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in accounts of the American underground. (Mead's first
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Too Immoral [1962]). Rice’s movie, shot on outdated
16-mm film stock that lent the black. nages
a wistful look, was both a docum ¢ rem-
nants of San Francisco's North Beach Beat scene and a
ad'’s joyful embodiment of flex-
eity. Mead collaborated with Rice on

nd-whit
nt of the

Iyrical portrayal of M

ibility and spont:
one other film, the unfinished epic The Queen of Sheba
Meets the Atom Man (1963), in which the star’s impro
visational skills, his sense of ridiculous and devious
play, and his magnetic and moving screen presence more
arly two-hour production. His ki
R e . e
athleticism have understandably led critics to compare
Mead’s screen performances with those of the great
silent-film comedians Charlie Chaplin, Harry Langdon,
and Stan Laurel

Mead often reminded interviewers and audiences
that he was “B.A.—Before Andy.” Having already
mmd in at least half a dozen films, Mead was in fact
recognizable underground-film personality before
he made that celebrated cross-country car trip with
Warhol, Wynn Chamberlain, and Gerard Malanga in
the fall of 1963 to attend the artist’s epochal opening
arthe Ferus Gallery. In LA, hol and Mead collabo-
rated on Tarzan and Jane Regained . . . Sort Of (1963),
in which Mead embodies the “Lord of the Jungle™ asa
puny pansy. Taking into account Mead's contributions
to some fifteen Warhol films alone—for instance, his
remarkably expressive ass performance in Taylor Mead's
Ass (1964); his fey Western nurse in Lomesome Cowboys

72 ARTFORUM

Marcel Duchamp. Uitra Violet. and "vlm Mead at |n=mnln¢ur John Vaccaro's.

Novermber 1967, Photo: Sally Charmoe

(1967-68); and his uproarious solicitation of a surfer’s
golden shower in San Diego Surf (1968/1996)—we
would do well to situare his screen persona in the cine-
matic tradition of the sissy. Mead’s sissy self-awareness
in the pursuit of mischief—flm critic Parker Tyler cre-
atively described Mead's style as “definitively fa
is certainly one reason his performances feel so liberatory.
In a 1964 review of Tarzan and Jane, critic James Stoller
beautifully captures the essence—on

qot”—

might even argue,
the ethics—of Mead's performance style when he writes
that “the evocations of joy, wonder, and sheer playful-
ness Taylor Mead provides . . . are so convincing and
remarkably moving it scarcely matters that he is also
tis enough that he

mocking nearly everything he doe
begins by doing it.

Mead’s association with Warhol tends to over-
shadow most of the actor’s other remarkable screen
appearances (numbering roughly 130 in total), from
60s films with Vernon 2 Robert
Downey Sr., and Chamberlain to his *70s and "80s video
work with Michel Auder and Anton Perich to his "90s
alongside Bill Rice in Gary Goldberg’s bril-
ettian short films. Jim Jarmusch, of course,
benefited from the poctry of the Mead/Rice pairing in
Coffee and Cigarettes (2003).

In 1964, shortly after his Obie Award-winning stage
performance in Frank O'Hara’s The General Returns
from One Place to Another, which appeared on a double
bill ar the small East Village Writers Stage Theatre with
LeRoi Jones’s The Baptisyt (in which Mead played “The
Homosexual”), the underground star unexpectedly
took off for Europe. He was apparently angry thar nei-
ther playwright wanted to capitalize on the production’s
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success by moving it to a more prominent, off-Broad
theater, and exasperated over Warhol's sluggishness in
finishing Tarzan and Jane. In Europe, Mead took on the
unlikely role of cultural ambassador for American
underground film (sort of), presenting films ro audienc
in Paris and Rome and collaborating with or inspiring
younger filmmakers and artists, including French film-
maker Jean-Pierre Bouyxou, Fluxus artist Jean-Jacques
Lebel, and German avant-garde filmmakers W+B Hi
While in Europe, Mead also completed and screened the
second entry in his se “Home Movies™ (1964-68),
film diaries that in their single-frame technique offer
visual parallel to the aphoristic style of his written poetry.

Mention of Mead’s mid-'60s European encounters
returns us to my 2008 conversations with the artis. [
did in fact track down Chatterton’s Passion in a Seaside
Slums (with the help of archivist Andrew Lampert at
Anthology Film Archives in New York) and—thanks to
a grant from the National Film Preservation Foundation
to Los Angeles Filmforum—this early 8-mm contribu-
tion to queer underground film has been preserved and
made available in new 16-mm prints. We can now see a
youthful Mead in yet another moving and hilarious per-
formance as he tries to seduce a rough-trade type by
donning various implausible drag disguises.

In On Amphetamine and in Enrope (1968), Mead
made the following, characteristically self-mocking dec-
laration: “I prefer to be just a simple infamous faggot.™
That he was, and—it goes without saying—a whole lot
more too. [
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