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“Hard to Handle”: Camp Criticism, 
Trash-Film Reception, and the 
Transgressive Pleasures of 
Myra Breckinridge
by DAVID SCOTT DIFFRIENT

Abstract: Twentieth Century Fox’s Myra Breckinridge (Michael Sarne, 1970) is perhaps 
the most notorious studio-backed motion picture of its generation. This article adduces 
the reasons behind the fi lm’s initial failings, discusses its subsequent reevaluations by 
various cult fan communities, analyzes key scenes, and examines the “campy” critical 
rhetoric that has contributed to its shifting cultural status over the years. Despite its 
initial failure to connect with mainstream viewers, Myra Breckinridge has done much 
to destabilize taste-based assumptions of “trash” and “art” while collapsing distinctions 
between Old Hollywood and New Hollywood through a radical, transgressive textuality.

It was really the last movie of  its kind—a big Hollywood studio movie.

 —David Giler, co-screenwriter of  Myra Breckinridge (1970)
1

A

t the end of  the 1960s, Twentieth Century Fox produced two audacious, 

pictions of  sexual themes. At once ballsy and breast obsessed, these X-rated 

exercises in brilliantly bad taste—Myra Breckinridge (Michael Sarne, 1970) and 

Beyond the Valley of  the Dolls

danced a malicious jitterbug on its grave. Despite an initially negative reception 

years to become cult classics.
2
 At the time of  their original release, however, critic 

1 David Giler, quoted in Stephen Rebello, “Whips, Hips and BO Blips,” Variety, November 4, 2003, 42–47.

2 At various times throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Myra Breckinridge and Beyond the Valley of the Dolls were 
showcased as a double bill at the New Beverly, a Los Angeles revival theater that continues to program esoteric 
and unusual fare, thanks to monthly fi nancial support provided by Quentin Tarantino.
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John Simon referred to these and a few other “scandalous” productions (including 

Boom! [ Joseph Losey, 1968], End of  the Road [Aram Avakian, 1970], and Performance 

-

curring within the industry at a time when “foreign, countercultural, and/or queer 

-
3
 Simon and other reviewers, including Charles Champlin and 

Pauline Kael, considered such works “sleazy,” “self-indulgent,” “meretricious,” “pro-

miscuous,” “amoral,” “vulgar,” and “degenerate.”
4
 As Benshoff  argues, the backlash 

Beyond the Valley of  the Dolls and Myra Breckinridge “was an attempt by 

5 Myra Breckinridge
-

tion Picture Association of  America (MPAA), was perhaps the most notorious studio-

backed motion picture of  its generation.
6
 To quote J. Hoberman, it was (and remains) 

7

-

tion in Copenhagen so as to reinvent himself  as a silicone-implanted diva. He then 

returns to America as Myra (played by Raquel Welch), a woman bent on seeking 

revenge against the men in Hollywood responsible for so many of  its misogynistic 

images. Indeed, she is quite literally bent on bending men, on bending them over. Like 

an undercover agent, she pretends to be the widow of  Myron and takes a job as an 

instructor at an acting school in Los Angeles: the Buck Loner Academy, run by her 

actor named Rusty Godowsky (Roger Herren), one of  the many wide-eyed, would-be 

stars enrolled at the drama school, which Myra plans to take over in much the same 

way she will overtake him.

-

dishing a strap-on dildo (“tastefully” hidden off-screen) behind the macho homophobe 

in an act of  forced anal intercourse—described by an offended critic as one of  the 

3 Harry M. Benshoff, “Beyond the Valley of the Classical Hollywood Cinema: Rethinking the ‘Loathsome Film’ of 
1970,” in The Shifting Definitions of Genre: Essays on Labeling Films, Television Shows, and Media, ed. Lincoln 
Geraghty and Mark Jancovich (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2008), 94.

4 See, for instance, John Simon, “The Most Loathsome Film of All?,” New York Times, August 23, 1970.

5 Benshoff, “Beyond the Valley of the Classical Hollywood Cinema,” 94.

6 Besides receiving an X rating from the Code and Rating Administration of the MPAA, Myra Breckinridge, along with 
other films from that period (including Metro’s The Strawberry Statement [Stuart Hagmann, 1970] and National 
General’s The Cheyenne Social Club [Gene Kelly, 1970], drew a “Condemned” (“C”) tag from the National Catholic 
Office for Motion Pictures because of their “morally objectionable” material. “Catholics and MPAA United in Faulting 
of ‘Breckinridge,’” Variety, July 8, 1970.

7 J. Hoberman, The Dream Life: Movies, Media, and the Mythology of the Sixties (New York: New Press, 2003), 254.
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8
 Throughout this admittedly disturbing 

black-and-white classics as Dante’s Inferno (Harry Lachman, 1935), The Mark of  Zorro 
(Rouben Mamoulian, 1940), The Little Foxes (William Wyler, 1941), Kiss of  Death (Henry 

Hathaway, 1947), and The Pride of  St. Louis (Harmon Jones, 1952), each providing a 

comical commentary on the action and suggesting that Myra worships at the altar of  

the images she criticizes for perpetuating less-than-progressive attitudes toward race, 

gender, and sexuality.

 Produced by Robert Fryer on a budget of  roughly $5 million (inclusive of  $350,000 

paid to Vidal for the rights to his novel) and helmed by the relatively inexperienced 

had made his own unsuccessful attempts at writing the screenplay, Myra Breckinridge 
failed to connect with a large mainstream audience upon its original release and was 

in the United States.
9
 Today, it is still often referred to as “the most reviled movie in 

Hollywood history,” although many contemporary critics appear to be more willing 

to adopt a sympathetic attitude and point out its strengths (or charms) rather than its 

weaknesses.
10

-

evaluations by various cult fan communities, looking carefully at the “campy” critical 

rhetoric that has contributed to its shifting cultural status over the years. Just as cult 

movies often elicit a discursive range of  spectatorial responses due to their aesthetic 

transgressions, formal innovations, and rhetorical invitations to take up ironically 

detached yet receptive positions vis-à-vis the “imperfections” of  a text, so, too, can 

movie critics
of  “perversity.” That is, as camp producers (rather than just receivers), critics have the 

capacity to undermine conventional notions of  good taste and propriety by ushering 

in hyperbolic wordplay, grotesquely corporeal adjectives, and questionable metaphors 

-

thetic values, has not been lost on historian Greg Taylor, author of  Artists in the Audi-
ence: Cults, Camp, and American Film Criticism. Taylor points toward a pivotal shift that 

occurred in postwar vanguard criticism, which began privileging “vulgar” movies as 

legitimate and vital cultural expressions capable of  challenging middlebrow, “main-

stream, consumer-friendly modernism.”
11

 In some ways, this development harkens 

8 Bruce Bahrenburg, review of Myra Breckinridge, Newark Evening News, June 25, 1970.

9 Howard Thompson, “Gore Vidal to Guide ‘Myra’ Film Career as Writer-Producer,” New York Times, March 8, 1968. 
As outlined in the studio’s March 28, 1968, contract for purchase of literary material, the $350,000 that Twentieth 
Century Fox paid to acquire the rights to Vidal’s book included remake rights, providing that such an undertaking 
were to commence prior to March 28, 1983. “Stan Hough’s Black Book,” Myra Breckinridge Production Files, 
Special Collections, UCLA Arts Library, Los Angeles, CA.

10 John Lyttle, “‘Mike Sarne? Mike Sarne? Why?’” Independent, July 17, 1993. Seven years after Lyttle’s article, J. 
Hoberman similarly referred to Myra Breckinridge as “perhaps the most reviled studio production ever.” Hoberman, 
“Off the Hippies: Joe and the Chaotic Summer of ’70,” New York Times, July 30, 2000.

11 Greg Taylor, Artists in the Audience: Cults, Camp, and American Film Criticism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2001), 19.
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Taylor has referred to as “creative camp reception.”
12

 That was a period in American 

-

lage), including the Charles Theater, the Thalia, and the Bleecker Street Cinema, be-

gan programming “underground” works—challenging avant-garde and experimental 

with examples of  classical Hollywood cinema. That “perverse” combination, detailed 

by Janet Staiger in her study of  early-1960s underground cinema, not only encour-

aged a combined campy-cultish mode of  spectatorship (or what she refers to as a 

“communal participation” with cinematic texts) but also anticipated the dialectical 

mishmashing of  aesthetic sensibilities in Myra Breckinridge a few years later.
13

 By engaging in what Taylor calls “resistant camp refashioning,” some critics and 

audiences were thus becoming more attuned to the inner workings of  exploitation 
14

 

Such refashioning, however, required viewers to adopt a more sensitive perspective 

both emotional and physical involvement among a select few audience members while 

displeasing) experiences could now be brought to the fore in those texts that embraced 

and mockery. In the following pages, after providing a tour through the Myra Breck-
inridge backstory, I consider its transgressive pleasures via an analysis of  several key 

scenes, before concluding with an exploration of  its camp reception. These intertextu-

-

vide instructive guidelines for how we might begin modifying our spectatorial relation-

ship to cinema, inviting us to consider the reciprocal interplay between industry, text, 

audience, and criticism.

Behind the Scenes, Beneath the Jeans: Much Ado about Myra

What was anal in the book is banal in the movie.

—Joe Rosen, 1970 review of  Myra Breckinridge15

12 In the preface to Magic and Myth of the Movies (London: Secker & Warburg, 1971), Parker Tyler states, “I think that 
straight (no less than kinky) camp is a perfectly valid instrument of criticism, particularly in terms of an art offering 
the public so many crass charades as the movies did and still do” (12). See also Taylor, Artists in the Audience, 98.

13 Janet Staiger, “Finding Community in the Early 1960s: Underground Cinema and Sexual Politics,” Perverse Specta-
tors: The Practices of Film Reception (New York: New York University Press, 2000), 125–153.

14 Taylor, Artists in the Audience, 99.

15 Joe Rosen, “Myra Breckinridge Is a Big Zero,” New York Morning Telegraph, June 25, 1970.


