Sensi and Sensibility

“Marijuana is a more dangerous drug than heroin or cocaine. It still adheres to old word traditions of murder, assault, rape, physical demoralization and mental breakdown!” – Scientific American, 1938.

Such panic-inducing propaganda proliferated the pages of nineteen-thirties American newsprint. Wild, unscientific rants guaranteed to cause sleepless nights to anguished parents, while unintentionally arousing the curiosity of the younger generation were a-plenty in the media of the day. Long before Americans were paranoid with the threat of finding ‘Reds under their beds’, marijuana was the latest unspeakable scourge from foreign sands, a foul narcotic corrupting the youth of its great country. Innocent hemp workers were starting to worry, and the growing fears quickly led to the creation of the Marijuana Transfer Tax Act in 1937, which imposed harsh strictures on the growing and use of the plant. The bill largely passed through the efforts an over-zealous civil servant called Harry J. Anslinger and ‘evidence’ from the right-wing newspaper headlines of William Randolph Hearst.

It was during this particular climate of American paranoia that the cult anti-drug propaganda movie Tell Your Children (1936) was unleashed upon the country to save its children from the terror of the munchies, to show concerned parents how this drug menace was the “real public enemy number one!” Financed by a small, yet earnest church group, the movie revealed the ‘true’ horrors of the demon weed, and its incredible, uncanny ability to transform well-adjusted youngsters into uncontrollable, horny and ultimately murderous dope fiends who constantly twitch with laughter and listen to lascivious sounds called jazz.

A smart film producer named Dwain Esper (Narcotic, Marihuana, Maniac) quickly acquired the rights, cut in a few more salacious moments and slapped on a sensational title. This new version dubbed Reefer Madness was an underground exploitation smash, making Esper a small fortune, though after some years the movie fell into relative filmic obscurity.

However, the title was kept in the public domain, and so was able to be cheaply revived in the early seventies by Keith Stroup, founder of NORML  (National Organization for Reform of Marijuana Laws). He bought a print of the movie for a mere $297, cleaned it up and started showing it at pro-pot festivals. The response was of course heady, with Reefer Madness tea parties spreading throughout the land.

The growing hype of this weed epic, found prints being peddled around college campuses for the ironic entertainment of students who were happily toaking-away during smoky midnight screenings. The church groups of the thirties were at least right about the uncontrollable laughter, though it was of their film causing riotous behaviour in cinema seats.

This year, the ‘cult of cannabis’ will find thousands more skinning-up in giggly joy, celebrating the release of Reefer Madness: The Musical, based upon the stage production that ran for many years in both LA and Off-Broadway, winning a whole mantelpiece of awards. That show grew into a phenomenon almost overnight, with hoards of fans dressing as zombies, smoking joints and waving lighters in appropriate rock opera fashion. The new movie version looks set to cause a similar response.

Playing like a stoned, bastard lovechild of the Rocky Horror Picture Show and Little Shop Of Horrors, the film follows the original story of Reefer Madness very closely, sharing many plot details and character names. It opens in stark black and white, with Alan Cummings player a traveling lecturer, pedagogically preaching a deadly warning against the dangers of the demon dope to the members of a jaw-dropping PTA. He actually shows them a 16mm educational movie (suitably titled Tell Your Children), a story which reveals the tragic tale of wholesome teens Jimmy (Christian Campbell) and Mary Lane (Kristen Bell) whose lives are wrecked by the killer weed. Jack (Steven Weber) is the cause of their demise, a drug-dealing pencil-mustachioed spiv who pushes pot onto the youth of their all-American suburban town circa 1936. He quickly turns honest, respectable prep-boy Jimmy into a crazed, quivering and gibbering ganja fiend. Drug addiction leads not only to French kissing in Reefer Madness: The Musical, but also pre-marital sex, joy-riding, robbery of a church’s poor box and eventually murder. 

Fantastical musical numbers are used throughout the motion picture to tell its story, with song and dance routines that explode with Technicolor glory. Polynesian jungle orgies, ice cream parlor swing-jazz jives, wild sex parties, dancing prisoners and their wardens, a psychedelic animated sequence, flesh-eating reefer zombies and even a Tom Jones-style singing Jesus fill the screen with wild abandonment. The movie is nothing short of a riot, a wicked blending of John Waters' gross humour and sentiment, Richard O’Brien’s warped rock ‘n’ roll, Busby Berkeley’s aerial photography, and Vincente Minnelli’s razzle-dazzle.

At the 2005 Sundance Film Festival, director Andy Fickman is like an excitable schoolchild after receiving a rapturous reception to his premiere of Reefer Madness: The Musical. Since we are deep in the heart of Mormonland, Utah – arguably America’s most puritanical state where sentences are heavy for drug offences - perhaps wisely, there are no celebratory joints being passed around the green room. Even the beer is only 3% proof, just in case.

Certainly, this is an ironic setting for a movie that parodies the American paranoia surrounding marijuana. In fact, so concerned with facing problems from the US government during filming, production took place in Canada. However, even working in that modestly more progressive-thinking country, the team still found problems with the authorities, though ultimately they were amusing difficulties.

“Originally we did ask if we could use real marijuana plants and it actually went through the government,” Andy recalls, surprised their request was taken seriously at all. “People were having all these conversations, but then they eventually told us they didn’t think it was a good idea. Apparently they were ‘concerned the cast and crew would smoke it.’”

Perhaps this was of the reasons that boarder guards made such rigorous searches of Neve Campbell, Steven Weber and Alan Cumming as they entered Canada. Having heard of the filming of a movie entitled Reefer Madness, it seems they were greatly concerned that actors may have been “bringing the props back and forth.” 

For the musical orgy number, the crew had built a giant facsimile of a Turkish hookah, very psychedelic with a plethora of water pipes emerging from its belly like an oversized octopus. One day, the prop department was driving it to the set in a pick-up truck and the police pulled them over, wanting to know exactly what they were transporting.

“The driver didn’t think too much about what he was saying, “ explains Andy, “and went, ‘ oh well, you know, it’s just a giant hookah.’ So the cops pulled it out and I reckon they thought he was on the way to the biggest pot party in the history of Canada. But they finally let them go.”

Maybe the cop would have been correct in his suspicion. For what was the reaction from the cast upon hearing of such occurrences?

“We had a good chuckle,” laughs Andy, “and then we rolled a fatty.” 

However, the director is certainly prepared for any serious controversy that his filmic tale of drugs and debauchery may bring. The original stage musical outraged many social and religious groups, finding one Catholic league of decencies placing the production in their Top Ten “don’t go see these shows.” Though as Andy giggles, “we countered it by winning that year’s prestigious High Times’ ‘Stony Awards’ for Best Theatrical Production.”

“Besides,” he notes, ”if the film does spark controversy and people are questioning something, then that’s exactly what we wanted it to do. I don’t’ think Reefer Madness should be a safe musical. When we were on stage, people would sometimes walk out of the theatre disgusted, muttering things like, ‘I can’t believe they did that’. I’d rather stir up those kinds of emotions than take the safe route. I think that art benefits from that.”

So Reefer Madness: The Musical is not merely an enjoyable, pro-marijuana movie. For Andy, who was also director of the stage production, although the film is a “big, fun Rocky Horror Picture Show musical comedy,” it really does set up a vast space for great satire. Clever, for the film could easily have been simply a parody of sensational journalism of the nineteen-thirties. Real headlines that are used in the film like “Kid Smoked Marijuana and Chopped Up Best Friend” are just plain funny -they send themselves up. Andy and the writers looked into contemporary America for their inspiration, with parallels to the current political climate quite obvious, especially with telling little references such as describing the President as a “reckless lunatic in the White House.” The film is surprisingly timely then.

“Reefer just happens to be a funny way in. You could make this racism madness or censorship madness; any number of politics that are hotbed issues. For me it’s a movie that begs you to question authority. Just because big government tells you that something is bad for you, a lot of the time that’s just not the case. We see that where we are spoon-fed something by the government and just accept it. We see that in the war today.”

Given the nature of watching both cult movies and drug movies, Reefer Madness: The Musical will certainly face marijuana-induced scrutiny. Celebratory defiance of outmoded drug laws will run spliff-in-hand with its release. For while it may not entirely be a pro-pot movie, when this film gets a DVD release, a mountain of the demon weed is definitely going up in smoke. Certainly during filming itself, people were so pleased with the efforts of the production that Andy and the cast were besieged with bags of ganja from a variety of sources.

“During the time we there, people would come up to us all the time handing us joints, at restaurants, on the street, during the auditions. On multiple occasions, auditioning actors would just pass us a joint and say, ‘I’d like to welcome you to Canada.’ With so much pot coming our way, we wondered whether we would have been better doing a film called ‘Gold And Diamond Madness’.”

Get it on, bang a bong, ‘cus reefer madness is coming to town.

Reefer Madness: The Musical is due to be broadcast on US cable channel Showtime in April, with a European theatrical release later in the year.

