TALES FROM THE CRAPPER:

Or how I learned to stop worrying and love head-crushings,

hard-bodied lesbians and zombie chickens!
"I wouldn't mind porking the hell out of Halle Berry," cackles Lloyd Kaufman. The conversation is rapidly descending into a succession of fart jokes and profanity. Things are getting stranger by the second.

Most Hollywood big shots have an entourage of personal assistants, bodyguards, a swarm of ass-lickers and a gaggle of "yes" men.  Mr. Lloyd Kaufman greets me with two scantily-clad nymphoid female film obsessives and a man in a rubber monster mask brandishing a janitor's mop. "I didn't bring a fluffer with me," he explains, my mouth open like a goldfish. I like him already.  This wise-cracking Jewish New Yorker is certainly not your typical studio head and film director.  Then again, neither is Troma your typical movie studio.

For thirty years, the Troma empire has been producing and distributing an eclectic mix of filmic art and entertainment.  They have brought to the screen such cult classics as The Toxic Avenger series, Class Of Nuke 'Em High, Rabid Grannies, Chopper Chicks In Zombietown and Bloodsucking Freaks. Theirs is a story of guerrilla filmmaking at its absolute cheapest, a low-budget struggle against the multi-conglomerate studio giants that would make even Roger Corman blush. Yet, with a prolific stream of science fiction, horror and comedy crossovers, they have consistently filled drive-in theatres, cinema screens and most successfully video stores. Well mostly.  Troma's story is not entirely the American Dream, more like the American Dream torn limb from limb.  With an iconic penchant for big-breasted hard-bodied lesbians, head-crushings, surfing nazis and rubber penis monsters, Troma have positioned themselves about as far from mainstream audiences a studio can go without getting arrested. Their persistent vision has produced a distinctive Troma style; an anarchic surreal playfulness of sex and violence that transcends the boundaries of genre and whose impact is like the wheels of a car on a small child's head. Literally, I'm not joking.  For the Troma style repels audiences as much as it attracts them. Whether because or in spite of this, through thirty years of maverick moviemaking, monsters and madness, Troma survives.  

Lloyd is here to celebrate with a seven-day retrospective as part of the Cardiff Screen Festival, and which he proudly acclaims, is showing Bertolucci and Tales From The Crapper on the same bill. The latter is the latest opus to escape from the Troma basement, a satire on the media, the process of filmmaking and a parody of the classic EC Comics of the fifties. It's also, as Lloyd eloquently articulates, "a pile of shite."  For this film is a wonderful example of how not to make a movie, a disaster of epic proportions that would even make Terry Gilliam on the set of Don Quixote wince. Tales From The Crapper is also "the first movie whose screenplay was entirely written AFTER the movie was photographed," so any ineptitude is perhaps not a surprise. Lloyd is holding an "unfocused" focus group on the work-in-progress print, to gauge audience reaction and hopefully save Troma from a financial disaster.

Tales From The Crapper is however a great example of the Troma ethos, a surreal blend of schlock and high art.  Originally the film began as two individual movies, a brave venture into the digital realm, an effort to further low-budget cinema by rewriting Lars Von Trier's Dogma '95 doctrine of filmmaking. "Dogma was a good step in the right direction for independent art, but Dogpile '95 takes it to the right place," explains Lloyd.  Unlike the darling of the intelligentsia, this Troma version is a rulebook of freedom and anarchy; where Dogma '95 sets restrictions to the filmmaker, Dogpile '95 allows anything, just so long as the film gets made and "doesn't suck." Unfortunately for Troma, the digital filmmakers hired to make the films "were jerks and had to be fired. The movies that they produced were a total mess," shrugs a despondent Lloyd, head buried in his hands and sobbing almost uncontrollably.  Undaunted, with ingenuity and a true maverick spirit, the films were re-edited into one full-length feature, introduced by Kaufman himself as the black plastic bag-wearing Crap Keeper.  Somehow a movie has been salvaged from the filmic scrapheap.

With such contempt for conventional means of storytelling, Troma have consistently divided critics.  The real reason suggests the Troma president is "economic blacklisting. Anyone who's making an independent film, unless they go through Miramax or one of the vassals of the major studios, the public will never see their work."  Equally, "some critics just can't see beyond the hard-bodied lesbians and the head-squashings. A lot of them think that film began with Star Wars. Some say to me, 'You know Lloyd, your films have such marvellous titles.' Well fuck you! What are you talking about?  Marvellous titles?  I've been making films for thirty years! The Cinemateque Francaise, the American Film Institute, the British Film Institute; they've all done major Troma seasons.  We've been honoured in Russia, China, all over the fucking world for our movies. Why don’t these people LOOK at these films!  They think they're giving me a compliment by saying, 'oh you have such marvellous titles, I love Surf Nazis Must Die.' Really, have you seen it? 'No.'"

Whether Troma leaves you screaming in ecstasy or groping for a vomit bag, it's certain that without film visionaries like Lloyd Kaufman and Michael Hertz, the filmic landscape would be a far bleaker one. Together, they have flown the Tromatic flag of independent cinema, and long may it fly. They will abide so long as they continue to produce the cinema of tomorrow, and the movies of the future. Here's to another thirty years. SFX loves you Toxie!

By Mark Berry
