicted as a weapon of violence against women but the films’ nostalgic tenor for rape as a retro-

‘cool’ exploitation trope, disproportionately associated with a celebrated film-historical past, means that the patriarchal power which licenses rape is not as clearly condemned as in their second-wave feminist-era referents. 

Nevertheless, far more controversy attended the retro-styled rape-revenge film  Ticked-Off Trannies With Knives (2010) which was condemned by numerous members of the transgender community and the Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation (GLAAD) when it played at the relatively prestigious 2010 Tribeca Film Festival. Allegedly inspired by openly gay director Israel Luna’s viewing of  I Spit on Your Grave  and news reports of gay bashing, the film features a group of drag queens who must take revenge upon a trio of men after one of their own, Bubbles (Krystal Summers), is drugged, raped and beaten by Boner (Tom Zembrod), a ‘white trash’ character recalling the urban/victim versus rural/rapist divide in so many 1970s rape-revenge films. Feeling that Bubbles lied to him about being a ‘real woman’, Boner and his two friends lure the women from a nightclub to a nearby warehouse, aiming to silence Bubbles permanently. In the ensuing brawl, two of the women are killed and Bubbles is beaten into a coma. Upon emerging from the coma, Bubbles and her friends Rachel (Willam Belli) and Pinky (Kelexis Davenport) train themselves in fighting skills for seeking revenge. When Boner stalks and captures Bubbles to settle his unfinished business, the women spring their trap, finally torturing and killing their assailants (again, with the anal insertion of weapons, as in  Run! Bitch Run! ). 

For Luna, the film was allegedly intended as an entertainingly cathartic revenge story that might also encourage queer people to fight gay-bashing violence with retributive violence of their own, instead of responding with a more passive ‘fight hate with love’ response.76 Yet, the fact that his film specifically features drag queens instead of more accurate representations of either gay men or trans women is a telling choice for a film in which revenge is depicted as a more actively ‘masculine’ political response to hate crimes – though the campy tagline ‘It takes balls to get revenge’ is a notable giveaway that Luna privileges the (literally) underlying correlation between maleness and retributive violence that Despentes describes. 
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Most arguments arose over how well intentioned Luna’s anti-hate crime message truly is, because the film’s uneven tone – alternating between depictions of brutal hate crimes and scenes of camp humour – ambiguously signals neither a parody nor a serious social-problem film. In the film’s campily self-deflating final moments, for instance, Pinky asks the other avengers, ‘Do you know what the difference is between us and them?’ 

But rather than attempting to clarify  Ticked-Off Trannies’ indebtedness to the notoriously complicated politics of the rape-revenge victim–hero, she off-handedly admits ‘Me either’ and asks where they want to go eat. 

Though their position is certainly understandable, I would disagree with critics (many of whom denounced the film based on the trailer alone) who argue that the hate crimes are played for laughs or entertainment simply because of their narrative proximity to such campy scenes. 

If anything, this proximity creates a jarring tonal disjuncture in which transphobic violence is made all the more shocking because it erupts with such sudden fury. The campy dialogue that dominates the film’s opening scenes immediately ceases, for example, when the women entering the warehouse ascertain the threat confronting them. When Bubbles subsequently calls Pinky on her mobile phone before losing consciousness, Pinky is shown continuing her catty conversations when the film cross-cuts back to her answering her phone at the nightclub – but only until realising that something is very wrong. GLAAD may see images of a baseball bat covered with clumps of women’s hair as ‘played for cheap laughs’ and ‘serv[ing] only as horror movie-like gore’ but I would argue that Luna accurately portrays such violence  as horrific, not as a source of comedy. Boner’s later stalking of Bubbles feels as though it was lifted from a horror movie, for instance, even if it comes following a martial arts training scene filled with distastefully orientalist camp humour. Unlike the overwhelming turn towards self-parody in the second half of  Pervert! , the later threats of transphobic violence in  Ticked-Off Trannies remain charged with a genuine sense of menace that is not entirely undercut by the surrounding scenes. When violence is present, humour is far more often found in the violent retribution scenes – particularly when the three bigots are disarmed and at their least threatening – than in the initial attacks upon the women, thus using humour better to encourage identification with the avengers. As GLAAD’s publicised call to action continues, 

‘Anti-LGBT hate crimes are serious issues that do not translate into an exploitation film. The very nature of exploitation films is to shock and titillate audiences with extreme, sensationalized violence.’77 Yet, the 1970s rape-revenge cycle adequately proved decades ago that not only have hate crimes against women successfully translated into exploitation films but 
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that sensationalised violence and serious social issues are not mutually exclusive. 

Major criticisms of  Ticked-Off Trannies also focused on the use of drag queens instead of actual trans women – hence one of the major reasons that critics considered the titular slur ‘trannies’ as a gross misappropriation by a cisgender gay man insensitive to the trans community. Furthermore, some of these critics feared that the film would incite transphobic viewers to commit hate crimes after feeling similarly ‘deceived’ by a trans woman 

– much as the initial critics of 1970s rape-revenge films often erroneously presumed that films like  I Spit on Your Grave were incitements to rape and/or demonising depictions of women as monstrous killers. Similarly, some critics of  Ticked-Off Trannies argued that the film presented female drag as a misogynistic parody of womanhood instead of a deconstruction of gender norms; whereas others suggested that, despite the excessiveness of the drag performances, the film merely played into the stereotype that trans women must trick men into promiscuous sexual situations (as attested to by 

‘gay panic’ murder defences that attempt to blame the victims of homophobic violence as supposed ‘victimisers’ of heterosexual privilege).78

Though many of these criticisms are well deserved, the film does display  Grindhouse-style artefacting associated with the cultural past, suggesting that its anachronistic vision includes a 1970s-era film-historical view of transgender people more closely attuned to, say, the drag performances in John Waters’s early films than to the modern-day trans community. Aside from the revenge plot, for example, it shares much in common with the DTV camp comedy  Killer Drag Queens on Dope (2003) which features cameos by exploitation director Don Edmonds and veteran Russ Meyer star Haji. Beneath the simulated layer of distressed celluloid, however,  Ticked-Off Trannies is unmistakably set in the present day, so its emphasis on hate crimes presents a contemporary political resonance that many viewers could not laugh away. Indeed, the trans community was justifiably outraged over the initial trailer’s use of allusions to the recent real-life murders of Angie Zapata and Jorge Mercado as a timely but tasteless exploitation hook. 

For critics, then, the film’s political intent was compromised on the grounds of bad taste by, on the one hand, the pastness associated with 1970s exploitation films and the outdated image of drag queens as synonymous with transgenderism, and, on the other, the presentness of the film’s opportunistic references to real-life tragedies. Whereas  Run! Bitch Run!  spoils its political potential by disproportionately romanticising the pastness of sexual violence, the disproportionate presentness associated with the sexual violence in  Ticked-Off Trannies undercuts the success of 
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its retributive stance against hate crimes. Though Waters’s 1970s camp exercises in drag-related bad taste (a common comparison made by many of  Ticked-Off Trannies’ critics) could be excused as dated, funny or simply the reflection of an earlier, less ‘enlightened’ political climate, Luna’s film seemed too recent and exploitative for easy reclamation – a reaction not unlike some heterosexual male fans’ generalised distrust of the retrosploitation cycle’s contemporaneity and calculatedness. 

Much as these last fans may lament retrosploitation’s opening of ‘inauthentic’ visions of exploitation film history to wider audiences through films such as  Grindhouse, the  Ticked-Off Trannies uproar was chiefly inspired by the film’s planned appearance at a high-profile cultural venue like the Tribeca Film Festival, instead of the more marginal, fan-populated genre film festivals that screened the uncontroversial  Killer Drag Queens on Dope. Despite the fact that  Ticked-Off Trannies and  Killer Drag Queens both effectively went straight to video after their festival play, it remains remarkable that the political reception of retrosploitation pastiches centrally relies on not only the evaluative tone of their stylised pastness but also on a question of cultural access to exploitation tropes that garner different connotations of ‘authenticity’ as they move from one differently classed and demographically specialised site of consumption to another. 

Queering Time in the Performance of Historicity As I have suggested throughout this book, then, the material sites of film consumption cannot be reduced to selective (sub)cultural and political connotations without also attending to the temporal connotations that cultural memory confers upon such sites. Yet, beyond the dominant heteronormative tenor of exploitation cinema’s remembrance, these temporal connotations do not merely derive from sexually hegemonic experiences of past films. Rather than simply reinforcing heterosexual male desire – 

though, as preceding parts of this chapter have shown, that is always a distinct possibility – I am also interested in the productive potential offered by films and spectatorial relations that might play upon a  queering of time itself. That is, retro-styled films can allow the juxtaposition of  different temporalities to encourage  different desires  on the part of viewers, including viewers whose ironic-cum-earnest consumption may speak to more diverse pleasures than the privileges of male heteronormativity. As such, the very  undecidability of the retrosploitation pastiche can open space for imagined feelings of transport into past viewing experiences, highlighting unconventional pleasures and painful longings that queerly operate across multiple temporal registers. 

 

dressed to regress? 225

Patricia White coins the term ‘retrospectatorship’ to describe a type of retrospective film reception that accounts for the structuring impact of cultural texts upon the viewer’s identity and inner fantasy life but always by ‘revis[ing] memory traces and experiences, some of which are memories and experiences of other movies’, thereby allowing past texts to open ‘new ways of seeing’ in the present. Furthermore, these retrospectively inflected ways of revisiting past texts in new contexts allow the historically marginalised viewer (such as lesbian viewers of classical Hollywood cinema) to recognise her own desires and experiences reflected even within a text that ostensibly participates in her marginalisation. For White, fandom is a privileged means of fostering such reception because it encourages repeated viewings and close identifications between viewer and text over time.79

In my estimation, exploitation cinema’s predominant address to a heterosexual male audience can offer female and queer viewers similar opportunities for retrospectatorship’s structure of feeling because the intentionally anachronistic pastness of the retrosploitation pastiche performs a nostalgic sense of loss that can resonate with the loss of other personal and cultural pasts while also spurring rich fantasies rooted in memories of one’s past cinematic experiences. Retrospectatorship’s potential in aiding and constructing personal and cultural identity through the powerful recognition of oneself in one’s chosen fan object can thereby allow the fan not merely to search the past for ‘positive’ sources of celebratory reclamation but also to recover what Heather Love calls ‘negative or ambivalent identifications with the past [that] can serve to disrupt the present. Making connections with historical losses or with images of ruined or spoiled identity in the past can set in motion a gutting “play of recognitions” ’ in which past representational limitations (such as stereotypes) serve as affective reminders of the unresolved pains and prejudices suffered in one’s personal/cultural present.80

Indeed, it is often difficult to claim in any uncomplicated way that retrosploitation films are politically  progressive, owing to their very anachronistic form and content which call into question the teleological logic upon which claims to social progress are typically based. As Elizabeth Freeman observes, the social progressive’s characteristic emphasis on the forward march of history necessitates that ‘whatever looks newer or more-radical-than-thou has more purchase over prior signs, that parodically “signifying” 

on a sign is more powerful than taking it up earnestly, and that whatever seems to generate continuity seems better left behind’.81 Sincerely repurposing the past often seems more ideologically suspect to the bourgeois social progressive than using ironic distance to  chauvinistically flatter his/
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her own knowing political sophistication – hence the question of how to deal with the ideological impurity raised by retro-styled texts that blend ironic and sincere appreciation of past films. In contrast to a smugly teleological emphasis on forward progress, I would suggest that the dialectical relationship to history offered by nostalgia looks backwards and forwards alike, assuaging melancholic loss with ironic distance while still earnestly recalling the past as a means of remembering social movements’ earlier histories and representations – such as past sources of pleasure and identification for gay, lesbian and queer audiences. After all, nostalgia can enable a longing for certain privileged aspects of the past without uncritically embracing all the dominant ideological implications of a given historical period. 

The performativity of film history in retrosploitation pastiches can enact what Freeman terms ‘temporal drag’ which represents ‘the power of anachronism to unsituate viewers from the present tense they think they know, and to illuminate or even prophetically ignite possible futures in light of powerful historical moments’ – ultimately offering ‘a  productive obstacle to progress, a usefully distorting pull backward, and a necessary pressure on the present tense’. This is a form of drag based less in bodily performing and deconstructing the reiterated tropes of  another gender than in bodily performing and deconstructing the lost potentiality of  another time, with multiple temporalities playing out upon the same bodies in disorienting ways .  82 Elena Gorfinkel, for example, specifically cites Anna Biller’s performance in/of 1960s sexploitation tropes in  Viva as a case of temporal drag because the film’s evaluative tone faithfully performs a pre-Stonewall camp sensibility without merely approaching the outmoded sexploitation film with an ironically mocking air of condescension which would gloss over the more problematic viewing pleasures on offer both then and today.83

By refuting the notion that contemporary viewers have somehow progressed beyond politically problematic histories of representation, temporal drag may outwardly appear ideologically regressive in its self-conscious evocation of pastness but it retains an underlying concern with ‘forgotten futures’, or the former opportunities for artistic and political change that have since been relegated to cultural obsolescence (as broached at the end of Chapter 1). Altogether then, White, Love and Freeman share a common concern with looking backwards at past cultural productions that might offer present-day viewers affectively charged memories that cannot be wholly reclaimed through politically celebratory appeals. If nostalgia offers a degree of felt continuity between past and present, then its role in informing the temporal multivalence of concepts such as retrospectator-
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ship and temporal drag also serves as a lingering reminder of historical inequalities which continue to this day. 

In a discussion of the retrosploitation action film  Bitch Slap (2009), for example, Katrin Horn argues that its allusions to sexploitation, nunsploitation and women-in-prison (WIP) films allow it to achieve greater political potential as a lesbian text than as a post-feminist one. These exploitation cycles have been historically targeted to hetero-male viewers but have also offered pleasures to lesbian viewers – as illustrated by their prominent inclusion in Michelle Johnson’s compilation documentary Triple X Selects: The Best of Lezsploitation (2007) which toured major LGBTQ film festivals. As pastiched elements from older exploitation cycles, ‘lesploitation’ may still be depicted in retro-styled films as an 

‘exotic’ source of spectacle playing upon heterosexual male fantasies about inter-female sexuality, but Horn concludes that this is due to exploitation cinema’s willingness to exploit images of lesbianism that more mainstream forms of cinema seldom offered. In this respect, pastiches such as  Bitch Slap can still evoke an earnestly queer nostalgia for an earlier historical period when gay or lesbian sexual difference was still seen as ‘dangerous’ and ‘transgressive’, instead of increasingly catered to today as an 

‘acceptable’ form of lifestyle consumerism.84 That is, these films invoke what Clare Whatling calls a generative nostalgia which, by recalling a more homophobic past when lesbians could be cinematically stereotyped only as threats to the heterosexual order, ‘operates as an antithesis to what often seems like the Laura-Ashleyisation of contemporary lesbian culture’. Retrospectively viewing the limitations of these past cinematic lesbians today gains a powerful political resonance in the light of the fact that the former social taboo of lesbian desire has been increasingly surmounted in a homonormative age of greater sexual acceptance – yet, a nostalgic longing remains for a time when the taboo itself gave lesbianism a profoundly erotic and rebellious charge.85 These films thus represent another case of how exploitation pastiches internalise a blend of irony and sincerity that has already been circulating in the home video reception of historical exploitation films with lesbian content – as when, for example, leading LGBTQ video distributor Wolfe Video distributes the lesbian-themed sexploitation films  That Tender Touch (1969) and  Just the Two of Us (1975) as part of its ‘Vintage Collection’ DVDs accompanied by mini-reproductions of the films’ original press books, contextualising the films’ 

original address to hetero-male viewers and the connotations of pastness that foster their recuperation as camp objects for lesbian viewers today.86

I want to explore this noteworthy ‘lesploitation’ potential in the WIP 

pastiche   Sugar Boxx which is indebted to 1970s films such as  The Big 
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 Doll House and  Black Mama, White Mama (1973) for depicting lesbians as main characters in ways that pre-1970s WIP incarnations did not. Set in 1975, investigative reporter Valerie March (Geneviere Anderson), a white lesbian in a committed partnership, poses as a prostitute to infiltrate Florida’s Sugar State Women’s Correctional Facility, a notoriously brutal work camp, where she befriends Loretta Sims (Thela Brown), a straight black woman who has also been locked up for prostitution. Valerie discovers that a disproportionate number of young women have been jailed by the corrupt local sheriff (Nick Eldredge) on the same prostitution and narcotics charges. It is revealed that warden Beverly Buckner (Linda Dona) uses the prison as a brothel staffed by her most attractive inmates and frequented by crooked politicians and businessmen. After escaping and assembling a team of vigilantes, Valerie and Loretta sneak back into Sugar State, massacring the male guards and brothel patrons while taking Buckner captive during the ensuing riot. In an epilogue, Buckner is now behind bars, corruption is punished and Valerie has become Sugar State’s new and better warden. 

Featuring a cruel lesbian warden working on behalf of the patriarchal order and sexually abusive male guards as major and minor villains, respectively, the film faithfully pastiches the plot and character dynamics of the 1970s WIP formula. As such, it uses images of ‘a kind of feminist rebellion against patriarchy and in the process holds up a mirror to 1970s feminism insofar as “sisterhood” is concerned – between black and white women, between lesbians and straight women, between women who have committed different kinds of crime against patriarchy’.87 Valerie’s earlier journalistic exposure of a corrupt male businessman after going undercover as his receptionist suggests her transgression against unchecked patriarchal power, whereas the sheriff incarcerated Loretta after her boy-friend attacked him for directing racial slurs at her. In this sense,  Sugar Boxx reproduces the intertwined ‘discourses of race and lesbianism’ that mark its historical referents. Beyond some mild innuendo, there may not be an overt eroticism in the interracial friendship between Valerie and Loretta but they similarly suffer beneath dominant social prejudices, both jailed on related charges and effectively forced into carceral sex work.88 

Female prisoners are instructed that ‘sexual encounters – solo or duo’ are punishable offences, yet they are still subject to coercion into prostitution by the warden and rape by the male guards – thus suggesting the prison’s underlying function as the oppressive tool of a male heterosexual order that would be threatened by unchecked lesbian desire. This is not to say, however, that  Sugar Boxx is free from homophobic or racist caricatures of some characters (a Latina prison lesbian, an excessively sassy black woman, a closeted gay sheriff) but that such characteristics do coexist with 
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an unconventional emphasis on lesbianism which I find to be the film’s key progressive opportunity for retrospective genre revisionism. 

Though blatant displays of nudity and inter-female sexuality are common beacons to the WIP cycle’s intended hetero-male audience, Ann Ciasullo observes that WIP narratives typically feature a straight female protagonist who must perform as a ‘pseudo’ lesbian to survive prison life and eventually escape to heterosexual normalcy, whereas the ‘true’ lesbian is literally and figuratively contained within prison walls as an irredeem-able criminal who threatens to contaminate other women with her aberrant desires.89 In  Sugar Boxx, however, historical connotations between lesbianism and criminality are, beyond Buckner and several minor inmate characters, largely played down in favour of Valerie’s committed relationship with her partner/co-worker Lori Sutton (Ariadne Shaffer). A binary division between pseudo/innocent/free and true/guilty/incarcerated lesbians is not upheld because Valerie is depicted as both a ‘true’ lesbian and a crusader for justice from the start, eventually remaining at Sugar State as a free woman, not a prisoner. Though Valerie must seduce Buckner to gain entry into the brothel programme, and later excludes Lori from her vigilante plans, causing a serious rift in their relationship, the film’s denouement finds Lori and Valerie happily reunited. Valerie may have had to temporarily ‘play lesbian’ in prison but the fact that she is never shown having sex with men in the brothel, and also begins and ends the film in the same loving relationship, shows that she never has to renounce her true sexuality. If the aforementioned binaries in traditional WIP films allow male viewers to safely objectify inter-female sexuality and female viewers temporarily to identify with the ‘pseudo’ lesbian, all under the presumption that the protagonist will recover her heterosexuality once she leaves prison,  Sugar Boxx suggests how ‘[w]ithout such demarcations and order . . . the boundaries between heterosexuality and homosexuality begin to look remarkably fragile’.90

Though  Sugar Boxx is no exception to convention in portraying the ultimate defeat and humiliation of the ‘lesbian, repressive boss-woman 

– a popular stereotype in the women’s prison and convent genres’, by ending with a role reversal between Valerie and the now-incarcerated Buckner, the film does break with tradition because it is not an androgy-nous, heterosexualised or asexual female character who turns the tables.91 

Rather, Valerie has already been established early in the film as a strong, intelligent and confidently sexualised lesbian who, like Lori, is more often than not depicted in femme attire – and, even though she eventually assumes control of Sugar State as the new warden, she does so with Lori and Loretta at her side, suggesting that her power will not wholly operate 
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under the order of male heterosexuality. Consequently, associating these central lesbian characters with a veneer of film-historical pastness can spur fantasies mnemonically linked to the retrospectatorial queer pleasures found in 1970s WIP films – even if such desires are still depicted in those past texts as ‘exotic’ or ‘threatening’ sources of personal/cultural distinction that queer viewers may nostalgically long for, in spite of present-day political correctness. 

Despite  Sugar Boxx’s intended hetero-male viewership, its more progressive retro-styled revisions to the 1970s WIP film did not go unnoticed by lesbian media critics. As one critic suggests, Is  Sugar Boxx an important movie? Probably not. [. . .] This isn’t a lesbian movie. 

 Sugar Boxx fits squarely in the women-in-prison category, without question. But what this movie shows – that we’ve never seen before – is that actual lesbians in prison face a different set of problems than LURDs (Lesbian Until Release Date). 

Reader reactions to this mixed review include rejections of the film as 

‘nothing else than a jerk-off movie for guys’, while other readers suggest that, regardless of the intended audience, queer pleasure can be found in exploitation films precisely because they break from contemporary social-realist representations: ‘If there were no OTT [over-the-top] 

movies written by men, then there would be no . . . lesbolicious classics that wouldn’t be either lesbolicious or classic if they weren’t fantastically trashy.’92 The film thereby inspires such conflicting responses because of how it overlays ‘fantastically trashy’ retro-styled excess (Figure 4.6) with representations of a lesbian partnership which is more earnestly recuperable by present-day queer attitudes (especially if, as I noted in the previous chapter, the film may not clearly signal its 1970s period setting). 

Even if  Sugar Boxx may not be ‘a lesbian movie’ in some respects, the simultaneous political pastness/presentness offered by a protagonist in temporal drag like Valerie still offers lesbian viewers some privileged access to queer identification and pleasure. Like Valerie herself, lesbian viewers of the film may be ostensibly trapped within a patriarchal discipli-nary structure (a historically male-oriented cycle) but, remaining true to their sexuality can offer (film-historical) avenues for escape. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, however, given its largely masculine ethos, undercurrents of homophobia and gay (male) panic are far more common in retrosploitation films than favourable depictions of male homosexuality 

– though several partial exceptions include the 1960s beach party parodies Psycho Beach Party (2000) and the ‘I Was a Teenage Werebear’ segment of  Chillerama (2011), the latter of which also played LGBTQ film festivals as a short film extracted from its framing within a larger anthology film. 

[image: Image 21]
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Figure 4.6  ‘Lesbolicious’, ‘a jerk-off movie for guys’, or both? Valerie (Geneviere Anderson) is sprayed down by a female prison guard (played by Russ Meyer favourite Kitten Natividad in a choice cameo) in  Sugar Boxx (2009). (Source: DVD.) With their light, comedic tone, these films admittedly veer somewhat closer to the negative evaluative tone of parody than pastiche, as a means of violating the morally ‘clean’ and ‘wholesome’ connotations of their historical referents by playing up the homoeroticism of the biker and surfer gangs found therein. Yet, as R. L. Rutsky notes, American International Pictures’ beach party cycle would seem a particularly easy target for parody, largely because the original films were themselves already parodic of youth-subcultural figures and trends, such as beatniks and motorcycle gangs.93 Consequently, the comedic tone of these retro takes on beach movies imitatively blurs the lines between camp’s ironic disdain and earnest affection for their already silly 1960s referents (as in the anachronistic use of rear-projection screens to film the ‘surfing’ scenes, which looks as patently fake as the same technique did in the original cycle). 

 Chillerama’s anthology segments are framed as exploitation films playing on the closing night of the last drive-in theatre in America, thus reinforcing the sense of nostalgic loss lurking behind these campy shorts. 

Written and directed by Tim Sullivan (who also directed the DTV exploitation remake  2001 Maniacs [2005] and its sequel), the ‘I Was a Teenage Werebear’ segment also shares  Psycho Beach Party’s 1962 Malibu setting for its rock ’n’ roll musical story of Ricky (Sean Paul Lockhart), a James Dean-styled angst-ridden teenager who leaves his girlfriend for Talon (Anton Troy), the rebellious leader of a gay biker gang who transforms into leather-bound ‘werebears’ when sexually aroused. In its obvious nods 
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to  I Was a Teenage Werewolf (1957) within the dominant referential framework of the beach party musical, the potential monstrosity of repressed teenage sexuality finds Ricky unsuccessfully struggling to prevent his queer desire from coming out in scenes of homoerotic beach wrestling and other high jinks similarly depicted in  Psycho Beach Party. ‘Did the bite put the beast in you or let it out?’ Talon asks Ricky, trying to convince his new lover/protégé to join the gang in infiltrating the upcoming luau and taking revenge on the straight ‘haters’ who have shunned them. Not unlike some critics of  Ticked-Off Trannies’ fantasy of queer retribution, Ricky argues that revenge is not the best way to gain acceptance, and he finally kills Talon (by sodomising him with a silver baseball bat) to prevent the gang from massacring the straight teens. With his dying breath, Talon asks newly out-and-proud Ricky to tell the world that werebears are not monsters but deserve love and acceptance. Playing upon gay subcultural imagery, Ricky and the gang’s lycanthropic transformation from ‘twinks’ 

to ‘bears’ suggests a certain fluidity, and even political solidarity, between two gay subcultural niches that have sometimes opposed each other in gendered terms.94

Yet, the violent werebears also represent a gay subcultural niche that seems potentially ‘monstrous’ because the image of the bear has not been easily recuperated into widespread contemporary images of queer lifestyle commodification. Like the ‘lesploitation’ potential of  Bitch Slap and   Sugar Boxx, the (were)bear’s aggressive queer masculinity offers a different gender inflection from that typically found in the safely mainstreamed, homonormative media images of gay men as trendy accessories for post-feminist women. In this respect, ‘I Was a Teenage Werebear’ may conclude on a note of liberal integrationism, with the radically retaliatory Talon destroyed and the werebear ‘curse’ lifted, but beneath the plea for social understanding and acceptance is a lingering, nostalgic desire for a past, less accepting era when queer identity seemed a more rebellious threat to social conformity. This ambivalence led some reviewers to suspect that, in the light of the adolescent male humour about sex and bodily functions in many of  Chillerama’s other segments, ‘Werebear’ could be seen as upholding anachronistically homophobic imagery about leather-clad gay men as infectious monsters – an implication that Talon’s death by forced sodomy does not allay, given the recurrent images of violent sodomy as a humiliating means of killing men in several other retrosploitation films.95

Testifying to the apparent threat that ‘Werebear’ (despite its modestly liberal plea for social inclusion) poses to dominant ideological constructs, it is the  Chillerama segment that has garnered the most mixed fan reviews 

– generally earning praise when screened in the context of queer cinema 
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but often receiving less acclaim within the predominantly hetero-male auspices of horror fandom. While some homophobic reviews by horror fans openly blast the segment’s queer imagery, others couch their criticism in declaring that ‘Werebear’ either makes the overall anthology too long (an ironic complaint if we compare  Chillerama’s 119-minute duration to the similarly segmented  Grindhouse’s 191-minute running time), contains too many musical numbers and/or political grandstanding, or differs too markedly in generic tone from the more obviously hetero-masculine exploitation cycles spoofed in the other segments (the werebears’ hypermasculinity apparently notwithstanding). Though these complaints speak to how the relative ‘cleanness’ of 1950s rock ’n’ roll teenpics and 1960s beach party movies has tended to marginalise these once-prominent cycles from the selectively retrospective construction of the exploitation cinema corpus as ‘rebelliously’ masculine territory, it is hard not to read some of these criticisms as coloured by veiled homophobia or a sexist rejection of the musical as a ‘feminine’ genre. For one fan reviewer, for instance, 

‘Werebear’ ruined his first viewing experience of  Chillerama, comparing it to a ‘gangrenous leg’ that would kill ‘an entire man’ if not removed, whereas a subsequent screening that omitted ‘Werebear’

just feels and flows better. Without the additional segment, I was no longer too worn out and exhausted to enjoy the merits of the film. [. . .] [T]he cheap gory thrills that 

[the remaining film] has to offer can be taken more in stride and it’s something that you and your buddies can crack open a few beers and watch without feeling like an endurance challenge.96

Whereas hetero-male fans might safely identify with the homosociality of the hetero-male fans-turned-filmmakers who comprise the Splat Pack which made  Grindhouse, Sullivan’s openly queer ‘Werebear’ allows the homosociality of  Chillerama’s own ‘boys club’ of film-makers to shade over into something perhaps more sexually ‘threatening’ to some straight viewers. 

As the above examples suggest, the interjection of queer content into retro-styled films can cause conflicted responses within strongly gendered fan cultures if these images uncomfortably impinge upon the actual or imagined homosociality of such fandoms. Excavating such content and placing it more fully on-screen in retro-styled pastiches may be a nostalgic process but, as I have suggested in these final chapters, it is also inspired (for better or for worse) by the technological capacity to open remembered sources of past pleasure to wider, more diverse audiences in the modern mediascape. The process of touring  Chillerama to actual surviving drive-in theatres, for instance, was important for Sullivan because, rather 

234 

grindhouse nostalgia

than viewing the contemporary accessibility of filmic texts as a means of keeping them alive in cultural memory, he also sees the possibility for films to become quickly forgettable when viewers are bombarded by so much content: ‘And that’s what’s so sad to me, to see film – whether it’s classic films or new films – just so disposable. And the importance of them just doesn’t seem to be there like it used to be when you had to seek it out at a drive-in, or a VHS tape, or a 42nd Street grindhouse.’97

In this sense, reconfigurations of historical exploitation tropes may seem to threaten some fans’ heteronormative subcultural ethos by distinctly remembering the queer potentiality which has always lurked within ‘politically incorrect’ films that might otherwise seem targeted at a hetero-male audience. Yet, by self-consciously overlaying multiple historico-political sensibilities (such as pre- and post-Stonewall queer consciousness) in an anxious blending of ironic distance and earnest appreciation akin to temporal drag, these pastiches instructively perform a range of limitations and possibilities – effectively teaching contemporary viewers that, despite the massive proliferation of available media texts today, there is value in taking time to seek out the queer pleasures to be found in exploitation cinema’s own past. 

Though Sullivan is openly gay, other films, such as  Bitch Slap or  Sugar Boxx, demonstrate that the deployment of retrospectatorship need not depend on knowledge of the creators’ sexual orientation as an interpretive cue. On the one hand, there is certainly merit behind arguments that the post-Stonewall mainstreaming of a camp sensibility for straight audiences has eroded the political charge that once attended pre-Stonewall camp as a subterranean sexual vernacular. On the other hand, however, I would posit that queerly attuned film-makers and audiences will continue not only to find meaningful sources of fantasy and identification within historical exploitation texts such as WIP, sexploitation and beach party films but also in latter-day films that imaginatively and (semi-)earnestly refigure the cinematic past as ‘a horizon of experience shaping film reception for some spectators’.98 Finding progressive potential in retrosploitation cinema might seem to some observers like a naive objective – and I have tried in this chapter to outline a number of the pitfalls involved – but it is no more naive than the strategies for cultural survival long used by film history’s marginalised audiences. 

Overall, then, retrosploitation films bespeak a multivalent nostalgia for cinematic forms whose mnemonic reclamation resonates, in both form and content, with a sometimes-violent preoccupation with historical retribution against obsolescence. In this sense, they share a common concern with the residual and déclassé video collecting practices discussed 
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in earlier chapters as a desired turn against contemporary consumerism 

– even if ultimately inextricable from such economic forces. The regressive elements of political backlash within this tendency do not mean that this desired retribution is always progressive, nor that the fan-cultural demographics who experience feelings of cultural marginalisation are necessarily as disempowered as they might think. Yet, there is still hope for progressive potential when pastiche’s very ambivalence in tone, aesthetics and politics can destabilise ostensibly reactionary interpretations. A retro-styled film’s perceived pastness or presentness can weigh too heavily for comfort on diverse viewers for diverse reasons so, even if the simulated pastness of these films may seem to contain their political implications (again, for better or worse) in a historically ‘backward’ context, the viewer’s awareness of these films as present-day productions also grounds their potential relevance as retrospective interpretations informed (implicitly or not) by contemporary political values. Indeed, regardless of the sense of ‘authenticity’ that these films may aim to emulate, they remain shot through with a streak of pathos as texts which nostalgically long to be, but cannot ever truly become, the mythicised films that once appeared ‘at a drive-in, or a VHS tape, or a 42nd Street grindhouse’, or whatever other lieux de mémoire that fans may celebrate. It is ultimately this pathos – this sense of unrequited longing for something spatio-temporally lost, something stubbornly lingering from the past, something continuing to infect and inflect one’s identity – that, if nothing else, unites retrosploitation fans of all stripes. 
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Conclusion

In his essayistic meditation on ‘film’s end’, Stephen Barber details the decaying string of old theatres concentrated on Broadway avenue in central Los Angeles, which he deems physical fragments of cinema’s living end in the digital age. Once glamorous picture palaces whose audiences have since migrated to other, newer theatres elsewhere in the vicinity, these cavernous spaces fell into disrepair during the second half of the twentieth century, eventually becoming grind houses for Spanish-language films, exploitation cinema and hard-core adult movies. When I coincidentally ventured down this same street in 2010, during the period of my research about 42nd Street, I quickly recognised the lingering traces of former grind houses in these ignored, repurposed theatre facades nestled amid the surrounding inner-city bustle. The pavements below, primarily peopled with Latino faces, remained vibrantly alive with activity but the ornate theatre frontages seemingly aroused little attention. In discussing the memories attached to these spaces, Barber’s elegiac tone (not uncommon to such treatises on the ‘death’ of cinema) is worth quoting at length:

The impact of haunting carried by the disintegrated or re-used spaces of cinema results from a simultaneity of vision in which the entire temporal history of a cinema, with its contrary phases of glory and destitution, is compressed into the present moment, since the integrity of its filmic history has disintegrated along with its architectural infrastructure . . . with the result that any moment in a cinema’s existence can abruptly resurge at will into the present, like a ghost-presence in a horror film, sonically underscored by the cacophony of memory. In that oblivious levelling of a cinema’s history, each of its distinctive phases becomes equivalent to every other, and its temporal hierarchy is erased: the moment at which it served as a riotous all-night site for cult-film mania or pornography becomes inseparable from that of its prestigious moment of ascendancy as the venue for searchlight-illuminated star-premieres. Time blurs, stops dead, and transmits itself intensively and multiply in the abandoned cinema, like a celluloid film-image trapped in the projector-gate, heated to incandescence before it finally burns up and vanishes.1
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Though I am taken by this description of cinematic spaces infused by the non-linear vagaries of memory, I am not so quick to subscribe to the suggestion that, when confronted by its apparent demise, cinema’s history flattens out and renders equivalent all those periods which came before. 

Rather, I have suggested throughout this study that exploitation cinema, as taken up by appreciative fans, paradoxically seems acutely aware of its own  passing (which is not the same as  death) in proportion with its renewed rediscoverability on home video in recent decades – hence the particular attention to those moments of ‘trapped’ and ‘burning’ celluloid images evoked by the remediation of battered archival exploitation trailers or the retrosploitation text’s simulated degradation. Unlike the products of the glamorous Hollywood premiere, the very clash between exploitation cinema’s sheer textual proliferation over the decades and its continuing historical marginality on taste-related grounds allows the grindhouse era to be upheld by fans with a fervour that belies Barber’s assertion that all film-historical periods become graspable in simultaneity. In distinction from some other species of fandom, exploitation films’ textual afterlives are markedly infused with the fraught taste politics deriving from these texts’ long-standing cultural marginalisation which, in turn, informs the sense of pastness that has become a crucial factor in defining and valuing 

‘exploitation’ as such. In the eyes of the dominant historical record, not all films that played in entertainment districts such as Broadway or 42nd Street were created equal, which is why mediated cultural memories paradoxically attempt to redress such inequalities through a selective revaluation of the cinematic past while still ostensibly preserving the conditions of cultural difference that are so important to fans’ identities. 

If a temporal simultaneity exists, it exists on home video where films from different periods and cultural contexts commingle on store shelves and website search results – but, even there, we have seen how different technological frameworks can allow specific films to serve as objects of textual nostalgia and vehicles for contextual nostalgia associated with uneven historical terrain, not a level field of cultural preferences. Furthermore, the various nostalgias endemic to fans’ celebration of  exploitation films also provide instructive examples for reconsidering the importance of cultural memory to other video-mediated objects of film fandom as well. 

For Barber and many other premature eulogists of cinema-as-we-know-it, 

‘the industry of film gives the illusion of continuation, as though nothing had happened’ in the shift from celluloid to digital imagery, not unlike the 

‘seamless’ transitions engrained in the economic motives of Hollywood continuity editing.2 Yet, as Caetlin Benson-Allott observes, the discipline of film studies too often speaks of a monumental shift from the analogue/
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theatrical to the digital/non-theatrical, without adequately considering the not-yet-lost technological intermediaries that have already altered our understanding of cinema.3 As much as digital technologies dominate our current means of media consumption, certain means of accessing the personal/cultural past stubbornly stick out as rough edges complicating any seamless teleology. Indeed, we might reasonably ask whether there is anything more perplexing or absurd about present-day fans who fetishise residual technologies such as magnetic videotape than those hip, young technology users entranced by the semi-annual buzz over the latest Apple iFetish® – particularly when this year’s emergent dingus will quickly become as obsolete and subject to mnemonic revaluation as, say, 1980’s Sony Betamax SL-5400 VCR. With such questions in mind, scholars attending to the historical reception of technologies which inflect our representations of the past can thereby also discover the very ability for niche groups to consider such representations  ours, particularly when different kinds of value intersect. In this respect, I situate my work among a younger generation of scholars raised on VHS – many of them cited in this book – who have recently turned towards analysing the history and cultures of home video formats since the mid-1970s. If their work can be read as symptoms of nostalgia for temporal and technological passages across the video era, then so too are my own preceding arguments about home video and fandom inextricable from what will perhaps one day be seen as a generational desire for physical-cum-textual traces that have since been supplanted by digital data clouds. 

On perhaps the most basic level, ‘just as  everything is representation, everything is memory’. That is, all sensory stimuli which our brains receive must be mnemonically stored long enough to be cognitively processed, so a slight temporal delay always exists between intake and comprehension. 

Consequently, we may practically experience daily life as a continually unfolding present but all we can ever truly have access to is the past.4 

And for some people, myriad shades of pastness may be all the more alluring than the patently present, less out of a sense of retreatism than a search for more expansive sources of identity. For my purposes, then, it has been important to ask why some cinematic experiences register with more pastness than others when technologically mediated, and why some people may gravitate towards these media experiences more than towards others (whether on the basis of affect, politics, taste and so on) – which will doubtless remain an open question for future scholarship on cultural memory. 

As I have suggested, the shape of exploitation fandom has shifted alongside technologies of cultural memory, with nostalgic turns towards 
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remembered times and places both threatening and assuaging the subcultural value placed upon authenticity, exclusivity and nonconformity. 

This multivalent affect derives from persistent anxieties surrounding both media and nostalgia, particularly in moments of format transition that call past modes of personal remembrance into question. In José van Dijck’s words, ‘On the one hand, media are considered aids to human memory, but on the other hand, they are conceived as a threat to the purity of remembrance. As an artificial prosthesis, they can free the brain of unnecessary burdens and allow more space for creative activity; as a replacement, they can corrupt memory.’5 In its specific role as a retrospective longing for an (at least partly) idealised past, nostalgia also appears as a double-edged sword, capable of marshalling both critical and conventional ideologies – or, in the case of exploitation fandom, both the supposed rebellion of cultism and the implied conformity of populism, each of which is coloured by politically problematic taste distinctions. 

In creatively repurposing the past for present uses, the retrosploitation phenomena explored in this book thus slide between ‘nostalgia’s darkest impulse ( the past will be what we say it was) and the most utopic nostalgic liberation ( we can reject tradition, to which we are not bound forever)’.6 

Whether coalescing across the remediated exploitation DVD or internalised in the retro-styled pastiche, the past is selectively consumed with a complex blend of sincere desire and ironic distance, spurring ongoing debate over how to properly perform one’s adherence to chosen fan objects. Yet, with fan identities so contingent upon nostalgia for bygone films, consumption sites and technologies alike, it is little surprise that this fandom remains haunted by fears not only of exploitation cinema’s cultural obsolescence but also its own. As the hallowed cinematic past increasingly recedes into the historical distance, and as home video becomes the sole means for younger fans ever to have accessed these films, changing video technologies will become all the more important as  lieux de mémoire marking the mourned passage of exploitation cinema and its fandom alike – in spite of video’s actual continuing role as a key preserver and purveyor of that retrospectively constructed history. As I hope this study has shown,  foregrounding the role of cultural memory within studies of fan practices can reveal a more diverse picture of media fandom, including those fan cultures deeply sceptical of (but still partially inflected by) the convergence-era technologies and socialities that currently occupy so much of the field’s attention. Indeed, in its drive to counter long-standing stereotypes about fans as passive consumers and antisocial misfits, the area of fan studies has arguably swung so far in the opposite direction that it has reinforced its own stereotypes of convergence-era fans as perpetually 
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engaged, technologically vanguard social-media connoisseurs for whom cultural presentism carries far more weight than imagined territories of pastness. The increasing scholarly conflation of fandom and whatever are presently considered ‘new media’ thus not only does a disservice to the diversity of meaningful practices attending older media forms such as cinema but can also threaten to shade into a thinly veiled corporate boosterism. 

Technologies of film distribution may have reciprocally influential effects upon perceptions of audiences and texts alike but these effects cannot always be neatly predicted. After all, the perceived pastness of the remediated text – reproduced in all its well-worn, physically deteriorated glory, as opposed to pristinely restored – can be a large part of its allure for some viewers, as well as the impetus for a historically chauvinistic attitude towards past films, film-makers and audiences. This latter approach bespeaks an especially egregious case of presentism when the apparent flaws in a surviving archival film (such as jump cuts inadvertently caused by missing frames) are less attributable to sloppy film-making or callously undiscerning patrons than the unforeseen results of a given print’s unpre-dictable or marginal distribution history. Where films like  Grindhouse (2007) imitate such flaws as an in-joke to today’s knowing audiences, older exploitation films may not have the same luxury in reception – hence the fact that some fans push back against disproportionately favouring ironic mockery as a default reading mode. Whereas retrosploitation films may aspire to a non-ironic sense of historical pathos which they can grasp only at a temporal remove, some fans’ heartfelt appreciation of the temporally/culturally dilapidated text is mirrored by the pathos of their own protracted hunt for an ever-elusive sense of personal ‘authenticity’ that can never be guaranteed through ongoing struggles over the subcultural capital accruing to these textual afterlives. 

To offer a particularly rich example of the larger implications for further research raised by this book’s underlying focus on the politics of taste and tone, I want to return briefly to the image of the Broadway grind houses – those theatres whose fall from grace Barber implicitly figures in terms of a turn towards not only Spanish-language and exploitation films but also the local Latino audiences who frequent the area. This overlap of historically and nationally marginalised theatres localised in an older neighbourhood, spatially and temporally distanced from the newer multiplexes built elsewhere in the American film capital, invites the question of who is left out of traditional cinema histories, and how the interrelation of imagination and cultural memory can productively address such inequalities. Indeed, the diverse connotations that fans and non-fans hold about 
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historically  worthless and historically  priceless texts/experiences open up when we start to consider memory as an ongoing labour performed by media producers, users and industries whose motives for nostalgically revaluing the past seldom neatly overlap. In this respect, the former fare of those Broadway grind houses recalls a larger history of disparities – criss-crossed by capital, technology and niche audiences – raised by Robert Rodriguez’s fake  Machete trailer which originated as part of  Grindhouse and later became reworked to publicise the 2010 feature film of the same name. 

As noted in the preceding chapters, the trailer has become one of the quintessential elements of film marketing in the convergence era, offering viewers a means of accessing and ‘pre-reading’ a film’s content across multiple platforms and technologies. Their fragmentary nature allows trailers to flow across borders with relatively little effort on the part of media producers, as they are often picked up and dispersed by eager fans through blogs and social networking sites, potentially reaching far larger numbers of global viewers than television spots or theatrically released promos. At the same time, however, many ‘official’ trailers remain products of multinational media conglomerates operated from media capitals, such as Hollywood or Hong Kong, whose reach extends far beyond a single nation’s borders.7 Since the deregulation period of the 1980s, the major Hollywood studios have all become holdings of such conglomerates, potentially undercutting notions of ‘American cinema’ as necessarily tied to national/cultural sovereignty. As Andrew Higson argues, all cinema is inherently transnational, since ‘the degree of cultural cross-breeding and interpenetration, not only across borders but also within them, suggests that modern cultural formations are invariably hybrid and impure’.8 Given their fragmentary, highly mobile nature, and the fact that they become a prospective part of a film’s consumption even before the main text itself is available for purchase, trailers represent a popularly circulating media form that can blur the traditional understandings of shared spatiality and temporality upon which a concept like ‘the nation’ 

is built. 

While trailers would seemingly be quite ephemeral (with several different versions often appearing over the course of a publicity campaign), they persist indefinitely via digital technologies, whether archived on to DVDs and Blu-rays or easily locatable through a web search. Forming an archive of marketing strategies (and, for some fans, an archive of emotions connected to memories of past trailer viewings), the persistence of trailers capitalises on the value of historicity itself. Typically requiring considerable financial investment by film producers and distributors, and provoking 
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varying levels of emotional investment by fans, trailers provide lingering traces of capital’s historical attempts to solicit consumers. Similarly, much as trailers offer an intensified compression of a film’s narrative (in terms of events and of duration), they also offer intensified and compressed signifiers of the nation from which the advertised film apparently originated. 

As vehicles for promoting new products as part of a nation’s longer history of film production, trailers play a crucial role in announcing how nations imagine themselves on-screen and how they position their creative industries on the global stage. Since national narratives are implicitly encoded into the fictional narratives of commercial films, both are promoted in tandem through the abbreviated and hyperactive pleasures offered by the trailer form. Yet, like national ideologies, trailers typically promise more than the featured film can possibly deliver. 

The product of a Mexican American film-maker who began his professional career with  El Mariachi (1992), a low-budget, border-set action film originally intended for the Spanish-language DTV exploitation market, Rodriguez’s original  Machete  trailer may have begun as part of a major (off-)Hollywood film but it draws inspiration from action cinema’s ‘minor’ 

mode, which is typically more ‘transnational in industrial composition and highly variable in mode of address’ by appearing on home video and in a handful of Spanish-language theatres.9 On the level of its present-set plot, the  Machete trailer also depicts a violent (if tongue-in-cheek) story about the potential implications of unforeseen border crossings, particularly around the controversially porous United States–Mexico border. ‘Machete’ (Danny Trejo), a former member of the Mexican Federal Police, illegally in the United States as a day labourer, is hired by a mysterious Anglo-American businessman (Jeff Fahey) to assassinate a senator; after being double-crossed and almost killed, Machete turns action hero and hunts down his former employers who ‘fucked with the wrong Mexican’ (as the narrator growls). The film most clearly recalls the ethnically marked (anti-)heroes of blaxploitation films, including the magnification of potentially stereotypical traits involved in framing race as a retributive motivator of violent action, while also filtered through a distinctly Mexican sensibility that has remained a minor presence in the larger exploitation film corpus. 

Though the trailer is clearly intended as a humorous commentary on ongoing American debates about ‘illegal’ immigration, its retro style recalls an earlier period of film-making; the ‘Rated X’ logo that marks the trailer’s end, for example, recalls the years between 1968 and 1990, when the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) still used the ‘X’ 

rating. The trailer is thus particularly interesting because of its conscious 
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self-stylisation as an object already loaded with a number of existing histories – from past histories of the exploitation film as a mode of production and exhibition, to histories of nationalism and racial exploitation across the contact zones between the United States and Mexico. In other words, the trailer’s simulated signs of prior use recall the very longevity of the political tensions embedded within its narrative cues, though its nostalgic ode to the brazen political incorrectness of the outmoded exploitation film is perhaps unsuccessful in distancing the trailer from its present imbrica-tion in a capitalist commodity culture premised upon actual exploitation. 

Indeed, the American exploitation industry’s own use of international co-productions and negative pick-ups has long allowed American producers and distributors to inexpensively acquire films made cheaply outside the United States under the sort of exploitative, non-unionised working conditions that have been endemic to the unequal relationship between so-called First and Third World nations.10 Even if this trailer is ‘fake’ (or at least  was, until  Machete became a feature film in its own right), it still served as a promotional tool for the heavily marketed (off-)Hollywood production   Grindhouse, even following Rodriguez’s film-within-a-film Planet Terror to DVD and Blu-ray before being partially repurposed to promote the standalone  Machete feature. 

National history, film history and mythic visions of the cinematic past merge uneasily in Rodriguez’s trailer but, because these histories are heavily mediated, it can become difficult to cleanly separate any sense of historical ‘authenticity’ from cinematic flights of fancy. The trailer raises the very real issue of racially charged nationalism along the United States–Mexico border: as the businessman tells Machete, ‘illegal aliens such as yourself are being forced out of our country [the United States] 

at an alarming rate’, so the senator’s death is supposedly ‘for the good of both our people’. Coming from a proudly Mexican American film-maker, Machete’s eventual vengeance against the businessman is thus figured as not simply personal but as a defiant assertion of Mexican nationalism in the face of the capitalist exploitation of underclass labourers lacking legal recourse to challenge their subordination – as suggested by the trailer’s image of an army of Latinos wielding machetes (Figure C.1), a tool potentially used in underpaid garden work for the aesthetic benefit of affluent white Americans. In the American national imagination, Mexico represents a sort of repressed otherness ‘as an uncanny figure for the United States because the continental proximity of the two countries and their shared revolutionary histories make them estranged national neighbors’.11 With its images of bloody uprisings and assassinations set against state capitol buildings, the  Machete trailer thereby explicitly recalls a sort 

[image: Image 22]
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Figure C.1  The image of machete-wielding Latino immigrants – led into retributive action by Danny Trejo’s eponymous character in the original  Machete trailer – raised white supremacist paranoia about a coming ‘race war’ and led to mild controversy over the use of Texas state film subsidies. (Source: DVD.) of revolutionary violence as justice for the conditions faced by undocumented workers. 

Esteban del Río argues that these appeals to sensational spectacle sati-rise the recurrent xenophobia of ‘Brown Peril’ discourses, because ‘[t]he ridiculousness of  Machete fits in rather well with the far-fetched claims of reverse racism toward whites that characterize the current discourse of difference on the right’.12 I would also suggest that retrosploitation’s uneasy mix of earnestness and ironic self-awareness are addressed to a racially indeterminate viewer ideally well aware of the tongue-in-cheek tone that itself straddles borders between the not-so-mutually exclusive bounds of sincerity and irony, making difficult any blanket claims about the political valence of its reception. Yet, even though the trailer implicitly mocks how social conservatives often portray illegal immigration as a threat to US economic resources and national sovereignty, the issue is ironically raised here within a form simulating a pre-1990s period of film history when Hollywood’s  own position as a media capital was seemingly less threatened by potential competitors lurking beyond the United States’s national borders. 

Though the  Machete trailer is modelled after other exploitation film trailers that primarily promote American capitalist interests on a basic level in trying to sell a cheaply made product to the broadest possible audience, it still speaks to serious concerns felt by many within the Latino American community today. It is notable that once  Machete broke free from its positioning as a fake trailer situated within the larger  Grindhouse  omnibus film, its trailer for a stand-alone film was first leaked online with a filmed 
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preface featuring Machete ominously implying that the following violence was ‘a special Cinco de Mayo message . . . to Arizona!’ This allusion to Arizona Senate Bill 1070, the harsh anti-immigration bill passed into state law less than two weeks earlier in April 2010, created free publicity for the film, as far-right conservatives decried the trailer for supposedly inciting a coming ‘race war’ while being produced with Texas state film subsidies.13 

Because this new trailer was now promoting a feature-length film that could narratively elaborate upon the politics of the original (fake) trailer in far greater detail than was initially allowable by the constraints of the short form, Rodriguez could thus expand the stakes of his political engagement. 

While taking this explicitly political turn became one more exploitable element for drawing in potential viewers (including Latino audiences typically underserved by Hollywood films), it also brings exploitative national histories to bear in ways not often seen in commercial genre cinema. 

In addition to travelling quickly and easily across borders, albeit promoting national ideologies and industries along the way, the trailer as a paratextual form does not lay out a linear plot summary or a strictly self-contained overview; instead, the non-linear and fragmentary qualities of trailers offer multiple points of access, cuing viewers’ imaginations to prospectively fill in the gaps between such intriguing images. The trailer, like the nation itself, can be entered at many different points, despite its creators’ inevitably partial efforts to control how people gain access to it. 

The  Machete trailer thus potentially reflects issues of illicit border crossings in both form and content which is especially ironic at a time when trailers are allowed to circulate online and elsewhere more freely, whereas legal copyright control over intellectual property remains more rigorously policed than ever. The logic of media convergence is internally conflicted between media producers encouraging viewers to actively participate by appropriating and reworking legally protected properties, yet setting unclear limits on how viewers can make use of such material without violating copyright law.14 The original,  fake  Machete trailer, for example, is embedded (and legally expected to remain) within a larger copyrighted work, so it is more strongly protected than the  real trailer for the later feature film, despite the latter trailer’s greater economic importance in promoting the realised  Machete feature around the world. Nevertheless, both trailers have circulated widely, whether in bootleg or officially sanctioned forms, owing to the desires of globally dispersed fans taking advantage of the same high-speed information networks that allow for the functioning of transnational capital. 

By inevitably crossing borders with varying degrees of legality, these two trailers point towards the arbitrary limits placed upon national bounda-
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ries, industrial practices and legal restrictions upheld by the state. Like loudly voiced concerns about bodies illegally crossing borders (such as long-standing fears about drug and arms trafficking between the United States and Mexico), media corporations and trade organisations routinely voice concerns about media products illegally travelling across borders, especially through piracy. Yet, as Barbara Klinger argues, piracy is not necessarily antithetical to the work of media producers because it ‘helps to maintain a visibility and desire for Hollywood cinema in corners of the world that might lack access to viable film outlets or be more strongly defined than they already are by indigenous films or other popular national cinemas on the global stage’.15 We might similarly argue that labouring bodies crossing national borders are not substantial threats to American capitalism, since ‘illegal’ immigrants, such as those who head north to evade US-run  maquiladoras in the Mexican borderlands, still contribute to the United States economy through taxes and support of local businesses in their adopted homes. While industry groups like the MPAA may rhetorically equate piracy with anti-American violence and organised crime, the multiple histories and rhetorics of violence raised by seemingly disposable paratexts like the  Machete trailers suggest how violence (both actual and mediated)  always  struggles to contain cultural entities (people, texts, industries and so on) that invariably elude control. This is particularly ironic, however, because, in styling themselves after the look and feel of a pre-1990 exploitation film,  Machete’s trailers recall a period before the 1989 signing of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) which ‘signaled the arrival of an era in which open borders would be essential to the region’s prosperity’ as goods and services could flow more easily between the United States, Mexico, and Canada.16 In loosening trade restrictions, largely according to American wishes, NAFTA may have allowed transnational media corporations to exert greater economic influence throughout the continent but the agreement ultimately complicated their degree of control over the possible  uses of their increasingly mobile products. As I have noted in this study, however, the very marginality of exploitation films, in particular, has allowed them sometimes to enter an indistinct copyright domain not strictly policed by conglomerates – especially by moving across national territories and video formats – thus exemplifying how historically contingent such textual afterlives can truly be. 

If trailers position national ideologies and self-images upon the global stage, the  Machete trailers present the United States as remembering cinematic and racial histories of exploitation that cannot be solely consigned to the past. These trailers figure the borderlands as not only a contested space between Mexico and the United States but also between past and 
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present, with nationalism playing out in conflicting ways therein. Much like the simulated scratches and discoloration that seem to have done significant damage to the film print itself, the reciprocally supporting concepts of ‘nation’ and ‘history’ show their cracks in  Machete’s vision of retribution undertaken by those who still suffer from the imposition of national borders upon an imagined region ( Aztlán) that was their originary claim. If these trailers – like all trailers – nevertheless implicitly promote an ostensibly ‘national’ cinema, then perhaps their overt emphasis on violence and spectacle reflects the threat of subordination lurking at the heart of American exceptionalism and US-based capitalist interests. Those who refuse to accept the ‘sovereign’ rights of state and capital become the marginalised and the ‘fucked with’ (to use the trailer’s apt phrasing). 

Yet, as a tool of transnational capital,  Machete’s trailers can perhaps go only so far, limiting this playful revenge fantasy to the realm of the adolescent imagination. That is, the trailers’ anachronistic look can also suggest that this violent fantasy is ultimately insufficient as a viable answer to the political exigencies faced by Latinos today, except as nostalgically remembered traces of Mexico and the United States’ revolutionary pasts. 

Importantly, then, as I have argued in these final chapters, the possible perception of simulated pastness as a marker of cultural fantasies too outdated to be taken seriously is one of the major obstacles facing the progressive potential in any retrosploitation film. Consequently, the streak of pathos recalled in the deliberately archaic retro film receives part of its affective resonance from the sympathetic viewer’s recognition that such politicised fantasies may be unlikely ever to bleed over from the film-historical imaginary into real-world efficacy – although whether this sensed disparity between actual and imagined action is an impediment or an incentive towards productive political participation by fans remains a tantalising question. 

Unlike undocumented workers, such as Machete himself, trailers are openly encouraged by transnational media conglomerates to do their work wherever they can, facing few detriments for travelling across borders. 

Placed in the service of capital’s global reach, the  Machete trailers may point towards contradictions in the American national project but their paratextual uses as promotional tools may offer less of a coherent challenge to the nation than yet more commodifiable fragments which can be subsumed into a nationalistic sense of archived history. In this sense, their simulated pastness seemingly signals a speedy relegation into the realm of older cinematic material being repurposed on to newer digital video formats as marketable containers of nostalgia for the United States’ 

ever-growing cinematic heritage. Nevertheless, reducing the  Machete 
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trailers’ evocation of so many unresolved historical and political tensions to a simple case of ideological co-optation would merely reproduce the common belief that nostalgia is necessarily conservative – an idea that I have repeatedly tried to dispel in this book. Instead, accounting for the multivalent uses of nostalgia – even when anxiously coexisting within the same text, consumption site or fan culture – remains a valuable task for any scholar scanning a media object’s possible horizon of reception. 

As I have demonstrated, the taste valuations linked to pastness raise the political stakes of interpretation and circulation in contemporary film and video culture, providing lessons for media study beyond simply revising our understanding of exploitation cinema’s ongoing appeal. This book has been, in one sense, an archaeology of recent mnemonic uses of exploitation cinema’s past. In another sense, however, these case studies have evoked the social implications of intrapersonal and interpersonal desires existing among niche consumer cultures that are both linked together and separated from each other on the basis of contested memories. Likewise, as much as these chapters have focused on the remembered sites of media consumption, they have also broached the shifting role of materiality in digital culture, which will no doubt remain a topic of concern for future studies of emergent and residual media. 

Yet, when it comes to the specific texts under consideration in this study, one of the largest open questions is how their reception will change with the accumulation of more historical distance (and attendant claims to subcultural capital) from their period of (re)entering the marketplace. 

That is, when  Grindhouse or  Machete are no longer retro-styled products of the quite recent past but, rather, come to occupy the more nebulous gulf of time currently shared by their historical referents, how will future audiences respond to their self-conscious interplay of pastness and presentness? These films may never be wholly mistaken for their cinematic predecessors (nor has that ever really been their goal) but, whether viewed on a new technology which we cannot yet foresee or on the residual technology that Blu-ray will one day become, they may indeed help us acutely recognise ‘the historicity of our feelings’ at a particular moment in time.17 Will these films and video objects be understood as symptomatic of our society’s former fears about the impending demise of cinema/

celluloid/tape/physicality altogether, or just another in a long series of historical spasms over shifts in our technologies of memory? At the risk of upholding a conveniently linear thread of historical rationalisation, I would cautiously veer towards the latter explanation, even as I still cherish my carefully arranged DVD collection, my obscure VHS tapes, and the battered shipping label that sits framed above my desk as I write these 
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words – a surviving piece of ephemera reminding me that a 35 mm print of Kung Fu: The Punch of Death (1974) played at the Empire theatre on 42nd Street in December 1982, two weeks before I was born. 
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APPENDIX

Selected Filmography and 

Videography of Retrosploitation 

Media

Feature Films

 Back to the Beach (Lyndall Hobbs, 1987) I’m Gonna Git You Sucka (Keenan Ivory Wayans, 1988) Matinee (Joe Dante, 1993)

 Ed Wood (Tim Burton, 1994)

 Pulp Fiction (Quentin Tarantino, 1994) Teenage Tupelo (John Michael McCarthy, 1995) From Dusk Till Dawn (Robert Rodriguez, 1996) 5 Dead on the Crimson Canvas (Joseph F. Parda, 1996) Original Gangstas (Larry Cohen, 1996)

 Mystery Science Theater 3000: The Movie (Jim Mallon, 1996) Boogie Nights (Paul Thomas Anderson, 1997) The Bloody Ape (Keith J. Crocker, 1997) Jackie Brown (Quentin Tarantino, 1997) I Woke Up Early the Day I Died (Aris Iliopulos, 1998) Psycho Beach Party (Robert Lee King, 2000) The Corpse Grinders 2 (Ted V. Mikels, 2000) The Double-D Avenger (William Winkler, 2001) Satan Was a Lady (Doris Wishman, 2001) Pandora Peaks (Russ Meyer, 2001)

 The Lost Skeleton of Cadavra (Larry Blamire, 2001) CQ (Roman Coppola, 2001)

 Blood Feast 2: All U Can Eat (Herschell Gordon Lewis, 2002) Mark of the Astro-Zombies (Ted V. Mikels, 2002) Dildo Heaven (Doris Wishman, 2002)

 Baadasssss!  (Mario Van Peebles, 2003) House of 1000 Corpses (Rob Zombie, 2003) The Manson Family (Jim Van Bebber, 2003) Killer Drag Queens on Dope (Lazar Saric, 2003) Lustful Addiction (Erin Brown, 2003)

 Kill Bill, Vol. 1 (Quentin Tarantino, 2003) Kill Bill, Vol. 2 (Quentin Tarantino, 2004)

 

appendix 259

 Bettie Page: Dark Angel (Nico B., 2004) Frog-g-g!  (Cody Jarrett, 2004)

 The Seduction of Misty Mundae (Michael Raso, 2004) Suburban Secrets (Joe Sarno, 2004)

 Pervert!  (Jonathan Yudis, 2005)

 The Notorious Bettie Page (Mary Harron, 2005) Reefer Madness: The Movie Musical (Andy Fickman, 2005) The Devil’s Rejects (Rob Zombie, 2005) Chaos (David DeFalco, 2005)

 Black Snake Moan (Craig Brewer, 2006)

 Grindhouse (Robert Rodriguez, Eli Roth, Quentin Tarantino, Edgar Wright, Rob Zombie, 2007)

 Planet Terror (Robert Rodriguez, 2007) Death Proof (Quentin Tarantino, 2007)

 Sukiyaki Western Django (Miike Takashi, 2007) Viva (Anna Biller, 2007)

 Welcome to the Jungle (Jonathan Hensleigh, 2007) Finishing the Game: The Search for a New Bruce Lee (Justin Lin, 2007) Black Devil Doll (Jonathan Lewis, 2007) Chantal (Tony Marsiglia, 2007)

 Each Time I Kill (Doris Wishman, 2007) Hell Ride (Larry Bishop, 2008)

 Beyond the Dunwich Horror (Richard Griffin, 2008) Blitzkrieg: Escape from Stalag 69 (Keith J. Crocker, 2008) Endless Orgy for the Goddess of Perversion (Trace Burroughs, 2008) The Machine Girl (Iguchi Noboru, 2008) Sex Galaxy (Mike Davis, 2008)

 Sugar Boxx (Cody Jarrett, 2009)

 Smash Cut (Lee Demarbre, 2009)

 Dead Hooker in a Trunk (Jen and Sylvia Soska, 2009) The House of the Devil (Ti West, 2009) Stuck!  (Steve Balderson, 2009)

 Blood Moon Rising (Brian Skiba, 2009)

 The Minstrel Killer (Michael Fredianelli, 2009) The Lost Skeleton Returns Again (Larry Blamire, 2009) Death Stop Holocaust (Justin Russell, 2009) Amer (Hélène Cattet and Bruno Forzani, 2009) Modus Operandi (Frankie Latina, 2009)

 Mutilation Mile (Ron Atkins, 2009)

 Bitch Slap (Rick Jacobson, 2009)

 Black Dynamite (Scott Sanders, 2009)

 Nun of That (Richard Griffin, 2009)

 Run! Bitch Run!  (Joseph Guzman, 2009) Hora (Reinert Kiil, 2009)
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 The Uh-Oh Show (Herschell Gordon Lewis, 2009) Dead Snow (Tommy Wirkola, 2009)

 Samurai Avenger: The Blind Wolf (Mitsutake Kurando, 2009) Machete (Robert Rodriguez and Ethan Maniquis, 2010) Ticked-Off Trannies With Knives (Israel Luna, 2010) Sharktopus (Declan O’Brien, 2010)

 Nude Nuns with Big Guns (Joseph Guzman, 2010) Beyond the Black Rainbow (Panos Cosmatos, 2010) El Monstro del Mar!  (Stuart Simpson, 2010) Hobo with a Shotgun (Jason Eisener, 2011) Cherry Bomb (Kyle Day, 2011)

 Shriek of the Sasquatch!  (Steve Sessions, 2011) Manborg (Steven Kostanski, 2011)

 Rat Scratch Fever (Jeff Leroy, 2011)

 Chillerama (Adam Green, Joe Lynch, Bear McCreary, Adam Rifkin, Tim Sullivan, 2011)

 Father’s Day (Adam Brooks, Jeremy Gillespie, Matt Kennedy, Steven Kostanski, Conor Sweeney, 2011)

 Dear God No!  (James Bickert, 2011)

 The Disco Exorcist (Richard Griffin, 2011) Climb It, Tarzan!  (Jared Masters, 2011) A Cadaver Christmas (Joe Zerull, 2011) The Victim (Michael Biehn, 2011)

 The Sleeper (Justin Russell, 2012)

 Casa de mi Padre (Matt Piedmont, 2012) The Ghastly Love of Johnny X (Paul Bunnell, 2012) Bloody Bloody Bible Camp (Vito Trabucco, 2012) The Man with the Iron Fists (RZA, 2012) Iron Sky (Timo Vuorensola, 2012)

 Berberian Sound Studio (Peter Strickland, 2012) The Lords of Salem (Rob Zombie, 2012)

 Bring Me the Head of the Machine Gun Woman (Ernesto Díaz Espinoza, 2012) Girls Against Boys (Austin Chick, 2012) 8 Reels of Sewage (Jared Masters, 2012) Crack Whore (Lance Polland, 2012)

 Sushi Girl (Kern Saxton, 2012)

 Lovelace (Rob Epstein and Jeffrey Friedman, 2013) Machete Kills (Robert Rodriguez, 2013) Big Hair, Long Lashes (Jared Masters, 2013) The Green Inferno (Eli Roth, 2013)

 The Strange Colour of Your Body’s Tears (Hélène Cattet and Bruno Forzani, 2013) Snap Shot (Frankie Latina, 2014)
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Feature-length Documentaries

 Drive-In Madness! (Tim Ferrante, 1987) Sex and Buttered Popcorn (Sam Harrison, 1989) On the Trail of Ed Wood (Michael Copner, 1990) The Legend of Dolemite (Foster V. Corder, 1994) Ed Wood: Look Back in Angora (Ted Newsom, 1994) Schlock! The Secret History of American Movies (Ray Greene, 2001) Mau Mau Sex Sex (Ted Bonnitt, 2001)

 Drive-in Movie Memories (Kurt Kuenne, 2001) Coffin Joe: The Strange World of José Mojica Marins (André Barcinski and Ivan Finotti, 2001)

 Baadasssss Cinema (Isaac Julien, 2002) Inside Deep Throat (Fenton Bailey and Randy Barbato, 2005) American Stag (Benjamin Meade, 2006)

 Going to Pieces: The Rise and Fall of the Slasher Film (J. Albert Bell, Rachel Belofsky, Michael Derek Bohusz, 2006)

 Spine Tingler! The William Castle Story (Jeffery Schwarz, 2007) Triple X Selects: The Best of Lezsploitation (Michelle Johnson, 2007) Not Quite Hollywood: The Wild, Untold Story of Ozploitation! (Mark Hartley, 2008)

 The Wild World of Ted V. Mikels (Kevin Sean Michaels, 2008) Best Worst Movie (Michael Stephenson, 2009) Popatopolis (Clay Westervelt, 2009)

 American Grindhouse (Elijah Drenner, 2010) Video Nasties: Moral Panic, Censorship, and Videotape (Jake West, 2010) Machete Maidens Unleashed!  (Mark Hartley, 2010) Herschell Gordon Lewis: The Godfather of Gore (Frank Henenlotter and Jimmy Maslon, 2010)

 Corman’s World: Exploits of a Hollywood Rebel (Alex Stapleton, 2011) Dad Made Dirty Movies (Jordan Todorov, 2011) Films of Fury: The Kung Fu Movie Movie (Andrew Corvey and Andrew W. 

Robinson, 2011)

 Screaming in High Heels: The Rise and Fall of the Scream Queen Era (Jason Paul Collum, 2011)

 I Am Bruce Lee (Pete McCormack, 2012)

 Bettie Page Reveals All!  (Mark Mori, 2012) Eurocrime! The Italian Cop and Gangster Films That Ruled the ’70s (Mike Malloy, 2012)

 Slice and Dice: The Slasher Film Forever (Calum Waddell, 2012) The Sarnos: A Life in Dirty Movies (Wiktor Ericsson, 2013) Going Attractions: The Definitive Story of the American Drive-In Movie (April Wright, 2013)

 Adjust Your Tracking: The Untold Story of the VHS Collector (Dan M. Kinem and Levi Peretic, 2013)
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 Rewind This!  (Josh Johnson, 2013)

 That’s Sexploitation!  (Frank Henenlotter, 2013) That Guy Dick Miller (Elijah Drenner, 2014) The Creep Behind the Camera (Pete Schuermann, 2014) Plastic Movies Rewound: The Story of the ’80s Home Video Boom (Mike Malloy, 2014)

 Electric Boogaloo: The Wild, Untold Story of Cannon Films (Mark Hartley, 2014) 42nd Street Memories: The Rise and Fall of America’s Most Notorious Street (Calum Waddell, 2014)

Short Films, Web Series and Music Videos

RZA – ‘Tragedy’ (RZA, 1997)

Beastie Boys – ‘Body Movin’’ (MCA, 1998)

 Black XXX-Mas (Pieter Van Hees, 1999)

 Roxanna (Ted W. Crestview, 2002)

 Pleasures of a Woman (Ted W. Crestview, 2002) New York Wildcats (Johnny Crash, 2005) Muse – ‘Knights of Cydonia’ (Joseph Kahn, 2006) Tales of Times Square (Paul Stone, 2006) Trailers from Hell (Joe Dante, et al., 2007–present) Foxxy Madonna vs the Black Death (Jakob Bilinski, 2007) Treevenge (Jason Eisener, 2008)

 Stephen Romano’s Shock Festival (Stephen Romano, Victor Bonacore, Michael Gingold, Richard Griffin, compilation, 2009)

‘ABSOLUT Lemon Drop’ (Traktor, 2010)

Lady Gaga – ‘Telephone’ (Jonas Akerlund, 2010) Mother Superior: Let There Be Lead (Matthew Scott Johnston, 2010) Thy Kill Be Done (Greg Hanson and Casey Regan, 2010) Missing Reel (Kurt Loyd and David Walker, 2010) Lost Trailer Park: Never Coming Attractions (Chris LaMartina, 2010–11) Wu-Tang vs the Golden Phoenix (RZA, 2011) Mike Pecci’s Grindhouse Shorts (Mike Pecci, compilation, 2011) I Was a Teenage Werebear (Tim Sullivan, 2011) Sisters of No Mercy (Joseph R. Lewis and Lew Ojeda, 2011) Astron-6 (Adam Brooks, Jeremy Gillespie, Matt Kennedy, Steven Kostanski, Conor Sweeney, compilation, 2011)

 The Mercury Men (Christopher Preska, 2011) Daddy Cross (Evrim Ersoy, James Pearcey, Russell Would, 2012) Television Series

 Joe Bob Briggs’s Drive-In Theater (The Movie Channel, 1987–96) Mystery Science Theater 3000 (KTMA/Comedy Central/Sci-Fi Channel, 1988–99)

 Rebel Highway (Showtime, 1994)
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 MonsterVision (TNT, 1996–2000)

 Creature Features (Cinemax, 2001)

 Look Around You (BBC2, 2002–05)

 Garth Marenghi’s Darkplace (Channel 4, 2004) Black Dynamite (Adult Swim, 2012– )

Video Games

 House of the Dead: Overkill (Headstrong Games, 2009) Call of Duty: Black Ops (‘Call of the Dead’ episode) (Treyarch, 2011) Lollipop Chainsaw (Grasshopper Manufacture, 2012)
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