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Introduction
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ABSTRACT
This special issue, ‘Canon Fodder: Reappraising Adult Cinema’s
Neglected Texts’, offers short readings of individual films worthy
of reclamation into an expanded canon of the adult film history.
Pornography’s belated inclusion into the field of film studies not
only occurred at a moment after the 1960s–1970s heyday of
genre criticism, but the genre’s political and aesthetic devaluation
has also stymied academic efforts to build a representative canon
of ‘great’ or ‘notable’ porn films. The authors included in this
issue, however, argue on behalf of specific films worthy of serious
consideration for their historical and aesthetic value, not just their
bodily appeals.
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In the inaugural issue of Porn Studies, Williams (2014) notes that the films explored in her
pioneering book Hard Core: Power, Pleasure, and the ‘Frenzy of the Visible’ (Williams 1989),
the first major study of pornography as a distinct cinematic genre in its own right,

have been taken by others to be canonical, but in fact they are simply the examples I chose
that were then available to me… through rentals in my local video stores. […] Not enough
consensus was built up around these films through criticism and recorded reactions to call
them canonical. (Williams 2014, 31)

Moreover, she argues, many subsequent studies have gravitated towards queer and/or
feminist pornographies, while largely neglecting the more dominant varieties of adult
cinema that have proven either harder to politically reclaim (heterosexual hardcore
forms) or generated little controversy among anti-porn feminists (softcore forms) (Williams
2014, 26 and 28). Although Williams influentially reframed the academic debate over
moving-image pornography by arguing that it should be approached and analyzed
with the rigour applied to other popular film genres, this avenue for future inquiry has
been limited by a notable elision in the critical groundwork laid in emerging studies of
other genres: a working canon of ‘great’ or ‘notable’ texts.

The reasons for this lacuna are both historical and disciplinary in nature. When porno-
graphy entered Film Studies in the wake of the 1980s ‘sex wars’, the heyday of 1960s–
1970s genre criticism had already passed, giving way to the various forms of ideological
criticism that, to their credit, immediately rendered pornography’s generic status more
of a political issue than an aesthetic one. For most academics, the very idea of actively con-
structing a generic ‘canon’ of pornography might imply uncritically endorsing the more
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regressive ideological implications of such films – a concern which, to offer a contrasting
example, did not stop the western (a genre premised on the actual historical genocide of
indigenous peoples) from becoming Film Studies’ first major object of generic criticism.
Also, in contrast to other popular genres like the western or the musical, the accumulated
corpus of pornographic films was simply less populous and less widely accessible, for both
legal and cultural reasons, during the 1960s–1970s boom in academic genre criticism.

However, when pornography eventually was admitted to the academy during the
home video era, scholarly discussions of the genre were seldom accompanied by an
attendant revaluing of its individual texts. Influential films like A Free Ride (A.Wise.Guy
1915) and Deep Throat (Damiano 1972) generated plenty of scholarly ink for their indus-
trial/cultural role in shaping the genre, while a few qualitatively superior works like The
Opening of Misty Beethoven (Metzger 1976) did likewise for seemingly proving the excep-
tion to the rule of porn’s implicitly understood aesthetic shortcomings. But when, for
example, a guidebook like Jim Holliday’s (1986, 185) exemplary (and, sadly, out of print)
Only the Best offers an ‘expert composite consensus’ list of the top-40 best adult films
(Figure 1), as assessed by the US adult industry’s own insider critics, it quickly becomes
clear just how few of even the genre’s superior texts have received any scholarly attention.

It would be inadequate to take the measure of any cinematic genre based on exploring
a small handful of prominent films, while neglecting the many overlooked films which
make up that genre’s bulk (Ryall 1998, 334) – but this is still the state facing the academic
study of pornography. In effectively leaping over the qualitative excavation of a popular-
yet-denigrated genre, an important stage of academic/aesthetic reclamation was lost,
which continues to have vital implications for porn studies’ claims to legitimacy as a cul-
tural project. That is, studying the genre’s dominant forms remains too often justified as a
response to pornography’s status as a supposed ‘social problem’, but less often justified as
assessing the historical and aesthetic value of pornography as a cinematic art form – thus
doing little to unravel lingering cultural scepticism about our own attempts to take porn
seriously. A return to aesthetic evaluation need not, after all, mean neglecting political and
ethical considerations of these films. Rather, the canonization process finds a political/
ethical impetus in searching the past to revalue the oft-stigmatized labour of sex-industry
workers as worthy of remembrance and even celebration.

This special issue of Porn Studies, ‘Canon Fodder’, helps redress that critical oversight by
offering concise but detailed readings of historically significant adult films that extend
beyond the ‘usual suspects’ hitherto explored in existing scholarship. Some of these
films already enjoy high renown among genre fans, while others remain relatively neg-
lected, but in all cases these films demand critical explication. Part of an ongoing historio-
graphic shift (see Church 2016) driven by the online and DVD availability of so many more
adult movies than previously available (including some in newly restored forms), the film-
specific mini-essays in ‘Canon Fodder’ are intended not only as a sort of ‘tasting menu’ for
an expanding overview of the genre, but also as a pedagogical tool for use in the growing
number of porn studies classrooms. Indeed, as scholars, students, and fans all gain better
access to pornographic cinema’s historical texts, and as the radioactive rhetoric of the sex
wars recedes into the historical background, it has become (somewhat) easier for scholars
to foreground their own bodily responses to these films, thus allowing us to reconcile
these texts’ respective successes in making both aesthetic and affective appeals.
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We may readily agree that ‘art’ and ‘pornography’ are not mutually exclusive categories
– that autoerotic intent need not cancel out aesthetic appreciation (and vice versa) – but it
is also easy to agree that most forms of pornographic cinema have not done themselves
many favours in the taste department, at least according to traditional bourgeois stan-
dards. As Penley (2004) and Shelton (2002) observe, adult cinema inherited literary and
pictorial pornography’s longer history of a bawdy, working-class humour that deliberately
appeals to ‘bad taste’ as a corollary to ‘lower’ bodily sensations. Although the early ‘white
coater’ films (such as Pornography in Denmark: A New Approach [de Renzy 1970] andMan &

Figure 1. The ‘expert composite consensus’ ranking of best adult films, from Jim Holliday’s 1986 book
Only the Best.
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Wife [Cimber 1970]) relied on a disingenuous self-seriousness to introduce hardcore
footage to American theatres under the legally permissible guise of sexual-revolution
exposés and cinematic ‘marriage manuals’, these pseudo-documentaries at least modelled
a more sober and contemplative porn reception than implied by so many of the comedic
porn narratives which followed. From the rural-set ruttings displayed in early stag films to
the feature-length dirty-joke format popularized by Deep Throat, adult cinema has gener-
ally subordinated aesthetic tastes to sexual tastes, all too ready to laughingly acknowledge
the genre’s low-budget constraints. Even if not all adult filmmakers went in the direction of
easy yuks, a tendency towards lowbrow comedy might also defensively assuage the wrath
of censors (Schaefer 2007, 23), especially as a legally liminoid form whose seizure could
moot higher budgetary investments and, by extension, the potential for higher aesthetic
values.

By influentially characterizing pornography (alongside horror and melodrama) as a
‘body genre’, Williams (1991, 4–5) suggests that the ultimate success of any given film
is dependent on its visceral impact, quite independent of qualitative aesthetic consider-
ations – a critical move which allowed early academic studies of porn to sidestep but
not dismantle the genre’s prevalent associations with low-budget, poorly made schlock.
In this respect, Williams corroborates a longer and more fannish line of porn critics –
from the ‘Peter Meter’ in Al Goldstein’s Screw magazine to genre guidebooks by Rotsler
(1973, 4, 50 and 58–61) and Holliday (1986, 8–9) – in the valuation of a given film’s instru-
mentality (can it turn a viewer on?) as the qualitative bottom line trumping all other attri-
butes. Indeed, pornography is unique among all popular film genres in its reputation as a
form ‘used’ by viewers (does one ‘use’ a melodrama or horror film?), bringing it closer to
the alternative realm of ‘useful cinema’ (Acland and Wasson 2011) epitomized by edu-
cational, industrial, and other non-theatrical subjects.

Nevertheless, as the contributors to this issue demonstrate, erotic affect is but one note-
worthy criterion of potential canonicity, posited alongside more traditional questions of
aesthetic style, industrial influence, authorial expressiveness, and so on. Several of the con-
tributors discuss films that have been passingly written into canonical histories of the
genre (Score [Metzger 1974], El Paso Wrecking Corp. [Gage 1978]) but have seldom received
close academic analysis, while other contributors write prominent genre titles (Bijou [Poole
1972]) into longer and more established histories of artistic practice. Some articles profile
films representing creative roads not taken during the genre’s subsequent development
(School Girl [Gerber 1971]), while others explore neglected pioneers in the porn industry
(Bacchanale [Amero and Amero 1970], Long Jeanne Silver [de Renzy 1977]). Several articles
focus on the role of star-as-author (Easy Alice [Silvera 1975], One Thousand and One Erotic
Nights [Brown 1982]), while others address the tricky question of canonizing films that
have earned a lasting notoriety among genre buffs for the extremity of their sexual represen-
tations (Forced Entry [Costello 1973]). Moreover, several articles explore the queer sub-
currents within ostensibly heterosexual films (Bacchanale, Long Jeanne Silver), joining other
articles on canon-worthy all-male films. By refusing to echo the adult film industry’s own seg-
regation of straight and gay-themed films, this issue also seeks to belatedly queer the porn
canon, finding pleasures and attractions in and across a range of films previously highlighted
by gay cultural historians (Burger 1995; Waugh 1996; Escoffier 2009; Patton 2014).

The brevity of the following articles has a twofold motivation: firstly, to include a larger
number of reclaimed films within the pages of this special issue; and secondly, to offer
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succinct reassessments whose inability to analytically exhaust each film under consider-
ation will hopefully spur directions for future research into these and other canonizable
texts. Potential contributors were invited to propose films from any historical period
(from the early twentieth century to today), and any orientation or designation (heterosex-
ual, homosexual, softcore, hardcore, narrative, non-narrative, short, feature-length, etc.),
but the received proposals collectively suggested certain biases for which films are
deemed ‘worthy’ of canonization. Unsurprisingly, feature-length narrative films from the
1970s predominate, because these years saw the genre’s newly legalized output aspiring
towards more mainstream narrative forms. This period’s films may thus be more critically
intelligible via traditional aesthetic criteria, even if the so-called 1970s ‘Golden Age of Porn’
actually represents a historical exception to the preceding and succeeding decades of
short-form, episodic pornographies, to say nothing of predating the more recent
decades when genre production expanded beyond the remit of straight and gay cis-
male filmmakers (Paasonen and Saarenmaa 2007, 28–32). Nevertheless, several contribu-
tors challenge the oft-repeated declension narrative that post-1970s films supposedly
devolved into creative bankruptcy. As they demonstrate, these films (On the Prowl [Gillis
1989], 2040 [Armstrong 2009]) instead offer historical snapshots of the adult film industry
in states of transition – from the immediate pre-video moment, to the rise of shot-on-video
gonzo porn, to the continued production of feature-length porn narratives in the present
day.

Almost all proposals for this issue focused on American films, reflecting the broadly
Eurocentric contours of current research on porn studies, and indicating how a truly
global canon of adult cinema has yet to be assembled. The preponderance of proposals
also gravitated towards hardcore films instead of softcore ones – perhaps to be expected
because the name of this journal is, after all, Porn Studies. Andrews (2007, 56) suggests that
hardcore has, both industrially and critically, established itself as ‘The One True Porn’,
obscuring a more diverse appreciation of the adult film mediascape. Because the construc-
tion of any filmic canon is far from a neutral endeavour, however, my own editorial role
here deserves a quick word for the sake of transparency. When it became clear that this
issue would be so heavily tilted towards hardcore films, the unfortunate few proposals
on softcore films appeared less as a representative counterbalance than as outliers. I there-
fore chose to sacrifice these few token gestures towards generic diversity in favour of more
internal consistency for the issue as a whole. (Bacchanale and Score, for instance, both
made the cut because both films serve as interstitial forms between softcore and hard-
core.) My hope is that future instalments of ‘Canon Fodder’ will do for softcore films
what this issue does for excavating unsung hardcore texts.

Many more films from across the adult film spectrum – from prominent directorial
efforts, to major star vehicles, to subgeneric pioneers, to international hits, to experimental
works – call out for belated inclusion in the porn canon. By any estimation, doing due dili-
gence to the historical diversity of pornographic films worthy of future canonization cer-
tainly extends beyond the confines of any one journal issue.
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