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Note: Dante Tomaselli is the cousin of director Alfred Sole, whose film Alice Sweet Alice is reviewed herein. In addition to being one of the most imaginative stylists at work in the modern, independent horror film scene, Dante is also a devoted fan of the giallo and of the Italian horror film at large. He has my thanks for taking a moment out of his busy schedule to discuss his feelings on the giallo.

Being Italian American, I feel a kinship with giallo films. I was in my 20s when I discovered Italian horror. The late Chas. Balun, with his Deep Red magazine, introduced me to the word giallo, and soon these black-hearted, visually dazzling concoctions poisoned me … psychedelic, subversive, outrageously brutal. Where were these hauntingly sinister films hiding? It was like another world poking through. Untamed, mood-drenched titles like Blood and Black Lace, The House with Laughing Windows and A Lizard in a Woman's Skin winked at me. Back in the '90s, it was a perfect time to unearth such blasphemous gems, as I was just embarking on my own filmmaking journey. I recognized that most American productions were formulaic, straightforward and bland. I rebelled. My fever dream sensibility was more in line with the Italians, though I never realized it before. Here were well-made films born on shoestring budgets that looked like paintings, beautifully designed macabre poems that refused to play by the rules.

Dante Tomaselli
June 28, 2015
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Author's Preface



So here we are, at volume three of So Deadly, So Perverse. Volume three? How did this come to be? The best place to get to that is at the beginning. As a project, So Deadly, So Perverse was one that I nurtured in secret for a good many years. A variety of obstacles—many of them self-imposed—prevented me from actually getting down to the nitty gritty and writing the damned thing, but in the back of my mind I continued to harbor the hope of getting around to it—some time, some day. That day finally arrived in 2014, when I set about the seemingly insurmountable task of collating, compiling, collecting, and actually watching every single giallo ever made. The only way I knew to approach it was to consider my options very carefully; if I made the canvas too broad, there was no way I'd ever come close to meeting my goal. Once I finally settled my mind on which films I would be including—much more on that in a bit—it suddenly seemed more practical and doable. The writing went smoothly, but it soon became apparent that my “little” book was becoming unmanageable. In order to ensure that the publisher could do it justice and incorporate the lion's share of the fabulous visual materials—stills, posters, video sleeves, etc.—that I had managed to lay my hands on, something needed to be done. It could have been published as one long book with just a few random images included for good measure, but I knew that would never do. The giallo, like so much of the Italian exploitation film scene, is much too visual to be reduced to words alone—granted, the words were the most important thing, but I knew it also needed to be eye-catching, colorful and lurid, just like the films themselves. Thus, a decision was made to split the book in two. The time frame became a bit wonky as a result—volume one covering 10 years, and volume two covering 40 years—but there was method to the madness. For one thing, the formative years of the giallo saw the biggest level of giallo film production; the peak years were followed by the inevitable decline, and as the rot set in to the Italian film industry at large, the number of gialli being produced dropped quite drastically. When all was said and done, the two books ended up being more-or-less comparable in terms of size and I initially felt I had said all there was to say on the topic.

Mid-way through 2015, however, the unexpected occurred. Spurred on by a number of comments I received in reaction to volume one, an idea occurred to me: Why not devote a final volume to the “almost gialli” produced in countries other than Italy? It seemed like a good idea, and so now, here we are. The fact of the matter is, no book (or books) on the giallo is ever going to be truly definitive. Obscure titles have a way of working their way back into the eye of the cult cinema-loving consciousness. Definitions vary wildly from person to person, as well— and you better believe it, there's more on that in a bit, as well. But above anything else, there's also the nature of subjectivity to consider. Some writers are very much against the idea of incorporating personal opinions into film criticism; it's a bizarre school of thought, from my point of view, but it's been embraced as something of a trend in some circles. Thus, any book that “taints” the integrity of the writing by incorporating something as distasteful as opinion will immediately be seen as compromised (if not altogether worthless) by those who subscribe to this notion. Fellow writers tend to be more forgiving than others; and the reverse is also true. I tend to think of myself as being something of a moderate in most areas, and this extends to the giallo. I've never been one for embracing a film “just because” it is part of a particular trend. I love a good giallo, don't get me wrong—otherwise, I never would have undertaken this project to begin with. However, for every good giallo, you'll find at least two bad ones. Some writers embrace all of these films more-or-less equally and find much to love in their less-than-stellar components. I prefer to retain a slightly more objective disposition, hopefully steering clear of the “fan boy” school of writing, while also—hopefully—conveying the sheer joy that so many of these films manage to instill in me. Reactions to volumes one and two tend to make me think that I have been largely successful in this goal, but one must never put too much stock in reviews either, as that can become a very slippery slope towards self-indulgence and egotism.

Enough about me, however. Chances are very good that if you're reading this book, you've already partaken in volumes one and two. In volume one, I devoted an entire chapter to films often bracketed incorrectly within the giallo genre. This volume can be seen as an outgrowth of that chapter. The need for brevity in that chapter, to allow ample room for the meat of the text, is pretty much out the window this time around. Sooner than adopt a conventional, chronological order of events with this volume, I have opted for something different. This is more of a “globe-hopping” affair, so pack your black leather gloves, your chic Italian rain slicker and your comically oversized fedoras, and be sure to procure an adequate supply of J&B whisky and sit back and enjoy the ride as we look at the films produced in Spain, Germany, France, the U.K., the U.S. and pretty much everywhere else in the world that can be seen as gialli of sorts. Inevitably, there is a high level of subjectivity on display here, as well. The titles I've elected to cover bear this out. I realized early on that if I attempted to be “definitive” and cover every single film that seems to be indebted to the Italian giallo, I was looking at a particularly unsavory and unenviable task. Call it laziness if you must, but I know how the European Cult Cinema fanatic works: if I were to omit anything by way of simple human error, the fingers would be pointed and the tongues would be wagging in no time. There is also a level of practicality, which must be admitted: While my collection of genre-related oddities is by no means feeble, neither can it be said to be Absolutely Complete. So many films are produced around the world on a yearly basis, and if we consider the more recent trends toward making “indie” films for an underground audience, the number becomes downright frightening. Like so many Americans, my direct exposure to films from such “exotic” locales as Turkey, India and the Far East is, shall we say, somewhat lacking. Bluntly put, there are only so many hours in a day and so many days in a week— and unless one is in the position of being able to sit and watch films on a loop, stopping only for the barest of life-sustaining necessities, there's a very good chance that you, too, have managed to miss a lot of movies over the years. As a cult cineaste, I still enjoy uncovering obscure gems from my favorite cinema decades (the '30s, the '60s and the '70s, in case you were wondering), but I still feel as though there is a lot that remain outside of my grasp—and a good many of them are not even close to being made available with the welcome addition of English subtitles, if it comes to that.
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Japanese poster for Halloween (1978)
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So what does all of this mean? In my own roundabout way, I am basically admitting my limitations as a film viewer and reviewer. Sooner than set myself to an impossible task, I have decided to scale it back somewhat by paying lip service to these various film industries, while also keeping the scope on a more realistic level. Let us consider Spain, for example. There are enough Spanish genre films to cover several scholarly, well-researched tomes. I sincerely hope that somebody, somewhere sets about writing an all-encompassing study which unearths and contextualizes all of the off-the-beaten path oddities, but for now, what we are left with, by and large, are volumes devoted to the likes of genre icons such as Paul Naschy (aka Jacinto Molina Álvarez) and Jess Franco (aka Jesús Franco Manera), the latter of whom made much of his best work outside of Spain, anyway! The words “Spanish horror” conjure up some very specific landmarks and imagery—notably the Blind Dead series by director Amando de Ossorio—but by and large it has simply not been covered in the kind of exhaustive (and at times, quite frankly, exhausting) detail as the genre cinema of Italy or Great Britain. There were more giallo-type thrillers produced in Spain in the 1970s and '80s than anywhere else in the world, barring Italy, but it would be foolhardy of me to expect to cover them all in the same sort of detail as I afforded to their Italian brethren. Or, let's put it this way: it would be possible, but then I would have to expand outwards to volumes four, five and beyond in order to provide the same respect to the other countries which got in on the game. There is also that pesky matter of classification to consider. As I stressed in volumes one and two, there are a number of Italian genre films which are often classified as gialli; they may well be, depending upon your own set of criteria, but for me, they simply do not fit the bill. The same can be said of the films produced in other countries, as well. One of the most significant subgenres at least partly indebted to the giallo is the slasher film—a very American form of cinema at its core, though inevitably it, too, spread out and would become a staple the world over. Not all slasher films can be viewed as gialli, however, even if they were spawned by the success of the two key entries which most definitely are indebted to the Italian school: John Carpenter's Halloween (1978) and Sean S. Cunningham's Friday the 13th (1980). Ah, but what of the sequels? As we know, both Halloween and Friday the 13th created remarkably prolific franchises, to say nothing of remakes—and remakes of sequels, too. I'm of the opinion that, once the mechanics were established, these later films tended to go further and further off the deep end of implausibility, so much so that no attempt at mystery was even hinted at. Gialli, for good or ill, invariably involve a mystery component; they may occasionally be predictable or even ludicrous, but they nevertheless attempted a sense of mystery. It's hard to remember it now, but Friday the 13th did have a mystery at its core in 1980; that mystery eroded and became superseded by the need to transform its single-minded killer into a supernatural force of nature as the sequels wore on, but that does not change the fact that the audience was encouraged to guess at “whodunit?” throughout much of the original film. By contrast, Halloween announces its threat early on, but Carpenter's emphasis on suspense and a growing sense of unease, as evil invades an idyllic small town, is far removed from the mechanical “stalk-and-slash” aesthetic at the core of the sequels. Add to this Carpenter's own admission that he was looking to pay homage to giallo icon Dario Argento, and Halloween ends up looking like the ideal pared down, simplified (if not downright dumbed down) variation on the psycho thrillers of Argento and Mario Bava. The sequels to these respective films may well have moments which evoke some of the excesses of the body count gialli of the 1970s and early '80s—look no further than the “shish kabobed” lovers in Steve Miner's Friday the 13th Part 2 (1981), which is a direct steal/quotation from Bava's Twitch of the Death Nerve/ Bay of Blood (1971)—but they seem to me to be a very different breed of film from the giallo, so I am not covering them in any depth here. Nevertheless, at the risk of sounding redundant, I cannot stress this point too strongly: this volume is valid titles have been left out, purely for the reason of keeping things on a realistic level. Some reasonably well known titles are here (Carlos Aured's The Blue Eyes of the Broken Doll, 1974), as well as some which—dare I say it—may be a little unfamiliar (Guy Lee Thys' The Pencil Murders, 1982). Hopefully the end result will satiate the longing some of you felt for some of the films I was forced to omit from the earlier volumes—but that being said, don't hold out hope for any coverage of Italian films I already threw out, because I frankly don't think of them as being proper gialli: here's looking at you, Aldo Lado's Short Night of Glass Dolls (1971), Francisco Barilli's Perfume of the Lady in Black (1974), Luigi Bazzoni's Footprints (1975) and Carlo Lizzani's The House of the Yellow Carpet (1983), among many, many others. Yes, I know some of you believe them to be gialli—that's because, for you, they are gialli. But for me, they don't quite fit the mold, and as such, I leave them to be covered by other writers.
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In conclusion, some of what you are about to read may seem a bit redundant if you've already devoured the first two volumes; I will take it as a compliment if you find it to be so, with this in mind. However, I also want this volume to stand (or fall) on its own merits, so there is a need for a little good old-fashioned repetition. Maybe some of this repetition will help to put into focus my own highly personalized perception of what the giallo is all about; regardless, hopefully it will help to set the ground work for our ittle trip around the globe, giallo-style.






Introduction and a World Tour



If you are holding this book in your black-gloved little hands, the chances are excellent that you have already digested the first two volumes of So Deadly, So Perverse. As such, you have already taken note of my critiques of the various films; you've agreed with some, violently disagreed with others and pondered why—oh why?! I elected to omit so many films often lumped in with the giallo genre. There's a good chance you're going to have a similar reaction to this final installment, but as I noted in the preface, my goal here is simultaneously more ambitious and less comprehensive. Simply put, this is not the book for you if you are looking to read about every single giallo-style thriller produced outside of Italy. Having established that, it's important to take a few steps back and re-establish some of the basic ground rules for the benefit of those of you who have not partaken in the earlier volumes—or who may, quite simply, be in need of a simple refresher.

Giallo 101

The giallo draws its name from the series of mystery thrillers published in Italy by the Arnoldo Mondadori Editore imprint. These books included everything from cozy drawing room mysteries by Agatha Christie to hardboiled noir fiction by Raymond Chandler. The subject matter and style of writing varied wildly, of course, but the book shared a basic theme—human nature at its worst—and the lovably lurid covers made sure to play up the most sensational elements. The covers were also stylistically linked by their yellow (giallo) backgrounds, which helped them to stand out in unison on the bookshelves of thriller enthusiasts.

These films pay lip service to the rational without necessarily being very rational themselves. They focus on psychopathic murderers whose motivation are often far less important than the inherent cruelty and sadism of their acts. Amateur detectives are typically brought into the fold and prove to be more efficient than the representatives of the law. The trigger for the mayhem can be anything from greed to childhood trauma, but no amount of garbled armchair psychology ultimately helps to really restore order at the end. They're films which, in a sense, seek to have their cake and eat it, too: they trade on images of sex and violence, but despite half-hearted attempts at justifying it all with a last minute explanation, they are basically salacious at heart. These films are set in the real world and they (generally!) refuse to acknowledge the supernatural or the paranormal, yet they feature killers whose supreme cunning and efficiency border on the unnatural. In short, these are not films for viewers who need everything to add up and make sense at the end of the day; you have to be willing to take a leap of faith (or three) in a typical giallo, and for fans, this is part of their appeal.

Italian producers started making thrillers as far back as the silent era, and there was even a film by the title of Giallo (Mario Camerini, 1936). Thus, the emergence of the films we commonly identify as gialli, in the 1960s, was not without precedent. Like any other genre, the giallo was also not miraculously born inside of a vacuum. “Serious" filmmakers like Luchino Visconti (Ossessione, 1943), Pietro Germi (The Facts of Murder, 1959) and Elio Petri (The Assassin, 1961) dabbled in subject matter with thriller elements—but their work inevitably was more concerned with socio-political concerns than it was with getting down and dirty with exploitable elements that would appeal to a mass audience. Make no mistake: Gialli are first and foremost pulp movies. They may be executed with an abundance of style and they may occasionally have some real thematic weight, but they were invariably conceived with an eye toward putting asses in the cinema seats. That is not to say that directors like Petri and Visconti could afford to be contemptuous of the tastes of the public, but they did work on an altogether different level compared to the “populist” filmmakers like Mario Bava, Lucio Fulci or Dario Argento. Cineastes love to make a distinction between the two strands, playing up Petri and his ilk as auteurist cinema, while denigrating the likes of Bava and his ilk as hacks and journeymen. The reality is much more complex, though distinctions are helpful in appreciating how these filmmakers worked and secured their financing. Bava, for example, was a journeyman who seldom had the luxury of nursing pet projects from their inception through their eventual release. Somebody like Visconti, for example, could afford the luxury of taking years to bring a project like The Leopard (1964) to the screen, but this kind of timeframe was unthinkable for the men and women who toiled on the populist front. These filmmakers had to work quickly and efficiently if they wanted to stay employable, and one of the best ways to do this was to work in popular subject matter. As such, directors like Bava and screenwriters like the great giallo scenarist Ernesto Gastaldi were obliged to be diverse: they might make a giallo one month, then find themselves making a cut-rate James Bond-style espionage thriller the next, and then have to switch gears again to make a Spaghetti Western. And so it continues.
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Giallo screenwriter Ernesto Gastaldi

The earliest Italian thrillers were constrained in no small measure by the strict censorship guidelines enforced by Italy's reigning dictator, Benito Mussolini. Mussolini, who rose to power in 1921 and remained in place until 1943, was not a fan of genre cinema, though he was not quite so restrictive and intolerant in his views on the subject as, say, Adolf Hitler in Nazi Germany. Propaganda newsreels and the like were inevitably foisted upon the cinema-going public, but by and large filmmakers were free to express themselves as they saw fit–albeit with limitations. Openly criticizing the government and the like was of course strictly off the table, and as the country succumbed to devastation following the bombings inflicted by the Allies, a great many of the studio resources went by the wayside. Following Mussolini's removal from power, the restrictions were relaxed and filmmakers were free to turn a more critical eye toward the country and its frail power structure. Partly as a matter of expediency, directors like Giuseppe De Santis and Roberto Rossellini pushed for a new form of realism, which would become known as Neo-realism. The films would be shot on natural locations, many of them clearly bombed out and left in a state of obvious disarray, and the subject matter would be geared towards the day-to-day struggles of the “man in the street.” As the 1950s evolved, the public began to crave more “spectacular” fare, including costume pictures and picaresque adventure films. The pepla genre really took off during this time thanks to the success of films like Hercules (1958), but early attempts at Italian horror films and thrillers, such as Riccardo Freda and Mario Bava's I vampiri (1957), were rejected and scorned. Freda was never a particular devotee of the genre, preferring to focus his energies on adventure films and spectacles, but Bava was a firm believer. His official directing debut, Black Sunday (1960), was not particularly popular in Italy—but it made a splash abroad, notably in France and the U.S., thus setting a trend for many of his films to follow. In 1962, he inadvertently laid the groundwork for a new subgenre when he made the tongue-in-cheek murder mystery The Girl Who Knew Too Much, which was finally released in Italy in February of 1963. A U.S. release followed in 1964, and it eventually made its way to the U.K. in 1965, by which time Bava had already fine-tuned this new brand of thriller into something very specific and very Italian with Blood and Black Lace (1964). Simply put, The Girl Who Knew Too Much marked the start of the commercially viable giallo genre. The irony is, it was a resounding flop: Italian audiences did not warm to it, and it did not connect with American audiences either. Nevertheless, it marked that first important step toward the complex and convoluted evolution of a decidedly complex and convoluted type of storytelling. Unlike the Italian thrillers, which came before it, The Girl Who Knew Too Much is openly pulpy in its approach. It even focuses on a protagonist who devours lurid murder mysteries with eager abandon. The film is a straightforward whodunit, but Bava's flair for the macabre manifests itself with some alarming sequences: the sudden death of Nora's elderly aunt during a vicious thunderstorm, Nora being led on by an eerie, disembodied voice through a blindingly white, unfurnished apartment, Nora witnessing a brutal murder by the Spanish Steps, and so forth. For the first time in cinema history, an Italian thriller dared to be openly macabre and (at times) irrational. The die having been cast, Bava followed it up with a modern thriller as one of the segments of his horror anthology, The Three Faces of Fear (1963, better known in the U.S. in a butchered and heavily-revised version known as Black Sabbath), and then set all the elements perfectly in place with the aforementioned Blood and Black Lace. Other directors began to dabble as well, but none of these films really made much of an impact on the public consciousness. Bava's work was especially well regarded by cult film devotees in France and America, but to the Italian critics he was lowbrow at best, vulgar at worst. Things took a turn in 1968, when Romolo Guerrieri released a giallo titled The Sweet Body of Deborah. Like Bava's earlier efforts, it transposes an American marquee name (in this case, Carroll Baker) to a very Italian setting and lays on the plot twists with a trowel. Unlike Blood and Black Lace, it is not a body count-style thriller. Instead, it seems to borrow from the rulebook established by Henri-Georges Clouzot in his groundbreaking thriller, Les Diaboliques (1955). A new subgenre of sexy gialli was formed, and it was followed in rapid succession by another popular hit, Umberto Lenzi's Orgasmo (1969), which also starred Baker. However, the most significant development would come in 1970, which saw the release of critic-turned-screen-writer-turned-director Dario Argento's directorial debut, The Bird with the Crystal Plumage. The young (he was 29 when he made the picture) and ambitious Argento connected with Italian audiences in a way that Bava never had. Thanks to his flair for self-promotion—something the shy and retiring Bava balked at—Argento soon established himself as “the Italian Hitchcock,” and he would enjoy a tremendous run of success through the 1990s. Over-eager fans tended to put Argento on a pedestal while damning his contemporaries as imitative hacks, but as usual the reality is much more complex. Argento is sometimes credited with “inventing” the giallo, but he did no such thing. What he did do was to find a way to connect with audiences—his willingness to break the rules and go for broke with stylistic inventions endeared him to a generation of audiences, and those critics who were not put off by his willful tendency to ignore logic in favor of effect were impressed with his obvious talent. Argento's success at the box office resulted in a literal flood of gialli throughout the 1970s. The gradual erosion of the Italian film industry in the 1980s, coupled with changing audience tastes, saw to it that less and less gialli were produced, but new thrillers continue to appear sporadically well into the 21st century.
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German poster for The Sweet Body of Deborah
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French poster for Les Diaboliques

The Circle of Influences

As noted above, the giallo did not suddenly arise out of mid-air like a spectacular magic trick. There were precedents. Apart from the murder mysteries produced prior to The Girl Who Knew Too Much, there was also a complex web of influences stretching back to the silent era. German master Fritz Lang, best known for his seminal serial killer thriller M (1931), helped to create and define the thriller genre. He had a significant impact on a young British film director named Alfred Hitchcock, who would adopt the genre as his own in the 1930s. In the 1940s, the noir film came to be thanks to a series of bleak and cynical films, many of which were made by European émigrés like Robert Siodmak (The Killers, 1946), Billy Wilder (Double Indemnity, 1944) and Edgar G. Ulmer (Detour, 1945). These films focused on morally bankrupt characters as they plotted and schemed to get their piece of the American dream. Soldiers returning from World War II disillusioned by what they had seen and struggling to cope and readjust, found something truthful and valid in these films. As the 1950s wore on, the noir was ultimately supplanted by Technicolor melodramas, but European filmmakers decided to pick up the torch and run with it. Clouzot's Les Diaboliques proved to be a major success both artistically and commercially, and it prompted Hitchcock to try and outdo it with Psycho (1960). The same year saw the release of Michael Powell's Peeping Tom. That the two top directors from Great Britain should have assailed cinema screens with such disturbing subject matter during the course of the same year was a remarkable coincidence, but things played out very differently for both men: Hitchcock had established a powerful presence in Hollywood and while some critics were put off by its casual brutality, audiences loved it and made it into a box office smash; Powell had enjoyed great artistic freedom in the U.K., but he was always seen as a bit of an outsider— Peeping Tom pushed the envelope a little too far, however, and the film was pilloried in the press and it ended up more-or-less finishing the director's career. Pandora's Box had been opened thanks to films such as this and Hammer Film Productions' sumptuous Technicolor horrors like The Curse of Frankenstein (1957) and Dracula (aka Horror of Dracula, 1958), and there was no turning back. Similarly, in Germany, the series of thrillers (or krimi) based on the works of the popular (and prolific) English author Edgar Wallace continued to ratchet up the weird factor. Rialto Film started the cycle with The Fellowship of the Frog (1959), but it was a relatively staid and conventional sort of movie. By 1961, director Alfred Vohrer was indulging in the sort of stylistic flourishes which would later inform the films of Argento, and films like Dead Eyes of London (1961) stand apart from the earlier entries in the krimi saga because of their macabre elements. International co-production deals were, of course, commonplace in Italy—and many of the gialli of the 1960s were produced with some heavy German input on the financing end. It's therefore not surprising to find a similarity between some of the more colorful krimi of the period–such as Vohrer's The College Girl Murders (1967)–and Bava's groundbreaking Blood and Black Lace–itself a German co-production with some German actors (including Thomas Reiner, whose voice can be heard emanating from Vincent Price and cranky “old man” muppet Statler in assorted German dubs!) drafted in to the bargain. As the giallo genre began to take hold on the imagination of audiences, its influence started to be felt almost globally. Film critic and historian Marcus Stiglegger refers to this phenomenon as “the Global Giallo," which is as good a description as any; these specifically Italian films (some of them very regional in nature) began exerting an influence which went well beyond their often humble origins, and traces of their influence can be found in a variety of surprising sources. Even Alfred Hitchcock was not immune to the changing of the tide: his uncharacteristically vicious Frenzy (1972) seems to be consciously aware of the frank sexuality and violence of these films and it includes a truly disturbing rape/murder in addition to the usual story of an innocent man (Jon Finch), who is accused of committing a series of murders. The complex web of influences therefore came to close in on itself, so much so that it's sometimes difficult to ascertain just who is indebted to whom. The story grows in complexity as we begin to turn our eye towards the various different countries and the thrillers they produced in the wake of this outpouring of thrillers from Italy.
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An International Influence

The giallo did not start to influence American thrillers until the early 1970s. The release of Argento's Bird helped to set the trend and, if filmmakers initially seemed somewhat reluctant to capitalize on its tried-and-true elements, they would eventually embrace it wholeheartedly. Not every director who made giallo-esque thrillers during this period was open about his influences, but there's a very compelling argument to be made that many of them were simply unaware of the bigger picture. John Carpenter would openly gush about Dario Argento in interviews and he even described his landmark film Halloween (1978) as his tribute to Argento's baroque thrillers. What Carpenter did, in essence, was to take a very labyrinthine style of thriller and distill it down to its most basic elements; in short, he Americanized it. By rejecting the plotting convolutions and ignoring the whodunit angle, he also set the stage for the emerging slasher genre. Even so, the mechanics of the slasher had already been established in such gialli as Bava's Twitch of the Death Nerve (1971) and Sergio Martino's Torso (1973); these films were poorly distributed, but many viewers caught viewings of them at grindhouse hardtop theaters and regional driveins across the country. Amid the haze of marijuana smoke and clanging liquor bottles, there was something ferocious about these films, which really made a mark. It was only a matter of time before American filmmakers got in on the act, too. Prior to Halloween, Bob Clark's Canadian-made Black Christmas (1974) and Alfred Sole's New Jersey-lensed Alice Sweet Alice (1976) also displayed an arguably accidental giallo influence, while helping to set the stage for the colorful mayhem that would follow. Neither Clark nor Sole were students of the genre at the time, but there was something in the air that wafted into their pictures—they were much more disturbing and macabre than the average common-or-garden Hollywood thriller, and they contained stark, stylish images which seemed to recall the giallo by way of the Hollywood noir. Clark's film contains a memorably frisson-inducing moment, for example, where the heroine sees an eyeball staring out at her from a darkened doorway. The exact same image appears in Bava's Hatchet for the Honey-moon (1970) and would also re-appear in Argento's Deep Red (1975), but crucially it can be traced IB back at least as far as Robert Siodmak's The Spiral Staircase (1946). By Clark's own admission, he was an avowed fan of that black-and-white gem, but genre enthusiasts looking to validate their pet cause have often argued that it “must have” been inspired by the visually dazzling Italian gialli of the same period. Truth be told,  this links us into the overarching theme of the complex system of influences, which is often reduced into an overly simplistic game of giving these comparatively little-known thrillers greater standing by arguing that they have been repeatedly referenced, raped and pillaged by Hollywood film-makers.

[image: image]

The most famous instance of this is to be found with regards to Mario Bava. Bava's influence on the development of the modern horror film really cannot be over-exaggerated and yet … sometimes it is. For example, consider his stylish, no-budget sci-fi/ horror hybrid, Planet of the Vampires (1965). This imaginative gem is rightly celebrated as a prime example of the director's ability to create a silk purse out of the proverbial sow's ear, but some rather generic similarities between it and Ridley Scott's box office smash Alien (1979) has resulted in some very hyperbolic claims. Bearing in mind that Alien originated as a B-level production written by the gifted Dan O'Bannon, it would not be unfair to suggest that O'Bannon may have been influenced by some of the imagery and situations in Bava's movie—but if a true “template” must be assigned, it belongs not to Bava, but to Edward L. Cahn's It! The Terror from Beyond Space (1958). The two films share a very similar story structure and are far more alike than most anything on display in Alien. True, there is a sequence wherein the stranded crew discovers the fossilized remains of an earlier expedition, but that's basically where the similarities begin and end. Certainly there is nothing in Ridley Scott's C.V. to suggest that he is a particular devotee of genre cinema, so anything we may find in common between the two films may be attributable as much to coincidence as to anything deliberate on O'Bannon's part when he originally was working on the screenplay. This has not stopped many over-eager fans from describing Alien as a “rip off” of Bava's work, however.
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An even more important example of this is to be found in the long-running comparison between Bava's Twitch of the Death Nerve and Sean S. Cunningham's Friday the 13th (1980). The two films share a similarly waterlogged locale and feature horny teenagers being killed off by an unseen assailant, but they are developed and realized in very different ways. Bava's film is a very unconventional giallo: It features not one but several murderers, each with their own specific M.O., and the plot is ignored in favor of ratcheting up a series of Grand Guignol-styled murder set pieces. It is, in short, the ideal template for what would become the slasher film—though, as noted, Martino's Torso fits the bill quite nicely in that respect as well. There are a couple of vaguely similar kills and the demented killer wears a sweater that is not unlike the one worn by one of the killers in Bava's film. But is this enough to justify cries of “rip off”? I would say no. Bearing in mind that Friday the 13th was written by a man (Victor Miller) who openly admitted to having no affection for or overt familiarity with the genre, there are also the repeated claims by director Cunningham to consider. He openly acknowledges Bava's influence on a generation of filmmakers, but crosses his heart and swears to die that he had not seen Twitch at the time that he made Friday. There are good reasons to retain healthy skepticism over this—and we'll discuss that in more detail later on—but a side-by-side comparison of the two films makes it very clear: These are very different films, with very different goals. Nevertheless, it is symptomatic of the cult film buff's desire to discover some link between obscure and popular cinema as a means of further validating his/her favorite films that these claims continue to proliferate to this day.
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Without a doubt, the most significant American filmmaker in the so-called “American giallo” genre is Brian De Palma. De Palma is well known for his obsessive love of Alfred Hitchcock and many of his best-known films play out as knowing valentines to the master of suspense and his oeuvre. Some of these films are more classical in tone than others, but films like Sisters (1973) and Dressed to Kill (1980) go for the lurid in a way that cannot but help remind the European Cult cinema enthusiast of the giallo film. There's just one problem here: De Palma has gone on record, time and again, to dismiss these claims. Sure, one can rationalize this as being his way of keeping his obscure web of references hidden from popular view, but let us drop the pre-conceived notions for a moment and consider the facts. In an interview quoted later in this book, De Palma recalls seeing The Bird with the Crystal Plumage; it made enough of an impression for him to be able to recall it and its director by name, but when pressed for details, he claims that it is a sketchy memory and that he had not seen the film in 30-odd years. He also recalls that his friend and fellow cinephile, Martin Scorsese (who openly admits being influenced by Bava on films such as The Last Temptation of Christ, 1988, and Shutter Island, 2010), showed him some of these films back in the '70s … but damned if he can remember anything about them. Unless one is absolutely convinced that De Palma is simply a bald-faced liar and a plagiarist, we really should be prepared to take him at his word. It's quite possible that he saw a number of these over-the-top thrillers during the '70s, but unless he was going out of his way to really embrace the genre and take notes from them, there's no reason to doubt his claims that they basically disappeared from his longterm memory bank. That is not to say that some of the images and cheeky transitions featured in them did not make their way into his subconscious—the transition from erotic dream to frustrating reality in Dressed to Kill does seem awfully close to a similar scene in Lucio Fulci's A Lizard in Woman's Skin (1971)—but beyond that, it would be disrespectful to the man himself to imply that he is being less than forthcoming. Still, the fans insist upon finding parallels—even if they are a bit arbitrary in how they go about it. For example, consider the celebrated shot in Argento's Tenebrae (1982), wherein detective Giuliano Gemma stoops out of frame to retrieve a piece of evidence, moving onward to reveal the killer standing directly behind him; the impression is that of a layer of skin peeling off to reveal a grim undercarriage. De Palma does something very similar in his late period thriller Raising Cain (1992). Now, let's put on our detective hats and consider the facts. For one thing, Tenebrae did not enjoy a particularly wide exposure in America for many years. It was heavily cut and distributed under the title Unsane and went to video after a relatively sparse theatrical showcase. De Palma was busy during that time frame working on his own films, including Blow Out (1981) and Scarface (1983). Unless somebody like Scorsese actively encouraged him to seek out this relatively little-known Italian thriller, there's no reason to believe that De Palma ever saw the film. On the other hand, by his own admission, he did see Bird back in 1970—and Bird contains a sort of crude sketch for this moment when Tony Musante, investigating the lair of hitman Reggie Nalder, bends down to reveal a dead body stuffed in the rafters behind him. Of course, Argento was not the first filmmaker to utilize this trick, but assuming that he made some sort of subconscious impression on De Palma, it makes more logical sense to attribute it to the more widely-seen Bird than it does to insist upon saying that De Palma “stole” it from Tenebrae. But what of Argento and his influences? Should he be immune from this consideration simply because he was not working in Hollywood? Of course not. Fashionable as it may be to say that De Palma's thrillers play like American variations on Argento's Roman adventures, I would argue that Tenebrae plays out very much like Argento's own interpretation of a De Palma movie. It's a sleeker, sexier movie than anything Argento had directed before it. In interviews, Argento would point to films like Possession (Andrzej Zulawski, 1981) and Blade Runner (Ridley Scott, 1982) as his stylistic signposts, but why not Dressed to Kill, for example? Both films are steeped in sexualized imagery and feature sequences of women being violated by straight razors, with arterial spray to spare in each. It would seem that in the rush to elevate the giallo to the position of trendsetter, many critics have forgotten that these influences frequently cut both ways.
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By the same token, the giallo's influence on the evolution of the slasher film—a particularly American phenomenon, though off-shoots cropped up across the map —is undeniable and yet … not every slasher film is a giallo in disguise. Carpenter's Halloween and Cunningham's Friday the 13th are the obvious examples, but they are not unique. Quite a few of the stalk-and-slash films which emerged from America (and Canada and beyond) are murder mysteries dressed up with some extra sex and violence—thus, they have a very strong lineage to the giallo. Carpenter was the most open about being influenced by the Italian strain of thrillers, while others like Cunningham would claim that they had no conscious awareness of those films. Of course, one must always be mindful of the fact that it is possible for two people to have a similar idea without being aware of the “competition.” As such, there's every reason to believe that a great many of these films just happened to utilize the same basic set-up utilized in Twitch of the Death Nerve without there being any intention of pilfering from an existing—albeit then-obscure—example. From 1980 to 1984, no less than 70 slasher films were released, many of them American and Canadian productions, though a few emerged from other countries, including Spain and Italy. Lucio Fulci's The New York Ripper (1982) presented an ideal fusion between the giallo and the slasher, but its unrelentingly grim tone and queasily realistic gore effects proved off-putting for fans looking for more “fun” in their slice-'em-up fare. Things tapered out around 1984 for a variety of reasons: for one thing, the release of Silent Night, Deadly Night (1983), with its memorably crass ad campaign, drew controversy of the worst kind; for another, the burgeoning home video market was making it possible for people to backtrack and see earlier slasher-style films (like Twitch of the Death Nerve!), which had eluded them up until that time. Just as the giallo had eventually died off owing to over-repetition, the slasher also fell out of favor with audiences who had become immune to its charms. The introduction of a more cerebral strain of horror in the form of Wes Craven's A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984) also helped to shift things in a different direction. Carpenter's Michael Myers may have been the Boogey Man incarnate, but Elm Street's Freddy Kruger (Robert Englund) could actually kill you in your dreams. It was a new sort of slasher and it signaled a trend towards more overtly supernatural thrills for the next several years. Tellingly, the problems facing the slasher boom in America mirrored that of the giallo in Italy: It mutated and evolved (or devolved, depending on your point of view) as it attempted to retain a tenuous foothold. Things would pick up in the '90s, with the release of Craven's meta-slasher Scream (1996), but that film's mixture of smart-ass irony and self-reflexive humor ultimately did the genre more harm than good.
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A quick look at some of the titles that emerged during the slasher boom helps to better understand how the genre changed from being a sort of offshoot of the giallo into being its own particular “thing.” Friday the 13th, arguably the film that is most emblematic of the genre, is covered here because it is undoubtedly one of the films that best replicates the basic tenets of the giallo. It's a mystery thriller, plus it has plenty of sex, a good bit of skin and some shocking murder set pieces. Its success led to a long-running series of sequels, but they were pretty far afield from the tone and style of the original. The killer in the first film is flesh-and-blood, whereas the fearsome Jason, who became a sort of Frankenstein monster for a new generation weaned on issues of Fangoria, is every inch a force of pure, unstoppable evil. The same can be said of Michael Myers in Halloween, but Carpenter's emphasis on beautifully pitched suspense sequences coupled with his artful recreation of some of the aesthetic qualities of the Argento films he admired helps to link it into the giallo; indeed, many critics argue against labeling Halloween as a slasher film at all, since it is a model of restraint and the label conjures up images of the splattery and misanthropic excesses of those later films. British director Tony Maylam delivered a small gem with The Burning (1981), which is also noteworthy as being the first offering from future Hollywood power player Miramax Films. It recycles the usual array of horny teens as well as the summer camp setting from Friday the 13th. Make-up wizard Tom Savini—who became as much of a genre superstar for his efforts as any of the actors of a bygone era, from Béla Lugosi and Boris Karloff to Christopher Lee and Vincent Price—peppers the film with plenty of gruesome highlights, though many of these were compromised for many years due to cuts imposed by the MPAA; the film has since been restored to its full gory glory. In the U.K., the film landed on the infamous “video nasty” list for a number of years, though it is now readily available in its full-strength version there as well. Savini's most uncomfortably realistic effects work was showcased in Maniac (1980), a grim psych-study lensed in New York by director William Lustig. Joe Spinell (who co-wrote the script) puts in a tour-deforce performance as a pathetic lowlife who goes on a killing spree. The pathos generated for Spinell's sad sack psycho adds to the film's chilly appeal, and the gruesome “highlights” include a shotgun blast to the head and a scalping. The British weren't having any of this, either, and the film was outright denied a theatrical showing in the U.K. and was later added to the “video nasty” list. In America critics vilified the film, failing to understand that the violence was meant to be off-putting. Sleepaway Camp (1983) offered probably the most inspired and over-the-top variation on the teens-at-camp-in-peril subgenre; it wasn't anywhere near so savagely gruesome as some of the competition, but it added in some truly bizarre dark comedy to the mix and it delivered an audacious final reveal involving the killer's identity, which has yet to be equaled. Inspired by the success of films with titles like Halloween and Friday the 13th, eager producers lined up and flooded the market with slashers with all sorts of holiday themes: Christmas Evil (1980) had been beaten to the punch by Black Christmas, of course, but it was a surprisingly sensitive and well-crafted exploration of a deranged mind and it benefitted from a splendid central performance by Brandon Maggart; the Canadian-made My Bloody Valentine (1981) delivered plenty of gory thrills prior to being gutted by the MPAA, but it also had the distinct advantage of some atmospheric cinematography and a properly alarming killer kitted out in mining gear; April Fool's Day (1986) arrived late to the party and it looked back to Carpenter's example by emphasizing suspense over gore; and New Year's Evil (1980) failed to bring anything new or original to the table, though there is something almost endearing about its daft plotting and reliance on tacky shock effects. Most of these films were independently produced on a very low-budget, thus assuring that they would make some kind of a profit on release. When the executives at Paramount were rewarded with imposing box office figures after nervously acquiring Friday the 13th (a film the top brass is said to have uniformly loathed), other studios jumped in on the act. Slasher films were released by Columbia, Universal, 20th Century Fox … low grade thrills were no longer simply the province of the smaller outfits. Interestingly, the men who had helped to spearhead the movement did little to capitalize on it. John Carpenter continued working in the horror and suspense genre, but he had no interest in revisiting the tropes of films like Halloween. Sean S. Cunningham followed up Friday the 13th with a very well made adaptation of Mary Higgins Clark's A Stranger is Watching (1981), but it failed to replicate his earlier success. Bob Clark, the director of Black Christmas, turned his back on horror and scored successes with films like Porkys (1981) and A Christmas Story (1983). As for Mario Bava, the man who arguably spearheaded the whole thing with Twitch of the Death Nerve, died at the age of 65 in 1980. His “disciples” like Argento and Fulci continued to exploit the possibilities of the body count giallo, and as noted, Fulci's The New York Ripper is—along with Michele Soavi's stylish Stage Fright (1987)—one of the best examples of how the giallo became cross-pollinated with the genre it helped to create.
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A German poster for My Bloody Valentine
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Compared to the U.S., the U.K. has had a very reticent relationship with violence on film. It's an irony of sorts that it took the British to rejuvenate the horror film in the 1950s, after they had helped to drive it into virtual extinction in the late 1930s; incensed by the excesses of films like Bride of Frankenstein and The Raven (both 1935), the British Board of Film Censors (BBFC) vowed to stop allowing Hollywood horrors to be imported to their screens. Sensing controversy of the worst nature, the producers in America acquiesced and horror film production was effectively curtailed during the years of 1937 and 1938. Flash forward to 1957 and a small company in England, Hammer Film Productions, earned their biggest box office success with the first version of Frankenstein to be filmed in color: The Curse of Frankenstein. The film's success made genre icons out of actors Peter Cushing and Christopher Lee and, across the ocean, the producers at American International Pictures responded with a lushly-appointed (but low-budget) series of shockers based on the works of Edgar Allan Poe, which helped to cement the elegant Vincent Price as America's prime boogeyman. All of this is merely to set the stage for a somewhat surprising turn of events, however, so bear with me. Mario Bava's Blood and Black Lace (1964) died a death at the Italian box office, but this was almost to be expected with Bava. He specialized in films made very quickly and very economically, and he could almost always count on generating sufficient interest from audiences in other countries—notably the U.S., France and the U.K.—to continue generating financing for his next picture. Critics were simultaneously shocked and fascinated by the film's mixture of high glamour and brutal violence, but it was not a film whose influence was necessarily felt right away. The first glimmer of any film taking any kind of a lesson from it emerged not in America, but in England. Hammer's chief “rival” in the horror field, Amicus Productions, produced The Psychopath (1966). Precisely how much of an influence Bava's seminal giallo had on this picture can only be surmised; nobody connected to its production has ever so much as mentioned Bava in any interview I can find. It's extremely unlikely that director Freddie Francis, an avowed non-fan of the genre, was aware of the film's existence. Producer Milton Subotsky was much keener on horror than Francis, but he was also a bit of a prude—it's not very likely that he would have been moved by the film's then-shocking mixture of sex, glamour and violence. One is therefore left with the assumption that screenwriter Robert Bloch—another fan of the genre, whose credits include the novel Psycho, which provided the basis for the Hitchcock film of the same name—might have taken a few notes from the picture. There are definitely some points of similarity between the two movies, and it really does play out like the first overtly giallo-conscious thriller to have been made outside of Italy. It unfolds as a series of murders; there's a plethora of red herrings and a heaping helping of Oedipal confusion as a pastyfaced young man struggles to break free from his wheelchair-bound old mum. Francis does not go for the sort of savagery which marked out Bava's film, but the emphasis on murder set pieces does rather differentiate the film from Francis' earlier thrillers for Hammer, all of which were deeply indebted to Clouzot's Les Diaboliques: Paranoiac (1962), Nightmare (1963) and Hysteria (1964). The Psychopath didn't exactly set the box office on fire, but traces of the giallo can also be found in such U.K.-lensed thrillers as Jim O'Connolly's Berserk (1967), Sidney Hayers' Assault (1971), Peter Collinson's Fright and Straight on Till Morning (both 1972) and, above all, in Nicolas Roeg's magnificent Don't Look Now (1973). Roeg's film is a triumph in every sense of the word and its Venetian setting makes the connection to the Italian thriller even more explicit. Here again, Roeg has never so much as uttered the name “Dario Argento” in any interview I can find, but there is a striking parallel to be drawn between his film and the full-blooded Italian thriller Who Saw Her Die?, directed by Argento's one-time collaborator Aldo Lado, and released a full year prior. Both films deal with parental grief over the death of a child and both are set amid the canals of Venice. The two stories play out in very different ways, but the similarities are hard to shake. Given that it's not known whether or not Roeg ever saw Lado's movie, it can be theorized that Lado was actually inspired by Daphne du Maurier's short story, which was first published in 1971. Roeg's film is actually very true to the particulars of du Maurier's story, so accusations of his having cribbed elements from Lado's movie do not amount to very much.
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Another British director who dabbled in the giallo was the notorious Peter Walker. A former bit part actor who plunged head-first into the field of exploitation as a director, Walker's own socio-political views were poles apart from those evident in some of his films. Unlike many of his contemporaries, Walker actually was in favor of censorship—but he was more in favor of making money, so he did everything in his power to cram his films with controversial material in the hopes of attracting the interest of audiences. He is best remembered for his cannibal horror film Frightmare (1974), but several of his films, including Schizoid (1976) and The Comeback (1978), play out like British gialli. His thrillers aren't quite as effective as his horror films, however, indicating that he was not as comfortable with complex plot machinations as he was with “winding up” stuffy sensibilities by attacking the sacred pillars of British society.

Spain, of course, became a hot spot for gialli in the 1970s —many of the Italian films were made with an infusion of Spanish financing, and quite a few Spanish films would utilize Italian technicians and artisans on their home grown productions. A Spanish filmmaker who dabbled extensively in the genre was the late José Ramón Larraz, but his first forays into the genre were made not in Spain—but in England. Whirlpool (1970) and Deviation (1971) were actually primarily financed by Denmark and Sweden, respectively, but they benefit from the same slightly jaundiced “foreigner's eye” of England that distinguished Roman Polanski's early work in the U.K., such as Repulsion (1965) and Culde-Sac (1966). Both films are graphically sexual and incredibly convoluted and they also benefit from outstanding soundtracks by giallo veteran Stelvio Cipriani. However, only Whirlpool is appropriate for inclusion in this context, whereas Deviation is closer in tone to a psychological horror film. Larraz followed these up with the purely British-financed Scream–and Die! (1974), but his later giallo-slasher Edge of the Axe (1988) was basically Spanish in origin, despite some American co-financing and a dogged  determination to pass itself off as an American exploitation product. Larraz is best remembered for his sublime mixture of potent eroticism and graphic violence in Vampyres (1974) and none of his giallo-style thrillers are among his best work, but they each have something offbeat to recommend.

Larraz was by no means the only Spanish director to get in on the act, however. Genre icons like Paul Naschy (aka Jacinto Molina  Álvarez) and Jess Franco (aka Jesús Franco… and quite a few aliases, besides) also dipped their toes into the water. Naschy's first brush with the genre came via an obscure thriller titled Agonizando en el crimen (“Agonizing in Crime”). Released in early 1968, it provided Naschy with his first really substantial film role –but it was strictly a gun-for-hire assignment. After establishing himself as a writer and bona fide star of Spanish genre cinema just a few months later, with the release of The Mark of the Wolfman (aka Frankenstein's Bloody Terror, 1968), Naschy would go on to write and star in several full-blooded giallo thrillers of his own: 7 Murders for Scotland Yard (1972), The Blue Eyes of the Broken Doll (1974) and A Dragonfly for Each Corpse.(1975) These films are really about as close to authentic Spanish gialli as you're likely to find and they all pay significant lip service to the tropes established by Italian filmmakers. Naschy would go on to direct a number of films, many of them in his favored genre of horror, but sadly he never actually directed a giallo of his own—though the fact-based serial killer opus El huerto del Francés (1978) and the supernatural shocker Panic Beats (1983) arguably have some borderline elements.
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As for Jess Franco, he directed a couple of old-fashioned, “old dark house"-style thrillers in the 1970s—Silence of the Tomb (1972) and Night of the Skull (1974)—but these are fairly timid offerings and don't offer up any of the director's customary emphasis on sleaze. They could arguably be included in this context, but truth be told, they aren't really any more in line with what we think of as being a giallo than the many straightforward adaptations of Agatha Christie's Ten Little Indians – or John Willard's The Cat and the Canary, for that matter. Once the director relocated to Spain, following the death of dictator Francisco Franco (no relation), he helped to bring porn and sexploitation to Spanish cinemas and directed a series of outré and experimental films, often with complete creative freedom. He was relentlessly prolific and had co-production deals going with producers in other countries—including a German company, for whom he filmed Bloody Moon (1981). The film is predominantly German in its financing, but it was filmed in Spain with a mixture of Spanish and German technicians. The film is quite remarkable in many respects and it stands out as the most outrageously gory of Franco's career. Though often criticized as being inept, it actually has a pretty sly and sardonic sense of humor and plays out like a parody of giallo and slasher film conventions.

Apart from “the usual suspects” of Spanish genre cinema, a number of other, lesser-known directors dabbled in the genre as well: Eugenio Martín, Juan Bosch, Alfonso Balcázar, José María Forqué, and so forth. The films they churned out range from the routine to the inspired, but generally they display a more old-fashioned sensibility compared to the films that were being made by Italian filmmakers. These Spanish thrillers tend to be closer to the German krimis, in many respects, in that they very often focus on the procedural detective work as opposed to the visceral thrills afforded by the murder sequences. Nevertheless, Italian co-financing was not uncommon and as such a number of familiar names and faces tend to move back and forth between these pictures. One such individual is screenwriter Santiago Moncada, who wrote the Spanish/Italian co-production Hatchet for the Honeymoon (1970). That film was filmed largely in Barcelona, but it is included among the “authentic” Italian entries by virtue of the fact that it was directed by genre master Mario Bava. Moncada's name was also included on the screenplay credit for Sergio Martino's All the Colors of the Dark (1972), another Italian production with some Spanish financing, though screenwriter Ernesto Gastaldi assured me that he wrote the film on his own; the inclusion of additional names in the credits of these films was often a concession towards satisfying the co-production quotas of the other countries who chipped in on producing the picture. Nevertheless, Moncada wrote quite a few interesting films, including a couple of Spanish thrillers covered in this volume, The Fourth Victim (1971) and The Corruption of Chris Miller (1973).
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In Canada, filmmakers like Bob Clark sought to exploit the potential of the genre as well. Clark's Black Christmas (1974) would become a major influence on John Carpenter's Halloween and it remains a legitimately creepy film in its own right. The film differs from the giallo in some key points—notably in its lack of a resolution–but this would, in itself, be a key point of influence in what would become the slasher genre. Clark was one of the relatively few directors working in Canada who regularly explored the horror and suspense genre during this time, but he would eventually abandon it in favor of more comedic material.

A few other giallo-style thrillers would emerge during the height of the slasher boom, but interestingly Canada's only homegrown genre expert, David Cronenberg, never did dip his toe into this type of subject matter. Cronenberg's fascination with “body horror” would lead him to make some of the most disturbing genre films of all time but his thematic interests were rather too weighty to be lent to scenarios of teens in peril being stalked by faceless maniacs. Even so, one of the most effective giallo-style thrillers to emerge trom Canada did so by way of the slasher boom: My Bloody Valentine (1981). A stylish and atmospheric stalk-and-slash thriller, it cashes in on the craze for linking slasher movies with holidays and creates some genuine frissons –despite the best efforts of the MPAA to rid the film of its gory excesses. Beyond this, however, the country's relationship with this sort of subject matter remained tenuous at best.

The giallo influence didn't just extend only to these countries, either. The very regional cinema of Turkey, for example, would enter into the fray in the 1970s. Turkish cinema had largely focused on comedy, historical films, melodramas and action movies for years and years, though a few attempts had been made at horror subjects. Dracula in Istanbul (1953), for example, was a relatively ambitious attempt by Turkish filmmakers at making a proper adaptation of Bram Stoker's Dracula. The story underwent some significant changes, but the end result actually anticipates elements that Hammer would popularize several years later in their horror films—notably an air of sickly eroticism –and it is also of note for being the first vampire film to depict a vampire with canine fangs. The film was a success, but curiously it did not lead to a stream of similar movies in the Turkish cinema. Evidently it simply wasn't a form that many people in the country were ready to explore. All of that changed in the 1970s, when filmmakers like Yavuz Yalinkiliç and Metin Erksan unleashed genre films of their own. Yalinkiliç's The Dead Don't Talk (1970) combined horror and thriller tropes, while Frksan's Seytan (1974) was an unauthorized remake of The Exorcist; indeed, the latter would even be sold in the American gray market as Turkish Exorcist. There weren't a ton of Turkish films in the giallo mold, but at least one of them was very obviously indebted to a specific model: Mehmet Aslan's  Thirsty for Love, Sex and Murder (1972) was an out-and-out rip-off of Sergio  Martino's The Strange Vice of Mrs. Wardh  (1971), and it even incorporated plenty of uncredited (and unauthorized) music by the likes of Ennio Morricone and others. In fairness, as crude as Aslan's film is, it lacked even the resources afforded to Martino's picture. Turkish cinema was never in the position to compete with the budgets and technology available to American, British and European  filmmakers and the films they produced  were never really exported abroad; they  made their money domestically and  served their primary purpose of presenting Turkish audiences with a view of their own culture on celluloid.
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Turkish DVD cover for Dracula in Istanbul (1953)

Much the same can be said of Egypt's relationship with genre cinema. Egyptian filmmakers were active in films as  far back as the very start of the cinema  in the late 1890s, but they would focus  on short subjects for much of the silent  era. The first feature-length Egyptian  film (Layla, 1927) did not emerge until toward the end of the silent era, but  Egyptian producers and money men enjoyed a great deal of monetary success  throughout the 1940s, '50s and '60s; it's  been said, in fact, that the country is the  most successful and prolific of all the  middle-eastern regions when it comes to film production. In spite of this, Egyptian filmmakers seldom delved into horror and suspense terrain, preferring instead to focus their energies on popular entertainments in the comedy and adventure-spectacle genres, as well as more politically motivated works. The Mummy (1969, aka The Night of Counting the Years) may well sound like a horror movie, for example, but it is instead a serious exploration of the raping and pillaging of the Egyptian identity by grave robbers and the like. The ultra-obscure Moments of Fear (1972) is a very rare example of an Egyptian-made thriller with a very slight giallo influence, but it evidently was not successful enough to inspire many imitators. The giallo elements—principally the notion of an affluent protagonist with a dodgy past who finds himself being blackmailed by a relentless avenging angel—are much too muted and the film itself is much too staid to warrant inclusion in this context, however. Much the same can be said of Husayn Imara's bizarre Where Will You Run? (1977), which adds in a little more exploitation value and builds to a memorably deranged finale, as a lovelorn hunchback sexually assaults his beloved mistress before committing suicide in the sea; here again, it is comprised of nearly two hours of not very much happening before things come to life in the final moments. Once again, music by Western composers like John Barry and Lalo Schifrin are used liberally without regard to copyright; if these films are any indicator, Diamonds Are Forever (1971) must have been a particularly big hit among Middle Eastern viewers! As with Turkey and indeed other strains of Middle Eastern cinema, the Egyptian cinema is geared more towards native audiences and few of their films have made much of a dent internationally. This is a key distinction compared to Italian cinema, for example, which can be divided into two basic categories: the prestige films and the genre films, with the latter invariably being pitched at a specifically English language audience. In more recent years, the schism between the art house and the more commercial end of the business has prompted a divide in Egyptian film production; in essence, the Egyptian films which native audiences actually flock to are never seen anywhere else in the world, while smaller, more “artistically” inclined movies are generally not so popular at home, but they do occasionally get some international exposure in the festival circuit.
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And then there's India, the country that produces more films than any other–even if most people outside of the country have never seen any of them. The Indian film industry is a marvel of productivity, and unlike the stricter Middle Eastern models, it is only too willing to embrace exploitation and genre cinema. The first Indian films arrived during the nineteen-teens and they achieved popularity right from the start. The cinema offered affordable entertainment to the masses and as technology advanced and encompassed sound recording, it was soon discovered that the addition of musical numbers was a sure-fire way of appealing to even wider audiences. The Indian film industry is often referred to as Bollywood, an obvious play on Hollywood; the term itself is technically specific to the Mumbai area of the country, but the term is typically used in a more all-inclusive sense by non-natives. This is perhaps appropriate, however, given the way that “Hollywood” is often bandied about as being reflective of the American filmmaking machine as a whole, when it in fact denotes something far more specific. Indian films are basically the epitome of “dinner and a show” entertainment, in much the same way that former vaudeville comedy acts like the Marx Brothers or Abbott and Costello sought greater acceptance by incorporating musical numbers and romance into their films. Thus, it's not at all uncommon for Indian films to incorporate musical numbers, no matter what the subject matter; it's a concept that seems laughable to many non-native viewers, and which has been parodied in many contexts, but the Indian audience accepts and indeed embraces it as a concept. Once India achieved independence from the British Empire in 1947, its filmmaking entered a period of fresh inspiration, with art house fare like the films of Satyajit Ray (1921-1992) attaining international prominence while the more commercial end of the spectrum saw an explosion of over-the-top exploitation movies. With the exception of a couple of stray attempts in the 1940s and 1960s, Indian horror and thriller movies didn't really take off until the 1970s. The giallo influence could be felt in a handful of Indian films, notably Red Roses (1978 and 1980 versions) and Tik… Tik… Tik… (1981). True to form, these films make room for some song and dance numbers. Then there's Partho Ghosh's 100 Days (1991), a loose remake of an early Indian thriller titled Nooravathu Naal (1984), which attracted some notoriety when it was said to have inspired the exploits of at least two serial killers in India.1 Both films are actually uncredited remakes of a standout giallo, namely Lucio Fulci's The Psychic (1977), with some elements of the American giallo thriller Eyes of Laura Mars (1978) mixed in for good (?) measure.

And what of the East? As one might expect, the Asian film scene has displayed an ample awareness of the giallo. The films of Italian cult filmmakers like Mario Bava, Lucio Fulci and Dario Argento were very popular indeed among Japanese and Chinese audiences, so it's not exactly shocking that the booming film industry there should have delved into these murky waters. The Japanese wasted no time diving into film production; the first Japanese films emerged at the end of the 19th century, and by the 1950s they had blossomed into one of the top producers of motion pictures in the international film scene. Like their Indian counterparts, they had tremendous success in exporting some films while making ample profit on films geared more toward a native audience. On the art house front, Akira Kurosawa (1910-1998) established himself as one of the most significant and influential filmmakers in the world, while Japanese sci-fi, horror and action films took Western drive-ins by storm throughout the '50s, '60s and '70s. Just consider the long-running series of kaiju (“strange beast”) films, including the ever-popular Godzilla series, for example.
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Italian poster for Violent Blood Bath,a near giallo

The cinema of China, which also encompasses Hong Kong (which remained under British rule until 1997, at which point it officially became a part of China, though in many respects it remains its own separate, unique entity), developed along similar lines—though the Chinese film industry would come under control of the Japanese during the height of World War II. Following the war, China established its independence from the Japanese control of their film industry, but the industry as a whole suffered under the domineering influence of the Communist regime headed by Chairman Mao Zedong. Once the Communist regime crumbled in the late 1970s, there was an upswing in creative freedom as filmmakers broke free from the “film as propaganda” school of thinking and began turning their attention to social dramas. In the 1980s, things began to pick up commercially and many Chinese films have gone on to achieve worldwide success and acclaim. On the Hong Kong side of the equation, there has always been a stronger commercial impulse—as well as a desire to curry to Western sensibilities by copying trends in American and European filmmaking. The martial arts films produced by the Shaw Brothers, for example, are often essentially Westerns in disguise, and there would even be attempts at cultural connectivity, as when Britain's Hammer struck a deal with Sir Run Run Shaw to make a couple of films together in the 1970s; the resulting movies, The Legend of the 7 Golden Vampires (1973) and Shatter (1974), were not necessarily successful, but they stand out as offbeat examples of what can happen when two separate and distinct sensibilities try to merge as one.

In terms of exploitation cinema, both the Japanese and the Chinese have proven more than willing to get “down and dirty,” in spite of various cultural obstacles—most notably, the strict laws in Japan which demand that genitalia must be optically fogged, even in hardcore porn films, as well as an outright ban on sexually explicit films in China, which is still being enforced to the current day. On the other hand, things are a little bit more lax in Hong Kong, though open advertising of such materials is still frowned upon. Nevertheless, their more permissive attitude is evident in the films that they produce versus the ones that are produced in China. The more commercially minded Asian filmmakers have long been notorious for their willingness to push the envelope; just think of the Japanese director Takashi Miike, for example, and his extreme depictions of violence and mayhem. Surprisingly, Miike himself hasn't yet made a film in the giallo mold, but films like Cure (1997, Japan) and Tell Me Something (1999, South Korea), while undoubtedly inspired by the success of David Fincher's serial killer thriller Se7en (1995), display a similar vibe and aesthetic to the giallo. The Shaw Brothers production of Corpse Mania (Hong Kong, 1981) pre-dated the later “mainstreaming” of serial killer movies and it was clearly made with an overt awareness of Mario Bava and Dario Argento's work in the giallo genre. It's also one of the more extreme examples of the genre, thus anticipating some of the more sickly excesses found in Lucio Fulci's notorious (and frequently misunderstood) The New York Ripper (1982).
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Ultimately, just to hammer the point home one final time, the selection of titles covered in this book is not meant to be definitive. A truly comprehensive overview of every single non-Italian thriller in the giallo mold may well never be a feasible undertaking. For one thing, too many films remain shrouded in obscurity and have not been “discovered” outside of their specific cultural settings. And for another, the old sticking point of “what is a giallo” remains firmly in place. Given that even among Italian entries, there is no consistent agreement as to what films should or should not be included in the genre; trying to cast the net worldwide is indeed an exercise in folly. Still, the films gathered herein—which also spring from Latin America, Greece and beyond—all have a similar tone … a similar vibe. And chances are, if you're a dyed-in-the-wool giallo-holic and you've exhausted everything there is to see in Italy—well, a good many of these may well be right up your perverted alley.
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Italian poster for the near giallo Death Haunts Monica, which sell the film as an Agatha Christie addaptation—though it isn't.

For the benefit of those keeping score, however, here are some films in the giallo mold which didn't make the cut for one reason or another—fans would do well to add them to their proverbial giallo bucket list, along with a number of others which have perhaps escaped my notice: Agonizando en el crimen (Enrqiue López Eguiluz, 1967), Blind Beast (Yasuzô Masumura, 1969), Obsessions (Pim de la Parra, 1969), Death Knocks Twice (Harald Philipp, 1969), Perversion Story (Julio Buchs, 1969), Shadow of Death (Javier Setó, 1969), The House That Screamed (Narcisco Ibanez Serrador, 1970), Crucible of Terror (Ted Hooker, 1971), First Surrender (Angelino Fons, 1971), Straight on Till Morning (Peter Collinson, 1972), The Two Faces of Fear (Tulio Demicheli, 1972), El juego del adulterio (Joaquín Luis Romero Marchent, 1973), El asesino está entre los trece (Javier Aguirre, 1973), Violent Blood Bath (Jorge Grau, 1973), Diary of an Erotic Murderess (Manuel Muir Oti, 1975), La muerte ronda a Mónica (Ramón Fernández, 1976), Blood Relatives (Claude Chabrol, 1978), Violation of the Bitch (Josó Ramón Larraz, 1978), Las flores del vicio (Silvio Narizzano, 1979), Saboot (Shyam Ramsay and Tulsi Ramsay, 1980), Blow Out (Brian De Palma, 1981), Happy Birthday to Me (J. Lee Thompson, 1981), Still of the Night (Robert Benton, 1982), Double Exposure (William Byron Hillman, 1983), Hong Kong Butcher (Jeffrey Lau, 1985), Raising Cain (Brian De Palma, 1992), Copycat (Jon Amiel, 1995), Akam (Shalini Usha Nair, 2012), and Anukshanam (Ram Gopal Varma, 2014).2 “Why didn't these make the cut,” you ask? A lot of it is down to a matter of space and some of it is down to an attempt at creating a nice mix of the familiar and the obscure. Yes, The House That Screamed is a lot better than a number of films included—but it's also reasonably well-regarded at this point, and while it seems a definite influence on Dario Argento's Suspiria (1977), its status as a “sort of” giallo is a little tougher to justify; the elements are there (including a slow motion murder scene which is comparable to anything ever staged by Argento), but arguably it's closer to an old-school Gothic horror/melodrama than a giallo. As for the matter of space, it was admittedly a pretty arbitrary process picking what would survive and what would not; nevertheless, I have given these titles a shoutout for the benefit of those who may wish to seek them out. And what of the various adaptations of Agatha Christie's Ten Little Indians? Surely Christie's influence on the murder mystery genre is beyond question, but there's a distinction to be made between old-school drawing room-style mysteries and the more lurid form of the giallo. Mario Bava directed his own very quirky variation on Christie's venerable chestnut, Five Dolls for an August Moon (1970), and in so doing he transformed it into one of the genre's most peculiar and fascinating movies. Yet little remains of Christie's orderly and rational approach in Bava's film, whereas the various “straight” adaptations—notably the renowned 1945 version by Rene Clair, which predates the creation of the giallo film, anyway—are very much removed from the style and attitude of these lurid thrillers. Peter Collinson's Ten Little Indians (1974) came close to making the mark, thanks to its cooing Bruno Nicolai soundtrack and cast of European Cult Cinema veterans (Oliver Reed, Herbert Lom, Alberto de Mendoza, Adolfo Celi, Elke Sommer, Maria Rohm, etc.), but it too is closer in tone and spirit to the classical model than its more unhinged giallo counterparts. The same can also be said for the uncredited Indian-made adaptation, Gumnaam (Raja Nawathe, 1965), as well as such old dark house murder mysteries as Pedro Lazaga's stylish El rostro del asesino (1967), Francisco Lara Polop's atmospheric Maniac Mansion (1972) and the aforementioned Jess Franco films The Silence of the Tomb (1972) and The Night of the Skull (1974). Tony Williams' wonderful Next of Kin (1982) definitely betrays signs of a slight giallo influence, but ultimately these elements are not strong enough to warrant the film's inclusion in this context. Then there's the curious case of the Mexican film Terror and Black Lace (Luis Alcoriza, 1985), which, if we were to judge a book by its cover, seems like a no-brainer for inclusion in this context. And yet, if you ever bother to track the film down, you'll surely feel cheated: It's more of a satirical melodrama about an abusive relationship and how a woman learns to stand up for herself when she is confronted by a psychopathic neighbor. It's a lot of things, but, one thing it isn't, is a giallo! Chances are, some of the titles included will prove to be controversial, which is okay. Some of them really do stretch the limits of the genre pretty far and I'm the first to admit that; but I'd argue that they all have elements which link them in some way to our beloved genre and, as such, they are all deserving of consideration within the nebulous boundaries of giallo cinema.
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It may sound like a giallo, but it isn't: Terror and Black Lace.

Notes:

1. Gowri Shankar, also known as “Auto” Shankar, was the head of a gang of hoods, and he orchestrated the deaths of at least six people between 1988 and 1989; while on trial, he claimed to have been inspired by Nooravathu Naal. He was executed for his crimes in 1995. And in 1984, a young man known as Jayaprakash was arrested and charged with committing a series of murders which bore some resemblance to the ones depicted in the film; the victims included the young man's sister and her husband and six-month-old child, as well as the brother-in-law's two brothers, the wife of one of the brothers, the six and two-year old daughters of the one brother, and a family friend who was staying with them at the time; the murders reportedly took place over a space of several hours in February of 1984. The young man was hanged for the murders. These cases triggered a major debate in India about “social responsibility” in the arts—a debate which rages from culture to culture to this day.

2. Of course, these are films which are, at the very least, not primarily Italian financed. Some of these films, notably the Spanish ones produced during the height of the genre's “boom” period in the 1970s, did indeed have Italian financing and production personnel—but they are ultimately recognized as Spanish productions. A list of “borderline” Italian gialli—that is, films with giallo elements that ultimately do not fit the bill as authentic entries—is included in volume one of this series.






The Reviews



A note on titles and organization: As in volumes one and two, I have elected to list the films by their best-known English language title. Sometimes where multiple titles have been used with some regularity in English language territories (for example, The Fox With a Velvet Tail/In the Eye of the Hurricane/Lusty Lovers), I have simply gone with the title I prefer. Those films that have never been officially released either theatrically or on home video in the English language market are referred to by their “native language” titles. I have endeavored to arrange the films according to their release date—as in, the date that the films were released in their respective countries. I decided to go this route as opposed to the alphabetical system I utilized for volumes one and two because it helps to avoid some of the problems associated with “introducing” certain artists via titles which may have come first in terms of the alphabet, but not in terms of strict chronology. Unfortunately, I have not been able to find specific release dates for a number of these films, so those films are held back until last in their respective year of release. There are also those films that were produced long before they ever saw the light of day—in which case I have elected to list the film by the year of production rather than the (belated) year of release. As is so often the case with books of this kind, there's really no “perfect” way of organizing all of this data, but it will have to do.

Home video release information is presented for the English-friendly DVD releases that are most readily available; those films that have not been released on DVD or Blu-ray in an English-friendly (i.e., dubbed or subtitled) edition do not have any home video information included. Bootleg (or gray market) releases are not included. This is not a complete or comprehensive guide to home video releases, but hopefully this will enable curious fans to seek out the English-friendly releases that are available at the time of this writing.
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The Psychopath (Release date: February, 1966) (U.K.)

Directed by Freddie Francis; Produced by Max J. Rosenberg and Milton Subotsky, for Amicus Productions; Screenplay by Robert Bloch; Director of Photography: John Wilcox; Editor: Oswald Hafenrichter; Music by Elisabeth Lutyens

Main Players: Patrick Wymark (Detective Inspector Holloway); Margaret Johnston (Mrs. Von Sturm); John Standing (Mark Von Sturm); Alexander Knox (Frank Saville); Judy Huxtable (Louise Saville); Don Borisenko (Donald Loftis); Thorley Walters (Martin Roth); Robert Crewdson (Victor Ledoux); Colin Gordon (Dr. Glyn)

Home Video: Kino Lorber Blu-ray (Region A) and Kino Lorber DVD (Region 1) (With audio commentary by Troy Howarth)

A solicitor named Reinhardt Klermer is brutally murdered; next to his body is found a doll fashioned in his image. Detective Inspector Holloway questions his friends Saville, Ledoux and Roth, but they all appear to have alibis. When they start turning up dead, with similar dolls found beside their bodies, Holloway zeroes in on a suspect who may have a long-standing grudge against all four men…
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Argentine lobby card for The Psychopath: Margaret Johnson amid her doll collection

Robert Bloch (1917-1994) hailed from Wisconsin—and the source of inspiration for his most well remembered literary creation sprang from the same area, as luck would have it. A life-long fan of horror and the macabre, he turned his interest into a successful literary career, churning out short stories and novels, many of them with a decidedly tongue-incheek bent, for the better part of 60 years. He was an avowed admirer of the great H.P. Lovecraft and even wrote him an effusive fan letter; the reclusive writer responded in kind and encouraged the younger man to pursue writing full-time. Bloch's flair for macabre humor endeared him to a generation of pulp fiction readers and, in 1959, he scored a major success with his novel Psycho. The book was loosely based on the exploits of Wisconsin's own favorite serial killer, Ed Gein, and it soon caught the attention of director Alfred Hitchcock, who wanted to use it as the basis for a low-budget black-and-white horror movie. Psycho (1960), of course, became a major success, though Hitchcock and screenwriter Joseph Stefano changed a number of elements from the book—notably the character of schizophrenic Norman Bates, presented in the book as a blandly cherubic figure and in the film in the edgy, handsome form of Anthony Perkins. After that, other filmmakers began to look to Bloch for inspiration, including Hitchcock's B-grade “rival,” William Castle, who hired him to write the gimmicky Hitchcock-styled thrillers Straight-Jacket and The Night Walker (both 1964). Bloch also began working for producer Milton Subotsky at Amicus Productions in the U.K.
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Tim Barrett (right) finds another victim of The Psychopath

Amicus started off producing juvenile fare, but by the mid-1960s Subotsky decided to indulge his affection for the horror genre. Unimpressed with the blatant approach of Hammer Film Productions, but very impressed by their commercial success, he rounded up a number of people connected to Hammer and brought them on board to participate in his first horror anthology, Dr. Terror's House of Horrors (1965). Based on the Ealing Studios classic Dead of Night (1945), the film told of a mysterious fortune-teller (Peter Cushing), who provides a group of fellow passengers aboard a night train to London a glimpse of their not-so-rosy futures. The film was commercially successful and set Amicus on the path to producing more horror films and thrillers. Subotsky, in partnership with fellow New Yorker-abroad Max J. Rosenberg (who was more concerned with the money end of the arrangement), decided to try and practice what he preached: he disliked the lurid, sexed-up approach of Hammer and decided to make his own horror films in a more resolutely old-fashioned manner. He purchased the rights to Bloch's short story The Skull of the Marquis De Sade and wrote the adaptation for the film version, The Skull (1965), himself. Bloch was not thrilled with the changes Subotsky made to the material, but the film offered plenty of mood and some striking visual effects, along with the usual array of top-drawer acting talent. After this, Subotsky reached out to Bloch and asked him to write an original screenplay. Bloch responded with The Psychopath—and while it was original in a sense, it also drew very heavily from his best-known work, as the title plainlymade clear.

Cinematographer-turned-director Freddie Francis (1917-2007) first joined the Amicus fold with Dr. Terror and he continued to work with them, off and on, until the early 1970s. That said he did not enjoy the most easygoing relationship with Subotsky. Subotsky was prone to making exaggerated claims about his own input into these films in interviews, and many filmmakers who worked with him described him as a nice enough sort who had an annoying tendency of trying to “save” films in the editing room. It wasn't that they needed saving, however, so much as he felt the need to impose his point of view on the material regardless of whether it was the right thing for the movie in question. In one interview, he claimed to have “salvaged” The Skull (also directed by Francis) in the editing. When told of this by interviewer Wheeler Winston Dixon, Francis responded:

Milton probably believes that, because Milton, apart from wanting to be a writer, wanted to be an editor. And Milton cannot resist joining any two pieces of film together. I always jokingly said, “If Milton's walking down the street and treads on a piece of film, he'll pick it up and try to join it to something.” Quite honestly, that is a statement that's really not worth discussing. But he probably really thinks that, you know.1

When the time came to make The Psychopath, their relationship continued to strain. He would later recall:

With The Psychopath I was on familiar ground because it was another psychological thriller.2

Indeed, Francis had spent his early years as a director at Hammer making several of their so-called “mini-Hitchcock” thrillers: Paranoiac (1963), Nightmare (1964) and Hysteria (1965). In fact, they were far closer to “mini-Clouzot” films, since the plots—by Jimmy Sangster—were clearly more indebted to Les Diaboliques than they were to Psycho. The Psychopath introduced a new plot emphasis into the proceedings, as Francis correctly pointed out:
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French grande poster for The Psychopath·, art by Ernst Litter

It almost anticipated the modern teen film obsession with killing everyone in the plot.3

There is a great deal of truth to this, though Francis was undoubtedly quite unaware of the fact that a similar emphasis had already begun to creep into the thriller thanks to the giallo films being produced at that time in Italy. Francis, of course, was not a fan of the genre and he often bemoaned the fact that he was so identified with directing them; he had fun with the genre at first, but by the end of the 1960s his boredom began to manifest itself with such shockingly poor movies as They Came from Beyond Space (1967), Trog (1970), The Vampire Happening (1971) and Son of Dracula (1974). As such, it's not a reasonable assumption that he was directly influenced by Mario Bava's Blood and Black Lace, but there are definite points of comparison between the two pictures: Both utilize subjective camera work, both feature a scene of a girl in a shiny red mac being stalked and killed and both feature sequences of stalking and killing in a studio illuminated by a flashing fluorescent light. Given Bloch's interest in the genre, it's possible that he incorporated some of these visual elements into the script, but it's also just possible that Francis–another visually-oriented director with a strong background in cinematography, like Bava—simply happened to light upon some of the same ideas without even realizing it. In any event, the film is not nearly as aggressively stylized or unsettling as Bava's picture, but it does mark a significant moment of transition in British thrillers.
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Italian poster for The Psychopath; art by Enzo Nistri

The script has its foot planted in the past as well as the present. On the one hand, it's the usual drawing room sort of mystery, replete with a scandalous wartime secret threatening to become exposed, and yet it also includes some murder set pieces that are notable for their implicit sadism. One victim is repeatedly run over by a car—Francis emphasizes the brutality obliquely, with the victim's violin case being smashed as the car moves back and forth over the body—while another has his face seared off with an acetylene torch. The film doesn't indulge in the sort of graphic brutality that made Bava's film so cutting edge and unsettling, but it does go a good deal further than the average British thriller of the period. Compare it to the more-or-less contemporaneous remake of Ten Little Indians (1966, directed by George Pollack), for example, wherein the violence is neatly dished out and kept mostly off-screen. The Pollack film is a classic drawing room mystery, while Francis' is more concerned with generating a few well-timed shocks and scares.

Sadly, the end result is a picture that is not quite the sum of all its parts. Individual sequences are staged and executed with the sort of flair which Francis brought to The Skull, but a lot of the film unfolds in a rather slack and pedestrian manner. The mystery angle is also much too obvious to generate surprises; it would be unsporting to reveal everything here for the uninitiated, but it's unlikely that many viewers are really fooled by the double-twist at the end of the picture. Francis attributed most of the film's problems to the script, which he said was:

Unworkably short, and inevitably, there was no money or time to write a new one or build new sets. Consequently, I had to find the missing minutes on the floor [i.e., the sound stage], which meant that some of the murder “set pieces” were invented by me simply to fill in the time. It was the only way I could expand the script.4

The film benefits from an above average cast. Patrick Wymark is excellent as the faintly shabby Scotland Yard detective, who is investigating the murders. Wymark's everyman appeal helps to make the character more likable than the usual plodding copper, and he seems to have enjoyed helping Francis to “fill in” some of the deficiencies in Bloch's script. Born in Lincolnshire in 1920 under the name Patrick Carl Cheeseman, Wymark became one of England's best-loved theater actors. He also worked extensively in television, top-lining the popular series The Plane Makers (1963-1965) and The Power Game (1965-1969) as the unscrupulous business tycoon John Wilder. The role typecast Wymark as something of a villain-par-excellence, but in real life he was known as a gentle sort who had absolutely no nose for business or high finance. His films include such memorable efforts as Roman Polanski's Repulsion and Francis' The Skull (both 1965), as well as Michael Reeves' Witchfinder General, the Clint Eastwood-Richard Burton adventure Where Eagles Dare (both 1968) and Piers Haggard's splendid Blood on Satan's Claw (1970). The latter proved to be his last film; he died in Australia in 1970, while preparing for a theatrical run of Anthony Shaffer's Sleuth. Unfortunately, Margaret Johnston overacts rather badly as the prime suspect's mother, Mrs. Von Sturm. Johnston was memorable as the vindictive Flora in Sidney Hayers' superb Burn Witch Burn (1962), but here she is much too obvious and heavy-handed in full-blown red herring mode. The other performances range from the pleasantly understated (Alexander Knox, John Standing) to the truly inadequate (Don Borisenko's “hero” is as grating as he is ineffectual), but the splendidly macabre score by Elisabeth Lutyens compensates for any deficiencies in this department. The end result is uneven but it deserves to be more widely seen; unlike a number of other Amicus films, it was difficult to screen a decent looking copy for many years, but in 2018 a widescreen Blu-ray (and separate DVD) was finally issued, thanks to Kino Lorber.
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German pressbook art for The Psychopath

Notes:

1.Dixon, Wheeler Winston, The Films of Freddie Francis (Metuchen: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1991), p. 101.

2.Francis, Freddie and Tony Dalton, Freddie Francis: The Straight Story from Moby Dick to Glory (Lanham: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2013), p. 141.

3.Ibid.

4.Ibid.

Creature with the Blue Hand (Release date: April, 1967) (Germany)

Aka Die blaue Hand; The Bloody Dead

Directed by Albert Vohrer (inserts for U.S. release directed by Samuel M. Sherman); Produced by Fritz Klosch, Horst Wendlandt and Preben Philipsen, for Rialto Film; Screenplay by Herbert Reinecker (as Alex Berg), Fred Denger (uncredited), Harald G. Petersson (uncredited) and Uschi Haarbrücker (uncredited), from the novel The Blue Hand, by Edgar Wallace; Director of Photography: Ernst W. Kalinke; Editor: Jutta Hering; Music by Martin Böttcher

Main Players: Klaus Kinski (Dave Emerson / Richard Emerson); Harald Leipnitz (Inspector Craig); Carl Lange (Dr. Albert Mangrove); Ilse Steppat (Lady Emerson); Siegfried Schürenberg (Sir John); Hermann Lenschau (Douglas); Albert Bessler (Anthony)

Home Video: Image Entertainment DVD, Region 1, as The Bloody Dead—the original German edit is also included, dubbed into English.

Dave Emerson is accused of murder. He insists that he is innocent, but his pleas go unheard. Dr. Mangrove argues that Dave is insane and persuades the judge to sentence him to imprisonment in Mangrove's sanatorium. Dave breaks loose and returns to his ancestral home, seeking help from his twin brother, Richard; his arrival coincides with more murders, committed with the aid of a medieval torture implement–known as “The Blue Hand”…
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Italian fotobusta for Creature with the Blue Hand

The Blue Hand was originally serialized under the title Beyond Recall in the British magazine Answers, from 1921 to 1922. Edgar Wallace used the pen name of Richard Cloud for that initial publication, but his name was properly affixed when the story was retitled The Blue Hand and first published in book form in 1923. This adaptation from Rialto Film was their 23rd entry in the Wallace krimi franchise and, depending on how you classify the subsequent Double Face (1969), it arguably marks the end of Klaus Kinski's association with the franchise.

The stylish hand of director Alfred Vohrer is evident right away: a roving camera takes in the scene as Dave Emerson is sentenced to spending the rest of his days in a mental institution, even as he protests his innocence to an unsympathetic courtroom. From there, Vohrer dispenses with any unnecessary padding, staging Dave's escape from the institution with precision and economy. The chase through the backlit, creepy grounds of the Emerson estate is worthy of Mario Bava, as shafts of yellow light illuminate the action and are reflected off the mist shrouding the estate. From here on in, it becomes more of a chamber piece, but Vohrer's creative use of framing, and his dynamic sense of rhythm, ensures that it never really feels like one. The plot is only standard-issue, of course, but the flair with which it is executed is difficult to deny.

The central plot device of twin brothers is not new to the krimi franchise–Traitor's Gate (1965) anyone—but sadly, not much is made of it. Dave's innocence is by no means assured from the get-go, but he is persuasive enough to be able to convince Scotland Yard—in the form of Inspector Craig and Sir John—to allow him to go undercover as his brother in order to prove his own innocence. Once Dave is in the home, Richard is rather conveniently absent, thus denying Klaus Kinski much of a chance to show his diversity by establishing and developing two distinctly different characterizations. This is one of the major shortcomings of the plotting, though it is by no means ruinous; instead, it just feels like a lazy device to enable Kinski to “hide in plain sight,” as it were. After nearly a decade of playing red herrings, Kinski is finally rewarded with a leading role in a krimi. As noted, the possibilities of his playing a dual role are not properly explored, but even so, this is one of the few Rialto Wallace films that really gives the actor something to chew on beyond the scenery. Kinski is sympathetic as the put upon Dave, but the natural air of moral ambiguity he brings with him makes it impossible to be certain if he really is as innocent as he seems. This aspect plays nicely into the plotting and helps keep the viewer on his/her guard for much of the movie. Though billed second, underneath Harald Leipnitz1, Kinski was clearly the actor that director Alfred Vohrer was most interested in. He makes for a suitably edgy protagonist, and carries the picture in grand style. It's a shame that it took so long for him to be rewarded with such a sizable role in the franchise, but even so, the impact these films had on his success as an actor must not be understated. As is so often the case, the benefits were mutual: the Rialto series gave Kinski an opportunity to become a familiar face for the German movie-going public, while Kinski's presence helped to ensure their lasting popularity. Kinski, of course, would go on to top-line some authentic Italian gialli, notably Riccardo Freda's marvelous Double Face (1969) and the aforementioned Slaughter Hotel. He was born in Zoppot, Germany (now known as Sopot, in Poland) in 1926 and was raised in Berlin. He was drafted into the German army in 1944 but spent much of the war in a British internment camp, after which he started to develop a reputation as an enfant terrible on the stage and in German films. After appearing in a number of the Edgar Wallace krimis, Kinski developed into a major star, first in Germany, then gradually elsewhere in the world. He appeared in Spaghetti Westerns, horror films, historical epics—you name it. Some of his more prominent films of the 1960s include David Lean's Doctor Zhivago (1965) and Sergio Leone's For a Few Dollars More (1965), in which he plays the hunchback who has a match struck on his back by Lee Van Cleef. In the 1970s, he teamed up with Werner Herzog for a series of hypnotic films, including Aguirre the Wrath of God (1972) and Nosferatu the Vampyre (1979). Kinski was never better than when he was acting for Herzog, but they “enjoyed” a strained relationship that is chronicled in amusing fashion in Herzog's acclaimed documentary, My Best Fiend (1999). An insanely prolific actor, Kinski racked up over 150 film credits and was notoriously mercenary in his attitude, turning down high profile gigs like Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) in favor of the horror thriller Venom (1982), because the latter paid better. He died of a heart attack in California in 1991, at the age of 65.
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Turkish poster for Creature with the Blue Hand

With Joachim Fuchsberger and Heinz Drache both gradually being phased out of the series, the police duties are here entrusted to Harald Leipnitz.2 Leipnitz was never a terribly charismatic or engaging substitute for Rialto's go-to heroes, but he does a competent job here in an admittedly underdeveloped role. As if to compensate for the character's lack of spark, more is made of Sir John for once. He's allowed to get out of his stuffy office at Scotland Yard and gets to play a more active role in the investigation. Siegfried Schürenberg's expert comic timing comes in very handy here, as he blusters away and strives to establish his intellectual superiority at every turn. Given the absence of Eddi Arent, his increased screen-time is doubly beneficial; he helps to keep Leipnitz's head above water while also providing the sort of flustered comic relief that had become such a staple in the series. The role of the officious butler is played by the pokerfaced Albert Bessler; it's the sort of part Arent would normally have played earlier in the franchise, but Bessler plays the character much more straight, save for the occasional smartass aside. He also gets to deliver the final fade-out joke, which had normally been Arent's stock-in-trade; the joke is dubbed out of existence in the English language version, but in the German, Bessler assures the audience that the Wallace series will continue with The College Girl Murders—which did indeed prove to be true.
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German poster for Creature with the Blue Hand

The sinister, Caligari-like Dr. Mangrove is played by Carl Lange. He was born in Germany in 1909 and got his start working on the production side of the film and theater business as a set painter. He started appearing in films in 1954, but the lateness of his start was soon more than compensated by a hectic workload. Lange appeared in the very first of the Rialto krimis, The Fellowship of the Frog (Der Frosche mit der Maske, 1959), and would go on to appear in several more, including The Mysterious Magician (Der Hexer, 1964), the James Hadley Chase adaptation Mark of the Tortoise (1964) and, of course, Creature with the Blue Hand. He worked a lot for director Harald Reinl, who cast him to memorable effect as Christopher Lee's stone-faced sidekick in The Torture Chamber of Dr. Sadism (1967). He also appeared with Kinski in Bankraub in der Rue Latour (1961), as well as the aforementioned Mark of the Tortoise. Lange remained very active throughout the 1970s, after which his work became much more sporadic. He died in Germany in 1999.

The wonderful Ilse Steppat also puts in a good performance as the shifty Lady Emerson. Steppat was born in Germany in 1917, and she began a highly distinguished career on the German stage in the early 1930s. Her distinctive, husky voice was put to good use in the dubbing industry, and she dubbed a number of Hollywood sexpots into German. She made her film debut in 1947, but didn't find the same level of popularity on the screen as she had on the stage. In the 1960s, she reached a wider audience by appearing in several of the Rialto Wallace krimis, including Curse of the Hidden Vault (1964) and The Sinister Monk (Der unheimliche Mönch, 1965). In addition to Curse of the Hidden Vault and Creature with the Blue Hand, Steppat appeared with Kinski in Waldwinter (1956). She achieved her greatest international success shortly after this film, with her role as Irma Bunt, the sidekick to criminal mastermind Ernst Stavro Blofeld (Telly Savalas), in On Her Majesty's Secret Service (1968). It was Steppat's first role in English—and, unfortunately, it was destined to be her last. Steppat died of a heart attack in Germany in 1969.

Even at this late stage in the game, the series proves to still have ample imagination and energy. The film is not quite top-tier krimi, but it's close enough. Vohrer's imaginative direction, coupled with the gorgeous color photography by Ernst W. Kalinke and a peppy score by Martin Böttcher, provides plenty of sparkle. There are some marvelous set pieces, ranging from Dave's macabre roomful of mannequins, and the various stalk-and-kill sequences. The influence of the Italian giallo is felt in the baroque color effects, and the use of the medieval glove as an instrument of death and mutilation cannot help but evoke Mario Bava's seminal Blood and Black Lace (1964). The series also flirts a little with out-and-out exploitation, as when one of the female inmates puts on a peepshow striptease for Sir John; it's not as sexy as the earlier strip club scene in Traitor's Gate, truth be told, but as a frankly gratuitous vignette it demonstrates that the krimi was prepared to get “seedy” in order to stay current in the marketplace.

Sam Sherman at Independent-International Pictures originally acquired the film for release in the U.S. I-I was the sort of poverty row outfit that made AIP (American International) look high class, but they succeeded in importing a number of European horror films of the period—for example, they released the Spanish horror film The Mark of the Wolfman (La marca del Hombre Lobo, 1968), but owing to the fact that they were contractually obliged to deliver a Frankenstein film to some of their exhibitors, they dubbed in a new prologue, created a ridiculous backstory and released the film as Frankenstein's Bloody Terror! Sherman was persuaded to sell-off the present film's theatrical rights to Roger Corman, so that he could supplement his release of Beast of the Yellow Night (1971) with a secondary feature. Thus, it became rechristened as Creature with the Blue Hand—a slightly misleading moniker, perhaps, but one which made it seem ideally suited to playing with its more horrific “A” feature. After the rights reverted to Sherman, he released it to television under the title of Creature with the Blue Hand—then, in 1987, he was asked to provide a horror film for release on the Very Strange Video (VSV) label. Sherman decided to tinker with the film at that time and directed some new scenes designed to “spice-up” the action. The new scenes include some gory insert shots and a nonsensical subplot set in the insane asylum, which just serves as a pretext for some gory cannibal action. Ed French provided the make-up effects and took on an acting role in these new scenes, which do nothing but muddle the plot and bring the film to a screeching halt whenever they occur. The new version opens with some orderlies cleaning up a gory mess in one of the cells, after which they imprison an inquisitive nurse in the cell—along with a couple of vicious inmates. French retitled this version The Bloody Dead, but the proposed video release was scuttled when he got into a rights dispute with another company that had Mafia connections—a real-life plot twist which surely would have done Edgar Wallace proud! The Bloody Dead eventually made its video debut in the late '90s, but it has since been supplanted by the availability of the original German version. All's well that ends well.

Notes:

1.Kinski was, of course, the name in the film by the time The Bloody Dead emerged, so Sherman lopped off the original “Harald Leipnitz and Klaus Kinski in The Blue Hand” title cards in favor of new video generated “KLAUS KINSKI IN THE BLOODY DEAD” substitutes; the rest of the titles play out as originally translated for English language consumption—but the end result of the tinkering deprived poor Harald Leipnitz of any screen credit.

2.Drache would make his final Rialto krimi, The Hound of Blackwood Castle, in 1968. Fuchsberger would stick around for two more: The College Girl Murders (1967) and The Hand of Power (1968).

The College Girl Murders (Release date: August, 1967) (Germany)

Aka Der Mönch mit der Peitsche

Directed by Alfred Vohrer; Produced by Horst Wendlandt, for Rialto Film; Screenplay by Herbert Reinecker (as Alex Berg), from The Terror by Edgar Wallace; Director of Photography: Karl Löb; Editor: Jutta Hering; Music by Martin Böitcher

Main Players: Joachim Fuchsberger (Inspector Higgins); Uschi Glas (Ann Portland); Grit Boettcher (Betty Falks); Konrad Georg (Keyston); Siegfried Schürenberg (Sir John); Harry Riebauer (Mark Denver); Tilly Lauenstein (Harriet Foster)

Home Video: Universum Blu-ray (Region B, English-friendly, as part of Edgar Wallace Blu-Ray Edition, Volume 3)

A scientist develops a new kind of poisoned gas–and is murdered for his troubles. The assassin is a mysterious monk, clad in red, who uses a whip to snap the necks of his victims. The monk continues snapping necks at a local girls' college, and Scotland Yard, in the form of Inspector Higgins and Sir John, come to the rescue. As the death toll rises, Inspector Higgins comes to the conclusion that the killings are simply a smokescreen designed to conceal another crime in the offing…

In addition to penning pulp fiction of the literary variety, Edgar Wallace also dabbled in playwriting. His 1927 play The Terror proved to be successful enough to inspire two straightforward film adaptations, both utilizing the same title. The first, released in 1928, is believed to be the first all-talking horror film, though a silent version was also prepared for the benefit of theaters which were not yet equipped with sound systems; both versions of the film are believed to be lost today. Another version emerged in Great Britain in 1938, though in the meantime Warner Bros. in the United States got in on the act and did a remake under the title of Return of the Terror (1934). Rialto took their first crack at the story with The Sinister Monk (1965), and it's a testimony to how quickly they were running out of Wallace thriller material that they basically rehashed the plot once more in 1967 as The College Girl Murders—or, as per the English translation of the original German title, The Monk with the Whip. The earlier film was the series swansong for director Harald Reinl and it was, perhaps appropriately, the last of the series to be photographed in austere black-and-white. This new adaptation adds in garish color and the more stylized sensibility of director Alfred Vohrer, and it emerges as one of the last truly successful films in the series; in point of fact, it was the 25th entry in the Rialto series of Wallace thrillers and signs of fatigue would begin to overtake the franchise soon after.

Alfred Vohrer kicks things off into high gear with a wonderful prologue. In it, we get a stylish “mad lab” scene as a mercenary scientist perfects a new form of poison and then tests it out on an unwitting (and unwilling) colleague. From there, things get even more stylized and creepy, as the scientist meets a criminal associate in a fog-shrouded graveyard. Common sense should tell the scientist that nothing good will come of meeting in a cemetery, but the needs of the plot insist that he should go through with the assignation; he, too, is killed off and we are treated to our first glimpse of the baroque murderer identified in the German title. The monk, clad in a scarlet habit and wielding a whip, is one of the most endearingly bizarre serial killers in the entire krimi or giallo canon, and the scenes in which he makes his appearance are invariably eye-catching.
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Italian poster for The College Girl Murders

The film is developed with a good sense of humor. Inspector Higgins represents the down-to-earth side of Scotland Yard, while the pompous Sir John actually leaves his office for once to take an active role in the investigation—perhaps the absence of series comedy relief veteran Edi Arent compelled Vohrer and company to consider beefing up Sir John's presence in compensation. It's not a bad idea, however, especially given the character's newfound fascination with armchair psychology. Thus, he gets to wheeze and carry on about Freudian analysis while casting a lecherous eye over the various damsels in distress. Naturally, it's up to Higgins to keep things on an even keel and he manages to show up Sir John's pompous psychobabble while using tried and true methods to unmask the murderer.
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German poster for The College Girl Murders

Interestingly, the film introduces a setting that hadn't really come into play in gialli up until this time: the all-girls school. It seems a natural setting for a giallo, but it wouldn't come into play in an Italian film until Antonio Margheriti's Naked You Die (1968), which was based on an abandoned project written by Mario Bava and Tudor Gates. In the 1970s, Massimo Dallamano would perfect the schoolgirls in peril theme with such films as What Have You Done to Solange? (1972) and What Have They Done To Your Daughters? (1974). Censorship standards of the period don't permit Vohrer to get too sleazy about it, but there's some choice dialogue about secret parties that gets Sir John's blood pressure going in a few scenes. As in the later Margheriti and Dallamano films, the school provides ample red herrings thanks to the staff—and so often the case in these films, nobody seems to have done a very good job of doing background checks on the teachers and employees! Nevertheless, the final reveal of the criminal mastermind(s) is genuinely surprising and ends the film on an exciting note.

Cinematographer Karl Löb drenches the movie in Bava-esque gel lighting and the score by Martin Böttcher is as peppy and catchy as the best early giallo scores by Carlo Rustichelli and Ennio Morricone. The real star of the show, however, is Alfred Vohrer, who stages the action with an artful eye for composition as well as a keen sense of suspense. The tongue-in-cheek tone gives the movie a different flavor from the nastier Italian-made gialli, yet it's evident that at this stage in the proceedings, there's a game of mutual influence afoot. If the krimi films helped to pave the way for Bava's early efforts, then his groundbreaking thrillers have also come to influence the look and feel of the German movies. The end result can be described as a sort of “Scooby Doo mystery,” wherein a dastardly criminal mastermind very nearly gets away with it, save for the intrusion of a pesky Scotland Yard detective. It's also a bit of an old-school cliffhanger, with the heroine literally locked in a cage and suspended above an alligator pit; this sort of old-school melodrama was never a part of the more cynical and sadistic world of the giallo, but it helps to establish something of a bridge between the two styles of storytelling. The mixture of heroic derring-do and baroque theatrics is a satisfying one, but Vohrer and his successors would begin to lose their grip on the delicate balance between pulp and camp as the series started to go into a rapid decline.

Joachim Fuchsberger (1927-2014) is his usual smooth and reliable self as the intrepid Inspector Higgins. Fuchsberger was the first (and arguably the best) of Rialto's heroic police inspector figures—he starred in the very first of their krimi films, The Fellowship of the Frog (1959), and he would appear in a number of the best films in the series, including The Dead Eyes of London (1961) and The Black Abbot (1963). He seldom played the same role twice in these films, but Higgins was an exception: he first played the role in The Mysterious Magician (1964) and would reprise it one more time in The Hand of Power (1968), which marked his final foray into true-blue Wallace krimi terrain. He would also provide a strong krimi connection in the Rialto co-production of What Have You Done To Solange? This was a giallo sold in the German market as an adaptation of Edgar Wallace's The Clue of the New Pin, even though it had virtually nothing to do with that story. Similarly, leading lady Uschi Glas (born 1944), who gives a capable performance as the film's main damsel in distress, Ann Portland, would go on to appear in the last of the Rialto co-productions sold in Germany as a krimi: Umberto Lenzi's Seven Blood-Stained Orchids (1972). Like Solange, that film is definitely a giallo– but these films are in good company with other titles like Riccardo Freda's Double Face (1969) and Dario Argento's The Bird with the Crystal Plumage (1970), in that they were all sold in Germany as Wallace krimis. Glas, incidentally, had already played a supporting role in The Sinister Monk, but by the time of this film her star was on the ascent, so she was promoted to a more substantial role.
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French grande poster for Berserk; art designed by Jean Mascil

After this, the krimi series would descend into kitsch terrain, though the next entry, The Hound of Blackwood Castle (1968), is not without interest. These films never really did embrace the sort of wholesale sadism and sexualized violence of the giallo genre and they seem a little stiff and old-fashioned by comparison. While the series encompassed a number of excellent thrillers through the 1960s, as the decade came to a close and gave way to the more permissive '70s, they gradually lost their fan base and faded from view. In a sense, the giallo and giallo-style films which they had helped to inspire would overtake them at the box office-viewers grew tired of the old-fashioned drawing room approach and of the emphasis on two-fisted Scotland Yard detectives protecting rich heiresses from cackling super villains and they grew to embrace killers of the psycho-sexual variety instead. And so it came to be that the morally just and certain terrain of the krimi—with its foggy and tweedy “English” settings and quaint comedy relief caricatures—would give way to seedier, sleazier and considerably more uncertain world of the giallo. Berserk (Release date: November, 1967) (U.K.)

Directed by Jim O'Connolly; Produced by Herman Cohen and Robert Sterne, for Herman Cohen Productions; Screenplay by Aben Kandal and Herman Cohen, from a story by Aben Kandal; Director of Photography: Desmond Dickinson; Editor: Raymond Poulton; Music by Patrick John Scott

Main Players: Joan Crawford (Monica Rivers); Ty Hardin (Frank Hawkins); Diana Dors (Matilda); Michael Gough (Albert Dorando); Judy Geeson (Angela Rivers); Robert Hardy (Detective Superintendant Brooks); Geoffrey Keen (Commissioner Dalby); George Claydon (Bruno Fontana); Philip Madoc (Lazlo)
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Italian locandina of Berserk; art designed by “Symeoni” (Sandro Simeoni)

Home Video: Sony DVD, Region-free (as part of the line of DVD-Rs); Indicator Blu-ray, region free

Monica Rivers runs a circus, which has enjoyed a long run of success. Just as ticket sales are starting to slack off, an accident involving a high-wire performer prompts enough morbid curiosity to ensure another season. However, the “accidents” keep occurring and soon it becomes evident that a maniac is at work. Could it be Monica, making one last, desperate attempt at keeping her business afloat?

American-born producer Herman Cohen (1925-2002)1 specialized in B-grade drive-in fare during the 1950s. Much of his output was geared towards kids and it usually had a monster or horror theme at its core. He was very much responsible for the trend towards teen-oriented horrors of the late '50s, producing such titles as I Was A Teenage Werewolf and I Was A Teenage Frankenstein (1957). After that, he started dabbling producing genre fare in the U.K., with such efforts as Horrors of the Black Museum (1959) and Konga (1961). He remained entrenched in the U.K. from then on. Berserk was one of his later films, and it marked the first of two low-budget horrors he made with former super star Joan Crawford. The film is not dissimilar to an earlier big-top-set horror item, Circus of Horrors (1960), but whereas that earlier film was pleasingly lurid, this one is just flat-out boring.

First things first, the plot is so thin that it needs to be padded out—painfully—with plenty of material from the circus itself. It could be that Cohen was just trying to get his money's worth out of commissioning Billy Smart's Circus troupe for their headliners, but no matter what the reason, the film frequently screeches to a halt to show another “funny” routine. Yes, the trained poodles are cute, but even they outstay their welcome. By the time you get to the “cute” musical number performed by some of the faux-circus performers—actors playing the strong man, the thin man, the bearded lady, etc.—you may well feel like gouging your eyes out.

The mystery angle is never very engaging, truth be told. So much of an effort is directed toward making Joan Crawford look guilty that the seasoned mystery buff will realize early on that she cannot possibly be guilty. The final reveal of the actual killer feels as nonsensical as it does arbitrary. In the meantime, director Jim O'Connolly–who would go on to direct the much better giallo-esque horror item Tower of Evil (1972)—is lumbered with a mostly apathetic cast stuck playing cardboard cut-out roles. Not only to do the characters not engender any audience empathy—they're not even agreeably seedy or interesting.

As for the murders—arguably the film's main raison d'être, unless one is really excited by all those Billy Smart performers doing their thing—they are generally rather listlessly executed as well. There are some memorably nasty images, with heads and bodies being impaled on steel spikes, and unfortunate circus performers getting cut in two, but it's never particularly bold or committed in its sadism. Like so much in the film, one gets the sense that these scenes are being done dutifully but without much enthusiasm.
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Judy Geeson flashes a smile in Berserk.

The cast includes a number of fine actors, but almost all of them are squandered. Michael Gough (1916-2011), a distinguished stage performer who found some popularity in the '50s, '60s and '70s as a sort of low-rent Vincent Price in mostly indifferent genre fare (including the aforementioned Cohen productions Horrors of the Black Museum and Konga), is required to look mopey and suspicious but is otherwise not very challenged by the material; at least he is able to resist overacting as badly as he did in the earlier Cohen vehicles. Robert Hardy (born 1925) adds a touch of class as the investigating policeman, while Geoffrey Keen (1916-2005) is on hand to look surly as his superior. Former leading lady Diana Dors (1931-1984) gets to play another one of her hardened bitchy characters and Judy Geeson (born 1948) has nothing to do but does it reasonably well as Crawford's daughter. As for Crawford, what can one say? Cinematographer Desmond Dickinson works overtime to try and make her look as glamorous as possible. She fills out her surprisingly skimpy outfits well enough, but the over-reliance on soft focus and self-consciously pretty lighting effects only serves to remind one of her age. Whether this  was done at her request or out of deference to her having a leading man—Ty Hardin—who is 25 years her junior can only be guessed at, but it is a distraction, just the same. The once-for-midable actress seems slightly dazed, truth be told, and nobody is likely to point to the film or her performance as any sort of career highlight. Crawford was born in San Antonio in 1905, under the name of Lucille Fay LeSeur. She came from a broken home and worked hard to achieve her goal of stardom. She entered films in 1925 and, within a year of playing mostly insubstantial bit parts, she started getting meatier roles. Tod Browning cast her as the object of Lon Chaney's unhealthy obsession in the wickedly kinky The Unknown (1927) and she remained a top draw at the box office through the early-to-mid 1930s. By 1937 she was deemed “box office poison” thanks to some costly flops, but she rebounded in the 1940s, thanks to the success of Mildred Pierce (1945), which won her an Oscar as Best Actress. She was nominated for Oscars again for Possession (1947) and Sudden Fear (1952), but she lost out on both occasions. In 1962, producer/director Robert Aldrich cast her opposite her long-time screen “rival,” Bette Davis, for the campy Gothic horror film What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? The film was a smash, but while Davis was nominated for her performance, Crawford was overlooked for hers. The two actresses became even more incensed at each other, and plans to reunite them with Aldrich on Hush… Hush, Sweet Charlotte (1964) were compromised when Crawford bailed on the film, citing bullying from Davis as her reason. Crawford continued in the Grand Guignol vein with two pictures for William Castle–Strait-Jacket (1964) and I Saw What You Did (1965)—as well as top-lining one of Steven Spielberg's earliest assignments, with a segment of the Rod Serling-penned TV movie Night Gallery (1969). Crawford's screen career came to an ignominious close with Cohen's ultra-ridiculous Trog (1970). Her daughter Christina would later pen a damning book about her mother, Mommy Dearest (1978), which was made into an infamous movie in 1981 with Faye Dunaway; Crawford's other daughters, as well as many of her friends and associates, have dismissed the book as utter nonsense. Joan Crawford died in 1977.

Notes:

1.Cohen, dressed in business attire, can be seen making a cameo appearance as a member of the audience in the opening scene.

Woman Despiser (Release date: 1967) (Turkey)

Aka Kadin düsmani

Directed/Produced/Screenplay by Ilhan Engin, for Engin Film; Director of Photography: Memduh Yukman; Editor: Ozdemir Aritan

Main Players: Ekrem Bora (Kemal); Sema Öczan (Oya); Engin Inal (Kenan); Erol Tas (Peeping Tom)

Home Video: Onar Films DVD, Region 0 (Out of print)

A serial killer is targeting women from various districts; the police determine that the killer is targeting the victims based on their last name, as their surnames all begin with the same initial as the name of the district in which they live. Meanwhile, the inspector assigned to the case finds himself being romantically drawn to a potential victim…

Woman Despiser begins with a montage of cheesecake and violence, which is designed to hook the viewer right from the get-go. We see a couple of anonymous women preparing for bed in their respective homes, only to then run afoul of a maniac. As the women stop to admire themselves in their lingerie (as most women tend to do… right?), we're treated to some glamour shots that probably bordered on the scandalous for the period. The moody black-and-white lighting and insistent soundtrack make it clear that something is amiss however. When the killer finally appears, he (she?) is not dressed in the requisite black fedora and black leather gloves—instead, he favors a Halloween outfit of a rubber demon mask and matching rubber gloves. The effect is incongruous and borderline laughable, but it stills deserves some points for breaking from the mold somewhat. These opening scenes make it very clear—as if the title itself didn't already do so—that the emphasis is going to be on scantily-clad women falling afoul of a sex maniac. As such, the film is closer in line with something like Mario Bava's Blood and Black Lace (1964), as opposed to the more twisty-turny “sexy gialli”, which would become popular shortly after this film was produced.
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Turkish poster for Woman Despiser

The Blood and Black Lace parallel is made even more explicit in the scenes of the police investigation, which interrupt “the good stuff” in favor of demonstrating how the plodding, vaguely inhuman authority figures set out to try and capture the killer. The inspector on the case explicitly refers to the killer as a “sex maniac,” which is precisely how Inspector Silvestri described the murderer in Bava's film. This film ups the ante by introducing necrophilia: It turns out that the killer is in the habit of raping the victims after they've already expired. The two films also share a similarly paranoid vibe, with just about every male character presented as a leering pervert who looks more than capable of being a rapist in his own right. The victims are glamorous and sexualized, as well. These genre conventions would become even more pronounced in the 1970s when the genre really came into its own, but thus far the Italian giallo hadn't really run with Bava's example of cinematic sadism, making this entry from Turkey all the more remarkable in context. The film also offers an intriguing variation on the “Alphabet Killer” angle from Bava's seminal The Girl Who Knew Too Much (1963). In that film, the killer was picking victims based on the first letters of their last name. Here, the killer is targeting women whose last names start with the same letter as the town in which they are being murdered. It's a bit of a stretch, logically speaking, but in the land of the giallo, such contrivances are to be expected.
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The killer dons American-made Topstone masks to stalk his prey in Woman Despiser.

Unfortunately, the pace begins to lag after a while and the story becomes bogged down in too much melodrama, as the heroine is torn between loyalty for her family and her newfound love for the police inspector on the case. Dialogue scenes tend to drag on interminably and the lovably lurid quality of the early scenes fail to pay off in dividends, as the film eases into becoming a more conventional whodunit. Even so, there are some effective, if improbable, moments—such as the heroine's final showdown with the killer, complete with creepy mannequins and red herrings aplenty

The actors do a capable job, though admittedly characterization tends to be on the sparse side. Ekrem Bora is a solid, two-fisted leading man—he plays the detective on the case that falls in love with one of the potential victims. Bora enjoyed a long and prolific career in Turkish cinema from the mid-1950s until his death in 2012. Sema Öczan is photogenic enough as the imperiled Oya, but the script requires her to do too many bone-headed things; the fact that she is apparently too dim to realize that the murderer is virtually underneath her very nose doesn't mark her out as one of the more resourceful giallo heroines. Öczan enjoyed some popularity as a leading lady in Turkish cinema, but her career ended in the early 1970s.

Ilhan Engin not only directed—he also wrote and produced the film for his own production company. As such, this was clearly a project he was deeply immersed in. He obviously had some awareness of European genre cinema, as there are moments in the film that evoke not only the giallo films of Mario Bava—but also the sex-and-violence laden efforts of Spanish maverick Jess Franco. His direction is admittedly uneven: he does very well in staging a lot of the suspense and shock sequences, but he stumbles where dialogue is concerned. This is particularly noticeable in the saggy mid-section of the film, where too much complicated backstory is conveyed in a hackneyed manner. But when the action picks up, he proves to be quite capable of building some tension and atmosphere. He makes good use of dramatic lighting effects and odd camera angles, too. Born in Turkey in 1925, Engin studied medicine and worked as a journalist and novelist before entering the film industry. He initially specialized in spy thrillers but ultimately worked in a variety of genres. Engin continued to direct films through the mid-'70s, but he was far more prolific as a screenwriter and would work in that capacity until shortly before his death in 1990.

The next Turkish giallo, Thirsty for Love, Sex and Murder (1972), is better known and much more notorious—but Woman Despiser is far more accomplished.

Whirlpool (Release date: August 1970) (Denmark/U.K.)

Directed by José Ramón Larraz (as J.R. Larrath); Produced by Sam Lomberg, for Athena Film and E.J. Fancey; Screenplay by José Ramón Larraz (as J.R. Larrath), from a story by Sam Lomberg; Director of Photography: Julio Pérez de Rozas (as Ch. Childs); Editor: Carlo Reali; Music by Stelvio Cipriani

Main Players: Karl Lanchbury (Theo); Vivian Neves (Tulia); Pia Andersson (Sara); Johanna Hegger (Rhonda); Andrew Grant (Tom)

Home Video: Arrow Video Bluray, Region A (as part of the box-set Blood Hunger: The Films of José Larraz)

Sara invites Tulia, an aspiring model, to her cottage in the country for the weekend. Sara explains that her nephew, Theo, is a photographer and that he would be only too happy to take some shots for her portfolio. She agrees to the proposition and finds herself immersed in a weekend of sex and drugs. She also discovers that Theo may be a psychopathic murderer…

José Ramón Larraz was born in Barcelona in 1929. He started off as a writer and illustrator of comic books and photoplays, but he soon tired of the censorious climate in his native Spain, relocationg to France and then to Belgium. It was in Belgium that he met the legendary filmmaker Josef von Sternberg, who told the aspiring director that if he really wanted to make films, he needed to get out there and make them.1 He found financing from a Danish film company and went to England to make Whirlpool. The film was successful in the exploitation market and started Larraz on a path that would last into the early 2000s. He died in 2013.

Larraz is renowned for his fearless combination of wild sex and vicious violence, and these elements are definitely in evidence in Whirlpool. The story is a simple one: A naive model is lured into staying with an older woman and her attractive young nephew for the weekend, with the promise that they will take some photos of her which will assist her in her career. As the weekend wears on, they ply the model with alcohol and drugs and she participates in some kinky sex games. It transpires that another girl had fulfilled a similar function not long before—and she's gone missing. When the model finds evidence that the girl may not have left of her own accord, she realizes that her own life may be in danger. Larraz manages to keep the story involving, even if it is predictable in nature—but the downbeat finale is certainly effective, even if a lame voice-over appears to have been added to appease the British censors and keep the film from being too perverse and nihilistic. The ending, by the way, was completely spoiled in the American advertising courtesy of Jerry Gross. “She died with her boots on … and not much else,” may well have been appropriately salacious and helped to put sleaze-hungry patrons in the seats, but when it comes to preserving any element of surprise, well…
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Many of Larraz's films focus on small groups of people in claustrophobic locales. There's a practical reason for this, of course—the smaller the cast, the smaller the budget needed for them—and by confining things to a single set and some easily accessible locations, this also helps to keep the budget in line. We can see this over and over in Larraz's films, from Deviation (1971) and Scream–and Die (1974) to Vampyres (1974), Symptoms (1974) and beyond. Larraz is able to transform this into a virtue, however. His neatly controlled settings function as a sort of microcosm in which he is able to place various “types,” thus commenting on a much bigger picture. In Whirlpool, for example, Larraz is commenting on the manner in which the older, more upper crust members of society take advantage of the young and disenfranchised. Sara is a wealthy pervert who gets off on drugging and having sex with younger women. It's not her lesbianism that marks her out as a deviant—it's her method of forcing herself on people by chemical means. She introduces Theo as her nephew, then backtracks and says that he's just a young guy with nowhere to go for whom she's shown pity. It's possible that she's being truthful, of course, but it's equally likely that this explanation was included to appease the censors and remove the possibility of “legitimate” incest on display. In any event, Theo is mentally unbalanced, a fact which Sara seems completely in the dark about, and her decision to use him as part of her kinky sex games helps to seal the fate of the young girls she lures to her house in the country. For Sara, these girls are not important as people—she's not interested in connecting with them on a deeper, more emotional level. She simply wants to use them for sexual gratification.

Tulia is the “babe in the woods” in this scenario. She's young, attractive and woefully unequipped to deal with what she is going to be subjected. She finds herself being drawn to Theo and is hurt when he is unable to function when she has sex with him. Theo is not impotent, precisely, but he is only able to perform under the right (that is, perverse) circumstances. He feels a special bond with Sara and craves her approval. Tulia is unaware of this kinky dynamic at first, but she is lured into participating with the aid of drugs and alcohol; that said, she doesn't seem to be entirely put off by it either. Nevertheless, she is the true innocent in the equation and her brutal treatment at the hands of Theo and Sara is genuinely affecting, because she comes across as a sympathetic sort.

Larraz stages the various sexual encounters with real gusto. The director was never shy about sex and eroticism, which helps to explain why his British-made films stand out as they do. He really encourages his actors to go for broke; they seem ready to literally devour each other and there's none of the reticence we so often see in so many British exploitation films. The sex scenes are also remarkably well staged and edited, ensuring that they never become dull or repetitive. This is something of a miracle when it comes to sex scenes in the cinema: Audiences typically thrill to them, but there's something to be said for keeping things on the brief side; the longer these scenes go on, the less appealing they tend to be. Larraz's enthusiasm for such sequences is infectious, and this ensures that the go-for-broke approach really translates for the viewer.
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Italian fotobusta for Whirlpool

The film was marketed on the basis of its sleazy content, but there's more to the film than just that. Larraz's keen eye for composition results in some striking images, though it must be noted that available video copies are in very poor quality. He is also very good at building a sense of claustrophobia and tension, as the characters learn more about each other and discover that little is as it seems to be on the surface. Even so, Larraz would later express regrets over the film's sordid reputation and how it affected his career thereafter. “It was a lousy start for my career,” he said, “I was labeled as a cheap, sex movie director forever afterward … People misunderstood the expression cheap film. They think it means rubbish. For me it means a movie that doesn't cost too much."2

In spite of the low-budget and the haste with which it was assembled, Larraz was fortunate to have the collaboration of a couple of key contributors who would soon go on to work for giallo master Mario Bava. Editor Carlo Reali (born 1930) would become Bava's editor of choice on Twitch of the Death Nerve (1971), Baron Blood (1972), Lisa and the Devil (1973) and Rabid Dogs (1973), while composer Stelvio Cipriani (born 1937) would provide the scores for Twitch of the Death Nerve, Baron Blood and Rabid Dogs. Both of them had already li worked on Piero Schivazappa's The Laughing Woman (1969), which is likely where they caught the  attention of either Larraz or the film's producer. Cipriani's score is another infectious one, very much  in line with the sort of music he  was writing for Italian gialli of the  period, and it effectively plays up  the film's lyricism, eroticism and  suspense.

Though filmed in England with an English-speaking cast, the film was evidently shot without production sound. The post-synching is well done but the presence of a variety of familiar English dubbing voices definitely gives the game away—and in its own way, this adds to the film's giallo vibe.

Notes:

1.Tohill, Cathal and Pete Tombs, Immoral Tales (New York: St. Martin's Griffin, 1995), p. 195.

2.Ibid, p. 196.

Assault (Release date: February, 1971) (U.K.)

Aka In the Devil's Garden

Directed by Sidney Hayers; Produced by George H. Brown and Peter Rogers, for George H. Brown Productions; Screenplay by John Kruse, based on The Ravine by Kendal Young; Director of Photography: Ken Hodges; Editor: Anthony Palk; Music by Eric Rogers

Main Players: Suzy Kendall (Julie West); Frank Finlay (Detective Chief Superintendant Velyan); Freddie Jones (Reporter); James Laurenson (Greg Lomax); Lesley-Ann Down (Tessa Hurst); Tony Beckley (Leslie Sanford); Anthony Ainley (Mr. Bartell); Dilys Hamlett (Mrs. Sanford)

Home Video: Network Blu-ray, Region 2; VCI DVD, Region 1, under the title of In the Devil's Garden

Tessa Hurst is attacked and raped by a maniac while on her way home from school. Detective Velyan presses the girl for information, but it is not good: The shock has left her mute and catatonic. A short while later, another girl is attacked and murdered. Art teacher Julie West sees the killer at the scene of the crime, but she is unable to recall a key piece of evidence …

Assault has all the ingredients for a satisfying horror thriller. It has a good cast, a capable director and a premise that wouldn't be out of place in a proper Italian giallo. This is worth noting because, in spite of all of this, the film is a crashing bore.

Like so many British exploitation films of the period, the film comes off as simultaneously stuffy and hypocritical. The filmmakers are clearly a little embarrassed by the more lurid aspects of the scenario and go out of their way to downplay the seediness, yet there is something a little disconcerting about the way in which the various sexual assaults are presented. Granted, they steer clear of overt nudity and bad taste eroticism, but there's still a slightly regressive mentality behind the film's leering depiction of adolescent sexuality. There's really no reconciling the two opposing points of view—and it may well be a case of the director being out of step with the producers, or what-have-you—and the end result comes off as crass when it's not merely tedious.
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Italian poster for Assault; art by Renato Casara

The screenplay—based on an obscure thriller written by Kendal Young and published in 1964, titled The Ravine— is a morass of clichés. There's a welcome dose of the “unreliable memory” trope, favored so much by Dario Argento in his thrillers, but in this instance it only makes the heroine look a bit dim; her description of the killer's glowing eyes and the hellish hue of his face can lead to only one logical conclusion, but I don't want to be a spoilsport for those of you who haven't already worked it out. Too much time is given over to the plodding police procedural scenes, denoting one of several key differences between the giallo-style thrillers being made in the U.K. and the full-blooded Italian (or even Spanish) ones being made concurrently. A storyteller like Dario Argento or Lucio Fulci would have at least had the sense to pep up these scenes with some welcome touches of dark humor, but too much of Assault is solemn and po-faced. When the time comes to get to the various attack scenes, they also fail to deliver: There's lots of shaky subjective camerawork and images of victims stopping to look back at their attacker, but precious little is generated by way of suspense. Matters are not helped any by the ghastly music score by Eric Rogers or the bland lighting by Ken Hodges, which only serves to make the film look as if it was made for television.
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Spanish pressbook for Assault; art by “Jano" (Francisco Fernández Zarza)

Director Sidney Hayers had proved himself quite capable of going for shock effect and moody atmosphere in other films, but here he seems to have been undone by the talky and uninspiring screenplay. Born in 1921, Hayers broke into films in the 1940s, initially working for Michael Powell and Emeric Pressberger in the sound and editing departments on, respectively, A Canterbury Tale (1944) and I Know Where I'm Going! (1945). He developed a good reputation as an editor, cutting such films as Roy Ward Baker's The One That Got Away (1957) and A Night to Remember (1958). He made his directing debut in the late 1950s and made his first big splash with the marvelous, full-blooded sex-and-horror shocker Circus of Horrors (1960). After that, he impressed with a very different-style horror title, the more subtle and atmospheric Burn, Witch, Burn (1962). This proved that he had a flair for the genre that went beyond gruesome shock effects. He kept busy in the '60s directing a lot of episodic TV, helming memorable episodes of the cult favorite The Avengers (1965-1967). He also produced (and occasionally directed) the series The Persuaders! (1971-1972), which starred Roger Moore and Tony Curtis. Following Assault, Hayers directed a much more effective suspense thriller with Christopher Lee and Jon Finch titled Diagnosis: Murder (1975), which is not to be confused with the TV series starring Dick Van Dyke. He spent much of the latter part of his career directing episodes of American TV shows like The A-Team, Knightrider, Baywatch and Airwolf. Hayers died in 2000.

On the plus side, an above-average cast graced the film. Leading lady Suzy Kendall was going back-and-forth between her native England and Italy a lot during this period, so having her on board helps to solidify the giallo flavor. Kendall was born in 1944 and started appearing on screen in the mid-'60s. Her “dolly bird” look made her popular in the late '60s and early '70s, at which point she was married to an up-and-coming British comic named Dudley Moore; they divorced in 1972. She appeared opposite Christopher Lee in Circus of Fear (1966), and then she netted her most prestigious assignment in To Sir, With Love (1967). She was effective as a terrorized victim in Peter Collinson's fascinating The Penthouse (1968) and found herself repeating the act in a clutch of British and Italian-made thrillers, including The Bird with the Crystal Plumage (1970), Torso (1973), Spasmo and Craze (both 1974). Kendall does a competent job as the imperiled Julie but the script requires her to put herself in mortal danger one too many times, thus straining credulity. The wonderful Frank Finlay handles the unrewarding role of Detective Chief Superintendant Velyan, who frankly deserves better than this. Finlay gives the cop role a flash of wry humor and humanity, but ultimately there is only so much he can do with the material. Born in 1926, Finlay got his start working in the theater. He started appearing in films in the 1960s and scored his biggest success in 1965, when he recreated his portrayal of Iago in the Stuart Burge-directed/Laurence Olivier-starring film of Othello. Finlay was nominated for an Oscar for his superb performance and easily stole the film from its star. He also started showing up in some low-budget genre films, including the Jack the Ripper vs. Sherlock Holmes thriller A Study in Terror (1965), in which he played the role of Inspector Lestrade; Finlay reprised the role over a decade later in Bob Clark's not-dissimilar Jack the Ripper vs. Sherlock Holmes thriller Murder by Decree (1979). In addition to battling Richard Roundtree in Shaft in Africa (1973) and tormenting Sean Connery and Richard Harris in The Molly Maguires (1970), he found his greatest screen success playing the comically hotheaded Porthos in Richard Lester's The Three Musketeers (1973), The Four Musketeers (1974) and The Return of the Musketeers (1989). Finlay also lent a touch of class to everything from Tinto Brass' The Key (1983) to Tobe Hooper's Lifeforce (1985). He was awarded the Commander of the British Empire (CBE) while filming the Hooper movie in 1984. More recently, he showed up in Roman Polanski's Oscar-winning The Pianist (2002) and was set to re-team with the director for Oliver Twist (2005), but he stepped down in order to care for his ailing wife, who passed away in 2005. Finlay is also well remembered by horror fans for his true-to-the-book portrayal of Professor Abraham Van Helsing in the splendid Count Dracula (1977). He died in January of 2016. The supporting cast includes the likes of Freddie Jones and Tony Beckley, both of whom do their best to fill in the blanks of their ill-defined characterizations (Jones is deprived of a character name, being referred to simply as a “journalist”), and a young David Essex—who later rose to fame as a rock musician–shows up briefly as a punk in the pharmacy sequence.

Assault is by no means incompetent, but it is very, very bland; as such, it's precisely the type of film giallophiles may want to give a miss in favor of bolder pleasures as yet unseen.

The Great Swindle (Release date: March, 1971) (Spain/Italy)

Aka Historia de un traición; Nel buio del terrore

Directed by José Antonio Nieves Conde (as J.A. Nieves Conde); Produced by Edmondo Amati, for Atlántida Films and International Apollo Films; Screenplay by Giovanni Simonelli, Juan José Alonso Millán (as J.J. Alonso Millan) and Juan Miguel Lamet (as J.M. Lamet); Director of Photography: Antonio L. Ballesteros; Editor: Pablo del Amo; Music by Carlo Savina

Main Players: Marisa Mell (Carla); Stephen Boyd (Arturo); Fernando Rey (Luis); Sylva Koscina (Lola); Massimo Serato (Hugo); Renato Rossini [as Howard Ross] (Joven); Simón Andreu (Pilot)

Carla falls in love with Luis, but Lola ends up stealing him away. Lola and Carla are also involved, but Carla is embittered by what has happened and finds solace in the arms of Arturo. Is Arturo really the dashing Romeo he appears to be, or is it all just a twisted game of revenge and greed?

The Great Swindle was the second of two erotic thrillers from director José Antonio Nieves Conde and stars Marisa Mell and Stephen Boyd, following the same year's Marta; it was released first, however, for reasons unknown. The film starts off in light melodrama vein but in the second half stakes its claim to being part of the so-called “sexy giallo” movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Viewers are therefore advised to be patient, as the early scenes give little indication of what is in store—but the wait is certainly worth it.

The film deals with the usual array of pretty but vacant people who spend their time lounging around well-appointed settings, all the while feeling sorry for themselves and their petty misfortunes. The protagonist is Carla, a beautiful former hooker who has decided to leave her professional past behind her. She finds love in the form of an older man, Luis, but he proves to be a disappointment. After proclaiming undying love for Carla, he throws her overboard when he meets Carla's down-on-her-luck friend (and sometime-lover), Lola. Carla is sufficiently embittered by life to contemplate suicide, but she changes her mind when she meets a charming and dashing artist named Arturo. Arturo has his work cut out for him, as Carla is understandably skittish about getting involved after everything she's been through, but his persistence pays off and they fall in love. Their idyll is interrupted when they are attacked while on a walk through the countryside and Arturo defends his honor and that of Carla by killing one of the would-be attackers. Things are further complicated when Luis is killed in a plane crash and Lola comes back into Carla's life, looking for reconciliation.
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Italian locandina for The Great Swindle

Dyed-in-the-wool giallo fans won't have a hard time figuring out that it's all part of a complex, perverted plot—a fact which the English language title makes absolutely no effort to conceal—but the story is developed with a great deal of flair by Nieves Conde. The plot is given a jigsaw-style structure, with long flashbacks interrupting the forward momentum until the viewer is sufficiently clued into Carla's backstory. Carla is initially depicted as a cold, hard-edged sort of a woman, but as we learn more about her, it's easier to sympathize with her. Similarly, the charming and affable Arturo seems like an ideal romantic partner at first, but as the story develops, this, too, is called into question. The finale hinges on a delicious bit of irony, wherein it's revealed that the possibility for real, long-lasting love has been undone by the characters' inability to speak openly and honestly with one another.

Love is definitely in the air in The Great Swindle, but it proves to be elusive. In the film's cynical milieu, love is something of a weapon. Arturo, Carla, Lola, Luis and others use one another for various reasons: for sex, for status, for showing off… but in spite of it all, not all of these characters are shown to be utterly worthless. If anything, it's the males who come off much worse than the females. Luis is fickle and foolish, while Arturo is a scheming cad. Carla and Lola, on the other hand, have genuine affection for one another and much of what they do to one another arises from their inability to recognize a good thing when they see it. As such, the film emerges as yet another portrait in deception as the characters plot and scheme without realizing that a happier, more stable life really is theirs for the taking.

Nieves Conde directs with ample style. The use of cross-cutting is very effective and helps to keep the various plot twists fresh and unpredictable. Visually, he makes great use of the scenic seaside locales and the chic '70s décor and fashions are always properly eye-grabbing. The film starts slow and builds gradually, but this is not a criticism; too many thrillers break out of the gate at full speed only to lose steam as they pile on a surplus of plot twists, but that is not the case here. By lulling the audience into a state of confusion, whereby the viewer is unsure of whether they've been duped into watching a melodrama, he is able to then subvert expectations ever further as the characters are undone by their own selfish machinations. The end result is confidently told and deliciously ironic.

José Antonio Nieves Conde was born in Spain in 1915. He started off as a script supervisor and assistant director in the early 1940s, before transitioning to directing later in the decade. He scored major artistic successes with Balarrasa and Surcos (both 1951), both of which were nominated for prizes at the Cannes Film Festival, but by the 1960s he was specializing in more commercial ventures, such as the notorious “invisible dinosaur” movie Sound of Horror (1964), featuring Soledad Miranda and Ingrid Pitt in early screen appearances. He remained active through the end of the 1970s and died in Madrid in 2006.

Marisa Mell and Stephen Boyd provide excellent performances as Carla and Arturo, and they also have very good screen chemistry. The latter can be explained by the fact that they were in the midst of a whirlwind romance during the making of the film. According to a fascinating article on “Stephen Boyd Blog,” the Irish-born leading man found himself instantly smitten by Mell when they met on the set of Marta; Boyd was initially reluctant and kept her at arms' length during the filming. When they reconnected on the set of The Great Swindle, Boyd was ready to take the plunge, but this time Mell played hard to get; it didn't last long, however, and as soon as filming was wrapped, they headed for Rome where they were inseparable. In a curious twist, the two lovers worried that there was something a little unwholesome about their relationship and they traveled to a small town, Sarsina, where they participated in an exorcism ceremony. Evidently the two actors were very much into astrology and Boyd was also interested in scientology, so perhaps this whole exorcism thing wasn't so strange after all! In any event, their relationship didn't benefit from the experience and Boyd eventually left Mell for good, refusing to ever make contact with her again.1 Like they say, sometimes reality is stranger than fiction.

Notes:



1.Interested readers are encouraged to check out “Stephen Boyd Blog.” The article in question can be found at: https://stephenboydblog.wordpress.com/2017/03/31/the-occult-side-of-passion-stephen-boyd-and-marisa-mell/

The Fourth Victim (Release date: April, 1971) (Spain/ Italy)

Aka La Última señora Anderson; In fondo alla piscina

Directed by Eugenio Martín; Produced by Estudios Cinematográficos Roma, Filmayer and Tritone Cinematografica; Screenplay by Sabatino Ciuffini, Vicente Coello, Eugenio Martín and Santiago Moncada; Director of Photography: Guglielmo Mancori (as Memmo Mancori); Editor: Eugenio Alabiso; Music by Piero Umiliani
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Spanish poster for The Fourth Victim

Main Players: Carroll Baker (Julie Spencer/Lillian Martin); Michael Craig (Arthur Anderson); Marina Malfatti (Julie Spencer); Miranda Campa (Felicity Downing); José Luis López Vázquez (Inspector Dunphy); Lone Fleming [as Lone Fleck] (Mrs. Wood)

When Arthur Anderson's wife drowns, the death is initially ruled accidental; however, the police think something worse is afoot, as it turns out that this is the third of Anderson's wives to die unexpectedly. The body is exhumed and Anderson is put on trial for murder, but he is acquitted. He then meets a woman named Julie Spencer and she soon becomes the fourth Mrs. Anderson–but she and her new husband may both not be what they appear…

This overtly Hitchcockian giallo thriller gets a little overly complicated for its own good, but it's still a solid piece of entertainment.
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Italian locandina for The Fourth Victim; art by Averardo Ciriello

The story deals with a pair of protagonists, and neither is quite what they appear to be. The opening act makes it look as though Arthur Anderson is a Bluebeard type, mercilessly killing off his wives when they start to bore him so that he can cash in on their insurance policies. This certainly seems evident to the police, represented by the comic but persistent figure of Inspector Dunphy. Anderson is put on trial but lack of evidence ensures his acquittal, and it isn't long before he finds love once more in the form of Julie Spencer. They enjoy a whirlwind courtship and are soon married—a plot development which seems absolutely absurd, but which is sensibly developed in an unexpected manner. Anderson is accustomed to having his word obeyed, but Julie is not one for being blindly submissive. She challenges him and tries to pressure him into discussing his emotions, which proves to be a bad move. It culminates with Anderson lashing out at her physically, though all is forgiven and forgotten soon enough. Meanwhile, Inspector Dunphy continues to make a nuisance of himself, popping in at odd hours and letting it be known to Anderson that he is still convinced that he's a murderer—and that if anything happens to Julie, he'll be in serious trouble. When Julie disappears at one point, Arthur has good reason to be fearful.

Having established a seemingly predictable pattern early on, the film gradually introduces a number of plot twists. It's impossible to get into all of this without spoiling things for those who haven't seen the film, so let's just say that, on the upside, this keeps the film from ever becoming predictable. The zeal with which these twists are thrown at the viewer tends to muddy the water, on the downside. It really does become a bit jumbled and confusing in the final act, though if one is so inclined, it kind of adds up in the long run… kind of.

The Fourth Victim is relatively light-hearted. It's not a violent film and it isn't a salacious one either. Giallo fans looking for sleaze and gory murders will be let down, but viewers looking for a bit of laid back fun will likely enjoy the film for what it is. Director Eugenio Martín keeps things playful throughout; the early scenes of Gothic doom and gloom are appropriately moody, but an air of tongue-in-cheek humor soon overtakes that mood. This is especially evident in the rumpled form of Inspector Dunphy, a plodding cop who pursues Anderson with the same enthusiasm with which Ahab pursued Moby Dick. The interplay between the elegant and arrogant Anderson and the comedic inspector can't help but remind one of an episode of Columbo. Similarly, the relationship between Anderson and Julie is relatively light and playful, especially compared to the hot and heavy antics of the likes of Edwige Fenech and George Hilton in other giallo films of the period. The two characters are well aware that each is trying to hide something, and the fun lies in seeing how they play their respective hands.

Michael Craig and Carroll Baker give good performances, and their voices are both present on the English dub.1 Baker was already a giallo veteran by this stage, thanks to her work in films by Umberto Lenzi and others, and she gives one of her stronger performances in one of these films. She is clearly enjoying herself playing a more ambiguous character and she also looks her most glamorous. Craig, born in the former British India in 1928, was a familiar presence in British films. Fantasy fans best remember him for playing the hero in Mysterious Island (1961), and he also co-starred in Basil Dearden's interesting, racially-charged thriller Sapphire (1959). The Fourth Victim was part of a small group of European films he appeared in during this period, including the political thriller The Night of the Assassin (1970) and the Euro-Western A Town Called Hell (1971). He's in good form as Anderson. The character initially comes off like an obvious villain, but he becomes more human and likable as the story unfolds. The story keeps his motivations properly mysterious throughout and Craig is able to make him a credible threat while also conveying the possibility that he is misunderstood.

Eugenio Martín was born in Spain in 1925. He entered the Spanish film industry as an editor and assistant director in the early 1950s. He started directing documentaries in the mid-'50s, then transitioned to features in the early 1960s. His film Hypnosis (1962) starred genre favorite Jean Sorel and was an early borderline giallo of sorts, involving the murder of a ventriloquist “witnessed” by the dead man's dummy. He spent much of the decade working in Westerns, notably directing Tomas Milian in The Ugly Ones (1966). He also showed a flair for horror as well, as evidenced by the delightful Horror Express (1972) starring Christopher Lee and Peter Cushing, as well as the disturbing A Candle for the Devil (1973). Martin's output slowed down considerably in the 1980s and he retired in the 1990s. The Fourth Victim remained his only proper contribution to the giallo subgenre and, while it's not exactly an “essential” title, it is certainly worth tracking down.

Notes:

1.The English dub was prepared by veteran voice actor/director Nick Alexander, and you can even hear the unmistakable voice of giallo veteran Edmund Purdom (Pieces, 1982) “playing” the role of a barrister.

Marta (Release date: April, 1971) (Spain/Italy)

Aka …dopo di che, uccide il maschio e lo divora

Directed by José Antonio Nieves Conde (as Jose Antonio Nieves Conde); Produced by José Frade (as Jose Frade), for Atlántida Films and Cinemar; Screenplay by Ricardo López Aranda, Juan José Alonso Millán (as J.J. Alonso Millan), Tito Carpi and José Antonio Nieves Conde (as Jose A. Nieves Conde); Director of Photography: Ennio Guarnieri; Editor: María Luisa Soriano (as Maruja Soriano); Music by Piero Piccioni

[image: image]

Main Players: Marisa Mell (Marta/Pilar); Stephen Boyd (Don Miguel); Jesús Puente [as Jesus Puente] (Don Carlos); Nélida Quiroga [as Nelida Quiroga] (Dona Clara); Jorge Rigaud (Arturo); Isa Miranda (Elena); Renato Rossini [as Howard Ross] (Luis)

Miguel lives a quiet, lonely existence in his rambling, secluded countryside mansion. One day, he encounters a young woman named Marta and falls in love. It turns out that Marta is a dead ringer for his wife, who apparently deserted him several years prior. As their romance blooms, Marta begins to wonder if Miguel's version of events is accurate, and whether he is trying to replace Pilar in more ways than one…

Marta was the first of two thrillers directed by José Antonio Nieves Conde, though it ended up making its theatrical debut after The Great Swindle. All told, it's the more satisfying of the two films and it serves up plenty of psycho-sexual mayhem and lurid thrills.
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Spanish pressbook for Marta; art by “Jano” (Francisco Fernández Zarza)

Much like its companion piece, the film is a twisted romance of sorts—thus putting it closer to the “sexy giallo" school as opposed to the Dario Argen-to-style of body count gialli. Marta is a woman with a mysterious past; she enters the film very dramatically, as she is seen running through the countryside before being rescued by Miguel. Miguel is instantly taken with her and it doesn't take long for us to find out why: As it happens, she is the spitting image of his wife, Pilar, who has abandoned him. Miguel lives outside of time, in a sense, in a manor house in the country. He uses a horse and buggy for transport and avoids most of the modern conveniences, preferring instead to live life on his own terms. Initially, he seems to be an awkward but well-meaning sort, but he possesses a wicked temper, which comes to the foreground whenever he is challenged. Miguel appears to have a fixation of sorts on his missing wife, as well as a dead mother fetish, thus aligning the film to Rebecca (1940) and Psycho (1960). Mother's portrait looms large in the sitting room, and when Miguel talks of her, he does so with a mixture of reverence and loathing. It's clear that mother was a strong influence on his development, and it was her disapproving attitude towards Pilar that ruined his relationship and caused her to run off. In time, the question of what happened to Pilar becomes more pointed: Miguel insists that she's simply left him, but there's every reason to believe that something more sinister may have taken place.

Marta proves to be a strong and resourceful heroine. She refuses to be subservient to the casually sexist Miguel and it is eventually revealed that she has an agenda of her own. The resemblance between her and the missing wife is not accidental, either; it turns out that she's Pilar's sister. As she balances her feelings for Miguel with her concerns over what he may (or may not) have done to her sister, Marta puts her own life on the line and proves to be a stronger, more emotionally mature character than Miguel. The role gives ample opportunity for Marisa Mell to demonstrate her acting chops, while the more salacious (but by no means overly graphic) sequences give her a chance to show off her terrific physique, as well.

That said, the film is definitely dominated by Stephen Boyd's performance as Miguel. It's a tricky character to play but Boyd manages to keep him on the right side of camp. Miguel is a twisted momma's boy at heart, but the film keeps things ambiguous as to whether he is an out-and-out psychopath. Certainly he is an eccentric, but given the nature of his upbringing and the way in which his dead mother continues to figure in his life, this is not exactly surprising. Boyd really gets to cut loose during some of the more dramatic scenes, and he plays this material for all it is worth. The Irish-born actor (19311977) was born under the name of William Millar, but he changed his name and started his film career in small roles in British films. He achieved stardom with his role as Messala in William Wyler's Oscar-winning epic Ben-Hur (1959, for which he won a Golden Globe as Best Supporting Actor) and went on to star in Anthony Mann's ambitious flop The Fall of the Roman Empire (1964), as well as the cutting edge sci-fi thriller Fantastic Voyage (1966). By the 1970s, he was appearing in a number of European productions, including Osvaldo Civirani's The Devil with Seven Faces (1971). His final roles included the excellent crime drama The Squeeze (1977) and the less-than-excellent horror spoof Lady Dracula (1977), in which he played the Count. Stephen Boyd died of a heart attack while playing golf; he was only 45 years old.

The Fox with a Velvet Tail (Release date: May, 1971) (Spain/Italy)

Aka In the Eye of the Hurricane; Lusty Lovers; El ojo del huracán; La volpe dalla coda di velluto

Directed by José María Forqué; Produced by Producciones Cinematográficas Orfeo and Arvo Film; Screenplay by Rafael Azcona and José María Forqué, with the collaboration of Mario Di Nardo; Director of Photography: Alejandro Ulloa and Giovanni Bergamini; Editor: Mercedes Alonso; Music by Piero Piccioni

Main Players: Analía Gadé (Ruth); Jean Sorel (Paul); Luciano Stella [as Tony Kendall] (Michel); Rosanna Yanni [as Rosanna Gianni] (Danielle); Maurizio Bonuglia [as Mauricio Bonuglia] (Roland); Julio Peña (Inspector); Mario Morales (Shop Keeper)

Home Video: Mondo Macabro Blu-ray (with audio commentary by Troy Howarth)

Ruth leaves her husband, Michel, in favor of the charming Paul. She enjoys an idyllic time of fun and lovemaking with her seemingly ideal mate, but gradually things begin to darken. Ruth is nearly killed on a couple of occasions and soon has reason to believe that her “ideal mate” may be trying to kill her off for her money …
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The Fox with a Velvet Tail is yet another example of the “sexy giallo” subgenre, which proliferated during the late 1960s and early 1970s. The release of Dario Argento's The Bird with the Crystal Plumage would eventually put an end to this particular strain of giallo, as more and more filmmakers sought to capitalize on his success by delivering thrillers with a stronger emphasis on sadism and blood-letting. That being said, however, the eye-catching title reveals that the film has one foot stepped in the future: while the Spanish title translates as In the Eye of the Hurricane, it was released in Italy as La volpe dalla coda di velluto—or, The Fox with a Velvet Tail. The Spanish title is admittedly a little too close to the titles of such Italian gialli as Mario Caiano's Eye in the Labyrinth (1972) or Sergio Bergonzelli's In the Folds of the Flesh (1970). The Italian title puts the film firmly into the “animal” terrain of gialli inspired by the success of Argento's debut, which was released in February of 1970. The success of that film saw an onslaught of films with animals and insects in their titles, including Argento's The Cat ONine Tails and Four Flies on Grey Velvet (both 1971), Lucio Fulci's A Lizard in a Woman's Skin (1971) and Don't Torture a Duckling (1972), Paolo Cavara's Black Belly of the Tarantula (1972) and Riccardo Freda's The Iguana with the Tongue of Fire (1971), among many others. But what does the title mean in this context? There are no foxes to speak of, unless we count the metaphorical kind in the form of giallo veteran Jean Sorel's elegant playboy character—so presumably it is a reference to the dastardly money-hungry character  working his way into the life of the heroine by virtue of his elegant exterior: his velvet tail, if you'll pardon the expression.

The plot initially focuses on the characters of Michel and Ruth. Putting it mildly, their marriage is on the rocks and she's determined to have him out of her life. Director José María Forqué stresses this aspect of the story and places them amid the usual trappings of the rich-bastard characters that dominate so many giallo films. They live in splendor, amid opulent surroundings, but their relationship appears to be arid and devoid of real human emotion. Ruth's icy demeanor melts away with the introduction of Paul, an impossibly handsome and chivalrous alternative to Michel, who promptly sweeps the wife off of her feet. From there, the emphasis switches to pure Harlequin romance mode, as Paul and Ruth savor each other's company and the latter appears to find happiness with her true love. These early, light-hearted scenes demand a bit of patience from the devoted giallophile. It takes a while for the film to get into true thriller terrain, but this is not a bad thing in itself. Indeed, by taking the time to establish the characters and their relationships, director Forqué provides the film with a solid foundation. Forqué's approach is elegant and measured. He is not in a tremendous rush to introduce the genre elements and he really gets the most out of the film's locations in the Adriatic Coast and along the French Riviera, thus giving the film an appropriate veneer of big-budget gloss.
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The film benefits from an appealing cast, with leading lady Analía Gadé stealing the show as the initially naïve but ultimately resilient Ruth. She evokes the sort of glamorous giallo heroines first popularized by Carrol Baker in The Sweet Body of Deborah (1968) and Orgasmo (1969), but there is something of a sado-masochistic streak to the character, which makes her even more intriguing. After a certain point, Ruth is well aware that she is being conspired against; sooner than fight, her initial impulse is to give in and allow the plot to unfold, as her realization that life is not what she had had in mind is too much for her to bear. Gadé was born in Argentina in 1931. She was a teenage beauty queen and started appearing in films in the late 1940s. She initially worked in her native country, then made her way to Spain in the 1950s. She was sufficiently popular to snag her own TV show in the early 1960s and her earlier credits included a few collaborations with director José María Forqué, including Pecados conyugales (1969) and El Monumento (1970). She went on to appear in the spooky borderline giallo Maniac Mansion in 1972. She was also married for a time to the actor Espartaco Santoni, whom horror fans will best remember as Carlos in Mario Bava's masterpiece Lisa and the Devil (1973). Gadé spent much of the latter part of her career on TV, and she died in May of 2019.

Giallo veteran Jean Sorel once again proves to be the ideal superficial playboy as Paul. Paul starts off looking like the perfect mate for Ruth; he's handsome, charming, considerate and romantic. Sorel and Gadé also have terrific chemistry, ensuring that their relationship is always very credible. As the story unfolds, it becomes more apparent that Paul is not what he appears to be; true to form, he turns out to be a wolf in sheep's clothing. His motivation is greed rather than love, and poor Ruth has her idealized notion of love and romance shattered in the process. Sorel got his start in the giallo with Romolo Guerrieri's influential The Sweet Body of Deborah, which was followed in rapid succession by the likes of Lucio Fulci's Perversion Story (1969) and A Lizard in a Woman's Skin (1971) and Umberto Lenzi's A Quiet Place to Kill (1970). The Fox with a Velvet Tail was his sole foray into (predominantly) Spanish-financed giallo terrain.

The supporting cast includes a number of familiar faces, including Maurizio Bonuglia (The Fifth Cord, 1971) as the ambiguous Roland, who wanders in and out of the narrative but rarely plays an active role in the proceedings, and Rosanna Yanni (Count Dracula's Great Love, 1972) as the bitchy Danielle. Yanni brings a wonderfully lusty and sensual quality to her characterization; the scene where she and Paul force themselves on a reluctant Rose introduces some memorably kinky elements (foot fetishism, etc.) as the two conspirators become so immersed in their carnal activities that they fail to notice (or care) that their victim has flown the coop. Julio Peña (Horror Express, 1972) is also on hand to play a police inspector, but he has very little to do.

The script for The Fox with a Velvet Tail was co-written by Rafael Azcona, with the participation of director José María Forqué and giallo veteran Mario Di Nardo. It's possible that Di Nardo was credited simply for quota purposes, to satisfy the Italian co-financiers, but there is admittedly a slim resemblance between this film and an earlier giallo he wrote for Mario Bava, Five Dolls for an August Moon (1970); and indeed, both films have elements in common with the later Nine Guests for a Crime (1977), which Di Nardo produced. Yet while Five Dolls and Nine Guests use the Ten Little Indians template, as evidenced by their numerical titles, this one is much more indebted to the Les Diaboliques (1955) model. In any event, Di Nardo is credited on the Spanish prints as a special collaborator, leaving one to assume that Azcona and Forqué probably did the lion's share of the writing. Azcona was born in Spain in 1926. He contributed to various humorous publications and published a number of novels and began a long and distinguished film career in 1959. He worked with Alberto Lattuada on Mafioso (1962) and enjoyed a particularly successful collaboration with Marco Ferreri on such films as The Little Apartment (1959, based on his own novel), The Conjugal Bed (1963), La Grande Bouffe (1973) and Bye Monkey (1978). His only other giallo credit was for Tonino Ricci's Cross Current (1971), which went into production shortly after this film. He scored a late period success with the Oscar-winning Belle Epoque (1992), which helped to make Penélope Cruz an international star. Azcona won a number of distinguished prizes and awards for his work, including an honorary Goya (or Spanish Oscar) in 1998. He died in Madrid in 2008.

The film was directed, co-written and co-produced by José María Forqué. Forqué's name is not overly familiar to most English language viewers, but he enjoyed a long and diverse career. He was born in Zaragoza, Spain in 1923. His family background was humble and his family reportedly went through a lot of lean periods, but he had a keen intellect and studied architecture before his interest in the cinema took hold. He abandoned his “practical” career in favor of pursuing work in the movies, much to the consternation of his family, who had hoped he would find more steady and reliable employment. He broke into films in the late 1940s, making documentaries, and by the early 1950s he was working steadily as a writer and director of feature films. Forqué saw himself as a journeyman and an entertainer and never harbored aspirations of making big films as a sort of personal statement. He gravitated to genre fare and proved to be very skillful at working in a variety of different forms. Even so, he impressed critics with several of his early successes, including Whom God Forgives (1957), which won the prestigious Silver Bear Award at the Berlin Film Festival. By the 1960s, he was specializing in films with a strong comic personality. His 1962 comedy Robbery at 3 O'Clock (1962) was a critical and popular success, and he also tried his hand at a pop art musical titled Bring a Little Loving (1968). In the mid-'60s, he decided to branch out by establishing his own production company named Producciones Cinematográficas Orfeo. Orfeo would produce a number of films through the '60s, '70s and '80s, many of them directed by Forqué, though he also produced for other filmmakers, including Jess Franco, for whom he produced the excellent The Other Side of the Mirror (1973). The Fox with a Velvet Tail was Forqué's first foray into the giallo, and it would be followed by Tonino Ricci's Cross Current, which Forqué co-wrote and co-produced, and by Tarot (1973), which he directed and again wrote in collaboration with Rafael Azcona. Forqué enjoyed his most notorious success in 1974 with the erotic drama Beyond Erotica, starring David Hemmings, Alida Valli and Andrea Rau. The film's frank sexuality and exploration of sexual sadism marked it out as pretty extreme compared to his previous films, and it signaled a brief foray for the director into the realm of sexploitation. He started to work more extensively in television in the 1980s and directed his last theatrical feature in 1994. He was awarded an honorary Goya in recognition of his body of work as a writer/ producer/director in January of 1995; the prize was well timed, as he passed away in March of that year at the age of 72. Forqué's children have walked in his footsteps: his son Álvaro served as his assistant before becoming a director himself, while his daughter Verónica has enjoyed a long and successful career as an actress, working with the likes of Pedro Almadóvar, who directed her Goya Award-winning performance in Kika (1993). Álvaro Forqué passed away from a heart attack in 2014, but Verónica remains active in films and television—and her daughter Maria is now working as a film actress as well.

Special note must also be made of the excellent score, composed by giallo veteran Piero Piccioni. Ironically, the few Italian gialli Piccioni scored were none too memorable, both as films and as soundtracks, but his work in these Spanish offshoots proved to be far more memorable. Especially standing out is the film's theme song, Once and Again, which is performed by soul singer Shawn Robinson. Robinson also belted out the tune Right or Wrong in another Spanish giallo scored by Piccioni, Marta (1971). Once and Again is introduced over the film's stylish, pop art titles sequence and Piccioni provides some good instrumental variations throughout the film, notably a lysergic-sounding version that plays over the film's unforgettably kinky ménage à trois sequence. Piccioni also provides some appropriately atonal suspense music, which helps to ramp up the tension in the latter stages of the picture.

The Glass Ceiling (Release date: May, 1971) (Spain)

Aka El techo de cristal

Directed by Eloy de la Iglesia; Produced by Rafael del Valle Iturriaga, for Fono España S.A.; Screenplay by Antonio Fos and Eloy de la Iglesia; Director of Photography: Francisco Fraile; Editor: Pablo G. Del Amo; Music by Ángel Arteaga

Main Players: Carmen Sevilla (Marta); Dean Selmier (Ricardo); Patty Shepard (Julia); Fernando Cebrián [as Fernando Cebrian] (Carlos); Encarna Paso (Rita); Hugo Blanco (Delivery Man); Emma Cohen (Rosa)

Marta is happily married to Carlos, but he often leaves her alone when he goes on business trips. One of his trips coincides with a heat wave. The combination of boredom and an over-active imagination prompts her to think the worst when the husband of her upstairs neighbor Rita suddenly disappears. Rita assures Marta that he's away on business, but the latter is unable to shake the feeling that something horrible has happened …

The Glass Ceiling is a psychological thriller in the Hitchcock mold—specifically, it can be read as something of an update of Rear Window (1954). Voyeurism is the key here: Marta spends her time spying on her neighbors and imagining all kinds of things about their comings and goings. But there's voyeurism of an even worse variety going on as well, as Marta discovers that somebody in her apartment building has rigged up cameras and is taking photos of the tenants in their more intimate moments. In common with the Hitchcock film, the action unfolds during a hot spell; the heat acts as a catalyst of sorts, prompting the characters to behave irrationally and to act on their worst instincts. In this sense, it's also something of a precursor to Armando Crispino's Autopsy (1975), wherein an intense Roman heat wave is directly linked to a series of gruesome suicides.

The action focuses on the character of Marta, expertly played by Carmen Sevilla. Marta is a sympathetic character. At heart, she's a content housewife who keeps to herself. However, the fact that her husband is away so much of the time prompts her to turn inward; she spends her time talking to her pet cat and starts spying on her neighbors. It all starts innocuously enough, as she comes to recognize the sounds of people's footsteps and gets a sense of their nightly routines, but once something happens to disrupt that routine, it sets her imagination into overdrive. She tries to tell herself that it's none of her business and seeks solace and companionship from her landlord, an artist named Ricardo, but it is all for naught. Once her imagination seizes on the idea that something terrible is afoot, she can't get it out of her mind; for a while, the film teases the possibility that she might be on the wrong track, but ultimately she (and the viewer) discover a grisly plot which is far worse than she had originally imagined.

The voyeurism theme is pretty explicitly worked throughout the film. Visually, director Eloy de la Iglesia keeps the theme in focus by constantly showing things from Marta's point of view; she is a born “watcher,” but she fails to realize that she's not the only one who is spying. The viewer is clued into this long before Marta is, as the frame is sometimes frozen and accompanied by the sound of a camera clicking and whirring on the soundtrack–obviously some-body is watching Marta and taking pictures of her when she least expects it. The landlord, Ricardo, is a loner figure—but unlike Marta, he is a loner by choice. They find a bit of comfort in each other by whiling away the hours in the country, innocently going fishing and horseback riding. It's Ricardo who tells Marta all about voyeurism; naively, she feels that what she's doing is “just” peeping, while Ricardo assures her that it's all a part of the same impulse. He draws a parallel to photography and to filmmaking, but expresses doubt that capturing images on film is anything close to capturing the “truth” about anybody or anything. Ricardo says that cinema is all about escapism and experiencing thrilling sensations vicariously. De la Iglesia is talking pretty explicitly about the function of genre cinema in this context as he draws an explicit parallel between the way in which these characters observe one another and the manner in which the audience observes the action on screen. Marta is reluctant to think about it in any real depth, however, as she's not ready to confront her own voyeuristic impulses. Nevertheless, it is her fixation on spying on her neighbors that sets the drama in motion—a factor that the person who is stalking her is only too happy to capitalize on.
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The Glass Ceiling is closer in tone to a psychological horror film than a conventional giallo, but it has enough genre tropes to warrant its inclusion. In addition to the voyeurism theme, the film is rife with psycho-sexual trappings. The maniac takes pictures of Marta and the other women in the building for his (or her) own sexual gratification. Marta's excitable state of mind triggers some intense dreams, with fragmented images, which only make sense when the film reaches its final scenes. Has Marta foreseen something in her future? The film doesn't really answer this, but the possibility is there. She also sees herself being sexually drawn to the aloof and sultry Julia; it could just be a nonsensical dream fragment, of course, but it could also indicate a subconscious desire that Marta is not willing to vocalize. In any event, the final scenes of the picture really ramp up the tension and lead to some surprising revelations.

The film isn't unduly gory or exploitative, but there's an air of suppressed sexual tension and suspense throughout. The use of the oppressive heat is particularly effective, as the characters are forced to leave their pent-up apartments and find relief in the open air. What little relief they find is only temporary and ultimately Marta is always left alone with her thoughts, as she becomes more and more paranoid that somebody is watching and possibly waiting to kill her.

The entire cast is in excellent form. Carmen Sevilla (born 1930) gives an outstanding performance as Marta. She's the type of character who could come off as an annoying busybody, but Sevilla sees to it that she remains sympathetic and believable throughout. She is able to convey the character's neurotic side without seeming like she is totally unhinged, and she also comes off as far more capable and resourceful than the mostly ineffectual male characters in the movie. Sevilla won a Best Actress prize from the Spanish Cinema Writers Circle Awards for her efforts; she would go on to appear again for de la Iglesia in Nadie oyó gritar (1973) and she also starred in John Gilling's Cross of the Devil (1975), written by Paul Naschy.

Director Eloy de la Iglesia was born in the Basque Provinces of Spain in 1944. He studied philosophy and literature before beginning as a director in the theater. He had his eyes on a film career from an early age and broke into films in the 1960s as a screenwriter before making his directing debut in 1966. Genre fans remember him best for a trio of films from the 1970s: The Glass Ceiling, The Cannibal Man (1972) and Nadie oyó gritar. De la Iglesia was strongly committed to social themes, a factor which is evident even in his genre work. He also directed a futuristic thriller in the style of A Clockwork Orange (1971), titled Murder in a Blue World (1973). He would continue to direct films through the 1980s, but an ongoing issue with drug addiction forced him to retire for a number of years. He resumed his career with the comedy-drama Bulgarian Lovers (2003), which continued his exploration of homosexuality and its suppression in the heavily Catholic culture of Spain. He died in 2006 following surgery to remove a cancerous tumor from his kidney; he was 62 years old.

Klute (Release date: June, 1971) (U.S.A.)

Directed by Alan J. Pakula; Produced by Alan J. Pakula, David Lange and C. Kenneth Deland, for Gus Productions; Screenplay by Andy Lewis and Dave Lewis; Director of Photography: Gordon Willis; Editor: Carl Lerner; Music by Michael Small; Song: We Gather Together, performed by Jane Fonda.

Main Players: Jane Fonda (Bree Daniel); Donald Sutherland (John Klute); Charles Cioffi (Peter Cable); Roy Scheider (Frank Ligourin); Dorothy Tristan (Arlyn Page); Rita Gam (Trina)

Home Video: Criterion Collection Blu-ray and DVD, Region A/1

Bree Daniel is a call girl and an aspiring actress. The harder she tries to get away from the shadier aspects of her life, the quicker she relapses into her old ways. She finds herself being harassed by Tom Gruneman, a former “john.” Gruneman, a seemingly upright businessman, goes missing and a private detective named John Klute begins to investigate. The trail leads Klute to Bree, who reveals that Gruneman has been threatening her. The two of them team up to investigate …

The giallo did not really begin to take off worldwide until the early 1970s. While films like Bava's Blood and Black Lace (1964) proved to be popular in America—as compared to Italy, where viewers greeted the film with apathy—it did not lead to any American imitations. The release of Dario Argento's debut, The Bird with the Crystal Plumage (1970), in America in June of 1970, did not go unnoticed. Some critics applauded its style and ingenuity, and audiences responded to its shock effects. While the average American had no idea that it was part of a burgeoning new style of Italian thriller known as the giallo, filmmakers at both ends of the filmmaking spectrum—that is, the low-budget exploitation mavens, as well as the more elite and upscale auteur-style producers and directors—took note of its impact at the box office and began to develop some thrillers in a similar mold. Obviously, one is left to guess at precisely which films were directly influenced by their lurid Italian counterparts, but the release of Klute in June of 1971—just a little over one year following the U.S. release of Argento's film—seems to indicate something in the air that was beginning to infiltrate the American thriller scene. This “something” is a bit tenuous here, but like so many things, the influence did not make itself visible in a blunt or obvious fashion all at once. Rather, Klute was, arguably, the start in a gradual infusion of what may be termed “an Italian sensibility” into the American thriller scene.

Without wanting to put too fine a point on it— but let's do so, anyway—Klute is one of the more debatable titles to be included in this book. The mystery angle is dispensed with fairly early on; there isn't even a string of gruesome, fetishized killings for the average giallo fan to hang his (or her) hat on. Instead, it's more a matter of little details: the obscene phone calls (which recall not only Argento's movie, but the “Telephone” segment of Bava's The Three Faces of Fear, 1964), the use of surveillance equipment to try and trap the killer (again recalling Argento's film), the presence of breathless, wordless vocals on the soundtrack, the emphasis on the seedier underbelly of “polite” society, the gradual sense of paranoia that begins to envelop the narrative … and so forth. Viewers expecting a more full throttle example of the genre may well be in for a disappointment, however, which is why it is best to qualify Klute as a sort of thriller in transition–it does not aim for the full-out, lurid assault on the senses which typify the Italian films or many of the American thrillers, which came in their wake, but there are enough traces of the subgenre in evidence to warrant its inclusion in this context.
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Spanish poster for Klute; art by MCR

In many respects, truth be told, Klute is a singularly unconventional thriller. Working from an Oscar-nominated screenplay by Andy and Dave Lewis, director Alan J. Pakula creates a bleak atmosphere where human emotion has little value. It doesn't seem particularly focused on the usual tropes one associates with a suspense film, and when it tips its hand fairly early on as to the killer's identity, it runs the risk of alienating those who are looking for a more straightforward whodunit-style movie. What it is, however, is a particularly gripping and well thought-out character piece. The story focuses on two “lost souls": the brash and secretly hurting Bree, and the enigmatic Klute. Hollywood filmmaking dictates that they will end up in a relationship, but mercifully this aspect of the plot does not feel forced. Indeed, the interesting thing about their relationship is that it represents Bree's first (relatively) healthy sexual and emotional experience. The very fact that it is so fulfilling frightens her, though, and she expends a great deal of energy trying to alienate the man who has fallen for her as a person and does not see her merely as a sex object. The film's attitude towards “the oldest profession in the world” is refreshingly non-judgmental in many respects. The narrative is interrupted by Bree's several visits to her psychologist, a stereotypically stoic type who listens as the young woman unburdens herself of her troubles. Being a hooker, she explains, allows her to feel like she is in control of a given situation. Sure, she has had a few bad experiences, but most of her Johns are mild-mannered people who are just looking for a few carefree hours of entertainment to lighten their otherwise dreary lives. Ludicrous romantic comedies like Pretty Woman (1990) may be accused of glamorizing the life of a prostitute, but the same cannot be said here. Bree lives in a rather dingy apartment, and while she tries to persuade herself—and her therapist—that she is happy and content, there's little doubt that she is really trying very hard indeed to find a way out of her situation. Bree is also an aspiring actress, and the scenes of her being rejected at her various auditions feel much more sordid and unpleasant than her various encounters with sundry awkward customers in the bedroom. Bree is not demonized or looked down upon for being a woman of loose morals. Instead, she is merely a woman trying to find her way in a large and unforgiving city. Klute, on the other hand, is a man of staunch moral fiber—but even he resists the urge to try to reform Bree. He is drawn to her, initially on a purely professional level, but gradually on a more personal one, as he gets to know her. Klute is deliberately hard to read as a character. He seems single-minded in his mission to find the missing Gruneman, but he gradually softens and becomes Bree's protector. He seems to be somewhat awkward around women, suggesting that his experience in this area has been limited, but he gives himself over to the relationship and has difficulty reconciling his own feelings with Bree's self-destructive impulses. Their relationship is far from typical and it unfolds in a way that feels natural and unhurried; as such, it forms the emotional center of the movie and is vital to its impact. This in itself is a welcome contrast to many thrillers where a gratuitous love story is grafted on to the story for purely commercial reasons; one could easily chop this sort of subplot out of many films of this ilk, but Klute isn't one of them.

As noted above, the thriller elements may feel a bit muted, but director Alan J. Pakula shows a definite affinity for the form. There are some very suspenseful sequences of cat-and-mouse stalking action, and there is a particularly hair-raising sequence wherein Bree is cornered by the killer and is forced to listen to a recording of his “session” with one of her deceased friends. It's a sadistic and disturbing scene, not for what it shows (which is absolutely nothing) but for what it conveys through the sheer strength of its performances and craft. It is said that Fonda was truly reduced to tears during the filming of the scene and it shows; there is nothing phony about her reaction, which carefully juxtaposes her heartbreak and terror with a crafty awareness for self-preservation. Even if the film fails to play by the rules established in the more exploitation-minded Italian gialli, set pieces such as this demonstrate a flair for the macabre and the horrific, which lingers in the mind long after the film is finished.

Pakula was born in the Bronx in 1928. He started off in the animation department at Warner Bros., and then graduated to production in the late 1950s. Oscar-nominated for producing Robert Mulligan's To Kill a Mockingbird (1962, which netted a Best Actor for star Gregory Peck as the righteous Atticus Fitch), he made his directing debut with The Sterile Cuckoo in 1969. Klute was only his second film as a director and it marked the beginning of an unofficial “paranoia trilogy,” which would also include his next two pictures: The Parallax View (1974) and All the President's Men (1976, for which he received his only Academy Award nomination as Best Director). After directing the critically acclaimed romance Sophie's Choice (1982, which netted Meryl Streep her second Oscar), he returned to the thriller genre with Dream Lover (1986). Presumed Innocent (1990) and The Pelican Brief (1993) were more conventional thrillers of the courtroom variety, while his final film, The Devil's Own (1997), suffered from a fatally miscast Brad Pitt as an IRA operative hiding under hard-bitten cop Harrison Ford's nose. Pakula died on November 19th, 1998, when he was involved in a car crash on the Long Island Expressway. Of the directors who came into their own in the '70s, often working in gritty thriller subjects—think of William Friedkin, Martin Scorsese, Francis Ford Coppola and Sidney Lumet, among many others—Pakula is now unjustly forgotten by critics. His “paranoia trilogy” remains essential viewing for viewers interested in bleak thrillers of the 1970s.

[image: image]

French poster for Klute

The director's efforts are greatly aided and abetted by the stellar contributions of cinematographer Gordon Willis and camera operator Michael Chapman. Willis, born in Queens in 1931, got his start as a photographer in the Air Force during the Korean War. He burst onto the scene as a cinematographer in 1970 and photographed some of the most significant pictures of the decade, including Francis Ford Coppola's The Godfather (1972) and The Godfather Part II (1974), Woody Allen's Annie Hall (1977) and Manhattan (1979), Hal Ashby's The Landlord (1970), and all three of Pakula's “paranoia trilogy” films. Willis earned the nickname “the Prince of Darkness” for his skillful use of shadow, which is most evident in the Coppola films. Oscar-nominated for Allen's Zelig (1983) and Coppola's The Godfather: Part III (1990), Willis finally won a well-deserved Honorary Award in 2010. Willis' last work was on Pakula's final film, The Devil's Own; he died in 2014. Chapman, born in New York City in 1935, started off as a camera operator in 1965, working on the cult thriller Who Killed Teddy Bear. He worked steadily as an operator–often assisting Willis–throughout the mid-1970s, then became a cinematographer of note thanks to such films as Scorsese's Taxi Driver (1976) and Raging Bull (1980), Philip Kaufman's Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1978), Paul Schrader's Hardcore (1979) and Richard Donner's Scrooged (1988). He was nominated for Oscars for his work on Raging Bull and Andrew Davis' The Fugitive (1993). He has been retired since 2007. Willis and Chapman ensure that Klute is never less than beautiful to look at. The gliding camera movements and shadowy lighting help to create an atmosphere where nothing is as it seems, and where threat can be perceived even in daylight exteriors.
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Jane Fonda and Donald Sutherland in an American lobby card from Klute

The film is also graced with two exceptional central performances. The daughter of acting legend Henry Fonda (1905-1982), Jane Fonda was born in New York City in 1937. She started off acting on the stage, making her Broadway debut when she was in her early 20s. Fonda started appearing in films in 1962 and her star ascended throughout the decade. At the height of the Vietnam War, she attracted notoriety for her outspoken criticism of the U.S. involvement in the conflict, and she is also a tireless supporter of feminist causes. Films like Roger Vadim's Barbarella (1968) cemented her popularity as a “sex kitten,” but the actress yearned for more substantial roles and railed against sexism in Hollywood. Klute provided her with just such a challenge, but ironically she almost bailed on the film after deciding that she did not think she was sexy enough to play a call girl. Pakula persuaded Fonda to stick with it, and she was rewarded with an Academy Award for her efforts. Bree is almost certainly her finest screen work to date: she conveys the character's strength and vulnerability in equal measures and makes the character both plucky and moving. She is not playing the usual hooker with a heart of gold stereotype, but a three dimensional human being who justifies her life style while being torn apart by it at the same time. Donald Sutherland plays Klute, Fonda's campaign activist chum (and real-life lover at the time of filming). Born in New Brunswick in 1935, Sutherland studied at the London Academy of Dramatic Art. He did some repertory company theatrical work before attracting the attention of “American abroad” filmmaker Warren Kiefer, who cast him in a dual role—as a slow-witted police inspector and a Gypsy witch!—in his Italian-made horror movie Castle of the Living Dead (1964), with Christopher Lee. He rejoined Lee for the British horror film Dr. Terror's House of Horrors and made an appearance as a simple-minded gardener in the Hammer-produced thriller Die! Die! My Darling! (both 1965). Robert Aldrich's The Dirty Dozen (1967) helped to catapult the lanky Canadian into the front ranks, and he followed it up with appearances in Robert Altman's M*A*S*H and the Clint Eastwood caper Kelly's Heroes (both 1970). Sutherland would continue to work with exciting filmmakers on edgy projects throughout the 1970s, including Federico Fellini's Casanova (1976), Bernardo Bertolucci's 1900 (1976), Philip Kaufman's Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1978), John Landis' National Lampoon's Animal House (1978) and Nicolas Roeg's Don't Look Now (1973), which provided the actor with his second—and greatest—appearance in a non-Italian giallo-style thriller. Sutherland teamed with Fonda to protest the Vietnam War but did not encounter quite so much controversy and he continues to work steadily to this day; a new generation of movie goers no doubt identify him with the role of President Snow in the popular Hunger Games franchise. Amazingly, for an actor who has done so much consistently excellent work for so many years, he has yet to be nominated for an Academy Award; he has, however, won Golden Globes—for his appearances in two TV mini-series, Citizen X (1995) and Path to War (2002)—and numerous other commendations.

Thanks to its sensitive characterizations, intelligent performances and stylish filmmaking, Klute remains one of the most engaging—and enduring— thrillers of the 1970s. Whether one accepts it as a sort of vaguely giallo-influenced picture or not, it is still well worth tracking down if you haven't already done so.

Die Screaming Marianne (Release date: August, 1971) (U.K.)

Directed by Pete Walker; Produced by Pete Walker, for Pete Walker Film Productions; Screenplay by Murray Smith; Director of Photography: Norman Langley; Editor: Tristam Cones; Music by Cyril Ornadel; Song: Marianne, performed by Kathe Green

Main Players: Susan George (Marianne); Leo Genn (The Judge); Judy Huxtable (Hildegard); Barry Evans (Eli Frome); Christopher Sanford (Sebastian Smith); Kenneth Hendel (Rodriguez); Paul Stassino (Portuguese Police Detective); Anthony Sharp (Registrar)

Home Video: Redemption/Kino Blu-ray, Region A (available individually or as part of The Pete Walker Collection)

Marianne stands to inherit a large fortune upon her 21st birthday, so she returns home to collect her legacy. She finds that her father, a corrupt judge, is worried about her gaining access to incriminating documents which may ruin him–while her sister, Hildegard, is determined to get the money for herself. Soon a series of murders begin and it seems likely that Marianne may not live to see her birthday…

With its twisty plot, seaside setting and sexual shenanigans among the degenerate upper class, Die Screaming Marianne is a worthy addition to the strain of so-called “sexy gialli” which proliferated in the late 1960s. In common with those films—like The Sweet Body of Deborah (1968), Orgasmo and Perversion Story (both 1969)—the story is closer to the example of Clouzot's Les Diaboliques and therefore it does not go in for a lot of graphic violence or body count aesthetics.

Director Pete Walker would attain a great deal of notoriety in the '70s for his deliberately provocative horror movies, but compared to the excesses of, say, The House of Whipcord (1974) or Frightmare (1974), Die Screaming Marianne looks positively staid. In lieu of gore, however, the film offers a bountiful array of sleazy characters and situations. The protagonist, Marianne, is a brash and liberated young woman who has no problem sleeping with random men when the mood strikes her; Walker's admitted conservative tendencies do not manifest themselves in the film, so there is no hypocritical moral posturing with regards to this side of her character. Marianne is simply a young woman trying her best to enjoy her life, even as the specter of her past looms over her. Walker and writer Murray Smith (who also wrote several other films for Walker, including another giallo-esque thriller, The Comeback, 1978) withhold key information in the early scenes, giving the narrative a slightly elliptical quality. As the story unfolds, more is revealed and by the mid-point the film is positively awash in bizarre and unexpected character relationships and plot developments.

Early on, Marianne is talked into marrying a rather seedy looking young man named Sebastian; why she does so is never explained, but it seems likely that she regards Sebastian as a potential for a new, stable life. She soon realizes that something is not right about him, and is secretly delighted when the addle-brained registrar (a delightful cameo from Anthony Sharp, later to pinch-hit for Peter Cushing as the deranged cleric in Walker's The Confessional, 1976) accidentally marries her to the best man, Eli. Sebastian is none too thrilled, of course, and it transpires that he is actually working on instructions from Marianne's estranged father, a foreboding and perverse man known only as the Judge. Marianne finds happiness with Eli, but of course their idyll is short-lived; the Judge has good reason for wanting Marianne back in his life and he is not about to be discouraged by Sebastian's inability to execute his orders properly.
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Italian 1994 VHS box art for Die Screaming Marianne

When the action switches to the Judge's seaside villa in Portugal, the film really catches fire. Thanks to the unctuous but seriously creepy performance by Leo Genn, the Judge acquires a monstrous quality in keeping with the upper-crust bogeymen who dominate Walker's later horror films. It transpires that Marianne is about to inherit a fortune on her 21st birthday, and in the process she will also acquire some very damning letters about her father which could land him in jail for the rest of his life; he therefore has every intention to get hold of this material before he is undone. With the assistance of his other daughter, Hildegarde—who is Marianne's half-sister—he stops at nothing to try and get the information about the bank account, which only Marianne knows. For the Judge, it is his key to survival; for Hildegarde, it means getting access to a fortune to which she believes she is entitled. The tangled web of plot convolutions that unfold are compelling enough, but the film suffers from Walker's tendency toward over-stuffing his movies with incident. Marianne is, like so many of his films, a good 20 minutes too long and would have benefited from some judicious pruning. Matters are not helped when the Judge is sidelined in the last act, though the actual final scene has a haunting, downbeat sort of quality.

Die Screaming Marianne is ultimately more a film to savor for its highlights than a fully cohesive whole. There are some marvelous set pieces strewn throughout; the opening titles, with a barely clad Susan George go-go dancing and gyrating for all it is worth against a red backdrop, is worth the price of admission, and there are also some marvelously kinky sequences hinting at incest between the Judge and Hildegarde, to say nothing of the Judge's less-than-paternal instincts toward Marianne as well. Walker and Smith detail the sense of ennui which pervades the lives of these wealthy perverts with a welcome dash of dark humor, but the film ultimately strains under the weight of its own excess. With tighter editing and a little less exposition, the film may have risen to the heights of Walker's best films of the '70s, but as it stands it is somehow less than the sum of its parts.
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U.S. VHS box art for Die Screaming Marianne

Susan George gives a good performance in the lead role. She shows a lot more character and authority than the usual woman-in-peril in thrillers of this vintage and for good reason: She is not a passive character. She fights back every step of the way, and in so doing, she earns the audience's sympathy. Born in London in 1950, George started acting when she was just a child. By the late 1960s, she became an emblematic “Dolly Bird” of swinging '60s culture; with her beautiful features and lithe figure, she was a ready-made sex symbol and she also proved to be a talented actress. After appearing in minor roles in films like Michael Reeves' The Sorcerers (1967) with Boris Karloff, she enjoyed a breakout success in All Neat in Black Stockings (1968). She appeared opposite Charles Bronson in Richard Donner's strained sexy comedy Twinky (1969) and earned  acclaim as Dustin Hoffman's sexually  abused wife in Sam Peckinpah's controversial Straw Dogs (1971). George appeared in thrillers like Peter Collinson's Fright (1971, also covered in this volume), Spaghetti Westerns like Sergio Corbucci's Sonny and Jed (1972) and off-beat action fare like John Hough's cult favorite Dirty Mary, Crazy Larry (1974). Her film career slowed down a bit in the 1980s, when she married actor Simon MacCorkindale (to whom she remained married until his death in 2010) and started breeding Arabian horses. Interestingly,she was also romantically linked to the singer Jack Jones—who would go on to star in Walker's The Comeback. George is more-or-less retired from films, though she makes the occasional appearance. The distinguished Leo Genn brilliantly plays the Judge. Genn's smooth voice, refined manner and impressive eye-brows make the Judge simultaneously engaging and loathsome—a sort of dandified pervert who is as much at home sipping brandy and smoking Havana cigars as he is molesting his own children. The film definitely gains a great deal from his committed performance. Genn was born in London in 1905. He started out to be a barrister and practiced law until after World War II. He enjoyed a distinguished career in the Royal Artillery and was involved in the British side of the investigation of war crimes following the defeat of Germany in World War II. Genn started appearing on the stage in the 1930s, scoring some acclaim for his work at the Old Vic, then appeared in his first minor film roles later in the decade. He started pursuing film work more aggressively following the war, appearing in such classics as Green for Danger (1946), The Snake Pit (1948), The Magic Box (1951) and John Huston's Moby Dick (1956). He was nominated for an Oscar for his work in Quo Vadis (1951) but started appearing in more B-level fare during the 1960s. Producer Harry Alan Towers made use of his fading marquee value for such films as Ten Little Indians (1965) and Jess Franco's The Bloody Judge (1969), and following the completion of his scenes for Die Screaming Marianne, he flew to Italy to make his only “proper” giallo, Lucio Fulci's A Lizard in a Woman's Skin (1971). Fulci's film was shot after Walker's, but production difficulties kept Walker's film out of cinemas until after the Italian production made its debut in Italy in February of 1971. Genn went on to make a small cameo appearance as a slightly dotty psychiatrist in Walker's Frightmare and died in 1976.

Director Pete Walker is something of a walking contradiction. His films are notorious for pushing buttons with censors, yet he was in favor of censorship. His films wallow in cannibalism, depravity and bloodshed, yet he leans towards social conservatism. Fans who saw his films and perceived in him a kindred spirit were therefore shocked to discover just how cynical and exploitation-minded his films truly were. This should not be used as an argument against him, however. Like so many directors working in low-budget genre fare, he is not so much an impassioned fan as he is a cunning businessman who understands only too well the need to get his films shown on cinema screens. Walker's flair for bad-taste publicity helped to make him a very wealthy man, and it's hard not to admire that. Walker was born in Sussex in 1939. He made an early go of it as an actor, but soon decided that he was not cut out for being on that side of the camera. He started directing in the late 1960s and initially focused pretty heavily on sexploitation fare, such as For Men Only (1968), School for Sex (1969) and Cool It, Carol (1970). He got some good reviews for his gangster film Man of Violence (1969) but really came to prominence with the release of such blood-and-thunder horror thrillers as The Flesh and Blood Show (1972) and The House of Whipcord. He enjoyed a particularly successful collaboration with screenwriter David McGillivray, who wrote pretty much all of Walker's best movies, including Whipcord and Frightmare. Following the gun-for-hire all-star horror-comedy The House of the Long Shadows (1983), Walker decided to turn his back on the film business and went into real estate. He has been enjoying the fruits of retired life for some time now and is rather amused by the quest for finding some hidden meaning in his work. In an interview with The Guardian, he summed his attitude up rather succinctly: “I had to record commentary for the DVD releases, so saw the films for the first time since making them, and you know what? They're not as bad as I thought. But searching for hidden meaning … they were just films. All I wanted to do was create a bit of mischief.”1

Notes:

1.Retrieved from, http://www.theguardian.com/film/2005/mar/11/2

Without Apparent Motive (Release date: September, 1971) (France/Italy)

Aka Sans mobile apparent; Senza movente

Directed by Philppe Labro; Produced by Jacques-Eric Strauss, Cinétel, Euro International and Président Films; Screenplay by Vincenzo Labella, Philippe Labro and Jacques Lanzmann, from the novel Ten Plus One by Evan Hunter (as Ed McBain); Director of Photography: Jean Penzer; Editor: Claude Barrois and Nicole Saunier; Music by Ennio Morricone

Main Players: Jean-Louis Trintignant (Stéphane Carella); Dominique Sanda (Sandra Forest); Sacha Distel (Julien Sabirnou); Carla Gravina (Jocelyne Rocca); Paul Crauchet (Francis Polombo); Laura Antonelli (Juliette Vaudreuil); Jean-Pierre Marielle (Perry Rupert-Foote); Stéphane Audrane (Hélène Vallée)

A mysterious gunman murders a couple of people. Commissioner Carella sets out to find the killer, but he can find no connection between the crimes. When the killer strikes again, Carella discovers a disturbing link between the victims and sets out to save the remaining potential victims …

Ed McBain (1926-2005) is one of the most popular writers of hardboiled fiction in the noir tradition. Born in Harlem under the name of Salvatore Albert Lombino, he changed his name to Evan Hunter and established himself as a bankable presence with the release of The Blackboard Jungle (1954). The film version in 1955 raised his profile even further and he eventually found himself working for cinematic master of suspense Alfred Hitchcock, first penning episodes of Alfred Hitchcock Presents and ultimately adapting Daphne du Maurier's short story The Birds for the film version of the same name in 1963. Hunter utilized a number of aliases, including Curt Cannon and Hunt Collins, but Ed McBain was far and away his most famous pseudonym. He first used the name in 1956 for the book Cop Hater, and he would continue to use it off and on for much of his life—though he made no secret of the fact that it was just a pen name and let readers in on that fact as early as the end of the 1950s. As McBain, he specialized in gritty crime detective fiction, notably a series of books collectively known as the 87th Precinct series. Ten Plus One (1963) is part of that series, and it tells of a pair of detectives who are assigned to investigate a series of apparently random killings committed by a longrange rifle. The detectives eventually discover a link between the killings, which are somehow connected to a case of sexual assault that took place during World War II. This adaptation by co-writer/director Philippe Labro makes some substantial changes to the particulars of the story, but overall it does a commendable job of capturing its brutal yet melancholy tone.
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The action is shifted to Nice in the 1970s, so the entire World War II backstory is jettisoned, though the primal act which triggers the killings is still pretty much the same. In place of the novel's old -chool police detective Steve Carella, the film focuses on a quirky police commissioner named … Stéphane Carella. As played by Jean-Louis Trintignant, Carella is something of an enigma; he doesn't seem to have much time for people and comes off as terribly self-absorbed. He's clearly obsessive compulsive and is often shown washing his hands. He's contrarian by nature but he is determined to do his job to the best of his ability. In essence, he's an outsider figure, even within the police force, yet he's not quite the sort of rogue cop we're accustomed to seeing in police-themed thrillers of the period. He represents the establishment and is clearly annoyed when young protestors paint a peace symbol on his car, but he's not so old and out of touch as to have forgotten his roots; as he explains at one point, he was an anarchist in his youth, and he's not about to condemn people or regard them as prime suspects because of their political beliefs, even if he is no longer entirely in sympathy with them. Carella is a fascinating character and Trintignant (who already appeared in several Italian gialli of the late 1960s, including Giulio Questi's ultra-bizarre Death Laid an Egg, 1968) gives an excellent performance in the role; it's easy to picture an entire series of films built around this character, even if—spoiler alert—the film borrows a page from the Dirty Harry (1971) handbook by having him hand in his badge at the end of the picture. Still, Harry had a change of heart (inspired by the box office takings!), so there's no reason to believe that Carella couldn't have done so, as well.

The film isn't overtly bloody and the fact that the killings are committed from a distance will perhaps disappoint some of the blood-thirstier giallo fans, but the film continues the subgenre's exploration of wealthy people behaving badly. It also offers up yet another obsessive protagonist who is bound and determined to piece the puzzle together, even if more people continue to die in the meantime. The reveal of the sexual trauma behind it all is also very consistent with the more lurid aspects of the genre, though director Labro doesn't dwell on this to an unseemly degree.


The killer, when finally unmasked, actually proves to be a pitiable sort. Without wanting to give the game away, it can be said that the people being targeted are indeed guilty of a terrible crime—and the murderer's decision to play judge, jury and executioner is understandable when one realizes what is being avenged. The fact that Carella is slow on the uptake and fails to solve the riddle sooner causes him to doubt his own efficiency and question his competence.

Labro directs the film very well indeed. The production values are slick throughout and the dialogue scenes are always very well paced and engaging. The various suspense set pieces—utilizing a bit of handheld point of view camerawork where needed—are also very effective. Labro wisely realizes that films of this nature are more effective if we care about the people who are involved, so the film takes time to establish the characters and their relationships. The notion of seemingly upright, respectable sorts having some nasty skeletons in their closets is another giallo staple, and it's handled here in a mature and intelligent fashion. The victims aren't necessarily loathsome sorts–there's good reason to believe that they've generally made something decent out of their lives since committing their youthful indiscretion—but no matter how hard they may try, they are unable to escape from the sins of their collective past.

Director Philippe Labro (born in 1936) started off writing and directing documentaries before attracting raves  for his feature debut, Tout peut arriver (1969). Without Apparent Motive was only his second film as a director, but it comes off like the work of an experienced and very confident professional. He clearly had access to the best of the best in making the film (including Ennio Morricone, who provides  one of his wonderfully nerve-jangling  soundtracks) and he does a commendable job of transposing McBain's gritty  story into a European context. Labro  would go on to direct several more thrillers, but this is as close as he ever  came to giallo terrain. He stopped making films in the 1980s and enjoyed a long run behind the scenes at Germany's RTL Television network. He has also enjoyed success as a prolific novelist.
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U.K. one-sheet for Fright

Fright (Release date: October, 1971)

Directed by Peter Collinson; Produced by Harry Fine and Michael Style, for Fantale Films; Screenplay by Tudor Gates; Director of Photography: Ian Wilson; Editor: Raymond Poulton; Music by Harry Robinson; Song Ladybird, composed by Harry Robinson and performed by Nanette

Main Players: Susan George (Amanda); Ian Bannen (Brian); Honor Black-man (Helen); George Cole (Bill); John Gregson (Dr. Cordell); Dennis Waterman (Chris); Maurice Kaufmann (Inspector)

Home Video: Anchor Bay DVD, Region 1; StudioCanal DVD, Region 2

Helen and Bill go out for a night of celebration and leave their child in the care of a babysitter named Amanda. Amanda gets the feeling that there's something strange going on, but puts on a brave face. Things gradually go from weird to horrific when a stranger named Brian shows up at the house, and soon Amanda finds herself fighting to protect her life—and the life of the child in her charge …

Okay, there's bound to be a little controversy over the inclusion of this title. Even I am not 100% sold on its status as a giallo thriller. But let's run with it, anyway. There is a method to my madness, I hope.

The story deals with Amanda (Susan George), a babysitter who comes to look after a child when the parents, Helen and Bill (Honor Blackman and George Cole), go out for a celebration. The babysitter tries to make small talk, but the parents seem odd and distracted. There's a marvelous, nervy tension to these early scenes: What exactly is up with these parents? Are they crazy or what? From there, director Peter Collinson and writer Tudor Gates gradually show their hand—the parents are not nearly as unhinged as they might have first appeared and there is good reason for them to be afraid. It turns out that the “anniversary” they are celebrating is the incarceration of Helen's former husband, Brian (Ian Bannen), who went completely insane and tried to kill her and their child one year earlier. Of course, all of this is unknown to the babysitter, who is left on her own to fend off anything that may come her way.
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American half-sheet for Fright

Inevitably, all of this has a pretty foregone conclusion and no prizes will be awarded for guessing that hubby breaks out of the loony bin and comes home to finish what he started before being incarcerated. The whole notion of a babysitter in peril would become a staple in genre films later in the decade, so this film can be seen as an early dress rehearsal of sorts for films like Halloween (1978) and When a Stranger Calls (1979).

The final act of the picture is masterfully executed, as Brian's inability to distinguish reality from fantasy goes from bad to worse, and Amanda is forced to rely on her wits to try and save, not only her life, but that of the child as well. Helen and Bill head back home, with the police in tow, but the presence of the child in the house makes it difficult for them to lay siege on the house. Amanda proves to be a capable heroine and begins to fight back against her attacker, and the final scenes suggest a sort of transfer of psychosis, wherein the “good” character is driven to horrible actions, which go beyond the need for self-defense.

The chief thing that makes this film highly debatable for inclusion in this context is the lack of mystery: Collinson and Gates do not waste much energy trying to pull the wool over the audience's eyes. The identity of the psycho is never in question, and when Ian Bannen shows up acting solicitous, his performance leaves no doubt that he is the escaped lunatic. The emphasis, instead, is on the growing sense of tension and unease. Brian keeps confusing Amanda for Helen, to whom he is simultaneously attracted and filled with resentment. This climaxes, literally, when Brian rapes Amanda. The rape itself is handled with great restraint, and the viewer has no choice but to sympathize with the victim. Elsewhere, Brian is depicted in semi-sympathetic terms. He is a rather pathetic sort, suffering from delusions of a romance that is long dead, and not able to comprehend the enormity of his actions. The complexity of the characterization helps to make the drama all the more intense. We recognize how vile his actions are, but the fact that he is driven by compulsions beyond his control makes him pitiable, a là Peter Lorre's tormented pedophile in Fritz Lang's M (1931).

Despite the lack of a mystery component—as well as a very skimpy body count factor—Fright is a good example of a thriller with giallo-style trimmings. It is arguable that the true qualifier for a film such as this is simply asking, “If this were made in Italy, would I consider it to be a giallo?” In the case of this film, I would argue that the answer is a resounding yes. Collinson builds suspense beautifully throughout. The pacing is taut and the characters are interesting. Ian Wilson's cinematography is appropriately moody and he and Collinson create some arresting images. Harry Robinson's music is also very effective, notably the eerie main title song, which contains a whistle refrain that would not be out of place in an Ennio Morricone soundtrack. The film is one of several thrillers the director made in fairly rapid succession in the '70s, which evoke the spirit of the giallo—the others being Straight on Till Morning (1972), And Then There Were None (1974) and The Spiral Staircase (1975)—but, in the view of this writer, Fright is the one that best reflects the more lurid sensibility of its Italian brethren.

Collinson was born in Lincolnshire in 1936. His parents were involved in a nomadic theater life and separated when he was still a young child; basically abandoned by them, he found himself being reared by his grandparents until his hell raising tendencies prompted them to shuffle him off to an orphanage. He ended up at the Actor's Orphanage, which was then under the direction of the actor/writer Noel Coward. Coward took an interest in the young man and helped to get him some work as an actor. Collinson realized early on that his acting chops were not what they needed to be and eventually set his eyes on becoming a director. As reported by Roger Ebert in his interview with the then up-and-coming young filmmaker:

He got into movies rather casually, buying all options on Nell Dunn's best-selling Up the Junction for $1,000 and then proposing himself as its director. He was given the low-budget [The] Penthouse to do first, as a warm-up, and produced a shocking thriller with a bizarre surprise ending.1

Neither The Penthouse nor Up the Junction did much at the box office, but they did attract the attention of Paramount Pictures, who hired him to direct his biggest film, The Italian Job (1969), a caper starring Michael Caine and featuring his old mentor Coward in a supporting role. The Italian Job cemented Collinson's reputation as a promising talent, but he remained unimpressed with the pretensions of his contemporaries. As he told Ebert:

I make movies to entertain. […] This may sound funny, but I don't have any desire to communicate my own opinions to anybody. I think the director should be the medium by which the audience gets the story, and that's all. A good director is a good storyteller.2

True to his mission statement, he persisted in making “populist” entertainment and eschewed portentous message movies. Collinson displayed a particular flair for thrillers and action films, and he remained active until his death from cancer at the much-too-young age of 44 in 1980.
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Spanish pressbook cover for Fright

Fright also benefits from an excellent cast. The central roles of Amanda and Brian are difficult to pull off convincingly, but fortunately Collinson found the right actors for the job. Susan George is excellent as Amanda. She makes the character believable and sympathetic throughout. While she is reduced to the status of screaming, cowering victim in some scenes, she also proves to be resourceful and resilient. George's natural charisma earns audience empathy and she does not hit any false notes in her performance. Ian Bannen is similarly effective as the deranged Brian. On the face of it, it's another twitchy psychotic characterization, but Bannen works hard to lend the role some traces of pathos and sympathy. There's little doubt that he is driven by forces outside of his control and, as such, he is just as much a victim of circumstance as the women he is terrorizing. When push comes to shove and he is required to be aggressive, Bannen is properly terrifying. Born in Scotland in 1928, he started appearing on the stage in the late 1940s. By the early 1950s, he was appearing in minor roles in mostly minor films. One of his first really noteworthy film roles came in 1965 when director Sidney Lumet cast him in the gritty World War II drama The Hill. Bannen was outstanding as the sympathetic Staff Sergeant trying to expose the cruelty being passed off as discipline; he would reunite with Lumet and the film's star, Sean Connery, for the even-more-impressive The Offence (1972), in which the actor gave a career-best performance as a suspected child molester. He earned an Oscar nominated for Robert Aldrich's Flight of the Phoenix (1965) and worked with such directors as John Huston (The Mackintosh Man, 1973), Franco Zeffirelli (Jesus of Nazareth, 1977) and Mel Gibson (Braveheart, 1995). He even delved into the world of European Cult Cinema when he appeared in Enzo G. Castellari's popular World War II caper, The Inglorious Bastards (1977). Bannen scored a late-career triumph with his role in the popular comedy Waking Ned Devine (1998), but his life and career were cut short when he was killed in an automobile accident in 1999; he was 71 years old. In addition to George and Bannen, there are also excellent supporting performances from the likes of Honor Blackman (Goldfinger, 1964), George Cole (The Vampire Lovers, 1970) and Dennis Waterman (Scars of Dracula, 1970).

It may be a borderline entry at best, but Fright is a stylish and gripping thriller; fans of the giallo will no doubt find much to enjoy here.

Notes:

1.Retrieved from, http://www.rogerebert.com/interviews/interview-with-peter-collinson

2.Ibid.

Fieras sin jaula (Release date: November, 1971) (Spain/Italy)



Aka Due maschi per Alexa

Directed by Juan Logar; Produced by Arvo Film and Logar P.C.; Screenplay by Francesco Campitelli, Jesús L. Fogar and Juan Logar, from a story by Francesco Campitelli and Juan Logar; Director of Photography: Igino Florentini; Editor: Antonio Ramírez de Loaysa; Music by Piero Piccioni

Main Players: Curd Jürgens [as Curd Jurgens] (Ronald Marvelling); Rosalba Neri (Alexa); Juan Luis Goliardo (Pietro); Emma Cohen (Catherine); Manolo Otero (Philippe); Eduardo Calvo (Max)

Home Video: X-Rated Kult Blu-ray/DVD combo, Region B/2

Lonely widower Ronald Marvelling falls in love with Alexa. Ronald's daughter, Catherine, is appalled–Alexa is her school friend and she knows that she only has her eyes on her father's fortune. He will not be deterred, however, and they are married. When Ronald discovers that Alexa is being unfaithful, he plots an elaborate revenge …

Fieras sin jaula (or Wild Animals) is a sexy giallo in the mold of Les Diaboliques, though this time it's not so much greed as revenge that motivates the plot. The film was never released in the U.S. or the U.K., but it crops up on the gray market circuit under one of two titles: Two Masks for Alexa or Two Males for Alexa. Truth be told, both translations are a bit crude. A fan picked the former, who presumably thought that the term “maschi” meant masks in Italian (the Italian title is Due maschi per Alexa); however, the term actually translates most properly as “men.” Thus, the title makes it all very clear: Alexa has two men in her life, each fulfilling a very different function. All told, the Spanish title is probably the most poetic and expressive, as it correctly underlines the film's cynical outlook on people and their capacity to use each other.
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German DVD cover art for Fieras sin jaula

The story deals with a wealthy, middle-aged man named Ronald. He has lots of money, an adoring daughter and a generally dull and sterile existence. All of this changes when he meets the young, beautiful and ambitious Alexa. She convinces Ronald to start dressing a little more stylishly and to enjoy life again. In his mind, he's too old to do such things—but she insists that it's never too late and he finally takes her up on her advice. Ultimately he falls in love with her and proposes, which she eagerly accepts. Ronald's daughter, Catherine, sees right through Alexa. She knows that Alexa only wants access to her father's fortune. Ronald will not be deterred and the wedding proceeds as planned. It doesn't take long for Alexa to begin straying thanks to the arrival of a young, attractive man named Philippe. Needless to say, when Ronald finds out what is going on, he is none too pleased—and his method of getting revenge is as diabolical as it is clever.
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Spanish newspaper ad for Fieras sin jaula

It would have been easy to depict Ronald as a foolish old man with more money than sense, but Curd Jürgens makes his character consistently sympathetic. Jürgens has a stern, foreboding sort of screen presence, which made him a natural for aloof aristocrats and autocratic villains, and indeed that is initially how Ronald appears in this film. However, he allows the character some touching, vulnerable moments as he tries to please Alexa and sustain their relationship. There's no doubt that Ronald truly does love Alexa. Yes, she's an attractive younger woman and as such there's an obvious level of pride involved, as the older man demonstrates his ability to snare such a mate. But there's much more to it than that, at least from Ronald's point of view. He has spent many years mourning the loss of his beloved wife and he's focused much of his energies on his business empire. Alexa doesn't merely catch his eye—she reignites his passion for living. She is the one who makes an overt play for him, while he is initially reluctant to break out of his shell and start enjoying himself again. Through it all, he is realistic enough to know how foolish their relationship will appear to his friends and family—and he often seeks assurances from Alexa that she really loves him and is prepared to be devoted to him. Ronald's fatal flaw is that he is too trusting—and by being so trusting in a cynical milieu such is this, he opens himself up to devastating consequences.

That being said, Alexa is not entirely without sympathetic attributes herself. Certainly she latches on to Ronald and exploits his weakness, but in her mind, it's a fair trade; he has access to her body and her sexual favors, while she is “repaid” momentarily. She's not a terribly sentimental sort, but she is practical and life has taught her that in order to succeed, she needs to behave in a certain manner. Her mistake is in thinking that Ronald is a fool; by carrying on with a younger man, she demonstrates her contempt for him and seals her own fate. When Ronald confronts the young lovers with their infidelity, she displays signs of genuine remorse; of course, it could just be an act designed to evoke pity, but it certainly appears convincing enough. If we accept this on face value, then at the very least she accepts culpability for her actions and comes to understand how badly she has hurt the man who loved her.

The bulk of the action focuses on Ronald's elaborate revenge scheme. He lures Alexa and her lover to his secluded beach house, which he has tricked-out electronically. The doors lock from the outside and the windows are sealed shut with iron shutters. The atmosphere inside is stultifying, as the intense heat outside continues to mercilessly beat down on the house. It's a clever idea and it plays out very effectively, with the two panic-stricken lovers fighting among themselves as tape-recorded comments from Ronald continue to remind them of their transgressions.

Juan Logar does a competent job directing the picture, but in the hands of a more inspired stylist, this could have emerged as a minor classic of the genre. Logar doesn't display a great deal of creativity, but he's quite capable of keeping the action moving at a decent pace and he certainly doesn't make a mess of things. He gets good, committed performances from his three protagonists—Jürgens makes a tremendous impression with relatively little screen time, Juan Luis Goliardo is properly scummy as the opportunistic gigolo Pietro and giallo queen Rosalba Neri again radiates raw sexuality and gets some welcome nude scenes as well. Not much seems to be known about Logar, who was sometimes billed under the name of Juan López. He only directed a handful of films, most of them in the 1970s, though he is credited on the notoriously unreliable Internet Movie Database with returning to directing after a long absence in 2013; it could be that this more recent credit is the work of another man with the same name, but that's just guesswork. In addition to writing and directing, Logar worked sporadically as an actor and as a composer—he served in both capacities on the obscure Spanish giallo Agonizando en el crimen (1968), featuring Paul Naschy.
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German Blu-ray cover art for Fieras sin jaula

Night of the Scorpion (Release date: January, 1972) (Spain/Italy) Aka An Open Tomb …

An Empty Coffin; La casa de las muertas vivientes; Una tomba aperta … una bara vuota

Directed by Alfonso Balcázar (as Al Bagran on Italian prints); Produced by Alfonso Balcázar and Antonio Liza, for Balcázar Producciones Cinematográficas; Screenplay by Alfonso Balcázar, José Ramón Larraz and Giovanni Simonelli; Director of Photography: Jaime Deu Casas; Editor: Teresa Alcocer; Music by Piero Piccioni

Main Players: José Antonio Amor (Oliver Bromfield); Daniela Giordano (Ruth); Nuria Torray (Sara); Teresa Gimpera (Jenny); Gioia Desideri (Helen); Osvaldo Genazzani (Private Investigator)

Home Video: Dorado Films Blu-ray, All-region (with commentary by Troy Howarth)

Oliver is traumatized when his wife, Helen, with whom he had a very strained relationship, dies in a freak accident. As he was intoxicated when the accident occurred, Oliver has never been entirely sure whether he played a role in her death. He leaves his gloomy mansion and finds love in the outside world with the beautiful Ruth. When they return to the mansion to begin their life, Oliver finds that his past has come back to haunt him …

Like so many European genre films, this is a film of many titles. In Spanish, it was released, somewhat misleadingly, as Las casa de las muertas vivientes—or The House of the Living Dead. In Italy, it was called Una tomba aperta … una bara vuota, or An Open Tomb … An Empty Coffin. And for the English language market, it was given the peculiar name of Night of the Scorpion. But what is the scorpion in this context? Is it the name of a colorful serial killer? Or does it denote the use of an actual scorpion as a murder weapon? We're in giallo terrain, so no explanation is too over-the-top—but sadly, the significance is none too baroque. It seems that the motivating factor was simply to tap once more into the market of thrillers with “animal titles” inspired by the success of Dario Argento's early films. As such, the “scorpion” is non-existent, unless we stretch a point and use it as a metaphor for the killer striking his (or her) victims without warning—but, gee, how generic is that explanation?! (In any event, the title still beats out the Spanish one, which is incredibly misleading and surely had patrons expecting a very different kind of a film.)

The film establishes its protagonist, Oliver, as a red herring par excellence within its opening minutes. We discover that he's got a dead wife, that he may have had a hand in her death and that he's subject to blackouts from drinking. Basically, he's the latest in a long line of potential wife murderers to be found in these films and, as such, the more experienced thriller fans will have little difficulty in discerning that there is simply no way that he can really be as guilty as he first appears. He finds solace, at least temporarily, in his relationship with the strong and free-spirited Ruth. However, in a repeat of the old Rebecca scenario, he can't resist bringing her back to the ancestral home—where she is subject to constant comparisons to the dead wife, and where Oliver's neuroses seem to shoot through the roof.

It takes a while for things to get cooking, but eventually the killer with black gloves makes a delayed—but much appreciated—entrance. There isn't a ton of violence and gore here, indicating that while the Italian producers had their eye on cashing in on the full-blooded giallo scene of the period, Spanish filmmakers were more inclined to explore a more old-school murder mystery approach; this was also down to the stricter censorship standards which were still very much in effect in Franco-era Spain. Thus, there's plenty of emphasis on shifty red herrings, Gothic trappings and a pregnant air of guilt and duplicity—but those looking for much in the way of colorful murder scenes will most likely be disappointed.

That is not to say that the film is not well done. It most certainly is that. The story has a few nice surprises and it manages to avoid some of the more strenuous leaps of logic, which typify so many of the films of this genre. The script was concocted by the film's director, Alfonso Balcázar, with the collaboration of the gifted writer/director José Ramón Larraz, who was no stranger to this sort of twisted murder mystery plotting. One might assume from the latter's presence that there will be plenty of sleaze on display, but no. While there are the usual “scandalous” hints of lesbianism and extra-marital curricular activities, this one is pretty sober and straightforward. Giovanni Simonelli, a veteran of such Antonio Margheriti-directed gialli as Naked You Die (1969) and Seven Deaths in the Cat's Eye (1973), is also credited—but as is so often the case in these European co-productions, there's good reason to believe that he was credited simply to bring the token number of Italian names up to par in the opening titles.
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Italian locandina for Night of the Scorpion; art by Renato Casaro

A game cast certainly adds to the appeal. Jose Antonio Amor plays Oliver—it's really the sort of part we can easily imagine Jean Sorel or George Hilton playing in an Italian thriller, but Amor does a very capable job. Oliver's motivations are kept vague by necessity for much of the picture, so he may not come off as a particularly warm and sympathetic sort, but this is part of the usual scheme in gialli—and Amor does a good job of conveying the character's self-doubt and pent-up anguish. If his existing filmographies are to be believed, he only made a handful of films between 1965 and 1973, at which point it appears he decided to pursue a different career path. Night of the Scorpion appears to have offered him his best film role and it's undoubtedly the film for which he is best remembered, though Euro Western fans may also remember him for his small, uncredited role in Juan Bosch's And the Crows Will Dig Your Graves (1972).

Sicilian-born former Miss Italy, Daniela Giordano, is also quite good as Ruth. The role gives Giordano much better material to work with than in her Italian giallo appearances (a minor part in Sergio Martino's excellent Your Vice is a Locked Room and Only I Have the Key, 1972, and a much larger one in William Rose's less-than-excellent The Girl in Room 2A, 1974), where she manages to hold her own against the more colorful supporting female characters. Ruth is a likable and spirited heroine, but the downside for actresses in such roles is that they are seldom as interesting as the more twisted red herring characters—and that's certainly true of Ruth in relation to Sara and Jenny. Nuria Torray (1934-2004) plays Sara, while Spanish genre veteran Teresa Gimpera (born 1936) plays Jenny. Torray basically steals the show with her sensual and wicked portrayal of the horny stepmother from hell, while Gimpera is quietly effective as the sensitive artist whose love for Oliver's late wife is still very much in evidence.

Director Alfonso Balcázar does a pretty good job of keeping things moving. His approach is straightforward and not terribly fussy, but he creates some interesting compositions and does his best to keep the audience guessing. A lot of the film focuses more on the soap opera-style character dynamics, but despite the absence of fast paced thrills and chills, the film is consistently engaging. Balcázar is one of many unsung journeymen in Spanish genre cinema—among whose ranks we must also include León Klimovsky and Carlos Aured—who has never really gotten his due. He never focused much on the horror and suspense genres and his work never reached the same levels of wacky inspiration as that of Jess Franco, but he was a very good craftsman who knew how to tell a story clearly and coherently. He was born in Barcelona in 1926 and established his own film production company, Balcázar Producciones Cinematográficas, in the early 1950s. He worked steadily as a writer, producer and a director, though not always in all three capacities on any given film. He had a taste for what was popular and did his best to keep up with the demand for whatever was in fashion. He was particularly adept at directing Westerns on a shoestring, and some of them, including Clint the Stranger (1967) and There's a Noose Waiting for You Trinity (1972), stand out as polished and effective entertainment. His name is also included on the screenwriting credits of such Italian-Spanish co-productions as Duccio Tessaari's A Pistol for Ringo and Sergio Sollima's Agent 3S3: Passport to Hell (both 1965), though again this was likely just to satisfy co-production quotas. Balcázar later tried his hand at erotica with such films as Sexual Desires and The Naif, The Lesbian and The Transvestite (both 1983). Balcázar retired from films in the early 1980s and died in 1993.

The Spanish and Italian edits of the film differ slightly. The former removes all traces of nudity, which doesn't amount to a whole lot, but it also removes a key sequence at the beginning of the picture, which helps to establish Oliver and his backstory. The Italian version is therefore the superior alternative, and happily this is the edition that formed the basis for the English language export version.

Alta tensión (Release date: April, 1972) (Spain/Italy)

Aka Doppia coppia con Regina

Directed by Julio Buchs; Produced by Films Montana, Jupiter Generale Cinematografica and Ízaro Films; Screenplay by Julio Buchs, Domenico Comanducci, Federico De Urrutia, José Luis Martínez Mollá and Mino Roli (as Mike Asher); Director of Photography: Mario Montuori; Editor: Gaby Peñalba and Antonietta Zita; Music by Gianni Ferrio

Main Players: Marisa Mell (Laura Moncada); Gabriele Ferzetti (Pablo Moncada); Juan Luis Galiardo (José); Helga Liné (Choni); Patrizia Adiutori (Elisa Folbert); Eduardo Calvo (Blind man)

José is drowning in a sea of debt. His fortunes seem to change when he meets the beautiful Laura, who has access to plenty of money thanks to her older husband Pablo. When Laura tells José that she is willing to be with him, he is overjoyed–but in order to make that happen, she wants him to kill Pablo. Things do not go as smoothly as planned, however …

Having already played part of a deadly threesome in Fieras sin jaula, Spanish actor Juan Luis Galiardo is back in the thick of it in Alta tensión. Clearly he just has a bad habit of attracting beautiful femme fatales, who just happen to be married to resourcefully vindictive older men.

The film definitely fits into the “sexy giallo” trend of the late '60s and early '70s. By 1972 this strain of thriller had been overtaken by the body count model popularized by Dario Argento, making it all seem a little bit quaint and old-fashioned by comparison. On the upside, the film is cleverly plotted and builds to a memorably ironic (if somewhat abrupt!) finale sequence. On the downside, the stricter censorship climate in Spain makes the film a little bit too tame for its own good.

José is introduced as a poser. He's a mechanic by trade but he has a taste for things that are way outside of his budget range. He's involved in a relationship with the beautiful Elisa, but he is not content with his lot in life; simply put, he wants more. He's also burdened with terrible debt and his attempts at coming up with schemes to get himself out of his predicament mark him out as a born loser. In a sense, he's typical of the sort of down-on-their-luck anti-heroes one would expect to find in a film noir of the 1940s. He's not inherently unsympathetic, however, and the fact that he has a conscience indicates that he has more humanity than the other two parts of the doomed love triangle.

By contrast, Pablo and Laura are typical of the sort of wealthy, upper-crust deviants, who populate so many gialli. Pablo may be plotted against in the first act, but he's by no means without shortcomings of his own. He's accustomed to buying everything he wants—including love, or at the very least, the illusion of love. Laura is a trophy wife for him and he never tires of showing her off in front of his boorish, thrill-hungry friends. Laura is a scheming and vindictive sort; she recognizes José's weakness and does her best to capitalize on it by tempting him with her beauty. Laura's beauty is only skin deep; beneath her glamorous exterior lies a scheming, vindictive, totally self-absorbed personality, which is never to be trusted. José finds himself completely out-matched in this scenario because, for all his faults, he's not nearly so well versed in being a bastard. He proves to be a quick study, though, and this leads to a very satisfying finale.
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Spanish pressbook for Alta tensión; art by “Jano” (Francisco Fernández Zarza)

None of this is necessarily all that original, of course, but director Julio Buchs develops it with some style and a flair for black comedy. Buchs had first dabbled in the giallo with the peculiar borderline entry Perversion Story (1969, which should not be confused with Lucio Fulci's much better giallo of the same title), but this is a far more orthodox example of the genre. Buchs paces the action fairly well and, despite the somewhat timid approach dictated by Spanish censorship standards, it generates a little bit of heat thanks to the chemistry between Mell and Galiardo. The various plot twists are handled with flair and there's a very suspenseful sequence in which José's loyalty to Pablo is put to the test.

The film also benefits from a trio of excellent central performances. Marisa Mell is as slinky and seductive as ever as Laura; she was ideally suited to playing characters like this and she never seems uncomfortable with playing them in an unsympathetic manner. Gabriele Ferzetti (The Psychic, 1977) is his usual smooth, polished self as Pablo. Pablo seems to be a put-upon husband at first, but the audience soon learns that he's not as innocent as all that. Ferzetti's charming and authoritative screen presence ensures that he dominates his scenes and the film gives him more to do than some of his other Italian giallo credits. Galiardo is also very good as José, handling his transition from pawn to active participant in a convincing manner.
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José (Juan Luis Galiardo) confers with Laura (Marisa Mell) in Alta tensión.

Julio Buchs was born in Madrid in 1926. The son of prolific writer/director José Buchs, he grew up in the midst of the cinema and soon decided to follow in his father's footsteps. He entered films in the early 1940s as a script supervisor, production assistant and assistant director, sometimes working alongside his father. He made his directing debut in 1962 and specialized in Westerns, notably I'll Kill Him and Return Alone (1967, co-written by Lucio Fulci) and A Bullet for Sandoval (1969). He was also a prolific screenwriter, contributing to such films as Jess Franco's Lucky the Inscrutable (1967) and the borderline giallo Evil Eye (1975), which was produced and released posthumously. Alta tensión was his final feature as a director; Buchs died in 1973 at the age of 46.

Gianni Ferrio's music for the film will no doubt sound familiar to giallo fans, for good reason: It is mostly recycled from his score for Death Occurred Last Night (1970).

7 Murders for Scotland Yard (Release date: July, 1972) (Spain/Italy)

Aka Jack el destripador de Londres; 7 cadaveri per Scotland Yard

Directed and Produced by José Luis Madrid, for Cinefilms and International Apollo Films; Screenplay by Paul Naschy [as Jacinto Molina], José Luis Madrid, Sandro Continenza and Tito Carpi; Director of Photography: Diego Úbeda; Editor: Luigi Puigvert; Music by Piero Piccioni

Main Players: Paul Naschy (Pedro Doriani); Patricia Loran (Lulu); Renzo Marignano (Inspector Henry Campbell); Orchidea de Santis (Sandy Christian); Andrés Resino (Winston Darby Christian); Irene Mir (Belinda); Franco Borelli (Detective Hawkins)

A serial killer targeting prostitutes is at work in London. The killer starts taunting the police with letters, which he signs as Jack– reference to the infamous Jack the Ripper. An ex-trapeze artist named Pedro falls under suspicion and is forced to clear his name …

The legendary exploits of the serial killer known as Jack the Ripper have gripped the public consciousness for over 100 years. Perhaps more than any other serial killer, he is the one with the most enduring name value–ironic, of course, given the fact that nobody has ever definitively proved his identity. Between April 1888 and February of 1891, 11 prostitutes were murdered in the East End of London–there is some debate over whether all of these victims were the work of the same killer, but for all intents and purposes, they are all typically attributed to the Ripper. The murders stopped as suddenly and mysteriously as they began, and while the police had quite a long list of suspects, nobody was ever successfully identified as the guilty party. The Ripper's exploits have inspired a number of thrillers down through the years, including this Spanish entry from genre legend Paul Naschy.

The film went into production in June of 1971, following a bit of a break after the completion and release of Werewolf Shadow (1970)—the film that really solidified Naschy's reputation as the primary horror star of the Spanish cinema. The location filming in England perhaps inspired Naschy to create one of his most audacious “monster mash up” films, Dr. Jekyll Versus the Werewolf (1971), which went into production a few months later. The period of 1971-1973 would be particularly active for Naschy, who starred in (and often wrote) no less than 15 features during this time—an active workload, to be sure, and inevitably the results would vary in effectiveness.

7 Murders for Scotland Yard marks Naschy's debut as a writer of gialli, though he had already appeared in an obscure Spanish thriller prior to becoming a genre icon: Agonizando en el crimen (1967). The writer/ actor was well aware of the Italian giallo genre and wrote a script that modernized the Jack the Ripper story, while also playing up the sensational and lurid elements, as befits a film of this genre. The victims start off in classical manner as prostitutes, but the murderer has wit and a morbid need to show off, so at one point he starts carving up “classy” ladies as well; his goal, according to one of the taunting letters, is to prove that these women don't really have blue blood at all, but that it's the same shade of red as anybody else.

Naschy plays the role of an Italian immigrant named Pedro. Pedro is an ex-trapeze artist and Naschy's fit muscular build makes this seem credible enough. However, his livelihood has been destroyed by a bad leg injury, which makes him walk with a noticeable limp. Curiously, Naschy doesn't really occupy the center of the narrative for long stretches of the film—instead, the film spends a lot of time focusing on the police as they fumble their way through their investigation. The police procedural scenes are admittedly boring and help to slow the film down, but when things focus instead on the more lurid elements, 7 Murders definitely delivers the goods.

One of the appealing things about Naschy's work is his obvious knowledge of and affection for the genre. Unlike every other horror film star that comes to mind, Naschy became identified with the genre by choice—he didn't stumble into it by accident, and he never resisted it or sought to prove his abilities outside of the genre. He would work in other genres, of course, but he kept coming back to horror and suspense subjects time and again, as this was clearly where his passion truly rested. It has to be said that, of the three gialli written by Naschy, 7 Murders is certainly the weakest—one gets the sense of the writer trying to find his footing in comparatively fresh and untested terrain, resulting in a highly uneven movie. Even so, the best of the film is very good and it certainly stands up as a solid example of the genre.
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Italian poster for 7 Murders for Scotland Yard

Director José Luis Madrid would not become one of Naschy's regular collaborators, but Naschy would speak well of him and the film in later years. “I think it's a film with a rather precise plot, and that José Luis Madrid handled it quite well.”1 Naschy wasn't one for mincing his words when a collaborator failed to impress him, so there's no doubt that he was being sincere in stating this—but the results don't entirely support his assessment. Madrid's approach is a bit plodding and conventional, with lots of handheld point of view shots during the murder scenes and a thoroughly uninspired approach to the police investigation material. Still, he does manage to generate a bit of suspense in the final act, and there are some nicely staged action scenes along the way—though it should be noted that the scene in which a group of thugs attack Naschy's character is marred by having everybody stand around, just waiting to be clobbered, while Naschy makes mincemeat of them one at a time.
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An unfortunately cropped VHS box art for 7 Murders for Scotland Yard

Nevertheless, the film benefits from some very attractive lighting and Techniscope framing, courtesy of cinematographer Diego Úbeda. Like so many of Naschy's films, the film has long been compromised by ugly pan-and-scan video transfers, but now that a comparatively nice and crisp-looking edition (albeit a bootleg) has made the rounds, it's far easier to appreciate how attractively filmed the movie really is. In addition, Piero Piccioni contributes an excellent score, rife with tense suspense cues and loungey goodness; indeed, it's probably his best overall contribution to the giallo genre, and it certainly out-classes his somewhat disappointing work on Italian entries like Devil's Ransom (1970) or The Masked Thief (1971).

The film doesn't really feature one of Naschy's more memorable performances, but he makes a decent enough impression as Pedro. He spends the bulk of the film trying to prove his innocence, and the audience is never really in any doubt on that point. Certainly a character role like Pedro was appreciated after a string of werewolf performances, but as noted the character is sidelined for long stretches of time and he only really comes to life when he gets to use his fists during a couple of extended fight scenes. Naschy, born as Jacinto Molina Álvarez in Madrid in 1934, became a horror fan for life when he saw Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943). A gifted athlete, he enjoyed success as a weight-lifting champion before entering films playing small, often unbilled roles beginning in 1960. In 1967, he wrote the screenplay for what would become La marca del hombre lobo (1968); the producers originally hoped to cast Lon Chaney, Jr. as the werewolf, but he was in very poor health by that stage and so they turned to Naschy as a last resort. The film was not the first horror film to be made in Spain, but it was successful enough to inspire more films of a similar nature—and by the time of Werewolf Shadow, Naschy became identified as a major cult figure in his own right. He would continue to explore his love of classic horror themes and characters, often writing and starring in his own films—and then in 1976, with the production of the ambitious Inquisition, he added the role of director to his repertoire. Sadly, some of his later films were not as popular at the box office and, in the early 1990s, he nearly died of a heart attack, after which he fell into a deep depression. As the home video era made more and more of his films available the world over, fans started to develop a keen interest in his work and jobs started to become more plentiful. Naschy responded with gratitude and gusto, continuing to make horror films well into the 21st century, before his death from pancreatic cancer in 2009. Naschy's love of the genre permeates his work and helps to make his films become the most endearing and surprisingly personal of its kind. His next giallo thriller would be A Dragonfly for Each Corpse (1974).

Notes:

1.Videooze #6/7, “Paul Naschy Special Double Issue” (Alexandria: Fall, 1994), p. 25.

Tower of Evil (Release date: October, 1972) (U.K.)

Aka Horror on Snape Island

Directed by Jim O'Connolly; Produced by Richard Gordon, John Pellatt and Joe Solomon, for Grenadier Films; Screenplay by George Baxt and Jim O'Connolly, from a story by George Baxt; Director of Photography: Desmond Dickinson; Editor: Henry Richardson; Music by Kenneth V. Jones

Main Players: Bryant Halliday (Brent); Jill Haworth (Mason); Mark Edwards (Adam); Anna Palk (Nora); Jack Watson (Hamp); Gary Hamilton (Brom); Derek Fowlds (Dasn); Robin Askwith (Des); Candace Glendenning (Penny); John Hamill (Gary); Dennis Price (Bakewell); Anthony Valentine (Dr. Simpson); George Coulouris (John Gurney); William Lucas (Inspector Hawk)

Home Video: Scorpion Blu-ray, All-region

A group of teens head to a mysterious island for a little dope smoking and shagging; while there, they are picked off by a psycho. The lone survivor is rescued and brought back to the mainland, but she is barely coherent. A short time later, archaeologists go to the island in search of Phoenician treasure and encounter the same problem …

Along with Mario Bava's Twitch of the Death

Nerve (1971), Tower of Evil is one of the earliest examples of the teens-in-peril subgenre. Indeed, its explicit linkage of loose behavior (marijuana smoking and indiscriminate sex) and violent death makes it something of a dry run for those later movies. In Italy, the Phoenician theme was played up and the movie was marketed as a giallo along the lines of Armando Crispino's The Dead Are Alive (1972), which was originally known as The Etruscan Kills Again. Apparently the mixture of ancient cultures with trashy thrills was considered good business for a brief window of time!
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Italian poster for Tower of Evil; art by “Mos” (Mario de Berardinis)

On the face of it, Tower of Evil is a fairly dopy movie. It doesn't really make a great deal of sense and it features a group of hateful characters that are generally impossible to care about, and yet—this is part of the film's undeniable allure. Like Bava's Twitch, much of the joy in the film stems from watching these catty sons of bitches stab each other in the back, both metaphorically and literally. Happily, writer/director Jim O'Connolly seems to have been well aware of what he was making and makes no attempt at “classing” things up. The film wallows in sex and violence and the nudity is surprisingly abundant for a British film of this vintage; in fact, the presence of quite a good bit of male flesh on display also marks it out as uncommonly homoerotic for the time—a factor which some critics, like David Del Valle, have attributed to the film's openly gay producer, Richard Gordon. In any event, whether Connolly, Gordon and company knew it or not, they were helping to pioneer a new breed of horror film, the type which would make the genre fare being produced at the “higher” end of the British film industry, by Hammer and Amicus, look positively staid.
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U.S. one-sheet for Horror on Snape Island (aka Tower of Evil)

O'Connolly lays the atmosphere on with a trowel—the fog-bound island is an ideal setting for a horror thriller such as this, and not for nothing the film has been cited as a likely influence on John Carpenter's The Fog (1980). In lieu of the supernatural phenomenon present in Carpenter's ghost story, however, this film takes a more realistic approach. Well, it's realistic up to a point, anyway—the kind of realism which can be found in movies where the filmmakers can't really be bothered to think about logic, that is. The opening section plays out as a sort of mini-rehearsal for what is to follow. The teens (including gorgeous Candace Glendenning, whose striking blue eyes make her look like a sexier version of Meg Foster, and British sex comedy staple Robin Askwith) set out for the times of their lives on the island—the inaccessibility of which seems to make it far from ideal for a basically harmless bout of doping and stroking. But no matter, they are picked off, one by bloody one. The various murder scenes are executed with real flair, and for the most part, the make-up effects work is surprisingly powerful. This section of the narrative is played out mostly as a flashback, and from there things start to slow down. Once the creaky plot machinations are dispensed with, which enable the main characters to get to the island, things perk up considerably. The various adult characters are no more mature than their teen counterparts—indeed, it can be argued that they are a good less endearing as well. Nobody really seems all that concerned with the objective of the mission and the presence of a fishy private detective, played by pockmarked Bryant Halliday, who just screams red herring. More time is spent engaging in bitchy banter and bedhopping than anything else, but once the killer starts his (or her) bloody work, all bets are off. The finale is admittedly disappointing. Apart from the rather ridiculous make-up for the killer, it also just seems to, well, just end. To hell with resolution or anything of the like; nope, it's over, and that's that.

Despite its shortcomings, Tower of Evil is gloriously entertaining trash. Cinematographer Desmond Dickinson—whose earlier successes photographing the likes of The Importance of Being Earnest (1952) did not save  him from toiling away on lowbudget genre films at the end of his career—would have done well to ladle on the shadows. As it is, it's a little too brightly lit, especially in the various cave scenes, but there are some striking images scattered throughout. As mentioned above, the murders are certainly gory enough and nobody could accuse O'Connolly of skimping on the sleaze. Whether your “thing” is men or women or both, there's bound to be something on display in Tower of Evil to tickle your fancy. The end result is a good deal more endearing than O'Connolly's earlier Berserk—high praise, that—and if it does not exactly qualify as great art, it is at least fun entertainment.
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U.S. pressbook for Horror on Snape Island (aka Tower of Evil)

The cast certainly provides good value. Bryant Halliday is cast as the mysterious private detective, a role that requires him to look suspicious and look at other people suspiciously. Born in New York in 1928, Halliday studied law before deciding to become an actor. His most enduring legacy is as the co-founder of Janus Films, which imported art house classics by directors like Federico Fellini and Ingmar Bergman to the United States. His filmography is very brief and mostly limited to genre fare of the 1960s, including several titles produced by Richard Gordon: Devil Doll (1964), Curse of the Voodoo (1965) and The Projected Man (1966). Tower of Evil was his last film role; he died in 1996. Anna Palk (1941-1990) comes close to stealing the show as the sexually voracious Nora; like Halliday, she had a brief career in genre fare of the 1960s, racking up appearances in such films as The Earth Dies Screaming (1964), The Skull (1965) and The Frozen Dead (1966). Sternfaced Jack Watson (1915-1999) does the best he can with his role as the fisherman with a potentially deadly secret; he would go on to play a major role in Pete Walker's giallo thriller Schizo (1976), and his filmography includes appearances in everything from Michael PowelFs Peeping Tom (1960) and Terence Fisher's The Gorgon (1964) to Sidney Lumet's The Hill (1965) and the Amicus portmanteau From Beyond the Grave (1974). The supporting cast includes a couple of distinguished actors slumming it in their twilight years: Dennis Price and George Coulouris. Coulouris, born in Manchester in 1903, was a member of Orson Welles' Mercury Theatre and earned immortality as Mr. Thatcher in Citizen Kane (1941). He would alternate between starring in low-budget genre films like The Woman Eater (1958) and playing memorable character roles in bigger fare like Franklin J. Schaffner's Papillon (1973) and Sidney Lumet's Murder on the Orient Express (1974). He also got a taste of the Italian exploitation scene when he played the exorcist in Alberto De Martino's Exorcist cash-in The Antichrist (1974). Coulouris died in 1989. Coulouris brings some gravitas to his small role, not that the dialogue or the situations allow him to do anything of great substance. As for Dennis Price, he adds color to a nothing part and is at least spared the embarrassment of having to participate in the seedier scenes. Price was born in Berkshire in 1915. The son of a well-to-do military family, he caught the acting bug and started appearing in the theater in the 1930s. After doing his service in World War II, he attracted notice for his role in Michael Powell and Emeric Pressberger's A Canterbury Tale (1944). For a period of time Price became the biggest star in England—but over-exposure in too many indifferent movies coupled with a star turn in the box office flop The Bad Lord Byron (1949) hurt his fortunes. He gave one of the finest comedic performances in the history of the medium in the pitch-black Ealing Studios comedy Kind Hearts and Coronets (1949), but his work is often overlooked in favor of the stunt casting of Alec Guinness as the various members of the wealthy family that Price's character is killing off. In the early 1950s, Price—a closeted bisexual, then married and with young children—was blackmailed by a former male lover and he attempted suicide. The public responded sympathetically to his plight, though homosexuality was still regarded as a punishable offense in the U.K. at that time and would remain so until the late 1960s, and he started getting good roles in comic gems like Private's Progress (1956), The Naked Truth (1957) and I'm All Right Jack (1959). Price's fondness for alcohol coupled with a serious gambling habit necessitated a need for constant work, and his addictions soon came to ravage his once-handsome countenance. He started appearing in low-budget genre films in the 1960s, notably working with cult filmmaker Jess Franco on such films as Venus in Furs (1969), Vampyros Lesbos (1970) and The Erotic Rites of Frankenstein (1972). Price's money woes also landed him in trouble with the taxman, but he paid off his debts and snagged roles in “classier” films every now and again, including Pulp (1972) and Theatre of Blood (1973). Price died in 1973 at the age of 58.

Thirsty for Love, Sex and Murder (Release date: 1972) (Turkey)

Aka Aska Susayanlar: Seks ve Cineyet

Directed by Mehmet Aslan; Produced by Hüseyin Cendere, Takdim Eder, Yasir Tunali and Mustafa Öguz, for Nilka Film and Topkapi Film; Screenplay by Aykut Düz, based on the screenplay for The Strange Vice of Mrs. Wardh by Ernesto Gastaldi, Vittorio Caronia and Eduardo M. Bochero (uncredited); Director of Photography: Özdemir Ögüt; Editor: Mustafa Kent and Ömer Kirimli; Music by Ennio Morricone (uncredited) and John Barry (uncredited)

Main Players: Meral Zeren (Mine); Kadir Inanir (Yilmaz); Nihat Ziyalan (Metin); Yildirim Gencer (Tarek); Eva Bender (Oya)

Home Video: Onar Films DVD, Region 0 (Out of print)

A mysterious stranger terrorizes a woman named Mine and he sexually assaulted her in the past. Meanwhile, a series of murders begin taking place. Mine seeks solace from a handsome stranger named Yilmaz, but can he be trusted?

Here's a real curio: a Turkish rip-off of Sergio Martino's The Strange Vice of Mrs. Wardh (1971). Obviously Martino's seminal giallo made something of a mark at the Turkish box office, as this film hews remarkably closely to its model. There's a series of killings, a female protagonist with a sexual secret in her past who is being terrorized by a creep in dark glasses, lots of loud '70s fashions, ample flashbacks to a scene of sexual trauma and a no-good husband who proves to be in on the plot.
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Kadir Inanir and Meral Zeren, the Turkish George Hilton and Edwige Fenech, in Thirsty for Love, Sex and Murder

They say that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, but it's hard to say whether Martino would be particularly thrilled with this example of wholesale cinematic thievery. It's not just the plot and the imagery that is lifted either. The soundtrack is comprised of unauthorized “borrowings” from Ennio Morricone's soundtracks for Violent City (1970) and The Burglars (1971), and the finale even works in some very familiar strains from John Barry's soundtrack for Diamonds Are Forever (1971). Exploitation cinema buffs are bound to have a field day playing “spot the homage,” but the film is strictly amateur hour. Available prints are admittedly not in the greatest of shape, but the film looks cheap and it's extremely choppy in its editing, as well—especially where the soundtrack is concerned (just listen to the way that they butcher Morricone's music over the opening titles, if proof is needed!).

The curvaceous Meral Zeren steps in for Edwige Fenech and is also required to shed her clothes every now and again, while handsome Kadir Inanir substitutes for George Hilton. Inanir developed a reputation as a supreme tough guy, who was always on the side of good in Turkish cinema, and his presence was emphasized in the film's poster art, though he hadn't quite broken out as a name at the time of this film. Zeren wasn't nearly as prolific, and her filmography seems to have been largely confined to the 1970s, though she did return to the screen in the 1990s and continued working through the early-to-mid 2000s. She's a perfectly acceptable substitute for Fenech. She's certainly very fetching, and that's basically fulfilling much of what is expected of her in this context. Beyond that, the performances are generally unconvincing, and director Mehmet Aslan is hopeless when it comes to guiding the actors or encouraging them to display some sense of urgency. Aslan's staging is clunky, to say the least, and some of the more suspenseful scenes come off as downright laughable because of it; there's a montage of suspicious faces at one point, which recalls the over-the-top antics of Pieces (1982), for example, and an attempt at restaging a key stalk-and-slash scene in a park from Mrs. Wardh comes off as really bad imitation.

The film objectifies its female characters to a degree that makes the Italian and Spanish thrillers look truly progressive; most of the actresses disrobe at least once, and none of the female characters do much to really advance the narrative. Where the film really differs from Martino's is in its plotting in the climax–Fenech's character had been allowed to play a direct role in undoing the plans of the villains in the Italian film, whereas here it's only down to the intervention of Inanir's two-fisted hero and an equally macho police inspector, which saves the day. The fight choreography is bound to raise a chuckle or two, as a group of really disorganized criminals attempt to beset our dashing hero, only to be outdone by his fleet of fist-and-foot moves.

Director Mehmet Aslan was born in Izmir, Turkey, in 1931. He broke into films in 1950 as an assistant director and actor. He started directing films in 1965 and was pretty prolific up until shortly before his death in 1987. Aslan directed popular entertainments, which sought to draw the youth crowd by emphasizing plenty of sex, action and violence. Much of his filmography is comprised of modest crime films, nearly all of which were successful in their native country. His films were never exported abroad and Thirsty for Love, Sex and Murder is almost certainly his best known film to English-speaking audiences, owing to its connection to Martino's popular giallo and its release on DVD courtesy of Onar Films.

Fans with a good sense of humor will likely find this one to be to their taste, but others would do well to steer clear. Thirsty for Love, Sex and Murder is chiefly of interest as one of the very few straight-up giallo remakes, even if it is not credited as such.

The Killer with a Thousand Eyes (Release date: March, 1973) (Spain/Italy)

Aka Los mil ojos del asesin; Quel ficcanaso dell'ispettore Lawrence

Directed by Juan Bosch; Produced by José María Cunillés, for Tritone Cinematografica and Estela Films; Screenplay by Juan Bosch, Alberto De Stefanis, Ángel G. Gauna and Antonio De Teffè; Director of Photography: Gino Santini; Editor: Eugenio Alabiso and Emilio Ortiz; Music by Marcello Giombini

Main Players: Antonio De Teffè [as Anthony Steffen] (Inspector Michael Lawrence); Antonio Pica (Albert); María Kosty (Sarah); Raf Baldassarre (Volaria); Romy (Mrs. Darnelle); Julián Ugarte (Duvalier); Eduardo Fajardo (Mr. Costa); Britt Nichols (Susan Meredith)

Inspector Lawrence is sent to Lisbon to investigate the murder of a fellow police officer. The local police offer to assist, but Lawrence prefers to work independently. His investigation is hampered when a masked killer dispatches all of his possible informants. A drug smuggler named Costa turns out to be the likely mastermind behind it all, but Lawrence will discover that things are not quite as cut-and-dry as they initially appear …

The Killer with a Thousand Eyes is a giallo-poliziottesco hybrid, in much the same style as Massimo Dallamano's What Have They Done to Your Daughters? (1974) or Alberto De Martino's Blazing Magnums (1976). It was evidently a pet project of sorts for star Anthony Steffen, who co-wrote the screenplay under his real name of Antonio De Teffè.

The story starts off in pure polizio terrain and it definitely wears its Dirty Harry/The French Connection (both 1971) influence proudly on its sleeve. In common with those two American blockbusters, it deals with a renegade cop who can't be bothered to deal with legal bureaucracy and red tape. In a scene straight out of The French Connection, Inspector Lawrence infiltrates a bar that serves as a front for a drug-smuggling operation; he lines the suspects up and verbally abuses them before finding some drugs hidden among the liquor bottles. One can't help but be reminded of a similar scene in William Friedkin's Oscar winner wherein “Popeye” Doyle (Gene Hackman) does more or less the same thing to the patrons of a similarly shady establishment. The impact of these films on Italian popular culture was pretty significant, of course, and The Killer with a Thousand Eyes was not the only film to liberally quote from them— but the problem with the film is, for all its bluff and bluster, it never really catches fire.

Director Juan Bosch directs with a notable lack of finesse. The dialogue scenes feel slow and drawn out, while the various action scenes don't have much of an impact, either. Speaking of action, the filmmakers are careful to pay lip service to the growing interest in martial arts cinema, making this a rare example of a giallo with some kung fu moves! Inspector Lawrence is a two-fisted, no-nonsense sort, the kind of guy who prefers to shoot first and ask questions later. Gene Hackman famously struggled with playing the openly racist and sadistic Doyle, whereas Clint Eastwood evidently had no such qualms about playing “Dirty” Harry in a similarly abrasive fashion. Both of these actors had a couple of major things going for them, however. For one, they're both excellent performers; for another, they have ample screen presence and an inherent likability. Steffen is at something of a disadvantage here, but in fairness, the normally wooden and inexpressive actor seems to have really enjoyed playing Lawrence. He gives one of his better performances, without a doubt, and he really seems to be going for broke during his various action scenes. Nevertheless, there simply isn't much to Lawrence as a character. We never really learn what makes him tick, beyond the obvious. It simply isn't enough to present him as a good cop with some dodgy methods; without a bit of backstory or characterization for support, it simply reduces him to a “type,” nothing more.
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Italian locandina for The Killer with a Thousand Eyes

Truth be told, the film feels a little incomplete, as if there's some important “connecting tissue” that's been surgically removed due to production or budget woes. Characters come and go at random, and few of them are afforded a proper introduction. Some scenes also appear to have been filmed without adequate coverage—for example, at one point, a chief potential witness is killed, pushed over a cliff; this being a giallo, one might expect to get a glimpse of what happened, but no—not so much as an overhead shot of the body lying on the ground is included. It could be that Buchs wanted to avoid showing the obvious, but it just adds to the overall air of the film having been a rush job.

In addition to Steffen's better-than-usual central performance, the film includes quite a few familiar faces from the world of European Cult Cinema. Eduardo Fajardo (born 1924) gives his customary commanding performance as the criminal mastermind and drug smuggler; he is best remembered for his many Spaghetti Western appearances, though he also appeared in Umberto Lenzi's giallo Knife of Ice (1972). Jess Franco veteran Britt Nichols (born 1950) appears early on but her character is dropped suddenly and never reappears—she would fare better in the likes of Franco's A Virgin Among the Living Dead (1971) and The Demons (1973), among others. And Mephistophelian-looking character actor Julián Ugarte (1929-1987), so memorable as the head of the Satanic cult in Sergio Martino's All the Colors of the Dark (1972), shows up as a police inspector who may know too much for his own good.

Director Juan Bosch was born in Spain in 1925. He worked as a production manager and screenwriter before making his debut as a director in 1957. He went on to specialize in action movies, notably Westerns like Dig Your Grave, Friend … Sabata's Coming (1971) and the Crows Will Dig Your Grave (1972). This was the first of two gialli he directed in rapid succession—the second, The Killer Wore Gloves, would be released in the summer of 1974. Bosch, who was sometimes credited as John Wood, also directed the Paul Naschy horror film Exorcism (1975). He retired in the mid-1980s and died in 2015 at the age of 90.

Sisters (Release date: March, 1973) (U.S.A.)

Directed by Brian De Palma; Produced by Edward R. Pressman, Lynn Pressman-Raymond and Robert Rohdie, for Pressman-Williams and American International Pictures; Screenplay by Brian De Palma and Louisa Rose, from a story by Brian De Palma; Director of Photography: Gregory Sandor; Editor: Paul Hirsch; Music by Bernard Herrmann

Main Players: Margot Kidder (Dominque Breton / Danielle Blanchion); Jennifer Salt (Grace Collier); William Finley [as Bill Finley] (Emil Breton); Charles Durning (Joseph Larch); Dolph Sweet (Detective Kelly); Lisle Wilson (Philip Woode); Mary Davenport (Mrs. Peyson Collier); Barnard Hughes (Arthur McLennen)

Home Video: Criterion Collection Blu-ray and DVD, Region A/1; Arrow Video Blu-ray/ DVD combo, Region B/2

Left-leaning journalist Grace Collier witnesses a brutal murder being committed in the apartment directly across from her. She notifies the police, who are skeptical owing to her incendiary articles about police brutality and oppression. Determined to get to the bottom of the mystery, she enlists a private investigator and discovers something very odd about the beautiful tenant in the apartment, who denies having any knowledge of what Grace is talking about…

Opening with an aural assault courtesy of composer Bernard Herrmann, Sisters makes its lineage to the thrillers of Alfred Hitchcock very clear. Thanks to its vaguely ridiculous plot and startling outbursts of graphic violence, the film also picks up the gauntlet thrown down by Klute and continues the “Americanization” of the giallo subgenre. The fact that the film evokes the style and tone of the films coming out of Italy is apparently coincidental, given that director Brian De Palma has disavowed any direct influence from them, but what matters most is what is on screen. And what is on screen is as stylistically audacious as the films being made more-or-less concurrently by giallo masters like Dario Argento and Lucio Fulci, and every bit as lovably lurid as well.
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U.S. one-sheet poster for Sisters

The film starts off on a light note which evokes De Palma's earlier works in the comedy genre: A personable young man named Philip (Lisle Wilson) is in a men's changing room, when suddenly a beautiful, blind girl comes in and starts to remove her clothes; it turns out he is on candid camera and an audience gets to vote on whether they think he will be chivalrous and turn away or be a total perv and watch as she strips down to her birthday suit. The audience votes for the latter, but Philip surprises them by doing the opposite. The girl, as it turns out, is a model and aspiring actress named Danielle (Margot Kidder)—and she is not really blind, either. De Palma has fun staging the fake game show, replete with tacky music and sound effects, and there's a wonderfully arch moment where the camera pans the ecstatic crowd only to pass by a character who is ignoring the ruckus in favor of reading a book—this character, we soon learn, is the very mysterious Emil Breton (William Finley), who is Danielle's estranged–and decidedly strange—husband. This cunning intro speaks volumes about his character and De Palma is to be congratulated for not laboring the point and allowing it to unfold in a slyly humorous manner.

From this “meet cute” opening and the ensuing night of passion enjoyed by Philip and Danielle, things start to take a darker and more bizarre turn. Having established Philip as a decent sort worth rooting for, De Palma has him dispatched in a painful and gruesome manner as he is stabbed repeatedly in the face and the crotch; he crawls across the floor, leaving a slug-like trail of blood behind him, and manages to catch the attention of Grace from across the street, but the cavalry does not arrive in time to save him. Philip's death is the first scene of strong violence to be found in De Palma's oeuvre; in later years, he would refine his technique even further, but even at this early stage of the game he displays a flair for tactile touches which surely made Argento smile. It is revealed early on that Danielle is one half of a pair of identical twins, but there are more surprises in store. As usual in this genre, one half (Danielle) is normal and friendly, while the other half (Dominique) is a twitchy psychopath with a passion for bloodshed. Philip just happens to walk in on the wrong twin and, well, he doesn't live to regret his decision. Danielle and Emil attempt to clean up the carnage and outfox the police with the sort of expert precision and timing one associates with Hitchcock. De Palma understands his idol's dictum only too well. By letting the audience in on what is going on, it is possible to build suspense; on the other hand, to just suddenly introduce a jarring element may provide a facile shock moment, but the moment is fleeting and the audience is more likely to forget about it as a result. Thus, De Palma's use of split screen–derided as a flashy gesture here and in his subsequent films—is very appropriate indeed. The split screen technique, which was also utilized by Fulci in his first two gialli, helps to clue the audience in on the two major strains of plot, which are unfolding simultaneously: the cleaning up of the apartment by Danielle and Emil, and the frazzled attempts by Grace to get the police, represented by the plain-speaking and surprisingly sympathetic Detective Kelly (Dolph Sweet), to believe her story and come with her to the alleged crime scene. De Palma expertly cranks up the tension while introducing elements of dark comedy, even indulging in a little light slapstick when Grace accidentally destroys a vital piece of evidence.
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Australian newspaper ad for Sisters

The story never breaks down into a series of elaborate murders, per se, but things do get very gory–and bizarre–in the final act. At no time is it ever really close to being believable, but it's developed with such panache and enthusiasm that it really doesn't much matter. The final section of the film, set in a creepy clinic presided over by Emil, is the stuff of nightmares. Indeed, there is even a prolonged nightmare/hallucination sequence that aims for touches of surrealism. It's all capped off with a final shot that is as haunting as it is darkly amusing. In a perverse twist, the central mystery is never really resolved and this is arguably the key to the film's lingering effectiveness.

The screenplay by De Palma and Louisa Rose, based on a story by De Palma, is purely absurd. Sensibly, De Palma develops it in a way that displays a knowing sense of humor. In rifling the back catalogue of Hitchcock's thrillers for inspiration, the director manages to evoke the spirit of the master while still stamping his own imprint on the proceedings. Some of the director's later Hitchcock homages tended to become hamstrung by a desire to recreate past glories, but Sisters shows the director at his audacious best. It's a flat-out horror film in addition to being a thriller, and if the plot twist is a little too easy to guess, it still succeeds in delivering some very potent shocks and expertly timed sequences of suspense.

The central performance by Margot Kidder is vital to the film's effectiveness. Kidder suggests great vulnerability as Danielle and is appropriately feral and frightening as Dominique. With her glamorous looks and convincing French-Canadian accent, Kidder is able to vacillate effectively between the two distinct characters and is never less than i convincing. Born in the Northwest Territories of Canada in 1948, Kidder dealt with issues stemming from then-undiagnosed bipolar depression from the time she was a child. She became interested in acting at an early age and moved to , Los Angeles following her graduation from high school, hoping to make it in , the movies. She landed a role in Norman : Jewison's Gaily, Gaily (1969) but did not have a very good time in America and returned to Canada, where she started popping up in television shows and low-budget movies. The Irish-American production Quackser Fortune Has a Cousin in the Bronx (1970), co-starring Gene Wilder, proved to be an unpleasant experience for Kidder, who contemplated walking away from films as a result. She stuck it out, and soon hooked up with Brian De Palma, with whom she was involved in a relationship at the time of making Sisters. She followed the film up with another outstanding giallo-style thriller from Canada: Bob Clark's Black Christmas (1974). Kidder netted her most famous role when she was cast by director Richard Donner to play Lois Lane opposite Christopher Reeve's man of steel in Superman (1978) and its sequels. When Donner was replaced during production of Superman II (1980), the plucky actress wasted no time criticizing the decision in interviews; producers Alexander and Ilya Salkind reportedly got her back when they more-or-less cut her out of Superman III (1983)—though, truth be told, being removed from that debacle was hardly likely to raise the ire of too many performers. Kidder continued to work throughout the 1980s, but suffered a setback in 1990 when she was involved in a serious car crash; she was out of work for two years and, by the time she was back on her feet, she found good roles hard to come by. Her mental health problems continued to deteriorate and in 1996 she attracted unwanted publicity when she was reported as a missing person—only to be found living as a street woman, at which point she was hospitalized. Since that time, Kidder became an advocate for mental health awareness, and with her own problems mostly under control thanks to medication and greater insight, she continued to work steadily for the cause, until her self-inflicted death, May 13, 2018.
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Dutch VHS cover art for Sisters

Kidder is well-supported by some fine performers, notably Jennifer Salt, William Finley, Lisle Wilson, Charles Durning and Dolph Sweet. Salt is ideal as the crass but likable Grace. She's the type of character who is always on the lookout for the next big headline, often at the expense of making authority figures look bad, so the reluctance of the police to cooperate with her makes perfect sense. Grace is not a passive wallflower type and she takes an active role in unraveling the mystery. There's some very amusing interplay between her and her nagging mother (Mary Davenport, Salt's real-life mother), who wants nothing more than for Grace to settle down and find a nice man to marry. Grace will have none of that, and is the type of aggressive modern woman who stands in stark contrast to the comparatively meek and passive Danielle. Finley is superb as Emil. He makes the character grotesque–oright down to having a slight hunchback, as well as a John Waters-style pencil-thin mustache–and also oddly sympathetic. He truly loves Danielle and wants to protect her from harm, even if it means covering up a murder and implicating himself in the process. Wilson registers strongly as the ill-fated Philip. He comes off as a decent, earnest young man and, in a more conventional romantic scenario, there's no doubt that he and Danielle would have been very happy together; this being a giallo-style horror thriller, however … Durning and Sweet do not have a great deal of screen time, by comparison, but they register strongly as the no-nonsense private eye and the beleaguered detective, respectively. Performances such as these help to flesh out the somewhat thin characterizations in the screenplay. De Palma's good rapport with actors is especially evident in this film, and nobody lets the film down in the slightest.
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French poster for Sisters

Although shot on the cheap, Sisters never looks like a cut-rate production. Cinematographer Gregory Sandor—a favorite of cult director Monte Hellman, for whom he photographed The Shooting (1966), Ride in the Whirlwind (1966) and Two-Lane Blacktop (1971)—provides some moody lighting and proves capable of keeping up with the demands of De Palma's intricate visual style. The mobile camerawork helps to provide a sense of urgency; make no mistake, this is a very fast-paced movie. Jeanne Richmond's make-up effects are a little uneven—some of the blood effects look very much like red paint, while others have an air of queasy realism—but they are a rare misstep in an otherwise beautifully-realized picture. The icing on the cake is unquestionably the thundering music score by the great Bernard Herrmann. Born in New York City in 1911, the mercurial and notoriously volatile Herrmann burst on to cinema screens with a major double punch in 1941, when he scored Orson Welles' Citizen Kane (for which he was nominated for his first Oscar) and William Dieterle's The Devil and Daniel Webster. Herrmann worked on an eclectic array of films throughout the '40s and early '50s, including John Brahm's Hangover Square (1945), John Cromwell's Anna and the King of Siam (1946, which won him his only Academy Award), Joseph L. Mankiewicz's The Ghost and Mrs. Muir (1947) and Robert Wise's The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951), before becoming Alfred Hitchcock's composer of choice on such films as The Trouble With Harry (1955), The Wrong Man (1956), Vertigo (1958), North By North- west (1959), Psycho (1960) and Marnie (1964). Herrmann had a major falling out with Hitchcock over the music for Torn Curtain (1966), with the director rejecting Herrmann's lush score in favor of a more modern (and generic) one by John Addison. The two men never worked together again, and Herrmann began lending his talents to lower-budget items like Roy Boulting's Twisted Nerve (1968) and Larry Cohen's It's Alive (1974). De Palma explicitly sought Herrmann's services for Sisters and was gratified when the composer agreed to participate; however, his request for a score in the Hitchcock mold was not well received and started the collaboration off on a rocky note. Even so, the two men got along well enough for De Palma to bring Herrmann back to provide a very baroque score for Obsession (1976). Herrmann suffered from high blood pressure and cardiac problems, but he was a workaholic and perfectionist; after completing the recording of the score for Martin Scorsese's Taxi Driver (1976), he succumbed to a heart attack on Christmas Eve, 1975. His score for Sisters is one of his best. It's dynamic and eerie, and it sets just the right tone for the mystery and mayhem.
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Italian poster for Sisters

Brian De Palma was born in Newark in 1940. Something of a child prodigy, he was building computers in his spare time when he was still in high school. He attended college to study physics, but his love of film prompted him to abandon that line of work in favor of making movies. A devoted cineaste with a particular passion for the films of Orson Welles and Alfred Hitchcock, De Palma started off directing experimental documentaries, then broke into narrative filmmaking (of a sort) with the very off-beat comedies Greetings (1968, noteworthy as being the film debut of future star Robert De Niro) and Hi, Mom! (1970). Murder á la Mod (1968), produced shortly before those two comedy films, was more indicative of things to come. A mixture of comedy and thriller elements, it received a token release in New York City, then disappeared from view for many years until the Criterion Collection rescued it from oblivion and included it on their Blu-ray release of De Palma's Hitchcock/ Michelangelo Antonioni homage, Blow Out (1981). Sisters became his first really mainstream release; independently produced, American International Pictures acquired it, and the movie turned a profit on its half-million dollar budget. The film's success enabled him to make a far more ambitious picture, a rock musical variation on Gaston Leroux's The Phantom of the Opera titled The Phantom of the Paradise (1974). Despite being one of his best films, Phantom was not a commercial success. He followed it up with Carrie (1976), another low-budget horror film, this time based on the first novel published by a little-known author, Stephen King. De Palma's instincts proved to be prescient; Carrie was a smash hit with critics and audiences, and it helped to establish him and King as hot properties. De Palma would carry on directing thrillers, a couple of which also fit very snugly into this context (Dressed to Kill, 1980; Body Double, 1984), and he alternated them with eclectic projects like the gangster films Scarface (1983) and The Untouchables (1987) and the Vietnam war drama Casualties of War (1989). The notorious big-budget flop, The Bonfire of the Vanities (1990), marked the beginning of a troublesome period for the director, but he scored another bull's-eye with the popular Mission: Impossible (1996), starring Tom Cruise. De Palma continues to mine the thriller genre with films like Femme Fatale (2002) and Passion (2012). With his flashy visual style and predilection for fetishized violence, De Palma is far and away the American filmmaker who would appear to be the most indebted to the giallo. Indeed, many fans insist upon comparing him to Dario Argento for this reason. De Palma, however, has gone on record as saying that while he saw a few of these films, thanks to his friend and fellow cineaste Martin Scorsese, he was never particularly taken with them and he is much more keen to be seen as a disciple of Hitchcock. No matter how one chooses to interpret this attitude, the fact remains that of all the American thrillers made in the wake of the giallo's heyday in the early 1970s, it is the ones directed by De Palma which best evoke their artful blend of artifice and sleaze.
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Japanese poster for Sisters

As a final trivia note, Sisters was remade under the same title in 2006; despite a cast which includes Chloë Sevigny in the Jennifer Salt role and Stephen Rea in the part originally played by William Finley, it failed to compare with the original and sank quickly without a trace.

The Corruption of Chris Miller (Release date: May, 1973) (Spain)

Aka La corrupción de Chris Miller

Directed by Juan Antonio Bardem (as J.A. Bardem); Produced by Xavier Armet, for Xavier Armet P.C.; Screenplay by Santiago Moncada; Director of Photography: Juan Gelpí; Editor: Emilio Rodríguez; Music by Waldo de los Rios

Main Players: Marisol (Chris Miller); Jean Seberg (Ruth Miller); Barry Stokes (Barney Webster); Perla Cristal (Perla); Rudy Gaebel (Lewis); Gérard Tichy (Commissioner)


Home Video: Vinegar Syndrome, Blu-ray/ DVD combo, Region-free

Ruth and her step-daughter Chris live a quiet and secluded life in the country. When a handsome drifter named Barney shows up, things become complicated. Worse still, there's also a deranged psychopath stalking the countryside killing people at random …

The opening scene of The Corruption of Chris Miller makes it clear that this is no ordinary thriller. The tone starts off innocently enough, as a woman awakens in her bed and calls out for her erstwhile lover. She gets dressed and lazily descends the stairs, continuing to call out. The tone suddenly turns whimsical, as her companion pops into the scene–dressed like up like Charlie Chaplin, complete with a Little Tramp mask! The whimsy doesn't last for long, however. The woman lets it be known that this attempt at being “cute” isn't working and tries to assert control–at which point, the lovable-looking Tramp pierces her hand to a table with a pair of sharp scissors. A brutal murder plays out off-screen, and when we cut back to the action, we see the Tramp character dragging the woman's bloody corpse through the house–momentarily stopping for a refreshing drink of orange juice, which allows him a chance to pull a funny face in the style of Chaplin. The contrast of the absurd and the horrific is very striking and it starts the film off on a distinctive note.

Following this, the film settles into the main “meat” of its plot, detailing the twisted dynamic between the three main characters. Ruth Miller and her step-daughter Chris comprise two points of this triangle, while the mysterious drifter Barney provides the third. Ruth is something of a cold fish and she harbors tremendous hurt and resentment over having been poorly treated and then abandoned by her husband, who is Chris' father. The father has now ended up in jail and Ruth's desire to get back at him prompts her to devise a nasty scheme involving Chris and Barney. Chris is fixated on the idea of her father coming back into her life, and she's also evidently the victim of some form of sexual trauma; anytime she is in the midst of experiencing any kind of sexual pleasure, she encounters flashbacks to a brutal incident wherein she was raped by a weight-lifter. Naturally, Barney's presence serves as a catalyst for all manner of problems. He's cocky and arrogant in the extreme; he casually seduces Ruth, then turns his attentions on Chris. Ruth encourages this because she wants to corrupt her step-daughter, thus “ruining” her in her estranged husband's eyes. While it's true that Chris is not her daughter by blood, it's still disturbing that a mother could possibly want to abuse her own child in this fashion, especially for something as inherently petty as revenge. Barney isn't interested in fulfilling Ruth's fantasy-–indeed, having already bedded her, he isn't much interested in her, period, but Chris does appeal to him. He's initially drawn to her on a purely physical level, but eventually he recognizes in her a sort of kindred spirit—they've both been betrayed and damaged by life, and he buys into the conceit that he can somehow “rescue” her from her predicament. He fails to realize that it's a little late for that, and things build to a finale which is as frenzied in its violence as it is rife with grim black comedy.
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Italian locandina for The Corruption of Chris Miller; art by “Symeoni” (Sandro Simeoni)

The most unsettling sequence, by far, is set during a torrential thunderstorm. The killer stakes out a lonely looking farm house and dons a rain slicker—as well as a sickle. A little boy inside innocently opens the door, thinking it to be a monk caught in the downpour; the killer then goes on a rampage, killing the parents before slaughtering the teenage son and daughter. Viewers may well expect the killer to show a bit of mercy by sparing the little boy, but there's no such luck. The sequence is reminiscent of the startling massacre scene in Sergio Leone's Once Upon a Time in the West (1968), in which villainous Henry Fonda and his minions kill off an entire farm family, including the little boy. Not only is it a brilliantly executed sequence cinematically, it also plays into some very potent archetypal imagery. Simply put, there is something inviolate about the family home—it symbolizes harmony, warmth, safety. By allowing the killer to penetrate this domicile and wreak havoc on the happy family unit therein, the filmmakers unsettle everything, which is seemingly stable. The scene makes it very clear that nobody is safe from the violence.

The film is well-served by its cast. Jean Seberg, Marisol and Barry Stokes all provide excellent performances. Seberg is just right as the embittered but still sensual Ruth; she's gone out of her way to isolate herself as a means of protecting herself from the world, but as the story makes clear, this is all for naught. She conveys a touching vulnerability in some scenes, but she is also appropriately despicable as she plots against her innocent step-daughter. Seberg was born in Iowa in 1938 and she rose to prominence when she secured the lead role in Otto Preminger's Saint Joan (1957). She went on to give impressive performances in the likes of Jean-Luc Godard's Breathless (1960, which garnered her a BAFTA nomination) and Robert Rossen's Lilith (1964, for which she was nominated for a Golden Globe), but her ultra-leftist politics and a well-publicized affiliation with the Black Panther party tended to overshadow her acting résumé, and by the 1970s she was doing a number of low-budget films in Italy and Spain. Seberg died of a drug overdose in Paris in 1979; it was officially ruled a suicide, though some have suggested that the FBI arranged her murder owing to her status as a political “undesirable.” Marisol was born in Spain in 1948 and made her film debut in 1960. She worked steadily through the mid-1980s and also enjoyed some success as a singer, but she elected to leave show business in order to focus on her family instead. She is every bit as effective as Seberg and in some respects, the demands of her role are even greater. The character of Chris is an enigma for much of the running time; we know that she has suffered some terrible ordeal, but we don't discover it in its entirety until late in the picture. Ruth thinks of Chris as a naïve innocent, but the joke is on her: Chris is much more aware than the older woman realizes, and she proves to be quite resourceful and strong-willed in her own right. Barry Stokes, who plays Barney, could easily have been completely overshadowed by these two powerful actresses—but he manages to hold his own. He brings the right air of macho swagger to the part, but he also is able to convey sensitivity where it is needed. Barney does not evoke much sympathy for much of the film, but after a certain point he wins us over because it becomes clear that he really has fallen in love with Chris; Stokes makes this transition seem believable, which is no easy feat. Not much seems to be known about Stokes, but he certainly racked up some interesting credits. In addition to this film, genre fans will remember him best as the alien visitor in Norman J. Warren's Prey (1977); he also appeared in a number of popular British TV shows, including Doomwatch and Space: 1999, as well as such films as Hawk the Slayer (1982) and Enemy Mine (1985). The latter was evidently his last credit.
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Spanish pressbook for The Corruption of Chris Miller; art by MCR

Director Juan Antonio Bardem was born in Madrid in 1922; he was interested in film from an early age and studied cinema, but his leftist politics landed him in trouble with the Franco regime and prevented him from ever obtaining his degree. After working as a critic, he broke into films in 1948. He directed in a variety of genres and won raves for such films as Death of a Cyclist (1955), which won a prize at the Cannes Film Festival, and Los inocentes (1961), for which he was awarded a prize at the Berlin Film Festival. Shortly after The Corruption of Chris Miller, he stepped in and supervised the post-production of the brilliant Spanish horror film Bell from Hell (1973, also written by Santiago Moncada) when his friend, the director Claudio Guerín Hill, died in an accident. He also directed The Mysterious Island (1973), a mini-series adaptation of the Jules Verne sci-fi classic, which was edited down and released theatrically as a stand-alone movie. Bardem finished out his career in Spanish television; he died in 2002. His nephew, Javier Bardem, has become a major international star.

Sexy Cat (Release date: May, 1973) (Spain)

Directed and Produced by Julio Pérez Tabernero; Screenplay by Julio Pérez Tabernero, from a story by Juan Gallardo Muñoz; Director of Photography: Alfonso Nieva; Music by Carmelo Bernaola

Main Players: Germán Cobos (Mike Cash); Dyanik Zurakowska (Martha); Lone Fleming (Liz); María Villa (Sugar); Mariana Vidal Molina [as Vidal Molina] (Teniente Cole); Beni Deus (Paul Karpis)
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Sexy Cat strikes!

A homicidal maniac is killing off people connected to an adult comic strip called Sexy Cat. A private detective named Mike Cash is hired to investigate some dirty dealings connected to the magazine, but he soon finds himself in over his head–might he also be on the killer's wish list?

Fumetti neri (black comics) got their start in the 1960s thanks to the success of Diabolik, created by sisters Angela and Luciana Giussani. Diabolik, who derived inspiration from the French comic strip sensation Fantômas (the brainchild of Marcel Allain and Pierre Souvestre, who made his first appearance in 1911), was a master criminal who stole and killed for the sheer thrill of it all. Nothing inspires like success, of course, and in time there were a stream of similar adult comic strip anti-heroes, including Kriminal and Satanik. The popularity of these comics was matched by the public outcry of controversy, and a number of them made their big screen debuts within a short period of one another: Umberto Lenzi's Kriminal (1966), Mario Bava's Diabolik and Piero Vivarelli's Satanik (both 1968) brought the characters to the big screen with varying degrees of success.1

This Spanish version uses the popularity of the adult comic strip world as a backdrop for a giallo. In theory, it's a good idea. The elements of sex and violence are already in place and there's something appealingly colorful and “pop art” about such a conceit. That's in theory, of course. In practice, everything adds up to a whole lot of nothing. Sexy Cat is, without a doubt, the most boring giallo-style thriller to be produced in Spain in the 1970s. It doesn't quite plumb the depths of ineptitude reached in the absolute bottom-of-the-barrel titles discussed later in this volume, but it comes pretty damn close.

The film deals with a would-be tough-guy private eye named Mike Cash—why, the name even drips with “rugged.” Unfortunately, he's not a very interesting protagonist, but that's okay because, well, nobody is really very interesting in this movie. Indeed, it's easy to lose track of who is who for the simple reason that everybody seems so completely anonymous and interchangeable. Cash is in it for the money (obviously!), but he eventually develops a more personal interest in the case when the murderer kills the girl with whom he developed a crush. As he plods through the narrative and manages to always be a day late and a dollar short, the body count rises and the field of possible red herrings continues to narrow. By the time the killer is finally revealed, it's hard to really care—but if you manage to make it that far without nodding off, that certainly does count for something.

The most effective sequence involves the killer setting a poisonous snake loose in a victim's apartment. just how the killer could rely on the idea that the snake would do as he wanted it to do is never really explained, but for one all-too-brief sequence the film manages to work up a little bit of suspense. Or perhaps it's just a personal fear of snakes that makes it seem more effective than it really is.

The actors are every bit as dull as the characters they are playing, the cinematography is flat and functional, the music is utterly unremarkable (composer Carmelo Bernaola would do better by some of his films for Paul Naschy) and director Julio Pérez Tabernero just doesn't seem to have a clue how to stage an effective suspense thriller. Tabernero worked much more extensively as an actor—he can be seen as one of the McGregor clan in Seven Guns for the McGregors (1966) and 7 Women for the McGregors (1967), for example—but his directing career never really took off. He also had a hand in writing Jess Franco's Midnight Party (1976) and some sources indicate that he directed some of the film, as well.

Notes:

1.For a truly comprehensive study of the fumetti genre, check out Roberto Curti's Diabolika: Supercriminals, Superheroes and the Comic Universe in Italian Cinema, also available from Midnight Marquee Press

Nadie oyó gritar (Release date: August, 1973) (Spain)

Directed by Eloy de la Iglesia; Produced by Óscar Guardio, for P.I.C.A.S.A. and Benito Perojo, S.A.; Screenplay by Antonio Fos, Eloy de la Iglesia and Gabriel Moreno Burgos (as G. Moreno Burgos); Director of Photography: Francisco Fraile; Editor: Antonio Ramírez de Loaysa; Music by Fernando García Morcillo (as F. García Morcillo)

Main Players: Carmen Sevilla (Elisa); Vicente Parra (Miguel); Tony Isbert (Tony); María Asquerino (Nuria); Antonio Casas (Óscar)

Elisa, a prostitute, is growing tired of her way of life and turns her back on a wealthy john who has invited her to visit him in London. She is alone in her apartment when she hears a noise and goes to check on it—it turns out that her neighbor is disposing of a body in the elevator shaft. The neighbor, Miguel, pressures Elisa into assisting him in getting rid of the body and an unexpected bond develops between the two of them …

Nadie oyó gritar (literally, No One Heard the Scream) was part of a small but precious group of genre-oriented titles for director Eloy de la Iglesia in the early-to-mid 1970s. The socially conscious filmmaker had a tendency to focus on disenfranchised protagonists, using them to reflect problems and conditions in Spanish culture, and Nadie oyó gritar is no exception.
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Spanish DVD cover for Nadie oyó gritar

The film deals with a high-price call girl who decides that she's had enough of this lifestyle. As played by The Glass Ceiling's Carmen Sevilla, Elisa is an ambiguous sort. She has made her way through life by using her looks and her cunning to her advantage. Suddenly, out of the blue, she has decided that she needs a change; she feels empty and unfulfilled, but she has no real plan for what she's going to do with her life, either. All of that is turned on its head when she unwittingly witnesses a disturbing scene: Her neighbor, Miguel, is trying to dispose of a corpse. This understandably horrifies Elisa, but Miguel is persistent in wanting to explain his side of the situation. He eventually forces his way into her apartment and says that his wife is a horrible person and that what he is doing is absolutely necessary; furthermore, he promises Elisa that if she does not help him or if she tries to go to the police, he will tell the authorities that she was in on what happened and that she'll take the blame as a co-conspirator. Now, whether or not the police would actually accept this story is open to speculation, but Elisa believes it— and so begins the most unusual “road movie” saga in giallo cinema history.

Anybody who is familiar with de la Iglesia's work knows not to expect the ordinary. The Glass Ceiling utilized giallo conventions but did so in an unusual manner. The Cannibal Man promises a certain type of movie by virtue of its sensationalist title, but it serves up a sensitive and rather moving portrait of an outsider driven to terrible extremes. And Nadie oyó gritar similarly subverts viewer expectations by starting off in semi-conventional style, only to take things in a very different direction. The film is a suspense movie, but its giallo elements are muted. As with The Glass Ceiling, these giallo elements are more evident in certain sections of the movie, while the majority of the picture is more concerned with exploring the dynamics between the characters.

The relationship between Elisa and Miguel is a fascinating one. Miguel manages to establish dominance in a remarkably lowkey manner. He is not overtly violent or histrionic. He does, however, have a gun—and that is sufficient to tell Elisa that he means business. This, coupled with the obvious fact that he's already trying to dispose of one body, tells her that she could well be next in line if she does not cooperate. Miguel does not try to force himself on Elisa and, all things considered, he does his best to treat her with a certain degree of respect. Once she is enlisted into assisting him, de la Iglesia takes the film into the terrain of a nightmarish road trip. They stuff the body into the trunk of the car and head off to the lakeside cabin of one of Elisa's wealthy clients, knowing that the place is secluded and currently unoccupied. Bad luck plagues their journey. The police flag them down early on and Miguel fears the worst, but it turns out that they are approaching the site of a bad bus accident. In a black comedy twist which would have done Hitchcock proud (and it's worth noting, Hitchcock's final great film, Frenzy [1972], is shown on a theater marquee at one point), they are obliged to assist the authorities by taking a couple of injured passengers and dropping them off at the hospital in the next village. The tension in this sequence is breathtaking, as the police insist that Miguel open the trunk in order to store his luggage, so that the injured people can make use of the back seat. Miguel politely protests, doing his best to keep his cool, but ultimately is left with no choice but to comply. Fortunately for him, they do not realize that there is a body covered by the blankets in the trunk and they are able to carry on with their journey. Their bad luck continues when they get to the hospital and are forced to leave contact information as they are now regarded as witnesses to the accident. By the time they are finally allowed to leave, they are greeted outside by a police officer who has noticed that … something is leaking from their trunk. Elisa, now fully immersed in the subterfuge, thinks fast and says it's a bottle of oil and nothing worth fussing about. The initially reluctant hostage has now become a semi-committed conspirator in the drama.
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Don't let the grindhouse title fool you: The Cannibal Man is a surprisingly sensitive and incisive character study; it remains director Eloy de la Leglesia's best known and most widely seen title in America.

When they reach the cabin and set about getting rid of the body, things continue to deteriorate. Miguel dumps the body overboard, weighted down with rocks, and Elisa has a momentary impulse to fight back; she pushes him into the lake and tries to hit him with the boat, but she ultimately has a change of heart and pulls him out of the water. There's something strange and perverse about this dynamic. On the one hand, Miguel is a murderer and a blackmailer. On the other, he has, in his own strange way, shown Elisa more respect and courtesy than most of the men she has ever encountered. Elisa is used to being treated like a piece of meat, but Miguel does not stoop to such tactics. He treats her with respect, though obviously this is severely compromised by the nature of their situation. As the story unfolds, the two characters grow to feel great fondness for one another. Clearly this is not a typical budding romance, but it is a heart-felt one.

Ultimately, both Miguel and Elisa are typical of the disenfranchised characters that are at the core of de la Iglesia's work. He is not interested in passing moral judgment on them or even in psychoanalyzing their behaviors; he simply shows them honestly and with great empathy. Yes, Miguel is a deeply flawed character—but this does not make him a worthless one. He has a sympathetic streak and he clearly really does feel for Elisa. Similarly, Elisa may have her own shortcomings, but she is yet another character who has been badly treated by life. These two lost souls manage to find a real emotional connection and that is a genuine rarity in the cold, clinical, money-hungry world in which the action takes place. From de la Iglesia's point of view, these characters are preferable to the more superficial and genuinely manipulative sorts who comprise so much of society.

A lot of the film's impact relies on the central performances by Carmen Sevilla as Elisa and Vicente Parra as Miguel. Fortunately, they do not disappoint. Sevilla is every bit as good as she was in The Glass Ceiling. This character is a little harder to get a fix on—she initially seems like a spoiled opportunist, but eventually we come to realize that she's deeply dissatisfied in her superficial existence and is yearning for something with a little more substance. Sevilla plays the different facets of the role with great conviction and never hits any false notes. Parra is her equal as Miguel. Miguel is another tricky role to pull off, and Parra deserves a lot of credit for making it all look so easy. Parra gives the role a nice understated quality, thus ensuring that he never comes across like a raving psychopath; nevertheless, there is a nervous intensity to him, which makes him a credible source of potential violence. Parra (1931-1997) is best remembered for his portrayal of the tormented protagonist in de la Iglesia's The Cannibal Man, a performance that netted the actor a Best Actor prize from the Cinema Circle Writers Awards in Spain. He also appeared in Joaquín Luis Romero Marchent's sexy giallo El juego del adulterio (1973) and in José Jara's El Transexual (1977) starring Paul Naschy.

Sensitively directed and cleverly plotted, Nadie oyó gritar is a gem of Spanish genre cinema. Unlike The Glass Ceiling, it apparently failed to secure distribution in English-speaking territories and it has yet to officially show up on English-friendly DVD or Blu-ray. Fortunately there are fan subtitled editions floating around on the “gray market” circuit, but a lovingly restored special edition highlighting de la Iglesia's unique contribution to the genre is long overdue. His later adaptation of Henry James' The Turn of the Screw, Otra vuelta de tuerca (1985), would have some minor giallo undertones, but for all intents and purposes, his two '70s gems would remain his only foray into this subgenre.

Don't Look Now (Release date: October, 1973) (U.K./ Italy)

Directed by Nicolas Roeg; Produced by Peter Katz, for Casey Productions and Eldorado Films; Screenplay by Allan Scott and Chris Bryant, from the shorty story by Daphne du Maurier; Director of Photography: Anthony B. Richmond; Editor: Graeme Clifford; Music by Pino Donaggio

Main Players: Donald Sutherland (John Baxter); Julie Christie (Laura Baxter); Hilary Mason (Heather); Clelia Matania (Wendy); Massimo Serato (Bishop Barbarrigo); Renato Scarpa (Inspector Longhi); Leopoldo Trieste (Hotel Manager); Giorgio Trestini (Workman); David Tree (Anthony Babbage); Ann Rye (Mandy Babbage)

Home Video: Criterion Collection DVD and Blu-ray, Region 1 and Region A

Laura and John Baxter go to Venice following the tragic death of their daughter. The death of the little girl has put a terrible strain on the marriage, but being in Venice brings them closer together and they rekindle their relationship. However, their newfound happiness is threatened as John attempts to come to grips with the possibility that he may have second sight and he foresees something very grim in their future …

Daphne du Maurier (1907-1989) is best remembered for her Gothic romance Rebecca (1938), which was adapted into an Academy Award-winning movie of the same name by Alfred Hitchcock in 1940. Hitchcock brought two of her other stories to the screen: Jamaica Inn (1936) emerged as a film in 1939, while The Birds (1952) came out in 1963. However, it was up to another innovative British filmmaker to bring her 1971 short story Don't Look Now to the screen. Nicolas Roeg (1928-2018) proved to be the ideal director for the project, which in many respects transcends being a mere genre film and works as a meditation on loss, grief and the inescapable nature of fate.

Roeg's fragmented approach to storytelling, which was already very much in place with his first two directorial works, Performance (co-directed by Donald Cammell, 1970) and Walkabout (1971), is evident from the very first scene. We see the character of art historian John Baxter hard at work in his study, unaware of the tragedy that is unfolding in his backyard; his daughter, left unsupervised to play, falls into the pond and drowns. We get our first clue of John's extrasensory perception as he senses that something is amiss—the scene of him finding her in the water and desperately trying to save her is emotionally devastating, and the paranormal aspect kicks into high gear as we are shown a visual linkage between the girl's dead body, clad in a red rain coat, and a strange figure in red that is barely visible in one of John's slides. The color red, with its connotations of passion and violence, will become incredibly important in the film–and Roeg's strict control of the color palette makes it certain to stand out in a most dramatic fashion whenever it appears.
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Italian poster for Don't Look Now; art by Aller

The early part of the film is melancholy, as John and his wife Laura attempt to get back to normal following such a devastating loss. The couple is still loyal to one another, but the flame has gone out of their love life and they are becoming mutually annoyed with each other: Laura hates that John keeps everything so pent up, while John can't abide Laura's desire to make contact with the dead girl by consulting mediums and the like. The horror elements are muted at this stage, as Roeg focuses instead on their relationship and the pain and torment they are both living through.

The fact that much of the film is set in Italy can't help but remind one of a giallo, of course, and indeed the film ultimately incorporates the slightest hint of a giallo thriller scenario as it continues to unfold. All the while, as John and Laura gradually learn to love each other (and themselves) once more, there is a series of gruesome murders taking place in the background. The audience isn't invited to focus on this aspect of the plot, as it seems incidental for much of the picture, but inevitably this aspect does come to intrude on the main thrust of the plot. John continues to deny his own psychic faculties, while Laura latches onto a mysterious pair of sisters from England, one of whom is physically blind but who has been blessed with second sight. John takes an instant dislike to the sisters and regards them as a threat to his emotionally vulnerable wife; however, the more he protests, the more Laura becomes devoted to them and their predictions. John elects to lose himself in his work once more, but the feeling that his beloved daughter may, in fact, still be alive continues to haunt him. He keeps glimpsing the figure of a little girl dressed in a red raincoat, and this naturally triggers memories of his daughter, who died wearing such a coat. Laura and the two sisters warn John that he is in mortal danger, but he refuses to heed their warnings and the film comes to a visceral and emotionally devastating climax, as John finally confronts the figure in the red raincoat. Instead of offering some connection to his dead daughter, the figure turns out to be a homicidal dwarf—the one, in fact, who is responsible for the string of murders.
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Roeg paces the material with a sure hand. The first half of the film is deliberately slow and introspective, as John and Laura work their way through their grief and rediscover the heart of their relationship. Both characters are beautifully delineated and manage to evoke tremendous audience sympathy. John may be somewhat closed down when it comes to expressing his emotions, but Roeg does not chastise him for this. Instead, he is dealing with his grief in the only way that he knows how, by trying to push it out of his mind and losing himself in his work. Similarly, Laura may be more open in expressing her emotions, but this does not make her a “hysterical” sort. The two eventually find a common ground and, for a time at least, it appears as if they may be on the road to a happy and fulfilling life. The metaphorical and literal climax of this part of the film occurs during the film's (in)famous sex scene. The scene is depicted realistically and candidly, but it is not the least bit exploitative. It's implicit that this is the first time the two of them have made love since the girl's death, and by so doing they reestablish an intimacy and an ability to confide in one another. A lot of rumors circulated  in the tabloids that the sex scene was done  for real, but Roeg, Donald Sutherland and  Julie Christie have all strenuously denied this. In fact, the actors recalled that shooting the sequence was very uncomfortable, as it occurred early in the shoot  before they really had an opportunity to  get to know each other. Roeg's use of elliptical editing techniques is evident here,  as the act of lovemaking is intercut with the mundane activity of getting dressed and ready to go out for dinner once the lovemaking has finished.

Once the thriller aspects start to assert themselves, the film manages to juggle this aspect without losing sight of the relationship between John and Laura. Don't Look Now is not a typical thriller by any stretch of the imagination, and its refusal to play out as one can sometimes be frustrating for genre purists. Roeg defies genre expectations by keeping the series of killings very much in the background, Indeed, it's not surprising for some first-time viewers to not really understand the connection between the killings and the final reveal, though Roeg does play fair and the puzzle pieces are all in plain view, as it were. The final reveal is not significant in terms of who the killer is—but in terms of how it will impact John—and by extension, Laura.

The film is beautifully executed on every level. Roeg's direction was never more assured or stylistically involving than it is here. Anthony B. Richmond's cinematography is stunning. The use of Venetian locations adds tremendous atmosphere. The icing on the cake is the exceptional music score by Pino Donaggio. Indeed, the score is all the more impressive when one realizes that this was Donaggio's first film soundtrack. His music received well-deserved praise and it also caught the attention of director Brian De Palma, who would end up “adopting” Donaggio as his composer of choice after the death of Bernard Herrmann in 1975. Donaggio's approach to the material emphasizes the sense of tragedy and it helps to make the film into one of the most gut-wrenching genre films ever made.

Donald Sutherland gives the performance of his career as John Baxter. He had already dabbled in giallo terrain with Klute (1971), where he also gives an excellent performance, but Baxter forces him to really dig in to his entire range of emotions. Baxter is a tough character in many respects. He runs the risk of coming across as cold and intolerant, but in Sutherland's capable hands, he remains a three-dimensional human being throughout. Curiously, he and Roeg clashed over the film's use of extrasensory perception; Sutherland felt the movie was a little too negative about such powers and he asked Roeg to adjust the script accordingly; Roeg had no interest in doing so and told Sutherland that he would either play the material as written, or he would recast the part. Fortunately, Sutherland elected to put his feelings on the back burner and accept the material for what it was. It's really impossible to picture any other actor playing the role so effectively.

Julie Christie is Sutherland's equal. Her portrayal of Laura is genuinely moving. She is not a one-dimensional thriller film character. Laura is a loving wife and mother, but she also has a strong, determined side to her character. John may attempt to shield her from things he disapproves of, but she is capable of making up her own mind and acts as she sees fit. Christie and Sutherland have terrific chemistry, and if viewers still believe that their love scene is “for real,” then this is a solid testimony to that fact. Christie (born 1941) got some valuable experience on stage before making her film debut in 1962. She was reportedly in the running to be the first “Bond girl” in Doctor No (1962), but she was passed over in favor of Ursula Andress. Christie first attracted serious attention in Billy Liar (1963) and shot to stardom with her co-starring roles in Darling and Doctor Zhivago (both 1965). Christie also starred in several films photographed by Roeg: Fahrenheit 451 (1966), Far from the Madding Crowd (1967) and Petulia (1968), which led to her casting in Don't Look Now. She continued to work steadily through the 1970s—with appearances in such standout films as Robert Altman's McCabe & Mrs. Miller (1971, for which she was nominated for an Academy Award), Hal Ashby's Shampoo (1975) and Donald Cammell's Demon Seed (1977)—but she would begin to work less frequently thereafter.

Nicolas Roeg worked as an assistant editor and camera operator before becoming one of England's finest cinematographers. He shot such classics as Roger Corman's The Masque of the Red Death (1964) and Fahrenheit 451 before making his directing debut (with Donald Cammell) on Performance. One of the great “counter-culture” films of the 1970s, it was greeted with a mixture of shock and amazement upon its original release and has since gone on to become a cult film. Cammell reportedly handled the actors and was focused on the narrative of the picture, while Roeg was responsible for the fragmented structure and the visual style. Walkabout (1971) confirmed that the film was no fluke and that Roeg could handle directing chores quite well on his own, while Don't Look Now is, for many, his finest work as a director. Roeg would continue to do inspired, often brilliant, work through the '70s and '80s, but much of his work from the 1990s onward has felt redundant, if not completely disappointing. He would reteam with Sutherland for the arty horror film Puffball (2007), but lightning did not strike twice.

It has been said that there is a definite link between Roeg's film and Aldo Lado's giallo Who Saw Her Die? (1972), but it would be more correct to say that the link is with du Maurier's story. Lado's film beat Roeg's to theaters by over a year, and while the Venetian setting and the theme of a grief-stricken father becoming embroiled in a murder mystery make it an inevitable comparison, the two films are very different in their approaches.

Scream—and Die! (Release date: December, 1973) (U.K.)

Aka The House That Vanished; Psycho Sex Fiend; Please! Don't Go in the Bedroom

Directed by José Ramón Larraz (as Joseph Larraz); Produced by Diana Daubeney, for Blackwater Film Productions Ltd. and Hallmark; Screenplay by Derek Ford; Director of Photography: Trevor Wrenn; Editor: Roy Deverell; Music by Terry Warr

Main Players: Karl Lanchbury (Paul); Andrea Allan (Valerie Jennings); Maggie Walker (Aunt Susanna); Peter Forbes-Robertson (Mr. Hornby); Judy Matheson (Lorna Collins); Annabella Wood (Stella); Alex Leppard (Terry)

Valerie agrees to accompany her boyfriend to a secluded house in the country. The boyfriend claims that it's his own house, but in fact he's only going there for a bit of looting. While there, they see a brutal murder and attract the attention of the killer; they flee, but the murderer is not about to let them off the hook …

Following the psychological horror Deviation (1971) and the ghost story The Uncertain Death (1973), José Ramón Larraz revisited the same sexually charged thriller terrain as Whirlpool (1970). Scream–and Die! plays out like a slicker and even sicker variation on that earlier film. It incorporates the same fashion background and an even more overt dramatization of an incestuous relationship, which gives way to murder. It's not exactly a remake, of course, but it does play out as if Larraz wanted to redo some of the same elements with a comparatively generous budget and schedule.
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Italian poster for Scream—and Die!

On the downside, it has to be admitted that the script–credited to British exploitation legend Derek Ford (Diversions, 1976), though it's been rumored that his name was used for quota purposes only–is remarkably strained, even idiotic at times. The protagonist, Valerie Jennings, is uncommonly dim-witted for a thriller heroine. She is gullible beyond belief and it takes her forever and a day to realize the identity of the killer, even though it should be blazingly obvious to anybody with half a brain. It also introduces red herrings that defy belief, notably a creepy neighbor character who wears black leather gloves indoors and who acts incredibly suspicious for no good reason.

Having established its shortcomings, there's still much to enjoy in the film. Larraz's flair for creating a creepy atmosphere is evident throughout. The early scenes of Valerie and her useless boyfriend breaking into the house feature great suspense; the foggy exteriors add a touch of the poetic, while the dark, moody lighting makes every corner of the house rife with potential menace. The initial murder scene moves effectively from the titillating to the gruesome, as a prostitute attempts to arouse her john, not realizing that he has something other than sex on his mind. She places his black leather gloved hands on her bare breasts and tries to get things going, but he suddenly changes his tone and pulls out a knife and begins slashing at her. The link between sex and violence is kept very much in the foreground throughout the picture.

When Paul is introduced, it shouldn't take long for the viewer to realize that he's somehow mixed up in the murders. He is an awkward, socially maladjusted type, but he manages to charm Valerie and she begins a relationship with him. Unbeknown to her, however, he's also sleeping with his Aunt Susanna. Larraz's uninhibited approach to depicting sex on screen is especially evident when Susanna makes love to Paul; the scene goes from tenderness to fullblown sexual euphoria as she strips and throws herself on top of him. Karl Lanchbury, who plays Paul, was a steady presence in Larraz's British films, and he seems to have had a similarly “anything goes” attitude. The contrast between the fit and youthful Paul and the older woman is striking, but it's not presented in a manner that is intended to appear distasteful. Larraz has always been an equal opportunity pervert when it comes to depicting sex on screen, and that's by no means a put down. Some viewers have criticized his decision for using rumpled, pock-marked Murray Brown as the object of the vampires' sexual lusts in Vampyres (1974), for example, but in a way it makes a welcome change from the more airbrushed and idealized depictions of sex we normally see depicted on screen. Similarly, in Deviation, there's an interlude between an attractive young woman and a much older man, while the sex between Paul and his aunt in this film steers clear of idealized “older women/younger men” scenes. That the scene is queasy is down to the nature of the characters' blood ties, not because there's something inherently “disgusting” about a woman with saggy breasts having sex with a younger man, at least not from Larraz's point of view. The scene again demonstrates the director's flair for bringing a real sense of energy to his sex scenes.
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The artwork of Janine Reynaud being menaced with a razor is stolen from Sergio Martino's The Curse of the Scorpion's Tail.

Later in the film, Valerie's friend, Lorna, has a fatal run-in with the killer. This is certainly the most provocative and incendiary of the film's death scenes. The killer makes his way into Lorna's bedroom, where he proceeds to strip her nude and rape her, the whole time while strangling the life out of her with a belt around her neck. The implications of kinky S/M play are clear, but Lorna is not being punished for anything and this is not the message that Larraz is looking to convey. On a practical grindhouse level, scenes like this are necessary in order to stand out from the rest of the crowd and ensure audience interest. But the way in which Larraz introduces erotic elements into these death scenes makes them easy targets for criticism. Is Larraz really being misogynist here, or is he simply being frank about the killer's twisted psychopathology, in which the pleasures of sex and murder are irrevocably linked? My money is on the latter, but there's no denying that the rather pathetic manner in which Lorna is killed is deeply uncomfortable—which is ultimately exactly as it should be, really.

Larraz later expressed regret over the way in which he became typed as a director of “dirty” movies, and some of the dialogue actually gives some voice to this frustration. Early in the film, Valerie is offered a bonus if she agrees to pose nude; she says that she is not interested. The photographer reminds her that she's posed nude for others, to which she replies that she knows what kind of pictures he has in mind and she's not interested in that sort of publicity. The photographer replies that he's being unfairly treated as if he's a sleazy pornographer, and this is something that definitely connected to Larraz on a personal level. The director was never shy about depicting sex in an open, even joyful manner—and indeed, why should he have been? And yet, there is a curious double standard in the arts, whereby people who openly celebrate sex on celluloid are seen as being pandering and crass. A great film may flirt with sex, but if it goes too far, it enters into the “sordid” realm of pornography. Thus, Larraz's many gifts as a filmmaker would be overlooked and underestimated by the press, largely because his reputation as a maker of down-market sleaze and exploitation would continue to precede him throughout his career.

Scream–and Die! is not Larraz's finest work, but it's still a stylish and engaging thriller. Unfortunately, his later forays into giallo-style terrain, such as Edge of the Axe (1988), would prove to be disappointing.

Tarot (Release date: 1973) (Spain/France)

Aka Autopsy; The Magician; Angela

Directed by José María Forqué; Produced by Producciones Cinematográficas Orfeo and Comptoir Français du Film Production; Screenplay by Rafael Azcona and José María Forqué; Director of Photography: Alejandro Ulloa; Editor: Mercedes Alonso; Music by Michel Colombier; Songs: Tarot, Incantation and Breakdown, performed by Nanette Workman

Main Players: Fernando Rey (Arthur); Sue Lyon (Angela); Gloria Grahame (Natalie); Christian Hay (Marc); Julián Ugarte (Maurice); Mara Goyanes (Rosa); Anne Libert (Coco); Jorge Rigaud (Commissario); Barta Barri [as Barta Barry] (Pastor)

Wealthy and blind Arthur sends his servant Marc to procure a woman for him. Angela agrees to go with Marc, not realizing that she is going to be spending the night with somebody else. She decides to run off, but Arthur is strangely drawn to her and insists that Marc find her and bring her back. He will soon regret this decision …

Tarot was the second of two gialli directed by the talented José María Forqué. It is every bit as effective as his earlier The Fox with a Velvet Tail (1971) and it too benefits from an attractive cast, polished production values, as well as a welcome attention to detail.

The story seems poised to offer the usual tale of a love triangle gone awry, but it develops along unexpected lines and is all the more effective because of it. For one thing, the characters are allowed a little more dignity and humanity than usual. Angela is not the usual sultry femme fatale with a heart of ice; she's a sensitive, caring individual who gets in over her head. Arthur is not a sadist or a villain, either. On the contrary, he's a man of immense dignity and charm who is tired of people treating him differently owing to his disability. Arthur falls in love with Angela because she reminds him of his lost youth and innocence. He does not try to force himself on her, nor is he ever unkind toward her. Their relationship starts on a peculiar note, as he has enlisted Marc to find a prostitute to satisfy his sexual urges, but once he realizes that she is not a “professional,” he does everything he can to try and win her over. If anything, it is Marc who emerges as the villain in this scenario. He knows that Angela is attracted to him and he uses this to his advantage, first by using her sexually, then by talking her into accepting the old man's proposal of marriage. Angela is honest with Arthur—she does not love him and is not interested in deceiving him. Arthur accepts this but reasons that, with time, she will perhaps grow to feel as he does. It's Marc who forces the issue and convinces Angela that by marrying Arthur, they will be able to continue seeing each other, while having access to the millionaire's money. Certainly Angela is guilty of exercising poor judgment, but she never seems contemptuous toward her cuckolded husband. If anything, she is naïve enough to believe that by giving him what he wants (that is, by doing her “wifely duty”), he will be content with this and need never know about her relationship with Marc. As the story reveals, Marc and Angela under-estimate Arthur; they think that his blindness will prevent him from ever getting wise to the truth, but they don't realize that his other senses are heightened and that he is not a man who can be made a fool of indefinitely. Here again, Marc comes off as the truly guilty party; he wants to continue having access to the good things in life, which Arthur's money provides for, while also savoring the physical pleasures of an affair with Angela. Whether Marc even really cares about Angela is open to debate. The film seems to suggest that Arthur loves Angela, that Angela loves Marc, and that Marc loves himself. With this particular dynamic at work, it's only a matter of time before things turn violent.
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VHS box art for Autopsy (aka Tarot)

Further complicating things is the presence of a dour housekeeper, Natalie, who has also “served” as Arthur's mistress in the past. Natalie acts as if she cares about Arthur, but in reality she, too, is only interested in his money. She feels a sense of entitlement and is determined to stick around and get what is coming to her. Natalie eventually gets more than she bargained for.

The film's key sequence is unfortunately a spoiler-laden one, so prospective viewers would do well to proceed with caution. Arthur tricks Marc and Natalie by pretending to leave on a trip, only to come back and catch them red-handed. As usual, Marc condescends by using Arthur's blindness as a possible means of getting away with his actions. As noted, Arthur is not stupid—and he attempts to get his own revenge by killing the two lovers with his revolver. In the ensuing struggle, Arthur is killed and Angela is reduced to a hysterical mess. Forqué stages this scene with tremendous energy: it plays out with Angela lounging in the bathtub, frozen with fear as Arthur prepares to kill her off. Marc struggles with Arthur and forces his head into the tub, where the older man is ultimately drowned for his troubles. The use of camera placement and editing in this sequence is as inspired as it is dynamic, and Angela's legitimately horrified reaction to it all really helps to ramp up the tension.
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Unlike most Spanish (and indeed Italian) gialli, Tarot appears to have utilized a great deal of live sound recording. Thus, the English vocal performances by Fernando Rey, Sue Lyon and Gloria Grahame are all preserved; the track even gives one a chance to hear what actors like Jorge Rigaud (typically looped into English by other actors) really sound like. This was a good decision on the part of the production, as it gives the film a greater sense of intimacy, without the usual distancing effect of dubbing. The actors are all in great form: Lyon (born in 1946) makes Angela into a fully developed human being as opposed to the usual vampy stereotype. The part makes a lot of demands on her and she handles her transition from independent free spirit to devastated murder accomplice with great skill. She came to prominence for her starring role in Stanley Kubrick's Lolita (1961), a role that inevitably stuck with her for the remainder of her career, but she was working her way down the ladder by the time she went to Spain to make this film. She would retire after appearing in Lewis Teague's tongue-in-cheek Alligator (1980). The suave and urbane Rey is excellent as Arthur. He is to be commended for playing the character as a proud but sympathetic sort, as opposed to making him into a morose, self-pitying sort. Grahame (1923-1981) keeps Natalie appropriately ambiguous—she seems genuinely concerned for her employer at first, but of course in time we learn that her interests are purely selfish. Grahame made her film debut in 1944 and went on to give impressive performances in everything from Frank Capra's It's a Wonderful Life (1946) to Fritz Lang's The Big Heat (1953), where she has scalding coffee thrown in her face by Lee Marvin. She married the director Nicolas Ray, for who she appeared in In a Lonely Place (1950), but they divorced—and Grahame later married his son, Anthony, before divorcing him too. Nevertheless, she displayed tremendous acting chops and earned an Oscar nomination for Crossfire (1947) before winning as Best Supporting Actress for Vincente Minelli's The Bad and the Beautiful (1952). Stories of erratic behavior eventually soured her luck in Hollywood, but she remained active until her death from cancer at the age of 57. The least-known of the principal players is French actor Christian Hay (born in 1944), who gives a solid performance as the manipulative Marc. The role doesn't give him a lot of opportunities to convey much beyond unbridled greed, but he does a perfectly competent job and works particularly well with Lyon. Tarot was evidently one of his final acting jobs; his filmography stops cold in 1973.

With its excellent performances, gripping narrative and lush production values, Tarot is definitely another winner for director Forqué. Only the score by Michel Colombier—which vacillates between the unremarkable and the jarring, courtesy of some screechy vocals from Nanette Workman—lets the film down. One of the alternate titles for the film is Autopsy, which, confusingly, is also the English language title of Armando Crispino's very different giallo from 1975. Reportedly the French version incorporates some graphic sex scenes, which were filmed by a different crew altogether.

The Student Connection (Release date: April, 1974) (Spain/Italy)

Aka Un par de zapatos del '32; Qualcuno ha visto uccidere…

Directed by Rafael Romero Marchent; Produced by Cinecompany and Lotus Films; Screenplay by Luciano Ercoli, José M. Martín, José Luis Navarro and Rafael Romero Marchent; Director of Photography: Godofredo Pacheco; Editor: Maurizio Mangosi and María Luisa Soriano; Music by Stelvio Cipriani

Main Players: Ray Milland (Dr. Roger Melli); Sylva Koscina [as Silva Koscina] (Sonya Dorigny); Fernando E. Romero (Jean Dorigny); Ramiro Oliveros (Inspector Mathieu); Franco Giacobini (Chief Inspector Delon); María Silva (School Teacher); Eduardo Calvo (Marcel Boulone); May Heatherley (Marina)


Roger runs a school for boys and falls in love with Sonya, the mother of a pupil. They arrange to have Sonya's husband killed, but the man they hire becomes a nuisance. Roger decides to kill the pesky murderer, but one of the children sees the crime. The question is, which one?

The Student Connection has arguably the largest body county of any giallo ever made. It even has the audacity to kill off not one but two of its child characters. And yet the end result plays out like a giallo for the entire family! There's no sex, no nudity, nothing remotely sleazy, and the kill scenes are remarkably restrained. The body count can be explained by the fact that poor, luckless Roger places his faith in an assassin with a special taste for explosives—thus, the contracted killing of one man turns into the slaughter of over 140 innocent people aboard a 747. Still, as body counts go, it has to be something of a record in giallo cinema—but just don't go getting all excited about gory mayhem or you're bound to feel a bit cheated.

Fortunately, the film is sufficiently witty and engaging to hold one's attention, despite the lack of skin and gore. The protagonist is an older academic type, Roger Melli, who runs a school for young boys; these boys are of the pre-pubescent variety, so there's none of the creeping around and engaging in seedy activities one might expect from a giallo in a school setting. Roger is quite possibly the most unlucky and downright inept murderer in giallo cinema history. He hires a man to kill one man and is enraged when he is told that quite a few innocent people got thrown in to the bargain for free. The murderer's flippant attitude about this sets Roger off, and he responds by bashing the man over the head with an ornate ashtray. A young boy who is sneaking down from his room for a midnight snack witnesses this. The only clue Roger has as to the boy's identity is a pair of slippers that slipped off of the kid's feet while he was in flight. Roger spends a great deal of time and energy figuring out whose feet these slippers belong to. He thinks he has it figured out and is ready to do what is necessary to protect himself and his lover, Sonya, from being implicated in the killing. He arranges for the kid to die of apparently natural causes, only to discover that the child could not possibly have been the one he has been seeking. Bad luck, that! Undeterred, Roger decides to keep on looking for the witness; Sonya eagerly eggs him on, so she's just as much in the thick of it as anybody. Roger finds another likely culprit and arranges to make it look like the poor kid died from a swimming accident. But then, you guessed it, it's revealed that the kid in question was not actually staying at the school during the night of the murder. Roger just can't get a break, no matter how hard he tries. Ultimately he realizes who the witness is and it creates further complications; there's no doubt that things will not turn out well for our hapless murderer, but part of the fun of the film is in seeing him try so hard while always coming up a bit short.

Oscar-winner Ray Milland (The Lost Weekend, 1945) is in great form as Roger. He makes the character surprisingly likable, even if he admittedly does some pretty awful things. Milland's flair for humanizing villains is something that served him in good stead during his long career, and he helps to give the movie a sense of class and weight. He would go on to appear in a proper Italian giallo, The Pyjama Girl Case (1977), where he essays a more conventionally sympathetic character role. The foxy Sylva Koscina (The Great Swindle, 1971) plays his accomplice Sonya, but she doesn't really have a great deal of screen time. The cops investigating the case are played by familiar character actors Franco Giacobini (Hercules in the Haunted World, 1961) and Ramiro Oliveros (The Other Side of the Mirror, 1973), and neither manages to make their purely functional characters particularly interesting. The only actor who comes close to matching Milland is young Fernando E. Romero, who gives a very good performance as the imperiled boy who knows too much. Romero is appropriately playful but also does well at conveying fear as the paranoid Milland closes in and tries to silence him for good. Romero's career doesn't seem to have lasted much beyond the early 1980s, but European horror fans may remember him as one of the kids in León Klimovsky's creepy The Vampires Night Orgy (1973).
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Viewers with a taste for the salacious will no doubt find it a bit stodgy, but those with a taste for dark humor will likely find The Student Connection a worthwhile diversion. It's not exactly a lost classic, but it has some nice plot twists, a fine central performance from Ray Milland, an endearingly funky Stelvio Cipriani (parts of the score sound like reworked cues from Mario Bava's Baron Blood, 1972, and Rabid Dogs, 1974) and enough action to keep things consistently lively.

The Blue Eyes of the Broken Doll (Release date: August, 1974) (Spain)

Aka House of Psychotic Women; Los ojos azules de la muñeca rota

Directed by Carlos Aured; Produced by José Antonio Pérez Giner, for Profilmes; Screenplay by Paul Naschy (as Jacinto Molina) and Carlos Aured; Director of Photography: Francisco Sánchez; Editor: Javier Morán; Music by Juan Carlos Calderón

Main Players: Paul Naschy (Gilles); Diana Lorys (Claude); Maria Perschy (Ivette); Eva León [as Eva Leon] (Nicole); Eduardo Calvo (Doctor Philippe); Inés Morales [as Ines Morales] (Michelle); Pilar Bardem [as Pilar Barden] (Caroline); Antonio Pica (Inspector Pierre); Luis Ciges (René)

Home Video: BCI DVD, Region 0; Shout! Factory Blu-ray, Region A (Available as part of The Paul Naschy Collection)

Gilles, an ex-convict, is hired to work as a handyman at a house belonging to three sisters: Claude is icy and aloof and has a prosthetic hand; Ivette is confined to a wheelchair; and Nicole is a nymphomaniac. Things seem to be going pretty well for Gilles, but suddenly a series of gruesome murders start taking place–and he finds himself high on the list of suspects by the police …

Paul Naschy was justifiably proud of The Blue Eyes of the Broken Doll, though his assertion that it marked the true birth of the Spanish thriller genre is a little off the mark.1 The film definitely takes inspiration from the giallo and it offers up a satisfying plot loaded with twists and turns, to say nothing of some rather nasty murders.

The character of Gilles is one of Naschy's favored “outsider” characters. He is an ex-convict trying to make good, but society has already judged him and is not ready to give him a second chance. He is haunted by the memory of strangling a woman, though the circumstances surrounding his past are not fully divulged until toward the end of the picture. For the bulk of the film, he has to function as a legitimate suspect and source of potential menace, while also engendering sympathy on the part of the audience. It's not an easy act to pull off, but Naschy delivers a compelling and believable performance in the part. Gilles is not a fundamentally bad person; he has his flaws, but he is also capable of empathy and even love. Being in a house filled with women has its temptations, both for him and for them. The sex-starved Nicole throws herself at him and he accepts her advances naturally enough, but Gilles knows that there's nothing of real substance to her and her motivations; she simply wants sex wherever she can find it. Instead, he finds himself being drawn to the aloof and imperious Claude, whose physical disability (she wears a prosthetic hand) has left her bitter and self-conscious about people in general. Gilles works hard to convince her that he is legitimately interested in her and ultimately they fall in love; of course, it's a love which is doomed from the start and things are not destined to turn out well for them.
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Spanish export pressbook for The Blue Eyes of the Broken Doll

Director Carlos Aured stages the action beautifully. The claustrophobic setting and air of sickly twisted eroticism is masterfully executed and adds to the film's suspense value. The world depicted in the film is a paranoid one, wherein violence and betrayal lurk around every corner. In such a context, emotionally vulnerable people like Gilles and Claude don't stand much chance of survival—only those who are more callous and deceptive by nature tend to thrive. The film revels in all the typical giallo conventions: voyeurism, eroticism, violence, psychological trauma, dysfunctional relationships … you name it, it's got it! The murder scenes have a nasty edge to them, too, and the killer's proclivity to pluck the blue eyes from the chosen victims is a disturbing, fetishistic flourish. The final revelation of the killer and the backstory that triggered the violence is simultaneously grotesque and heart-rending, though to say too much about that would be to spoil the film for those who have not had the pleasure of seeing it.

In addition to Naschy, the film boasts a nice roster of familiar actors. Diana Lorys (The Awful Dr. Orlof, 1961) gives a strong performance as Claude; she starts off as a natural red herring, full of distrust and barely suppressed hostility, but she ultimately displays a softer, more genteel side. Lorys has great chemistry with Naschy, making their doomed love story all the more affecting. Maria Perschy (1938-2004) is quietly effective as the wheelchair-bound Ivette; the very fact that she is apparently so helpless makes her a natural suspect and she does indeed prove to have some surprising character traits lurking behind her placid exterior. Perschy makes the best of her big scenes and adds a touch of class to the picture; she had already appeared with Naschy in Hunchback of the Morgue (1972) and would rejoin him for Exorcism (1975) and The People Who Own the Dark (1976). Eduardo Calvo (1918-1992) has one of his better roles as the local doctor who attends to the household; the familiar character actor popped up in several Spanish gialli, including Alta tensión (1972) and The Student Connection (1974), but he was seldom put to very good use in them. Here he has an opportunity to show a bit of range as his well-intended country doctor ends up playing a major role in the proceedings. Calvo showed up in a few Naschy films, including Curse of the Devil (1973), The Mummy's Revenge (1973) and A Dragonfly for Each Corpse (1974). And speaking of familiar faces, it would be a mistake to gloss over the very familiar character actor Luis Ciges (1921-2002), whose face (if not necessarily his name) is surely familiar to many Spanish horror enthusiasts; his role here is a minor one, but his distinctive visage is unmistakable and it's always a pleasure seeing him pop up in a supporting part. He, too, made a number of films with Naschy, including Horror Rises from the Tomb (1973), Vengeance of the Zombies (1973), El juerto del Francés (1978), Los cántabros (1980) and Human Beasts (1980).
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The killer strikes again in The Blue Eyes of the Broken Doll.

Carlos Aured was born in Spain in 1937 and he started out in films as an assistant director in the mid-1960s. He received a proper indoctrination into the “Naschy family” when he assisted León Klimovsky on Werewolf Shadow (1971). He would end up directing four films with Naschy before going off into the seedier side of the Spanish exploitation industry; for example, he directed the notorious hardcore film Apocalipsis sexual (1981), starring transsexual sensation Ajita Wilson and Jess Franco muse Lina Romay. His career ended in the mid-1980s, but he would collaborate with Naschy one last time in the writing of Empusa (2010); as fate would have it, the film would be released after both men had passed away: Aured died of a heart attack in 2008, and Naschy followed in 2009.

The Blue Eyes of the Broken Doll was the second collaboration between Naschy and Aured, though the release dates throw the precise chronology into confusion. Based on production dates provided by Variety and La Vanguardia, Blue Eyes went into production in March of] 1973, a full year after the production of their first film together, Horror Rises from the Tomb. This was followed by the April, 1973 production of The Mummy's Revenge and the June, 1973 production of Curse of the Devil. In terms of release, however, the films emerged in a very different order: Horror Rises from the Tomb came out in April of 1973, followed by Curse of the Devil in September of 1973 and The  Blue Eyes of the Broken Doll in August of 1974. As for The Mummy's Revenge, it reportedly had a release sometime in April of 1974 before being re-issued in October of 1975. Just why Blue Eyes sat on the shelf for so long is anybody's guess, but it proved to be a profitable film upon its release—and it would eventually make its way to the U.S. in 1976, when it was acquired by Independent-International and released under the impossible-to-resist title of House of Psychotic Women.

Notes:

1.Videooze #6/7, “Paul Naschy Special Double Issue” (Alexandria: Fall, 1994), p. 28.

The Killer Wore Gloves (Release date: August, 1974) (Spain/Italy)

Aka La muerte llama a los 10; Le calde labbra del carnefice

Directed by Juan Bosch (as John Wood); Produced by P.C. Cine XX and P.E.A. S.a.s.; Screenplay by Juan Bosch and Renato Izzo, from a novel Juan a las Ocho, Pablo a las Diez by Luisa María Linares; Director of Photography: Julio Pérez de Rozas; Editor: Eugenio Alabiso; Music by Marcello Giombini

Main Players: Gillian Hills (Peggy Foster); Ángel del Pozo (John Kirk Lawford); Silvia Solar (Jackie Polianski); Stelio Candelli (Ronald James); Carlos Otero (Mr. Lewis); Bruno Corazzari (John Kirk Lawford); Manuel Gas (Inspector Walton); Orchidea de Santis [as Orquidea de Santis] (Shirley)

Peggy Foster is anxiously awaiting the return of her husband, Michael, who is off covering the war in Vietnam. In order to make ends meet, she rents out the upstairs of her apartment to a total stranger. A man shows up claiming to be the tenant and he dies soon after, an apparent suicide. Then another man shows up, claiming to be the real tenant–and the plot continues to thicken …

Luisa María Linares (1915-1986) was, in her time, a popular and prolific novelist. She specialized in romantic melodramas and a number of her books were adapted into films made in Spain. Her reputation didn't really extend to English language territories, but her books sold a lot of copies and made her a good deal of money in the process. Her novel Juan a las Ocho, Pablo a las Diez was published in 1964 and served as the inspiration for this film. It tells of a woman named Danielle, who has been left on her own by her husband for eight months while he is on a secret assignment in the Middle East. A stranger enters her life and claims to have some information about her husband—but she finds herself falling for him instead. The book, released in English as Web of Fear and sold as a Harlequin Mystery, combines Linares' favored romantic melodramatics with a thriller structure. In adapting it for the screen, director Juan Bosch and co-writer Renato Izzo elected to soft pedal the romance in favor of the intrigue and suspense, but something was evidently lost in translation.
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Italian locandina for The Killer Wore Gloves

The film was Juan Bosch's second giallo in as many years, but he doesn't appear to have learned from the mistakes he made on The Killer with a Thousand Eyes (1973). Indeed, while the earlier film was nothing to write home about, it at least had some sporadic flashes of energy and imagination. These elements are notably absent in this film, unfortunately. Too much time is spent on the heroine moping about, worrying about her errant husband, and too little effort is put into the mystery angle—which comes off as remarkably limp and predictable.

Bosch and company pile on the red herrings with gleeful abandon, but they're so overtly, irrationally sinister that it's impossible to ever take them seriously. Early on, when the mysterious stranger introducing himself as John Kirk Lawford appears, he behaves in such an off-putting manner that one can't help but wonder why Peggy, the heroine, elects to follow through with renting him the room. It's been established that she's hard up for money, of course, but there's something a little too creepy and sleazy about this character to make her actions seem especially prudent. When the tenant is found dead, the police are called in to investigate—but as is so often the case in these films, they never really get anywhere.

Meanwhile, Peggy continues to mope and it's revealed that she's eight months pregnant. One character remarks that the husband has been missing for longer than that, causing another to quip that they're doing wonderful things with freezing sperm these days. Does it really matter that Peggy is pregnant? Not really. It's a plot development that doesn't go anywhere, though presumably it was meant to make her status as an endangered heroine all the more suspenseful. If so, it doesn't really work. Suspense, as it happens, is in short supply here. Bosch allows scenes to drag interminably and the generally cheap and chintzy cinematography robs the film of all possible mood and atmosphere. The worst offender is composer Marcello Giombini. Giombini had already provided a dud of a soundtrack for The Killer with a Thousand Eyes and he's back to his old tricks here, mixing heavy handed “suspense” music with annoying electronic doodling that sounds like amateur night in synthesizer city. A good giallo really needs a strong soundtrack and the absence of one here just adds to the film's many shortcomings.

British actress Gillian Hills (born 1944) gives a listless performance as Peggy. Hills seems totally disinterested in what is going on, and sexist as it may sound, the only chance she really has to make much of an impression is when she strips down for a leering shower sequence. Other than that, she plays up the angst but never engages our interest or indeed our sympathy. This is a shame, as Hills has demonstrated acting chops in other films—but no doubt the lack of a strong script and the guidance of an imaginative director worked against her. Hills made her film debut with a small role in Roger Vadim's Dangerous Liaisons (1959) before playing the lead role in the cult British juvenile delinquent melodrama Beat Girl (1960), featuring Christopher Lee. She went on to enjoy some success as a singer and also appeared in such films as Michelangelo Antonioni's borderline giallo Blow-Up (1967), in which she has a memorable, censorship-defying threesome with fellow giallo veterans David Hemmings and Jane Birkin. She went on to have another memorable threesome (this time with Malcolm McDowall and another actress) in Stanley Kubrick's controversial A Clockwork Orange (1971) and she subbed for Marianne Faithful (Faces in the Crowd, 2011) in the disturbing Hammer horror film Demons of the Mind (1972). Just prior to this film, she worked with Juan Bosch on the Spaghetti Western Dallas (1974). The Killer Wore Gloves was Hills' final film; she retired from the business in favor of working as an illustrator.

The supporting cast includes familiar faces like Ángel del Pozo, Bruno Corazzari and Stelio Candelli. Del Pozo (born 1934) plays the “real” tenant, who shows up after the imposter is killed off. It's not a very demanding part and del Pozo does nothing of interest with it. He was a familiar face in Spanish films and co-productions through the 1960s and 1970s, including For a Few Dollars More (1965), The Big Gundown (1966), Assignment Terror (1970), Horror Express (1972) and Richard Lester's The Three Musketeers (1973) and The Four Musketeers (1974). He transitioned to directing in the 1980s and more recently has been involved in the public relations side of the television industry in Spain. The creepy-looking Corazzari (born 1940) is on hand to do what he does best: look creepy. He doesn't have much to do but he gives his usual professional performance and seems a bit more engaged than some of his costars. Corazzari started appearing in Italian Westerns in the late 1960s and, in the 1970s, he became a steady presence in a number of gialli, including Sergio Martino's The Strange Case of Mrs. Wardh (1971), Umberto Lenzi's Seven Blood-Stained Orchids (1972) and Lucio Fulci's The Psychic (1977). He has been inactive in films since 2009. Candelli is appropriately sleazy as the publisher trying to bed Peggy, but it's a one note character and his screen time is limited. Candelli (born 1931) had a rare lead role in Leopoldo Savona's thoroughly mediocre giallo Death Falls Lightly (1972), but he is probably best remembered by genre fans for appearing in films by both Mario and Lamberto Bava: for Mario, he appeared in Planet of the Vampires (1965), while for Lamberto he appeared in Demons (1985).

Black Christmas (Release date: October, 1974) (Canada)

Aka Silent Night, Evil Night; Stranger in the Night

Directed by Bob Clark; Produced by Bob Clark, Gerry Arbeid, Findlay Quinn and Richard Schouten, for Film Funding, Vision IV, Canadian Film Development Corporation, Famous Players and August Films (uncredited); Director of Photography: Reg Morris; Editor: Stan Cole; Music by Carl Zittrer; Songs: O Come All Ye Faithful, performed by St. Simon's Choir; Jingle Bells, performed by The Counterpoint Singers

Main Players: Olivia Hussey (Jess); Keir Dullea (Peter); Margot Kidder (Barb); John Saxon (Lieutenant Fuller); Marian Waldman (Mrs. Mac); Andrea Martin (Phyl); Art Hindle (Chris Hayden); James Edmond (Mr. Harrison); Douglas McGrath (Sergeant Nash)

Home Video: Shout! Factory Blu-ray, Region A

The members of a sorority house are getting ready for Christmas break when they start receiving obscene phone calls from a mysterious caller. When one of the girls goes missing, the police, led by Lieutenant Fuller, begin an intensive search. Meanwhile, the killer centers his attention on Jess. Could the killer be her boyfriend, Peter? The police have no leads and the phone calls–and the killings–continue …

Black Christmas originated in the headlines of the Montreal newspapers. Screenwriter Roy Moore read about a series of killings that occurred over the Christmas holiday and, sensing a good set-up for a horror thriller, he set about creating a new storyline around the idea. The script kicked around for a while before landing with producer/director Bob Clark. Clark felt the material needed a bit of polishing, but he also recognized its potential and set about doing some rewrites. He had no way of knowing it at the time, but he was in the process of making horror film history—Black Christmas would become one of the most influential films of its type and its influence can still be felt to this day.
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Argentine 2-sheet poster for Black Christmas; art by “Aler"

The story is simple enough, but if it seems a little trite and conventional by today's standards, bear in mind that it helped to set the template for much of the slasher boom of the 1980s. A group of sorority sisters are targeted by a series of prank phone calls— at first the girls find it somewhat amusing, figuring it is the work of a prankster or some harmless local pervert. As time goes on, the calls become more graphic and upsetting—and when a local girl turns up raped and murdered, it becomes clear that this is no laughing matter. Director Clark does a beautiful job building tension and suspense. He does not dwell on anything too lascivious or graphically violent, thus setting the movie apart from many of the films he would spawn. Interesting, Clark was by his own admission not a cineaste. The likelihood that he actually saw any of the Italian gialli of the '60s and '70s is therefore pretty slim. That said, during a Q&A session included on the Blu-ray release of the film from Critical Mass, he does allude to having been influenced by a black-and-white thriller, though he draws a blank on the title—it seems almost certain that he was thinking of Robert Siodmak's The Spiral Staircase (1946), which, of course, was one of the key Hollywood thrillers that would end up inspiring aspects of the giallo genre. Siodmak's use of shadowy lighting, subjective camerawork and startling frissons like the sudden appearance of a staring eyeball looking out at the heroine from an otherwise darkened frame would be recycled again and again by directors like Mario Bava and Dario Argento, and they get plenty of play in Clark's film as well. The end result is a movie that is absolutely vital in the evolution of the horror thriller from the giallo to the slasher, but ironically enough, it was the work of a man who was not especially well versed in the genre to begin with. That should not suggest that Clark does not display a definite affinity for this sort of thing, however; on the contrary, Black Christmas remains one of the few genuinely frightening horror thrillers of its kind. Time and a great many imitations have done precious little to dilute its impact. That is, in itself, a glowing testimony to its skill and effect.
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U.S. insert poster for Silent Night, Evil Night (aka Black Christmas); art by Robert Tanenbaum

At the center of the story is a very offbeat love story between the heroine, Jess, and her super-intense boyfriend, Peter. Jess seems poised to take the role of the virginal “good girl” heroine, but Clark and Moore surprise the audience early on with the revelation that she is pregnant with Peter's child. Even more surprisingly, Jess doesn't want anything to do with the child and is looking to get an abortion. There's certainly nothing judgmental about this plot development, nor is there any sense that Clark and Moore are trying to shame their heroine by implying that her desire to have an abortion is some sort of unpardonable sin. Individual viewers may well react differently to her and her situation depending on their own feelings on the issue, but the film is quite clear on one thing: Jess is the heroine, and ideally we should be on her side as she is put through the ringer. By contrast, Peter is moody and mercurial. Dullea's somewhat cold and aloof demeanor only helps to seal the deal: Peter is a natural red herring whom the audience is invited to treat with distrust. Even so, there's a very interesting plot development early on with regards to their dynamic. Peter makes it clear that he is putting everything he has into an upcoming recital—he is an aspiring musician and pianist, don't forget. Jess is aware of how important this is to him—it's literally a make or break proposition which will determine whether he will be able to realize his dreams—and yet she callously elects to meet with him and give him the news of the pregnancy (which he accepts with glee) and of her plans to abort (which does not go over nearly so well) on the eve of his all-important recital. Surely Jess could have postponed these two revelations until after the recital? Her decision to spring this on Peter makes her come across as a bit of a selfish brat early on, thus working against her image as the film's heroine. As the story unfolds, it becomes clear that the recital is not the full extent of Peter's problems. He comes off as a rather domineering and manipulative sort and the news of the abortion coupled with his failure to impress at the recital only succeeds in giving him the slight push he needs to succumb to full blown mania. Put simply, they are not exactly Romeo and Juliet reimagined for a contemporary milieu, although the casting of Hussey (best known for her turn as Juliet in Franco Zeffirelli's 1968 box office smash) may seem calculated to establish them as such.
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U.S. one-sheet poster for Silent Night, Evil Night (aka Black Christmas); art by Robert Tanenbaum

Jess' fellow sorority sisters are depicted with humor and sympathy, as well as a welcome touch of realism. Clark would later recall that he was especially keen that the characters should “behave like human beings.”1 As such, the characters avoid the squeaky clean teenage stereotypes of the 1950s, but they also come across as much more credible and sympathetic than many of the characters featured so prominently in the slasher films which followed. Yes, they adhere to basic archetypes, but archetypes have their basis in reality, as well. Barb is the prankster and the party girl of the group. She treats the whole thing as a bit of a joke and goes through the film in an alcoholic haze. However, Clark and Moore are sure to humanize her by suggesting that she's drinking as much out of fear as she is out of a sense of guilt. She had a run-in with one of the victims and believes—rightly or wrongly—that her fellow sorority sisters feel that she is somehow responsible for the tragedy. Phyl is the mother hen of the group, though she also has a sardonic sense of humor that allows her to keep up with Barb. The scene where Phyl finally crumbles and is reduced to tears is one of the most affecting in the film. If Black Christmas works as a suspense film—and it most certainly does—it is due in no small measure to these characters. These are people worth caring about, and it's easy to become emotionally invested in the action as a result. If only more of the films which emerged in its wake had bothered to copy that aspect of the formula.

Even the police and authority figures are depicted in a more humanistic light. Lieutenant Fuller is not the usual intolerant buffoon one may be accustomed to seeing in films such as this. He's a highly competent investigator and he displays genuine concern and compassion for the people who are in danger. The ending of the film may seem to undercut this somewhat, but more on that in a moment. Similarly, the character of Mr. Harrison may be a bit of a stuffed shirt, but he remains sympathetic. He is the father of the first girl from the sorority to go missing and, quite understandably, he spends the remainder of the film on the edge of his seat as he tries to find out what has happened to her. He is not amused by Barb's foul mouth or the traces of “fun living” spread throughout the house, but this is by no means unreasonable: He is simply a protective father and worries that his daughter is being exposed to bad influences.

It's virtually impossible to say much about the film without addressing its “gimmick,” so those of you who haven't actually seen the film–skip to the next review, please; or better still, put the book down and watch the movie already! Throughout the film, Clark keeps the audience guessing as to the killer's identity. Peter seems poised to be the most likely suspect, but as anybody who has seen enough gialli and mystery thrillers will know only too well, the most likely suspects are almost never the actual guilty party. The phone calls are unsettling because the sound of the killer's voice is so truly bizarre and disquieting. As Clark would later reveal, “It was done with an amalgam of voices. The actor Nick Mancuso was one of them. I did some of them. There was a lady, whose name slips my mind, who was very much a part of it. It's a compilation of about five actors' voices treated in various different ways to create the impression that it was one quite mad person.” Clark does not exaggerate: the old “obscene phone call” routine has never been done with greater conviction of impact. Beyond hearing the bizarre intonations on the phone, the killer is otherwise only suggested in shadows and via glimpses of his hands. Clark, cinematographer Reg Morris and camera operator Albert J. Dunk work in tandem to keep the killer's presence as mysterious as possible, utilizing wide angle lenses and mobile point of view shots to create an off-kilter sense of perspective. Clark, of course, did not pioneer the use of point of view shots to put the audience in the mind of the killer—Siodmak had done it long before him, and Italian filmmakers like Bava and Argento certainly fine-tuned the technique even further—but he uses the technique to great impact throughout Black Christmas. The film appears to surprise by going for the most obvious suspect when Peter is apparently unmasked as the killer. A final twist reveals that the killer is still alive—and sooner than provide a sense of closure, Clark ends the film without ever showing him. Some critics have suggested that the open ending was a cynical ploy to ensure a sequel, but Clark would later emphasize that he had no intention of ever making a sequel to the film–more on that in a bit, too. Instead, the film simply was part of a brief and glorious period in filmmaking where directors and writers and producers were not afraid of a little good old-fashioned ambiguity for ambiguity's sake. This sort of twist would not have sat well with a classical storyteller like Alfred Hitchcock, but one could easily see the “less rational” giallo filmmakers observing such a plot development with envy. Indeed the whole notion of rationality is thrown somewhat out the window in the final scenes: Lieutenant Fuller is satisfied when the killer has been stopped, and he and his men leave Jess alone in the house to recuperate; she's been drugged by the doctor and won't be up for hours, anyway, and her family is en route, so why not, right? One might quibble with the final reveal that not only is the killer still alive, but he's also still in the house—concealed in the attic, with two of his victims still on full display. The final shot, with the camera zooming out from the plastic-shrouded body of one victim, to a wide shot of the house, a lonely policeman on a pointless vigil outside and totally unaware of what is lurking inside, has been known to inspire either chills or derision—or sometimes a mixture of both. In a way, this final development is one of the film's most potent connections to the giallo: Italian filmmakers often ignored logic in favor of effect, and Clark seems to be doing the same. The director would later explain during the Q&A included on the Blu-ray release that Fuller can be heard telling his men not to touch anything until forensics arrive, arguing that a small town police force such as this would not be qualified to conduct a thorough sweep of the house on their own. Fair enough, one supposes, but in truth no such excuses or explanations need be made. The audacity of the ending rests in its willingness to ignore convention and go straight for bone-chilling effect. No matter how one interprets the finale, there's little doubt that the idea of a mystery without a resolution is the sort of thing that would have made Michelangelo Antonioni proud; but while a film like Blow-Up (1967) would earn rapturous applause for its ambiguity, Clark's film was apparently not “important” enough to earn such acclaim. Black Christmas proved to be a success in Canada, but in America, it floundered. Warner Bros. had no clue how to market the picture and they were reportedly worried that the title might suggest that it was a Blaxploitation picture, so they retitled it a couple of times—as Silent Night, Evil Night and Stranger in the House. The alternate titles didn't help matters at the box office and they also failed to recapture the eerie quality of the original; they have since been supplanted by Clark's preferred moniker. Despite lukewarm box office receipts in the U.S., the film has since gone on to be embraced as a major cult film and as a classic of its kind. A sequel never did emerge, but the film proved to have surprising longevity and it spawned a number of imitations.
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A few years after completing Black Christmas, Bob Clark found himself working on a film (which was never made, ultimately) written by an up-and-coming talent named John Carpenter. Carpenter admitted to Clark that he was a major fan of Black Christmas and inquired if Clark had any interest in making a sequel. Clark told Carpenter that he was looking to move away from horror films and had no desire to make a sequel, but admitted that he had an idea for a possible follow-up: “I would make it the following fall—somehow in the interim, the killer had been caught. He'd been institutionalized. And I would have him escape one night … And I was gonna call it Halloween. (laughs) So now you think about what John Carpenter did. He wrote a script, really quite different from the basic core idea . he cast it, he directed it, he edited it, he did the music. . Oh, maybe the title Halloween, maybe he should have given me a little something—but I didn't own that, either. It was a terrific picture. I think John Carpenter did nothing but take the germ of an idea, and why shouldn't he? But I think he was influenced, yes, as were a few others.” The gentle and self-effacing Clark could have made much more of the similarity in the long run, but he was content to accept praise for his own work while acknowledging the many merits of Carpenter's film. Similarly, a later psycho thriller called When a Stranger Calls (1979) appears to be hugely indebted to Clark's picture. The film is famous for its opening sequence, depicting a panic-stricken babysitter (Carol Kane) as she is assailed by phone calls from a maniac. The capper of the sequence is when it is revealed that the calls are coming from inside the house. This bone-chilling moment was previously included in Black Christmas, but in fairness it was not the first film to incorporate this plot twist: the made-for-TV thriller Mousey, which premiered in March of 1974 (Black Christmas did not hit theaters, appropriately enough until the Christmas season of 1974), included a very similar scene, as well. Here again, whether Clark or Moore were even aware of this now-forgotten tele-film is open to speculation—and indeed, the notion of a thriller driven by taunting phone calls can also be traced back to the likes of Anatole Litvak's Sorry, Wrong Number (1948) and Mario Bava's The Three Faces of Fear (1964). Perhaps the reality is this: There are simply only so many original ideas in drama, and everything else is a matter of pastiche, homage and mixing and matching.
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U.K. video cover art for Black Christmas

Director Clark was born in New Orleans in 1939. He started directing films of a very low-budget nature in Florida in the late 1960s; his debut film, The Emperor's New Clothes (1966), starred John Carradine and is now believed to be lost. He appears to have pretty much disowned his first couple of features, anyway, and would often refer to the no budget oddity Children Shouldn't Play with Dead Things(1973) as his first feature. A campy and occasionally creepy zombie film, it displayed a flair for the offbeat. Clark followed it up with the much more sober, but also very low-budget, Deathdream (1974) , starring John Marley and Lynn Carlin. A politically-charged variation on “The Monkey's Paw,” it dealt with a Vietnam vet who returns to civilian life having been greatly changed by his war-time experiences; in time it is revealed that he is actually dead and needs to feed on human blood in order to sustain himself. Deathdream confirmed the promise shown by Children, and Clark found himself being courted by the Canadian film industry, which recognized him as a promising talent. Black Christmas was the first of many films he would make in Canada. He would go on to helm such diverse films as the Sherlock Holmes vs. Jack the Ripper tale Murder by Decree (1978), the scatological box office hit Porky's (1982) and, most famously, the beloved holiday favorite A Christmas Story (1983). The irony that Clark directed two great but very different Yuletide-themed movies is not lost on fans, many of whom ring in Christmas Eve by watching a double bill of both films! Clark would go on to direct a number of family-friendly pictures, including the regrettable Baby Geniuses movies, but he harbored ambitions of returning to the horror genre one last time. Sadly, this plan was cut short when Clark was killed in an automobile crash in April of 2007; he was 67 years old.

Clark managed to assemble an attractive and eclectic cast for Black Christmas. As noted above, star Olivia Hussey was best known for her role in Romeo and Juliet (1968). Born in Buenos Aires in 1951 to an Argentinian father and an English mother, she established herself as a stage performer while still in her teens. She netted a Golden Globe as Most Promising Newcomer for Romeo and Juliet and followed it up with appearances in everything from Antonio Isasi's violent Summertime Killer (1971) to Zeffirelli's star-studded mini-series Jesus of Nazareth (1977). She never quite fulfilled the promise shown in Romeo and Juliet, but this was down to opportunity more than talent. As she shows quite clearly in Black Christmas, she is not only a great beauty, but she's a sensitive and likable performer as well. Sadly, many of her later roles did not provide her with ideal showcases, but she remains an active performer. Margot Kidder plays Barb, who easily steals many of her scenes. Kidder makes Barb into a fully realized human being and the film definitely benefits from her vibrant and dynamic performance. Kidder was born in Canada in 1948 and started cropping up in films and television in the late 1960s. Her breakout occurred when she landed the lead role(s) in Sisters (1973), directed by her then-boyfriend, Brian De Palma. Keir Dullea played the role of Peter. Dullea was born in Cleveland in 1936. He worked extensively in TV early on, then caught his big break when he was cast as one of the leads in Frank Perry's David and Lisa (1962); the role netted him a Most Promising Newcomer prize at the Golden Globes, several years before his screen lover Hussey followed suit. He achieved his greatest success playing the role of astronaut David Bowman in Stanley Kubrick's years-in-the-making sci-fi epic 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). He made for a curiously bloodless Marquis De Sade in AIP's troubled De Sade (1969), top-lined a proper Italian giallo (and a damn good one at that) in Sergio Sollima's Devil in the Brain (1971), appeared opposite Mia Farrow in Richard Loncraine's creepy ghost story Full Circle (1979) and reprised his role as Bowman in Peter Yates' 2010 (1984). Dullea never quite made it to the ranks of full-blown leading man, his audience appeal perhaps limited by his admittedly cool and aloof screen persona, but he remains active in films to this day. Andrea Martin played Phyl, who gives the film's most warm and winning performance. Martin, born in Portland, Maine in 1947, would go on to find great success as a comedienne in the popular SCTV series, which ran from 1976 until 1984. One of her first roles was in Ivan Reitman's horror film Cannibal Girls (1973) and she would go on to appear in such films as Harold Ramis' Club Paradise (1986), Joe Dante's Innerspace (1987) and Joel Zwick's surprise smash hit My Big Fat Greek Wedding (2002). She would also be the only actor from Black Christmas to agree to appear in the 2006 remake; in the new version, she plays the role of the housemother. John Saxon played Lieutenant Fuller, who, along with Dullea, is the only actor in the cast to have some authentic Italian gialli to his credit. Saxon was originally considered for the part but had to pass owing to another commitment. Clark then approached the veteran actor Edmond O'Brien and was delighted when he accepted. Clark's delight soon turned to heartbreak, as he explained in an interview: “I met him at his hotel and it took him 40 minutes to button his shirt and tie. He was suffering from mid-to-late-ranging Alzheimer's. He told the story of his nine-year-old son … sorry, I get teary when I think of it … his nine-year-old boy sending him off saying, 'You can do it, daddy! You can do it.'” Clark confessed that he was still willing to take a chance on using the aging actor, but the realization that O'Brien would be subjected to punishing, sub-zero weather conditions for some of the nighttime exteriors prompted him to change his mind. At that point, Saxon was approached again and the actor had room in his schedule to accommodate the production; thus, Saxon was flown out at a moment's notice and impressed the cast and crew by filming a big dialogue scene with minimal preparation as soon as he arrived in Canada. Born Carmine Orrico in Brooklyn in 1936, he studied acting with Stella Adler and made his film debut while he was still in his teens. He enjoyed popularity as a “teen idol” type, earned a Golden Globe as Most Promising Newcomer in 1958—making him the third Black Christmas alum to have earned such an honor—and put in fine performances in films as Henry Keller's The Unguarded Moment (1956), Paul Stanley's Cry Tough (1959) and John Huston's The Unforgiven (1960). He started appearing in European genre fare in the early 1960s, including Mario Bava's seminal giallo The Girl Who Knew Too Much (1963), and alternated appearances in America in B-fare like Curtis Harrington's Queen of Blood (1966) with bigger films like Sidney J. Furie's The Appaloosa (1966), which earned him a Golden Globe nomination for Best Supporting Actor. Saxon worked steadily throughout the 1970s, doing guest stints on popular TV shows like The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Night Gallery and Kung Fu, in addition to appearing with Clint Eastwood in Joe Kidd (1972) and memorably co-starring with Bruce Lee in Enter the Dragon (1973). Black Christmas marked the first of Saxon's appearances as policemen in low-budget horror films; he would later take on similar roles in Jeffrey Bloom's Blood Beach (1980), Wes Craven's A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984) and Umberto Lenzi's Welcome to Spring Break (1989), among others. Craven's film introduced Saxon to a new generation of fans and also increased his genre cred by appearing in Dario Argento's giallo, Tenebrae (1982). Often underrated, Saxon continues to work steadily, albeit often in low-budget films which aren't worthy of his talents.

Black Christmas is one of the key giallo-esque thrillers covered in this book. Even if we ignore its impact on later filmmakers, there is no denying its continued power to surprise and startle. That Clark manages to create such an impact while showing so very little—the only semi-graphic murder set piece is a masterpiece of illusion, made all the more uncomfortable by the use of cross-cutting and the contrast between cheerful children singing a Christmas carol and the truly upsetting murder of one character with a decorative glass unicorn; a giallo set piece if ever there was one—confirms that he had a flair for creating suspense and terror on screen. It's only a pity that he demonstrated this gift so infrequently during the course of his career. If his filmography was solely comprised of this film, however, it would be enough to ensure him a place in the pantheon of great horror-suspense filmmakers. As for the 2006 remake, the less said, the better.

Notes:

1.All quotes are from the interviews with director Bob Clark found on the Critical Mass DVD and Blu-ray releases of Black Christmas.

Madhouse (Release date: November, 1974) (U.K.)

Directed by Jim Clark; Produced by Max J.Rosenberg, Milton Subotsky, John Dark and Samuel Z. Arkoff, for American International Pictures and Amicus Productions; Screenplay by Ken Levison and Greg Morrison, from the novel Devilday by Angus Hall; Director of Photography: Ray Parslow; Editor: Clive Smith; Music by Douglas Gamley; Song When Day is Dawn, performed by Vincent Price
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Vincent Price suits up as Dr. Death in Madhouse.

Main Players: Vincent Price (Paul Toombes); Peter Cushing (Herbert Flay); Robert Quarry (Oliver Quayle); Adrienne Corri (Faye Carstairs Flay); Natasha Pine (Julia Wilson); Michael Parkinson (Himself); Linda Hayden (Elizabeth Peters); Barry Dennen (Gerry Blount); Ian Thompson (Bradshaw); John Garrie (Inspector Harper)

Home Video: Kino Blu-ray, Region A

Horror film super star Paul Toombes suffers a nervous breakdown that removes him from the public eye for several years. He returns to England to launch a comeback in a new “Dr. Death” adventure, as the “good” doctor is the character for which Toombes is best known. While he is there, a series of gruesome murders begin to make him wonder if his recovery is complete or if he might be committing the murders while in an altered state of consciousness …

British author Angus Hall (1932-2009) specialized in horror and suspense of the pulp variety. He was never exactly a household name in his time and nowadays it can safely be said that he's fallen into utter obscurity. Even so, a few of his stories inspired adaptations on both the big and small screens, including this offering from renowned genre factories American International Pictures (AIP) and Amicus. Published in 1969, Devilday told of a horror film star named Paul Toombs, who becomes identified with the signature role of Dr. Dis. Thanks to Toombs' erratic behavior, he comes under suspicion for a couple of strange, ritualistic murders. It turns out that Toombs is involved in Satanism and that the killings are part of his plan to ensure his own resurrection by appeasing the dark lord, Satan. The set-up had some potential and it was soon acquired as a possible property by AIP. Developing the story into a script proved to be problematic and the projects progressed in fits and spurts over a period of several years. By 1973, screenwriter Greg Morrison developed a script deemed filmable by the producers, and Ken Levinson was brought in to do a final polish at the behest of the film's star, Vincent Price. The devil-worshipping angle went out the window, and with it the story lost arguably its most interesting narrative hook. The character of Toombs (spelled Toombes in the finished film) was also made into a morose, sullen sort, as opposed to the type of larger-than-life, hedonistic devil-worshipper that Price had played so memorably in The Masque of the Red Death (1964). Looking to off-set production costs, AIP elected to team up with Amicus and make the film in England—at a cut rate. Sadly, the end result is severely compromised, not only by corporate penny-pinching, but by a general paucity of imagination.
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Dr. Death goes about his grisly business in Madhouse.

Described by co-star Robert Quarry as a sort of horror-ized version of All About Eve (1950), the film doesn't come close to emulating that Oscar-winning film's acerbic wit. The script relies on one implausible development after another. One key murder scene is engineered in a way that defies belief, not only owing to the fact that there was no way of knowing that the dupe being set up to take the blame would also be involved in the action, but by virtue of its absurd conviction that a potentially-lethal contraption would be used as a prop on a film set. The red herrings are as obvious as they are ham-fisted, and the final “switch of personalities” simply does not work.

Worse still, the film is handled with an utter lack of style in almost every department. Director Jim Clark stages the action with brisk efficiency but he never manages to convey any real mood or suspense. In fairness to Clark, it has been alleged that co-producer Milton Subotsky sabotaged the film in post-production, during one of his infamous instances of meddling for the “good” of the picture. There is some credence to this, as numerous directors (including Freddie Francis) have gone on record as saying that Subotsky was a frustrated filmmaker and he was fond of going into the editing room and tinkering with his films just for the hell of it. Given how choppy the end result is, it is indeed easy to believe Clark's claims that Subotsky was the real villain in this scenario. Even so, there is very little in the finished film to suggest that the film could ever have been better than mediocre. The lighting is flat, the sets look cheap and the actors tend to go through the motions with very little conviction. When one considers the quality of the material with which they were working, however, it's difficult to fault them.

That said, there are plenty of giallo tropes on display for the benefit of the faithful. The insert shots of the mysterious killer donning black leather gloves are right out of Dario Argento, of course, and the setup of a psychologically fragile protagonist, who is given to conveniently-timed blackouts, wouldn't be out of place in a proper giallo from Ernesto Gastaldi. If the mystery angle is a little too easy to work out, it still builds to a finale, which absurd as it is, is almost admirable for its sheer bold-faced audacity. Sadly, as is so often the case with British-lensed giallo-style thrillers, the film is much too timid for its own good. The murders are limply executed and there's hardly a drop of blood to be seen. Lovely Linda Hayden shows up in a cleavage-enhancing dress, but this being an Amicus production (Subotsky was known for having a very firm “no sex, please” policy in his movies), it is all tease and no payoff–much like the film itself in the long run.

Sadly, the film occupies a particularly dispiriting position in star Vincent Price's filmography, as well. Price had gotten off to a grand start with AIP when he signed on to star in Roger Corman's The Fall of the House of Usher (1960), but by this stage in the game, the quality of the films they cast him in had dwindled drastically. Price was particularly incensed that AIP prevented him from appearing in Amicus' classy anthology The House That Dripped Blood (1971), as he was still in a strict contract with them at the time–and they would not allow him to do horror films for anybody else. In lieu of that particular film, they cast him in The Cry of the Banshee (1970), and the actor was reportedly less than impressed and let his anger be known during the film's wrap party. The actor enjoyed a late career triumph away from AIP in Theatre of Blood (1973), but when AIP came calling again, Madhouse–or The Return of Dr. Death, as it was then known—couldn't help but seem like a dog's dinner by comparison. Price agreed to star and the film was fitted out with two other major genre names in the form of Peter Cushing and Robert Quarry, but the production proved to be an unhappy one—and it would mark the end of the horror icon's association with AIP.
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U.K. poster for Madhouse

Price can barely conceal his contempt for the material, though he does his best to rise above it. He has a few nice moments, notably in his acerbic exchanges with Robert Quarry, but by and large he is phoning it in here. Price's tendency to over-emote when not reigned in comes to the fore in the more dramatic sequences, but at least his hamminess injects a bit of life into the listless proceedings. It's a terrible shame, really, but the film would prove to be his last real bona fide starring vehicle. Born to a very well-to-do family in St. Louis, Missouri, on May 27, 1911, Price was educated in the fine arts and enjoyed the sort of formative years that only wealth can provide. He established himself as a stage actor while still in his 20s, and then accepted an invitation to go to Hollywood. Universal Pictures put him under contract and soon realized that their attempts at making the very upper-crust actor into a romantic lead wasn't going to pay off in dividends. Price found better luck at Fox, where he excelled as a character actor in such films as Laura (1944) and Leave Her to Heaven (1945). The moody Gothic Dragonwyck (1945) provided a sign of things to come, but Price continued to appear in more-or-less “mainstream” fare throughout the 1950s. He played the lead in the tremendously successful 3-D horror film House of Wax (1953) and was second fiddle to Al Hedison in The Fly (1958), but it was William Castle's The House on Haunted Hill (1958) and The Tingler (1959) that really established him as a new horror icon. The Roger Corman-directed series of Edgar Allan Poe films produced by AIP put his reputation over-the-top; they were cheaply produced but didn't look it, and Price's grandstanding was ideally suited to the subject matter. As the 1960s wore on and the quality of his film assignments started to decline, Price did his best to take it in stride; he was also not adverse to sending up his image as a villain, by appearing on such TV shows as Batman (1966) or doing macabre TV spots for everything from the board game Hangman to bug zappers. Price's good humor helped him to get through a variety of films he more or less detested, but he enjoyed a few of his later horror roles, notably in the two Dr. Phibes films (The Abominable Dr. Phibes, 1971; Dr. Phibes Rises Again, 1972) and in the aforementioned Theatre of Blood. Following Madhouse, Price severed ties with AIP and he found himself doing more cameo appearances and guest spots on TV—as well as enjoying a major success with his one man stage show, Diversions and Delights, in which he played Oscar Wilde. The 1980s saw less and less film roles, and while he's top-billed in the all-star horror romp The House of the Long Shadows (1983), he and his fellow icons (Christopher Lee, Peter Cushing and John Carradine) were often sidelined in favor of leading man Desi Arnaz, Jr. Price's major hit of the decade was the Michael Jackson album Thriller, for which he provided some memorable voice-over work. Declining health complicated his later years, but he remained a sharp and witty raconteur and could always be counted on for a good sound bite. Fan-turned-director Tim Burton provided him with a wonderful cinematic send-off when he cast the ailing actor as the creator of Edward Scissorhands (1990); it wasn't his final appearance, but it might as well have been, as it serves as something of a final summation of his lasting impact in the horror genre. Price died from lung cancer on October 25, 1993, and a generation of horror buffs (this author included) took his passing very hard. Nevertheless, he remains etched into popular culture and his films continue to enthrall fans and win over new ones.
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As Price's friend (or is he?), Herbert Flay, Peter Cushing gives a solid performance. The film doesn't really give him very much to do until the end—ah, but then he really kicks it into overdrive and delivers a mesmerizing bit of dramatic acting. Cushing's cool, vaguely flip demeanor is very much in evidence here, and if it doesn't emerge as one of the actor's more memorable characterizations, he still comes off as more sincere in his approach than his off-screen friend, Price. Born in Surrey, England, on May 26, 1913, Cushing acquiesced to his family's desire for him to pursue a “stable” professional life as a surveyor's assistant—but he hated the job and was determined to become an actor. He spent a spell in Hollywood in the late 1930s and early 1940s, making his debut with a small role in James Whale's The Man in the Iron Mask (1939). Hollywood didn't seem quite sure what to do with him and he eventually made his way back to England, where he established himself as a powerful stage actor. He continued to appear in the occasional film, nabbing a showy role in Laurence Olivier's Oscar-winning film of Hamlet (1948), but he enjoyed his greatest success on TV. Often referred to as England's first real television star, he appeared in a wide array of roles and subjects but really gained attention for his performance as the tormented Winston Smith in a 1955 broadcast of George Orwell's 1984, adapted by the great British sci-fi scribe Nigel Kneale. In 1956, Hammer Film Productions reached out to him to play the role of Baron Frankenstein in The Curse of Frankenstein (1957) and were overjoyed when he accepted. The success of the film poised Cushing for genre super-stardom, a prospect he greeted with some ambivalence. However, the possibility of a steady income, which would provide for the support of his sick wife, Helen, sold him on the idea of embracing his role as a horror star. He went on to star in such hits as Dracula (aka Horror of Dracula, 1958), The Mummy (1959), The Brides of Dracula (1960) and The Gorgon (1964), often appearing opposite his on-screen foe/off-screen friend Christopher Lee. In the early 1970s, he suffered a breakdown following the death of his beloved wife and he rebounded by accepting virtually every film that he could fit into his hectic schedule. As noted elsewhere in this book, he passed on the role of Dr. Loomis in Halloween (1978), but he did endear himself to a new generation of fans when he played the dastardly Grand Moff Tarkin in George Lucas' blockbuster Star Wars (1977). The success of Star Wars didn't do much to increase Cushing's visibility in mainstream films, and by the middle of the 1980s he found himself in an imposed retirement owing to various health woes. Beloved and respected as a gentleman and a consummate professional, Cushing passed away from cancer in 1994. More recently, he has found himself in the eye of a moral debate of sorts: the makers of the Star Wars prequel Rogue One (2016) “resurrected” the actor through digital technology in order to incorporate Grand Moff Tarkin into the story. Some have seen this as an example of technology overstepping ethical boundaries, while others feel that Cushing himself would have been fine with it—he did so enjoy appearing in films, after all.
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Robert Quarry completes the trifecta of horror stars—a man whose name isn't quite as legendary as that of Price and Cushing, perhaps, but who seemed poised for a major film career at the time this film was made. Quarry definitely steals the show with his bitchy and sardonic send-up of AIP head honcho Samuel Z. Arkoff, whom Quarry found to be a real son of a bitch. He plays the role of sleazy producer Oliver Quayle, who is openly disdainful to Paul Toombes and is only backing the new Dr. Death movie in the hopes of killing the doctor off and promoting his latest actress girlfriend into the limelight. With his elaborate comb-over and snarky expressions, Quarry steals every scene he is in. Unfortunately, it proved to be a less than pleasant experience for the actor on a number of different levels, as we shall see. Born in Santa Rosa, California, on November 3, 1925, Quarry possessed a remarkable IQ and actually graduated from high school when he was only 14 years old. He claims to have made his debut with a small role in Alfred Hitchcock's Shadow of a Doubt (1943), but if there is any truth to it, his part ended up on the cutting room floor. He did a stint in the army, then his career on both stage and on screen really kicked off in the 1950s. He racked up some impressive stage credits, but much of his film work was of the colorless bit part variety; he's impressive as a pathetic victim of Robert Wagner's sociopathic murderer in A Kiss Before Dying (1956) and is unbilled but warrants a few close-ups as one of Robert Ryan's homosexual henchmen in Sam Fuller's House of Bamboo (1955). He had a cancer scare in the 1950s but rebounded—although sadly, health woes would not stay out of the picture for long. In 1970, he was approached by actor/producer Michael Macready, the son of famed character actor George Macready, with a soft-core porno movie called The Loves of Count Iorga. Quarry realized the script needed a lot of work but liked the idea of playing the vampire, so he talked Macready into doing it as a “straight” horror film. Macready and director Bob Kelljan hedged their bets by shooting some sexy stuff on the side, figuring they could add it in if the film laid an egg at the box office, but they needn't have worried: Count Yorga–Vampire (as it was retitled) became a huge hit after being acquired by AIP, who promptly signed Quarry to a contract. As with Price, Quarry found himself being frustrated by the material AIP gave him–especially since they exercised their rights by preventing him from appearing in better horror films for other companies. Quarry's time at AIP was marked by drama: openly (but not flamboyantly) homosexual, he was “outed” by producer Deke Heyward in the hopes of alienating the actor from some of his more powerful friends in the business, and he was soon set up as a rival to Vincent Price, as well. Price did not take kindly to the idea of a younger actor being groomed to be “the new Vincent Price,” and the two men became more and more distant from one another. Things came to a head on the set of Madhouse when Quarry reportedly slapped Price after the latter indulged in a particularly nasty outburst. With classic horror on the way out, AIP had no idea what to do with their new “boy wonder” and they ended up casting him as a racist mobster in the Blaxploitation horror film Sugar Hill (1974). Quarry hated the assignment and was relieved when AIP did not exercise their right to renew his contract. He continued to work extensively on TV through the '70s, but the '80s would not be so kind. Early in the decade, he suffered severe injuries when he was run over by a drunk driver; the traumatic incident took him away from movies and TV for some time. Not long after recuperating, he was then assaulted, mugged, beaten and left for dead by a couple of thugs; the severity of the beating triggered a major cardiac episode which damn near killed him. The hospital stay and medications drained his savings and he found himself in dire financial straits. Independent filmmaker Fred Olen Ray sought Quarry out and cast him in film after film—they may not have been great roles or great films, but the paycheck and the opportunity to work was much appreciated by Quarry, who regarded Ray as one of his best friends. In later years, the actor was a fixture in the convention circuit, regaling fans with many acerbic and very funny anecdotes about his career. Robert Quarry died in 2009.

Sadly, Madhouse does not live up to the promise of its potential. Given a healthier budget, more production gloss and a more inspired director, it could have stood up as a sort of low-rent exercise in self-reflexive nostalgia. As it stands, the film creeps by at a glacial pace and it is never remotely frightening or suspenseful. The three stars provide reason enough to watch, but AIP's decision to play up “special participation” from Boris Karloff (who died in 1969) and Basil Rathbone (deceased in 1967) via clips from The Raven (1963) and Tales of Terror (1961) only serves to remind one of how far the qualitative standards had fallen; a little nostalgia can be a good thing when it's done well, but here it is positively stifling.

Tango of Perversion (Release date: November, 1974) (Greece)

Aka Tango 2001

Directed by Kostas Karagiannis (as Dacosta Carayan); Produced by Kostas Karagiannis, for Karagiannis-Karatzopoulos; Screenplay by Lazaros Montanaris (as Elio Montanari); Director of Photography: Vasilis Vasileiadis (as Yani Spanos)

Main Players: Vagelis Voulgaridis [as Harry Cooper] (Ioakeim); Lakis Komninos [as Larry Daniels] (Stathis); Erika Raffael (Ionna); Dorothy Moore (Rosita); Dimitris Bislanis [as Fernando Bislani] (Police Inspector)

Home Video: Mondo Macabro DVD, Region 0

Stathis and Ioakeim are unlikely friends. Stathis is a smooth lady's man, while Ioakeim is so self-conscious about his looks that it has made him impotent. In truth, Stathis only uses Ioakeim for money and access to his luxury apartment. When Stathis accidentally kills his latest “conquest,” Ioakeim steps in and covers it up–and in the process discovers an unnerving truth about himself …

Tango of Perversion is one of only a handful of Greek thrillers to cross into giallo terrain. It isn't a particularly good movie, truth be told, but it scores major points (depending on your point of view!) for being one of the sickest films of its subgenre—and in a genre littered with psychosexual violence and fetishism, that's saying a lot!

The film is loaded with sex, nudity and depravity. The set-up itself is also remarkably sick: A pair of ill-matched friends end up using each other when one of them inadvertently commits a murder. The smoother of the two, Stathis, is your prototypical 1970s discotheque lounge lizard. His fashion sense is as tacky as his manners, yet he has no difficulty in preying on young women–even going so far as to get them hooked on drugs in order to ensure that they will continue to need him. Ionna, a conquest with whom he has grown bored, turns to Rosita when the latter makes it clear that she will satisfy her drug cravings if she obliges with a little hanky panky. The Sapphic tryst takes place at the bachelor pad of the awkward Ioakeim, who gets his thrills by watching this sort of thing from behind a twoway mirror. When Stathis shows up and decides to make it a threesome, Rosita objects—and is promptly killed for her troubles. Stathis, being the scum that he is, decides to make a run for it, figuring that Ioakeim will end up taking the blame. Unknown to him, however, Ioakeim has been watching and recording all of this for his own amusement—and this is where the story gets really kinky. Ioakeim's inability to “make it” with women has caused him no small amount of embarrassment, but when faced with the naked corpse of a beautiful woman, it causes … stirrings. In his mind, he imagines that he's having an idealized bout of passionate sex with Rosita—but in reality, he's making love to a corpse. He then gets rid of the body and stages the scene in such a way that it looks like an accident.
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U.S. DVD cover art for Tango of Perversion

Yes, indeed, Tango of Perversion lives up to its title by indulging in copious helpings of rape, sexual exploitation and necrophilia. The film isn't handled in quite the same grubby manner as some of the more excessive porno gialli of the late 1970s, but the subject matter is sufficiently tasteless to put off more delicate sensibilities. There really isn't anybody worth caring about in this film: Stathis is a despicable user and abuser; Ionna is a drug addict who allows herself to be exploited by Stathis; and Ioakeim is a necrophile. Of course, many gialli tend to focus on unsavory types—but these people take unsavory to a whole other level. If the film manages to hold one's attention—and it really does—it's really more on a sort of car crash level as opposed to being truly dramatically engrossing.

The violence is handled in a rather restrained manner, with the various victims being killed off with remarkable ease, but director Kostas Karagiannis is much more interested in depicting sexual trysts than he is with staging elaborate murder set pieces. Sadly, his basic lack of care and attention to detail manifests itself in unintentional humor, as in the scene where a victim-to-be slaps the hell out of Ioakeim, or in the unveiling of the “secret footage” which Ioakeim has captured of Stathis and his sexual escapades, complete with all-important close-ups and multiple camera angles. There's also a great deal of padding devoted to night club scenes that look like something out of Mario Bava's Four Times That Night (1969), though the absence of J&B product placement seems an unforgivable in the context of a sleazy giallo-style thriller. These scenes do, however, lend some added significant to the title, as the groovy discotheque is named Club Tango.

Kostas Karagiannis never made much of an impact outside of his native Greece—and even there, he was not seen as much more than a capable journeyman. Born in Athens in 1932, he started writing and directing in 1960—and by the middle of the decade he had set up his own production/distribution company as well. He worked tirelessly, hopping from genre to genre and dabbling in just about anything that was popular at a given time. Tango of Perversion was his foray into giallo terrain, and he would follow it up with the similarly sleazy Death Kiss (1976). Without question, his best-known title to Western viewers is the horror film The Devil's Men (aka The Land of the Minotaur, 1976) starring Donald Pleasence and Peter Cushing. Karagiannis specialized mostly in direct-to-video fare in his latter years; he died in Athens in 1993.
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U.K. poster for Tango of Perversion

The Night Caller (Release date: April, 1975) (France/ Italy)

Aka Peur sur la ville; Il poliziotto della brigata criminale

Directed by Henri Verneuil; Produced by Jean-Paul Belmondo, for Cerito Films and Mondial Televisione Film; Screenplay by Henri Verneuil, Jean Laborde and Francis Veber, from a story by Henri Verneuil; Director of Photography: Jean Penzer; Editor: Pierre Gillette and Henri Lancoë; Music by Ennio Morricone

Main Players:	Jean-Paul Belmondo (Commissioner Jean Letellier); Charles Denner (Inspector Moissac); Adalberto Maria Merli [as Adalberto-Marie Merli] (Pierre Valdeck, aka Minos); Rosy Varte (Germaine Doizon); Lea Massari (Nora Elmer); Roland Dubillard (Psychologist); Jean Martin (Division Commissioner Sabin)

Home Video: StudioCanal DVD, Region 2

A woman is driven to the point of madness by a series of threatening phone calls. She alerts the police, but they think it is only a crank caller and don't take the report seriously. When she's found dead, police Commissioner Letellier is assigned to the case. The caller starts harassing Letellier by phone, explaining that he is doing the “moral” thing by punishing his victims …

Writer/ director Henri Verneuil (1920-2002) was an old hand at action and suspense pictures, but The Night Caller was the only one of his films that came close to being a full-blown giallo. The movie isn't quite that because it's more of a vehicle for its two-fisted star, Jean-Paul Belmondo (born 1933). Thus, the emphasis is more on machismo and daring stunt work than it is on the psychopathology of its perverted murderer. Even so, it has enough elements to qualify in this context—and it is certainly a credit to its subgenre.

Belmondo plays a tough-as-nails police commissioner named Letellier. He's the sort of character who wouldn't be out of place in an Italian poliziottesco; it's easy to imagine somebody like Maurizio Merli or Franco Nero stepping into the role without affecting much of the overall picture. Belmondo's customary charm and swagger are very much in place and he makes the commissioner into a rebellious sort with a strong moral compass, even if he doesn't mind bending the rules in order to catch his culprit. Letellier is not too far removed from the likes of “Dirty” Harry Callahan, for that matter, though he isn't quite so contemptuous of his superiors—to an extent, he knows how to play the game while pulling unorthodox stunts when he's outside of their purview.

He meets his match in the character of Pierre Valdeck, a misogynist with a serious self-image problem. Valdeck lost an eye in an accident and his self-consciousness over being marked out as “different” has caused him problems with interacting with people socially. Outwardly, he appears friendly and even-tempered. He's ideal serial killer material, really, because he seems so very normal—exactly the kind of guy who could get away with doing terrible things without arousing suspicion precisely because nobody would ever think to accuse him. In addition to feeling socially awkward and inferior, he's taken to judging and condemning women who have, in some way, upset his personal code of morality. Thus, widows who decide to engage in sexual relationships disgust him because, in his mind, they are being disrespectful to the memories of their husbands. Of course, it's all just an excuse for him to indulge his violent fantasies; for him, the act of killing has taken the place of sex, and the more he kills, the more he craves the next kill. Valdeck is by no means a common sadist, however; he's cultured, well-read and extremely intelligent. The contrast between the hard-working cop who hasn't time for culture and the killer who prides himself on his intellect is a good one and helps to establish a sly sort of social commentary of sorts. Verneuil doesn't hit the idea over the head, yet it's very much consistent with the ideology behind so many gialli, which tend to focus on well-bred sociopaths who are driven by some strange form of psychological fixation. The killer's focus here is a moral one: He sees himself as a moral avenger, yet he cannot face the reality that killing excites him. Letellier comes to understand this and it gives him an edge when it comes to playing cat-and-mouse with Valdeck. Italian actor Adalberto Maria Merli (born 1938), by the way, plays Valdeck, who would go on to appear in Dario Argento's The Card Player (2004).
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The Night Caller strikes.

The film doesn't spend a lot of time on its murder set pieces—though one is effectively shot via a mirror reflection, with the mirror swinging back and forth to show the murderer's ecstatic face as a contrast to the victim's horrified one—but it does give Belmondo ample room to show his physicality. There are some tremendous stunt sequences on display, all staged with the assistance of the incomparable Rémy Julienne (born 1930). Julienne is a legend in the field of movie stunt work and he also added immeasurably to the impact of Alberto De Martino's above average giallo-polizio hybrid Blazing Magnums (1976). Once again, he and his crew help to stage some fantastic car chase action, but the really impressive stuff involves Belmondo. Julienne reportedly worked closely with the actor, who insisted on doing his own stunts. Some of the standout scenes of derring-do include Belmondo hanging from railings and doing some fancy footwork during some rooftop chases. Scenes like this make the film feel like a French variation on a muscular polizio movie, but the killer's creepy phone calls, scenes of infiltrating his victims' apartments and smooth-talking his way into their good graces—to say nothing of Ennio Morricone's eerie, often atonal soundtrack—manage to keep it rooted in giallo terrain, as well.

A Dragonfly for Each Corpse (Release date: November, 1975) (Spain/Italy)

Aka Una libélula para cada muerto; Il giustiziere sfida la polizia

Directed by León Klimovsky [as Leon Klimovsky]; Produced by Cooperativa Cinematogrfica Astro and Profilmes, S.A.; Screenplay by Paul Naschy (as Jacinto Molina) and Ricardo Muñoz Suay (as R. Muñoz Suay); Director of Photography: Miguel Fernández Mila [as Miguel F. Mila]; Editor: Antonio Ramírez; Music by CAM España Library

Main Players: Paul Naschy (Inspector Paolo Scaporella); Erika Blanc (Silvana Scaporella); Ángel Aranda (Pietro Volpini); María Kosty [as Maria Kosti] (Ingrid); Ricardo Merino (Edmundo); Eduardo Calvo (Professor Sandro Campitelli); Susana Mayo (Claudio Volpini)

Home Video: Blu-ray from Shout! Factory, Region A, as part of The Paul Naschy Collection II (with commentary by Troy Howarth)

A murderer targets victims with questionable moral compasses and leaves a handcrafted dragonfly at the scene of each crime as a calling card. Inspector Scaporella is assigned to investigate and the killer begins sending him letters explaining that he is on a quest to clean the city of its filth and vermin. In the process of his investigation, Scaporella learns some surprising things about some of his friends and associates …

A Dragonfly for Each Corpse is the third and final Spanish giallo written by Paul Naschy; it is in some respects the one which best evokes the Italian school and it stands out as one of his most purely enjoyable offerings.
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Naschy has been criticized for laying it on a bit thick here, but that seems a little unfair. He plays Inspector Scaporella with an element of tongue-incheek self-mockery, subtly undercutting the macho, two-fisted “renegade cop” types, which had become very popular in genre cinema during this time. Yet, in his domestic scenes with Erika Blanc (who is enchanting as usual, if sadly under-taxed by her role), he relaxes and shows a more charming side. Not many gialli take the time to develop their police inspector characters into something approximating real human beings, but Naschy certainly does so with this film. On the one hand, he is a loving and devoted husband; but on the other, he has a contemptuous attitude toward the people the killer is targeting. He correctly labels them as marginal types and, in a way, he approves of cleaning up the city in such a fashion. After all, the killer does tend to target people on the fringes, like drug addicts and prostitutes, and in Scaporella's conservative mindset, there is a definite positive side to this. Even so, he is a professional and a recent professional disgrace has made it necessary for him to bring this case to a successful close. The character is not an entirely warm and sympatheti one, but Naschy's charismatic screen presence makes him a compelling figure. Far from being an overdone example of “machismo gone wild,” the character is multi-faceted and allows the actor an opportunity to display a sly sense of humor while also giving him chance to establish a believable backstory as a human being. For example, in the scenes wherein Scaporell “talks shop” with his wife, she often displays an insight that he is lacking; he realizes this and loves her all the more for it, even if it sometimes wounds his pride. With a cigar permanently clenched between his teeth and a gold chain hanging around his neck, the character is one step removed from being a total caricature, but Naschy is not content to make him look completely foolish. In many respects, he's a competent policeman; it's just that his biases sometimes get in the way of his good judgment. The events of the story teach him to rethink some of these assumptions, and he ends the film a wiser, more humble man than he was at the start.
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Another corpse, another dragonfly

There is a definite kinship of sorts between Scaporella and the murderer, and it's the realization of this that causes the former to soften his stance somewhat. The murderer sets his (or her) eye on people who have in some way transgressed against morality. The killer therefore identifies as an avenging angel of sorts. Scaporella initially approves on a certain level, but ultimately he is forced to revise some of his opinions. The killer is a dangerous psychopath and no amount of self-justification can alter that fact. The final reveal of the killer's identity is satisfying and the rationale behind all the killings is straight out of Giallo 101—Naschy clearly did his homework into these films very well indeed.

The film also continues Naschy's fascination with marginalized figures. At a time in Spanish cinema when censorship was at its most extreme, he routinely incorporated elements that the governing body would have deemed to be deviant. This film, for example, includes explicit references to homosexuality and cross-dressing. The gay character, Vittorio, is admittedly a bit of a “queeny” stereotype, but he is depicted in wholly sympathetic terms. Indeed, it's telling that the rather bigoted Scaporella seems to genuinely like this character; he doesn't view him in a contemptuous manner and he treats him like an equal. This sort of sympathetic portrayal of homosexuality was certainly not the norm in Spanish cinema of the period. The transvestite angle is also introduced in a remarkably matter-of-fact manner, when it is revealed that a key supporting player has a drag show routine on the side. Naschy, forever on the side of the underdog, embraces these marginalized subsections of society and gives them a dignity, which was often denied to them in real life.

Director León Klimovsky (1906-1996) was one of Naschy's principal collaborators during this period. He directs the film with a great deal of style and gusto, incorporating some creative camerawork and snappy editing, while doing a good job of juggling the red herrings and keeping the mystery angle properly involving. The film moves at a very good pace and compares very well indeed to the “home grown” Italian gialli of the period. Klimovsky is undoubtedly one of the most under-appreciated journeymen filmmakers of the Spanish school. He started off in films as an assistant director and screenwriter, before making his debut as a director in 1948. He directed the reactionary anti-marijuana melodrama Marihuana (1950), which was nominated for a prize at Cannes, but not much of his work attracted serious attention from critics. Nevertheless, he worked steadily in a variety of genres and could be relied upon to deliver a professional product. He first worked with Naschy on Werewolf Shadow (1971) and they would end up doing eight films together. Naschy would later say that he enjoyed working with Klimovsky more than any other director:
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One of the salacious highlights of the “unclothed” export edition of A Dragonfly for Each Corpse

He's a good craftsman and stylist. The only problem with him is that he worked under the belief that he could do the job without spending a lot of money. What I mean is that he would always go for the lowest estimate available […] in some respects they [the films] came out seriously compromised.1

Klimovsky would go on to direct another giallo thriller without Naschy, Trauma (1978), before retiring from the cinema and enjoying a long and well-deserved retirement.

The soundtrack is comprised of cues taken from the CAM film music library. Giallo fans will have fun identifying music from such giallo scores as Blood and Black Lace (Carlo Rustichelli, 1964), The Murder Clinic (Francesco De Masi, 1966) and Twitch of the Death Nerve (Stelvio Cipriani, 1971), among others. The wonderful main title theme is a piece of music titled “Amore e violenza,” and it was written by composer Roberto Pregadio for the CAM library album Incalzante-Cupo-Angoscioso-Thrilling-Agitato (N.1); Naschy clearly liked the theme, as he would use it again for his horror film Panic Beats (1983).

As was the norm for Spanish films of the period, this was shot in two versions—the Spanish edition utilizes chaste, “clothed” takes, while the international release shows more skin in the more salacious sequences. Erika Blanc enthusiasts would be well advised to search out the “unclothed” edition.

Notes:

1.Videooze #6/7, “Paul Naschy Special Double Issue” (Alexandria: Fall, 1994), p. 11.

El asesino no está solo (Release date: November, 1975) (Spain)

Directed by Jesús García de Dueñas; Produced by Andrés Vicente Gómez, Antonio Mendez and Nacho Montes Jovellar, for Andrés Vicente Gómez Montero and Eguiluz Films; Screenplay by Jesús Torbado and Jesús García de Dueñas; Director of Photography: Fernando Arribas; Editor: José Antonio Rojo; Music by Stelvio Cipriani (uncredited)

Main Players: David Carpenter (Julio Nieto); Teresa Rabal (Mónica); Lola Flores (Doña Dolores); James Philbrook (Don Enrique Nieto); Maria Rohm [María Rohm] (Teresa); Francisco Pierrá (Gonzalo); José Vivó (Raimundo); Mayrata O'Wisiedo (Carmen)

Julio is haunted by a childhood trauma in which an older woman he once loved and trusted molests him. This trauma compels him to act out a series of gruesome murders. He goes away to a resort town to try to find peace, but the urge to kill follows him …
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Spanish poster for El asesino no está solo

El asesino no está solo (or, The Killer is Not Alone) has never received any exposure in the American or British marketplace, which is a pity. Though occasionally a bit heavy handed, it is a well-constructed and engrossing psychological thriller and it deserves to be better known among fans of the genre.

The film is closer to something like Bava's Hatchet for the Honeymoon (1970) than it is to one of the more conventional whodunit types of gialli. We learn right off the bat that Julio is the murderer when he picks up a prostitute, goes back to her apartment and promptly slits her throat. The mystery is therefore not a matter of “who” but of “why.” The film gradually introduces little flashbacks to Julio's childhood, though these are initially depicted as mere fragments: a pair of bare feet kicking over a train set, a beheaded religious statue, etc. As the story unfolds, however, we come to understand that it's all part of a traumatic incident wherein Julio's beloved babysitter molested him. The experience has destroyed Julio emotionally and given him an absolute loathing of anything sexual. He's an attractive young man and he has no difficulties attracting beautiful women, in spite of his shyness, but any time they make any kind of a sexual overture towards him, this inspires his bloodlust. In a sense, this is reminiscent of Jacques Tourneur's Cat People (1942) and Terence Fisher's The Curse of the Werewolf (1961), both of which deal with tormented protagonists who are triggered by sexual stirrings. Julio is, in a sense, a victim. He was abused by a trusted authority figure while he was still a little boy and the experience has scarred him for life. He is unable to control his urge to kill and there is never a sense that he derives any real pleasure from these acts. Ultimately he is controlled by psychological urges that are beyond his control; when he kills, he seems to go into a trance—when he realizes what he has done, he is horrified and runs from the scene.

The story is developed in a sober manner. Julio's role as a tormented anti-hero puts the film in the realm of the tragic. He comes close to finding love and salvation in the form of a young woman named Mónica, but, of course, the inevitability of a sexual trigger is never far away. Mónica is young and naïve, but she really cares about Julio and does her best to try and make a positive impact on his life. The dynamic of their relationship is bittersweet—no matter how charming and idyllic things may appear, we know it is only a matter of time before it all comes crashing down around them. If it's possible to develop a psychosexual murderer with a sympathetic side in this type of movie, then Julio comes closest to qualifying. The audience is encouraged to empathize with him and his plight, even if his actions are inexcusable.

The various murder scenes are developed with considerable suspense and skill. The opening of the film, for example, introduces Julio in a striking fashion. We initially are not shown his face and only see him from behind, but then we see details like his eyes and part of his face before getting a good look at him. He encounters a prostitute on the streets and she takes him back to her place for a little sex. Tellingly, the prostitute looks very much like the woman whom we ultimately learned had molested him as a child. The murder is sudden and bloody, but it is not drawn out or transformed into a celebration of the act of killing; Julio realizes what he has done and flees the scene. Inevitably, it is only a matter of time before the police find a clue that will link him to the murders, but thus far he has been able to escape unscathed. Fetishistic details are included, such as Julio's obvious fixation on feet (recalled in the flashback imagery of the feet kicking over his toy train set), while dramatic lighting effects play up the theatricality of the set piece. Later in the film, a female lodger in the same hostel where he is staying seduces him, and once again the sexual act triggers his homicidal side. Neither Julio nor his victims are shown to be at fault for what happens; if anything, it is the lingering effects of his childhood trauma that is to blame, and everybody involved is in some way an innocent casualty of this.

The performances are very good across the board. David Carpenter is quite convincing as the emotionally stunted Julio. Carpenter plays up the character's innocent, child-like side without going over-the-top, and he manages to keep our sympathy with him, even if we are appalled by some of his actions. The young actor, born in the Canary Islands, did a handful of Spanish films from the early-to-late 1970s, after which he apparently dropped off the map. His athletic physique landed him the lead role in Tarzán en las minas del Salomón (1974), which featured Paul Naschy in a supporting role, but his career never really caught fire. The film also features actress Maria Rohm in one of her final screen appearances. She plays Teresa, a lodger who claims to work nights as a nurse but who really works in a sex club. The role requires her to show a little skin and she certainly looks as beautiful as ever. Born in Vienna in 1945, she started acting on stage as a teenager and ultimately caught the eye of legendary exploitation producer Harry Alan Towers. Despite a 25-year age gap, they fell in love and married in 1964. Rohm became a staple in Towers' productions, often working behind the scenes as well. Some of her best roles were for Jess Franco, including Justine (1968), Eugenie … the Story of Her Journey into Perversion (1969) and, best of all, the lead role in Venus in Furs (1969). After El asesino no está solo, she would complete only one more role as an actress, in Massimo Dallamano's soft-core melodrama Annie (1976). She then focused her energies behind the scenes, helping her husband with his business dealings until his death in 2009. Maria Rohm died June 18, 2018, after enjoying her retirement from movies.

Director Jesús García de Dueñas was born in 1939. He studied literature and economics before settling on a career in the cinema. He started directing short subjects and documentaries in the 1960s. El asesino no está solo marked his first foray into commercial narrative filmmaking and it apparently did not lead to other assignments; he continued to work in the documentary field, with some occasional TV work thrown in for good measure, through the 1990s. Dueñas has also authored a number of books about cinema history and is a respected film critic in his native Spain.

No composer is credited on the film, but the bulk of the music is by Stelvio Cipriani, from his marvelous score for The Laughing Woman (1969).


The Hook (Release date: May, 1976)

Aka To agistri

Directed by Erricos Andreou; Produced by Klearhos Konitsiotis, for Greek Film Center; Screenplay by Klearhos Konitsiotis, Erricos Andreou and Panos Kontellis, from a novel by Klearhos Konitsiotis; Director of Photography: Aris Stavrou; Editor: Vasilis Syropoulos; Music by Giorgios Hatzinasios

Main Players: Barbara Bouchet (Iro Maras); Günther Stoll (Kostas Maras); Robert Behling (Nick Vitalis); Sofia Roubou (Nelly); Giorgos Kyritsis (Inspector Alexiou)

Iro and Nick plot to kill Iro's wealthy and powerful husband, Kostas, during a boat race. The race is beset by bad weather and the plot does not go as planned. When Nick disappears from the boat, it is believed that he fell overboard; however, could it be that Kostas was wise to the plan and had a scheme of his own?

The Hook is very much indebted to the sexy gialli of the late 1960s and early 1970s, making it feel somewhat old hat and out of step with the times. The plot involves the usual love triangle and duplicitous schemes, but on the plus side there's an appealingly nasty edge to its collection of amoral schemers and it builds to a pleasantly nihilistic finale–assuming that such a thing is really possible!

The presence of Barbara Bouchet and Günther Stoll might make one assume that this was an Italian/German production, but in fact it is one of the relatively few examples of a giallo-style thriller to hail from Greece. Sensibly, the filmmakers do not try to conceal this—the natural beauty of the scenery is exploited throughout and it serves as a nice contrast to the frankly scummy nature of the characters, all of which are on the make in one way or another.
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Italian poster for The Hook

Bouchet puts in a good performance as the faithless and money-grubbing Iro. Iro is established as a strong-willed, independent sort; however, her willfulness is not put to very good use here. A former model, she has given up her vocation to become the trophy wife of a wealthy industrialist, played by Stoll. Bouchet is given the glamour treatment and looks exquisite throughout, even as her character begins to unravel when her plans start to fall into disarray. Stoll, clearly relishing a larger-than-usual role, is also quite good as the seemingly innocent but actually corrupt husband. The veteran character actor was used to playing stuffy authority figures, such as his police inspector character in Riccardo Freda's Double Face (1969), but this is a rare opportunity for him to more-or-less occupy center stage, and he definitely makes the best of it. American actor Robert Behling, who cropped up in a few Greek-made exploitation items of the period, including The Devil's Men and the infamous Island of Death (both 1976), plays the third part of the love triangle. He can't hope to compete with the distinguished and charismatic Stoll, so he ends up being the weak link among the main players—though in fairness, he does a perfectly competent job with his role.

Director Erricos Andreou utilizes some interesting, stylized camera angles and cutting to give the story a little extra pep. The script is pretty dialogue heavy, and giallo fans looking for gory mayhem will surely be disappointed; true to its predecessors in the sexy giallo subgenre, this one is more concerned with psychological head games than it is with racking up a big kill count. The sleazier aspects of the story are handled with a lot of gusto and skin watchers will be delighted to hear that Bouchet once again loses her clothes for the sake of art. Giorgios Hatzinasios contributes a catchy soundtrack, which adds to the movie's appeal.

The finale is particularly effective, as all the scheming and double-crossing finally goes into overdrive on a secluded island setting. Bouchet and Stoll are particularly good here as they are forced to confront the ugly truth about their relationship, and Andreou makes very good use of the sparse desert island scenery as a means of highlighting how truly arid and emotionally stunted these people are. As with so many gialli, the real joy is in seeing these pampered bastards tear each other apart; things do not go quite as anybody planned, of course, and that allows the film to end on an amusing and ironic note.

Even so, there's a little too much déjà vu in the film to make The Hook of much interest to anybody beyond Bouchet completists and giallo-holics. A stronger story and a little more creativity would have gone a long way toward making it more of a standout entry.

Death Kiss (Release date: July, 1976) (Greece)

Aka The Rape Killer; The Wife Killer; Eglima sto Kavouri

Directed by Kostas Karagiannis (as Dacosta Carayan); Produced by Kostas Karagiannis, for Karagiannis-Karatzopoulos; Screenplay by Thanos Leivaditis; Director of Photography: Vasilis Vasileiadis; Music by Yannis Spanos

Main Players: Lakis Komninos [as Larry Daniels] (Jim); Dorothy Moore (Eleni); Vagelis Seilinos (Mike); Dimitris Bislanis [as Fernando Bislani] (Inspector); Jane Paterson (Laura)

Home Video: Mondo Macabro DVD, Region 0 (As The Wife Killer)

Jim is unhappily married and wants to leave his wife for his younger mistress; however, if he does so, he'll lose access to his wife's fortune. Meanwhile, a series of rape-murders are taking place. Looking to capitalize on the killings and solve his own problems at the same time, Jim enlists the aid of an unscrupulous associate to help kill off his wife and pin the crime on the rapist-murderer …

This Greek entry feels very much like one of the “sexy gialli” of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Indeed, it is easy enough to imagine casting the likes of Jean Sorel, Luigi Pistilli and Carroll Baker in the lead roles, perhaps with Umberto Lenzi in charge of the zoom lens; chances are the end results would be a hell of a lot more fun.

In the hands of director Kostas Karagiannis, Death Kiss never really catches fire. Karagiannis tries to create a Hitchcockian flavor, with an affluent playboy looking to commit the perfect crime, but the pacing is slack and the film is loaded with too many scenes that just scream “padding.” Even at less than 90 minutes, the film seems to drag and the climax is a complete disappointment; it's no exaggeration to say that the film just sort of … ends. It's almost as if Karagiannis ran out of money. Or interest. The audience's sense of involvement was already out of the picture, anyway, but still—a peppy finale might have sent the audience home feeling a little bit better about having spent their money.

The emphasis is much more on sleaze than on violence. There's plenty of nudity and a generally leering attitude toward depicting sexualized violence. The main actresses are required to shed their clothes, and even a couple of the male actors get in on the act as well. The violence is pretty muted and there really aren't a lot of murder set pieces on display. Of course, many early gialli also skimped on the violence in favor of the sleaze, and there's nothing inherently wrong with that—but they tended to offer some eye-catching visuals and a pleasingly decadent vibe, as well. All of this is lacking in Death Kiss, which feels like a completely run-of-the-mill made-for-TV thriller, which has been spiced up with a little nudity.
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U.S. one-sheet for The Rape Killer (aka Death Kiss)

This was Kostas Karagiannis' second crack at a giallo-style thriller, following Tango of Perversion (1974). The two films share many of the same cast members—including Lakis Komninos, Dorothy Moore and Dimitris Bislanis—and a similar emphasis on sleaze and titillation. The earlier film was a little more enthusiastic, however, while this one feels a bit like everybody was trying to tone it down a notch; or perhaps, they were all just phoning it in.

Alice Sweet Alice (Release date: November, 1976)

Aka Communion; Holy Terror

Directed by Alfred Sole; Produced by Richard K. Rosenberg, Marc G. Greenberg and Alfred Sole, for Harristown Funding; Screenplay by Rosemary Ritvo and Alfred Sole; Director of Photography: Uncredited; Editor: Edward Salier; Music by Stephen Lawrence

Main Players: Linda Miller (Catherine Spages); Mildred Clinton (Mrs. Tredoni); Paula Sheppard (Alice Spages); Niles McMaster (Dom Spages); Jane Lowry (Aunt Annie DeLorenze); Brooke Shields (Karen Spages); Rudolph Willrich (Father Tom); Alphonso DeNoble (Mr. Alphonso)

Home Video: Anchor Bay DVD, Region 0; 88 Films Blu-ray, Region-free

Alice and Karen are kid sisters, but not very much alike: Karen is prim, proper and well-behaved, while Alice is quiet, withdrawn and prone to playing cruel pranks. When Karen is murdered while preparing for her first communion, Alice falls under suspicion. Even her own mother, Catherine, seems convinced of her guilt–but the girls' estranged father, Dom, is convinced of her innocence and tries to track down the real culprit …

Of all the American films covered in this book, Alice Sweet Alice comes the closest to recapturing the sickly atmosphere and off-kilter tone of the best Italian gialli. This is ironic since, by the admission of director Alfred Sole, the film was made by people who had no real first-hand knowledge of these films. Instead, Sole had been impressed by Nicolas Roeg's giallo-like masterpiece Don't Look Now (1973) and drew heavily from the imagery in that film. No matter from where his influence sprang, however, Sole succeeded in creating one of the most striking and genuinely unsettling horror films of the 1970s.
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Thai poster for Alice Sweet Alice

The film was produced on a very low-budget in Paterson, New Jersey—hardly an area noted for its film production, though the decaying Gothic architecture makes it absolutely ideal for a film of this sort. The story, developed by Sole and Rosemary Ritvo, is steeped in Catholic guilt and focuses on characters who seem to be a mere push away from succumbing to mania at any given moment. It all teeters very close to the edge of parody—and, in truth, succumbs to it in a few overwrought moments—but the restraint and skill with which it is executed is truly amazing. Indeed, it deserves to be noted that a cast and crew with relatively little experience created this little gem—but in lieu of that, they brought considerable talent and enthusiasm to the production.


Sole captures the sense of a town succumbing to urban blight beautifully. In this respect, one cannot help but be reminded of George A. Romero's brilliant Martin (1977), which was filmed around the same time in Braddock, Pennsylvania. Both films benefit from their use of natural locales and untrained local talent, thus making a firm case for generating frispremiere sons by introducing weird and disturbing elements into prosaic situations and locations. The characters are neatly established without being burdened with a great deal of backstory. Alice and Karen are a study in contrasts. Truth be told, the virtuous Karen is a rather annoying little drama queen, and the way her mother and aunt fawn over her while ignoring her “oddball” sister only helps to generate sympathy for Alice. True, Alice has a sadistic streak and is prone to playing cruel pranks, but there is a strong implication that she acts this way because she feels as if she is being ignored. By acting out, she hopes to attract attention, even if it is not the right kind of attention. When Karen is murdered, Alice is a natural suspect and Sole is to be commended for not tipping his hand until fairly late in the game.
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Italian newspaper ad for Alice Sweet Alice

In addition to evoking elements of Don't Look Now—the father's quest for redemption after the death of his child, the recurring image of characters in rain slickers, the overall sense of death and decay—the film also works in a number of references to Alfred Hitchcock. Indeed, a central plot twist plays very much like a knowing nod to Psycho (1960), but to say too much about that here would be to ruin some of the film's surprise and shock value. Suffice it to say, it's clearly the work of a clever cinephile, but Sole is not one for just piling homage on top of homage in the style of Quentin Tarantino. The film evokes past thrillers without being slavish about it, and it also succeeds in being its own thing—and that is definitely part of the film's lasting appeal. The fact that Sole was not aware of the films of Bava and Argento at the time of making the movie is surprising, but there is no reason to doubt the validity of his claims, which he has repeated everywhere from interviews to the audio commentary recorded for the film's laser disc premiere in the late 1990s. The use of eerie vocals and music box motifs on the soundtrack is genuinely disconcerting, but it evokes the soundtracks of films like Bava's Hatchet for the Honeymoon and Argento's The Bird with the Crystal Plumage (both 1970) purely by chance. As is so often the case in the arts, great ideas are sometimes repeated accidentally among filmmakers. In any event, Sole would later become acquainted with the Italian giallo and expressed admiration for the genre during the audio commentary referred to above.

Like some of the “pure” Italian gialli of the 1970s, Alice Sweet Alice can be interpreted as an anti-Catholic movie. However, Sole's attitude towards the church is somewhat ambiguous. The main representative of the church in the narrative is the charming and affable Father Tom (Rudolph Willrich), who is anything but a villainous figure. If Father Tom can be accused of anything, it is of being naïve and blind to what is going on around him. In all other respects, he presents as a compassionate and caring figure. By contrast, many of the people who attend his services regularly—notably Alice's harpy of an aunt (Jane Lowry)—seem to have a lot to learn where being a good Christian is concerned. Like so many small town busybodies, these characters pay lip service to the church and its teachings but seem more motivated by a desire to spread malicious gossip. The contrast is amusing, but there isn't a sense of deep-rooted resentment towards the church itself. Instead, Sole suggests, the malignant, decaying nature of the town is reflected in the people itself; attending mass every Sunday isn't going to change that one iota.

The film contains a number of unsettling sequences. Perhaps the most disquieting presence is that of the grotesque landlord, Mr. Alphonso. As played by Alphonso DeNoble, this character is one of the most squalid and disgusting to be found in any giallo or horror movie. One can almost smell the body odor and stale cat urine emanating from his cluttered and ill-kept apartment. He lounges about in his waiting room like a foul parody of a southern belle, wearing nothing more than slippers, a “wife beater” t-shirt and a pair of pants obviously soiled with urine and god knows what else. In addition to being an alarming presence to look at, Mr. Alphonso is a pervert and a hypocrite. He puts on the front of being a concerned neighbor and landlord, but he shows no real compassion for anybody in his apartment building. During one particularly memorable scene, Alice comes to pay him the month's rent and he leers and paws at her, trying to feel the little girl up and forcing his kisses on her. The fact that Alice retaliates later on by releasing cockroaches in his apartment seems wholly justified, but if the look of the apartment and its solitary human dweller is any indication, surely there are already a few roaches scurrying about as it is. According to Sole, DeNoble was an interesting character in real life, as well. Born in Paterson in 1946, he had never made a film but he caught the director's eye. As it happens, DeNoble worked primarily as a leather-clad bouncer in a local gay bar, but in order to make a little extra money, he was prone to dressing up like a priest and offering words of solace to grieving widows at an upscale graveyard; the old ladies would typically give him some money for taking the time to listen to their troubles and give his blessing.1 Yes indeed, sometimes life really is stranger than fiction! DeNoble would go on to appear in only two more films, both directed by New Jersey-based director Joel M. Reed: Bloodsucking Freaks (1976, which also featured Niles McMaster) and Night of the Zombies (1981). The latter was completed and released well after DeNoble's death in 1978.
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U.K. video box art for Alice Sweet Alice

Apart from DeNoble, the biggest impressions are made by Mildred Clinton as the religiously preoccupied Mrs. Tredoni and Paula Sheppard as Alice. Clinton was born in Brooklyn in 1914 and she worked sporadically in the 1950s and 1960s, mostly on television, before nabbing a small but important role as Al Pacino's mother in Sidney Lumet's critically acclaimed Serpico (1973). Mrs. Tredoni would remain her most significant screen role, however, and Clinton approaches it with sincerity and bravado, all the while avoiding the melodramatic overstatement that mars some of the other performances. She would go on to appear in three films by Spike Lee–Crooklyn (1994), Summer of Sam (1999) and Bamboozled (2000)—before her death in 2010. As for Paula Sheppard, unfortunately very little is known. Incredibly, she was already 19 years old by the time she played the 12-year-old Alice. The lack of make-up combined with a simple style and the actress' youthful features help to sell the illusion quite nicely. The fact that she was of age does rather help to explain how Sole and company were able to get away with the pedophilic attack on the character by Mr. Alphonso! Sheppard's quiet, unassuming nature is ideally suited to the role. One can never be sure whether Alice is a villain or a victim and this is exactly as it should be. Sadly, Sheppard would only go on to play one more role—in the quirky sci-fi film Liquid Sky (1982), where she was at least allowed to play a character in her own age bracket—before disappearing from the screen altogether. However, it is the presence of a very young Brooke Shields that has ensured the film some lasting notoriety. She does not have a very large role, but it is an important one—although the way her presence is played up by the ad campaigns for reissues of the picture after she achieved stardom, one would think that she was the lead! Of course, this is not unusual with films featuring actors who went on to achieve stardom—think of Brad Pitt in Cutting Class (1989) or Leonardo DiCaprio in Critters 3 (1991)—but at least in Shields' case, the film gives her nothing to be ashamed of. She delivers a very capable performance as the goody-two-shoes Karen and, indeed, appears rather more natural and relaxed than she would in many of her later, more wooden screen appearances. Born in New York City in 1965, she was thrust into the limelight by an aggressive stage mother and made her debut, advertising Ivory Soap, when she was less than one year old. She became a successful child model and made her big screen debut with Alice Sweet Alice. She followed it up with Louis Malle's Pretty Baby (1978), in which she played a child prostitute, and the silly romance Blue Lagoon (1980), where her nude scenes inspired cries of child pornography; she would later maintain that a body double was used for much of it, but the notoriety certainly helped to sell the movie. The saccharine love story Endless Love (1981) cemented her reputation as a sort of kitsch cult figure, and as she matured into adulthood, her exceptional good looks garnered her a reputation as a sex kitten. Despite drawing more than a few jeers, she remains a visible presence in films and television.

Director Alfred Sole was born in Paterson in 1943. A lifelong film buff, he was drawn to horror films and thrillers—notably the films of Alfred Hitchcock— from the time he was a child. He studied architecture in Italy, then put his knowledge to work in his native Paterson, where he worked on restoring many of the city's old run-down buildings. He decided to take a chance on making it in the film business and raised money for a low-budget, tongue-in-cheek porn film called Deep Sleep (1972). Like Alice Sweet Alice, it was shot in Paterson and he was able to engage the services of some top XXX talent, including Jamie Gillis. The film was seized on charges of obscenity and Sole decided to go “mainstream” for his second feature. The director originally filmed Alice Sweet Alice under the title of Communion, but when Allied Artists picked the film up for distribution, they insisted on changing it to Alice Sweet Alice for fear that the original title might be misconstrued as a religious epic. To this day, Sole bemoans the retitling—but in truth, for an imposed title, it's really not all that bad. The film's spotty distribution and lack of copyright notice—which allowed video companies to distribute blurry bootlegs for years and years, before the director was finally able to reclaim his property in the late 1990s—were a sore point for Sole. He followed it up with the soft-core fantasy Tanya's Island (1980) and the slasher spoof Pandemonium (1982), which was his first Hollywood production. Pandemonium proved to be an unhappy experience and it was also a box office bomb. Sole decided that his heart was no longer in directing, so he switched gears and became a successful production designer. Even if he had never worked on anything other than Alice Sweet Alice, however, his reputation would be assured; it's a pity that nothing else he directed comes close to equaling its quality, but then again, how many directors make a film this good at any stage in their careers?

Sole's cousin, Paterson-born film director Dante Tomaselli, carries on the family tradition by making very stylish and personal horror films of his own. He still plans a remake of Alice Sweet Alice, with his older cousin's blessing; while it's hard to imagine just how the film could be improved upon, the prospect of a truly unique filmmaker like Tomaselli putting his imprint on the material sounds very promising.

Notes:

1.Quoted from Alfred Sole's audio commentary for the Roan Group laser disc release of Alice Sweet Alice.

Schizo (Release date: November, 1976) (U.K.)

Directed by Pete Walker; Produced by Pete Walker, for Peter Walker (Heritage) Productions; Screenplay by David McGillivray; Director of Photography: Peter Jessop; Editor: Alan Brett; Music by Stanley Myers

Main Players: Lynne Frederick (Samantha); John Leyton (Alan Falconer); Stephanie Beacham (Beth); John Fraser (Leonard); Jack Watson (William Haskin); Queenie Watts (Mrs. Wallace); Trisha Mortimer (Joy); Colin Jeavons (Commissioner); Wendy Gilmore (Samantha's Mother)

Home Video: Redemption/Kino Blu-ray, Region A (available individually or as part of The Pete Walker Collection)

Figure skater Samantha is marrying businessman Alan Falconer, but her happiness is interrupted by the appearance of William Haskins. Samantha tries to keep Alan from finding out what is troubling her, but eventually she admits to him that Haskins is the man responsible for murdering her mother when Samantha was still a child; now she fears he has returned to do the same to her …

Pete Walker achieved a modicum of success and notoriety in the British film scene in the early-to-mid 1970s. The House of Whipcord (1974), Frightmare and The Confessional (both 1975), all produced and released in rapid succession, seemed to announce him as an aggressively modern alternative to the mostly quaint and old-fashioned horror films being produced by Hammer Film Productions. Frightmare even embraced the subject matter of cannibalism, thus making it something of a British variation on Tobe Hooper's notorious The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974). Unfortunately, Walker started to lose his footing at a critical juncture in his career–inspired by the success of rock musicals like Ken Russell's Tommy (1975) and Jim Sharman's The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975), he tried to launch an expensive, rock music updating of Svengali.1 After wasting a great deal of time trying to get the picture off the ground, Walker decided to return to the tried-and-true formula of the horror thriller by dusting off a treatment written by Die Screaming Marianne's Murray Smith. Instead of hiring Smith to develop the story into a script, he turned to his current writing partner, David McGillivray, who argued that the twisty scenario made no sense and he tried to talk the director out of making the picture. Walker believed it had potential and pressed McGillivray into service. The end result is a rather limp movie and one can definitely sense that McGillivray's heart was not really in the project. Indeed, whether or not Walker truly believed in it himself by the time he started filming is open to conjecture, as it lacks the sense of audacity and conviction that marks out his best works. Speaking retrospectively about the film in an interview included on the Redemption Blu-ray release of the picture, Walker half-heartedly argues that he was interested in making a proper suspense movie. That may well have been his intent, but as he himself is ready to admit in the same interview, the title gives the game away and the story itself is never very persuasive.
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French pressbook for Schizo

Schizo is a heady witch's brew of childhood trauma, split personality and brutal murder; as such, it has all the ingredients one would expect to find in a proper Italian-made giallo film. And yet, the film never catches fire. Walker's tendency to pad his films to the breaking point is especially evident here. Clocking in at a weighty 109 minutes, it is most definitely a good 20 minutes too long. Despite his arguments to the contrary in the interview included on the Blu-ray, the film works best when it gets down and nasty. There are a few truly brutal murder set pieces strewn throughout, and even when the film lurches toward absurdity—as in the scene wherein a mortally wounded assailant terrorizes Samantha—it at least has the benefit of going full throttle where it counts. Sequences like this remind one of the nervous energy evident in Walker's best films, but sadly they are few and far between. Probably the most effective suspense sequence involves a character unknowingly chauffeuring the killer in the back seat of their car, only for the character to get their throat slit at a traffic light; it's punchy, well edited and is capped with a gruesome effects shot of the gaping wound on the victim's throat.
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Polish VHS cover for Schizo

Unfortunately, too much of Schizo is dominated with sequences of the heroine wandering around in a haze. Lynne Frederick is a lovely looking woman and she certainly proved her acting chops in other films, but she is ill equipped to make Samantha into a character truly worth caring about. It's evident early on that there is something not quite right about her, and Walker's repeated attempts at making her appear to be a poor babe in the woods is never convincing.

Walker does his best to ape Alfred Hitchcock, but it all goes for naught. Samantha is terrorized in a shower during one scene, but the emphasis is less on suspense than it is only dwelling on the sight of Frederick's naked body; it's effective enough on that level, but the looming shadows and breathless buildup to … nothing in particular … is ultimately pretty feeble. The flashbacks haunting Samantha throughout the narrative certainly evoke the ones seen in many a giallo of the period, but one is also reminded of Marnie (1964), wherein the title character recalls a childhood trauma every time she (literally) sees red. It could be that Walker was chafing at the bit somewhat and wanted to display his ability to narrate a really well plotted movie, but in this instance he hitched himself to the wrong wagon; Schizo's script is as half-baked as it is half-hearted.

Indeed, the tension of collaborating on the project seems to have soured the here-to-fore fruitful Walker-McGillivray dynamic. The writer never believed that the story held any water and was not shy about saying so.

“People will know who did it instantly,” I kept screaming to Walker, but to no avail.'”2

Walker thought that the central twist was downright ingenious—but as noted above, whether he really believed that or was just putting a brave face on when facing certain defeat can only be guessed at. In any event, Walker's last two horror films—both commercial flops—were written by Murray Smith (The Comeback, 1978, also covered in this volume) and Michael Armstrong (The House of the Long Shadows, 1983). As for the Svengali project, Walker had hoped to get it off the ground once Schizo was finished, but it proved to be a little too ambitious and it never progressed beyond the planning phase.
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U.S. one-sheet poster for Schizo

Leading lady Lynne Frederick is best known as the last wife of comedy great Peter Sellers, and indeed Walker recalls in the interview included on the Blu-ray release that the actress arrived with Sellers in tow for the first day's filming. Born in Middlesex in 1954, Frederick made her screen debut in Cornel Wilde's dystopic sci-fi film No Blade of Grass (1970), then snagged a supporting role in Franklin J. Schaffner's epic Nicholas and Alexandra (1971). Around the same time, she also played the doeeyed heroine in Hammer's kinky Vampire Circus (1971). She was given the female lead in Saul Bass' only directorial effort, the low-key sci-fi thriller Phase IV (1974), then was cast to play the ill-fated Bunny in Lucio Fulci's brilliant Four of the Apocalypse (1975). She married Peter Sellers the year after making Schizo, and friends of the actor warned him that she was nothing more than a gold-digger; he was reportedly in the process of initiating divorce proceedings, in 1980, when he died of a fatal heart attack. Frederick inherited his vast fortune and only a small pittance was left to his children from an earlier marriage. She married the television personality David Frost a mere six months after Sellers' passing, thus solidifying her bad reputation with the British press. Her marriage to Frost dissolved after a year and a half. Frederick's film career fizzled at the end of the '70s, with an appearance in Sellers' flop The Prisoner of Zenda (1979). Haunted by her own demons, Frederick succumbed to alcohol abuse and died at the age of 39 in 1994. The supporting cast includes an appearance by John Fraser as Samantha's acerbic, lovelorn psychiatrist. Fraser (born in 1931) achieved fame in the 1960s as a freshfaced, handsome youth in such films as Tunes of Glory (1960), Waltz of the Toreadors (1962, starring Peter Sellers) and Roman Polanski's English language debut, Repulsion (1965), wherein he plays the ill-fated boyfriend of Catherine Deneuve. He also appeared in the Jack the Ripper vs. Sherlock Holmes thriller A Study in Terror (1966). Fraser would busy himself with television after this; Schizo remains his last theatrical feature to date. The mysterious Haskin, who terrorizes Samantha (or does he?!), is played by craggy-faced Jack Watson, who also appeared in Tower of Evil (1972), covered earlier in this volume.

Notes:

1.Chibnall, Steve, Making Mischief: The Cult Films of Pete Walker (Guildford: FAB Press, 1998), p. 165.

2.Ibid, p. 167.

The Heat of the Flame (1976) (Spain)

Aka El calor de la llama

Directed by Rafael Romero Marchent (as Rafael R. Marchent); Produced by Mundial Films; Screenplay by Santiago Moncada; Director of Photography: Rafael Pacheco; Editor: Antonio Gimeno; Music by Juan José García Caffi


Main Players: Elli Maclure [as Elli McClure] (Gabriela); Antonio Ferrandis (Javier); Raymond Young (Harry); Antonio Mayans (Luis); Manuela Camacho (Lola); Pedro María Sánchez (Juana); Roberto Camardiel (Pedro); Francesco Nieto (Carlos)

Gabriela is unhappy in her marriage to older man Javier and feels bored by life in the quiet village in which they live. Things liven up when a psychopath begins raping and murdering young women. Gabriela is kidnapped and assaulted but she lives to talk about it; she tries to figure out who her masked assailant could be …

This is a very obscure thriller from Spain. It's not a film you're bound to find discussed in many reference books and it doesn't seem to be terribly well known among Euro thriller enthusiasts. This is regrettable, as The Heat of the Flame emerges as a gripping and extremely polished piece of work–al-though, as shall be discussed, it does have elements that could be seen as being problematic.

The script is by the gifted Santiago Moncada, who had a hand in writing some of the best giallo-style thrillers from Spain–notably The Corruption of Chris Miller (1973). He's a deft hand at keeping the audience guessing and, working in tandem with director Rafael Romero Marchent, he does a wonderful job of keeping things tense and suspenseful throughout.

The film's secluded setting evokes such “regional gialli” as Lucio Fulci's Don't Torture a Duckling (1972) and Pupi Avati's The House with the Laughing Windows (1975). It focuses on characters who are either content with their lot in life or who are bored beyond belief by the lack of variety and activity in the area. In the former category, there's Javier, a successful businessman with political aspirations who becomes fixated on the idea of becoming the local mayor; in his mind, this sort of appointment will lead to even bigger and better things, and he's therefore extremely sensitive about his image in the community. On the other side of the coin, Javier's young wife, Gabriela, is tired of it all and wants something more invigorating. The dialogue reveals that she married Javier at the behest of her mother, who saw him as a sensible, practical sort who could provide her daughter with a stable and happy life. The mother is an off-putting character, to say the least, who spends her time putting her daughter down and assuring her that a woman's lot in life is to be coddled and provided for by a strong, capable male figure. The relationship between Javier and Gabriela is strained. They certainly don't appear to be a match made in heaven-the age gap between them is not necessarily ruinous in and of itself, but they suffer from having very different attitudes about life and relationships. Gabriela craves excitement; Javier is a dullard. When Javier discovers that Gabriela has been unfaithful in the past, he becomes fixated—partly out of hurt and jealousy, of course, but largely owing to his political aspirations. He doesn't want anything resembling scandal attached to his name, and he (probably correctly) assumes that being seen as a cuckold by the villagers will cost him the election. Gabriela explains that her indiscretion was a one-time only thing and that she has not strayed since, but this is not good enough for Javier. He insists on knowing the identity of the man in question, but she refuses to cooperate with him. Javier eventually figures it out: it's Luis, who has since finished his vows and is now the local priest. Luis is a decent, considerate man and he does not deny the truth when he is confronted by it; he even offers to confess his sins to the public during his Sunday sermon–but this is exactly what Javier does not want. Javier is more concerned about his political pull, so he uses the information as a means of trying to blackmail Luis into officially endorsing him as mayor. Gabriela, meanwhile, continues to struggle with her conscience and with the growing realization that she really does not love her husband.


If all of this sounds vaguely soap opera-ish, never fear: There's also a depraved serial killer thrown in to the mix. In an echo of Fritz Lang's M (1931), the killer's presence is announced by whistling on the soundtrack. The various murder scenes have a nasty edge, but there's a touch of poetry, as well. The first murder scene is preceded by a sequence in which the victim enjoys some hang gliding—an unusual sight in a giallo, to be sure. The bucolic scenery and the sense of calm and serenity is turned on its head when the whistling kicks in–and while the murder itself is not shown, the reveal of the victim's bloody and brutalized body in an open field has a definite charge.

The most unsettling sequence by far occurs at the mid-point. It's this sequence that has undoubtedly soured many viewers on the film, and there's good reason for this; perhaps this explains why the film is so little-discussed, though I shall endeavor to make a good case for why the scene is justified in context. Gabriela is abducted by the killer and taken to his lair in the forest. She's tied down to the bed and he proclaims his lust for her, saying that he's had his eye on her for days. He proceeds to strip her nude and force himself on her, promising to cut her throat if she tries to struggle or bite him. He then rapes her–vaginally and anally. It's a graphic sequence and a disturbing one–but the most unsettling aspect of all is the clear indication that Gabriela is somehow enjoying the encounter. Scenes of “wish fulfillment” sexual violence have rightly been vilified, but there's something a little deeper at work here. Gabriela has been established as an unhappy woman, emotionally abused by her mother and basically ignored by her plodding husband. She wants something more exciting out of life and she wants a sexual partner who is able to think about something other than his own pleasure. There's no doubt that the notion of a woman enjoying her rape is a ridiculous conceit, but in the context of this specific character dynamic, it is handled with a certain degree of psychological insight. Truth be told, she doesn't really enjoy what is happening to her—nor is it implied that she somehow “deserves” what is happening, either—but the rapist manages to tap into a very private aspect of her psyche. She is ultimately released and allowed to go free, but later in the film she returns to the scene of the crime and is subjected to another (but far less graphic) attack. Does she go back hoping for more, or is she simply luckless in general? The film doesn't really say one way or another, but the fact that she finds some fulfillment in these brutal attacks is undoubtedly the film's most troublesome aspect. It's a clear distinction between Gabriela and the other victims, none of whom are ever suggested to have derived anything but terror from what they are subjected to, and indeed there's a twist to the story which helps to make some sense of it all—though to get into that is to undo the surprise factor for those of you who haven't seen the picture yet. Suffice it to say, the film definitely pushes the boundaries of good taste, but it does so quite deliberately. No doubt Moneada and Marchent were well aware of how controversial such material would be, but whether they were wise to take the story in this direction will depend upon the attitude of the individual viewer. Judging by what is on screen, it seems to be less a matter of a hopelessly clueless and crass attitude towards the reality of rape than it is an attempt at exploring the murky and troubled psyche of a woman who has been severely ill-treated by life in general. Her treatment at the hands of the rapist is not a euphoric experience; indeed, the fact that it is the first time she has really been allowed to fully immerse herself in a sexual encounter is pitiable and disturbing.
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Spanish newspaper ad for The Heat of the Flame; art by “Jano” (Francisco Fernández Zarza)

The revelation of the killer's identity is either going to be a major surprise or a foregone conclusion, depending on how observant one is. Marchent is to be commended for being so brazen about hiding an all-important clue in the open, so to speak, and as such the film definitely plays fair with the viewer—but those who correctly interpret the visual data and anticipate what is coming are still in for an added surprise, as well. Crucially, the film basically makes sense–emphasis on the basically, of course! Moncada's plotting is clear and coherent, and Marchent directs the action with a forceful and steady hand.

Australian actress Elli Maclure puts in a very good performance as Gabriela. The film was made after the death of Francisco Franco, and Marchent and company clearly took advantage of the relaxing censorship climate in Spain by including plenty of nudity. Maclure's willingness to disrobe was capitalized on the production, with the film getting some coverage in some of the “gentlemen's magazines” in Europe, such as Nuevo Film Sex. Maclure makes Gabriela into a sympathetic figure. She's naive and rife with contradictions; she's eager to change her life, but readily admits that she's too apathetic to do so. The fact that we are as emotionally invested in her as we are when she is abducted definitely adds to the suspense, while also making it clear that Marchent and his collaborators are not pushing an overtly misogynist sort of agenda. Gabriela is a complex character, but one who is worthy of audience involvement, and Maclure's fearless performance helps to anchor the movie emotionally. The supporting cast is also very good across the board, including Jess Franco veteran Antonio Mayans as the village priest.

An English dub was prepared (which includes Maclure's voice on the soundtrack), but it doesn't appear the film received any sort of release in the English-speaking marketplace. The version under review has Spanish titles but is otherwise English-friendly. To date, The Heat of the Flame has not received a proper release on DVD or Blu-ray.

The Comeback (Release date: June, 1978) (U.K.)

Aka The Day the Screaming Stopped

Directed by Pete Walker; Produced by Pete Walker, for Peter Walker (Heritage) Ltd.; Screenplay by Murray Smith and Michael Sloan; Director of Photography: Peter Jessop; Editor: Alan Brett; Music by Stanley Myers

Main Players: Jack Jones (Nick Cooper); Pamela Stephenson (Linda Everett); David Doyle (Webster Jones); Bill Owen (Mr. B); Sheila Keith (Mrs. B); Richard Johnson (Macauley); Holly Palance (Gail Cooper)

Home Video: Redemption/Kino Blu-ray, Region A (available individually or as part of The Pete Walker Collection)

Pop star Nick Cooper decides to rent a secluded old manor house in the hopes that the quiet will inspire him in the writing of his new album. While he's there, he starts to doubt his own sanity as he sees and hears a variety of disturbing things in the quiet of the night. When some of his friends start turning up dead, it becomes clear that somebody is trying to drive him over the edge … or perhaps even worse.

Still smarting over the loss of his “prestige” project Svengali, and having parted ways with screenwriter David McGillivray following the tension that surrounded Schizo, Pete Walker made a bid for more mainstream acceptability with The Comeback. Still in the horror thriller mode, of course, it has some extremely violent and macabre set pieces, but compared to the lurid approach of his earlier films, it feels a bit old-fashioned and eager to please.

In essence, the film is yet another variation on the Les Diaboliques model. Much like the earlier Die Screaming Marianne, Murray Brown wrote the script. In lieu of Marianne's outrageous plot developments and not-so-subtle implications of incest, this one just goes full-throttle for the usual “villain tries to drive the protagonist insane” outline. The film's most novel touch is one that Walker would later characterize as a mistake, however: Instead of putting a female protagonist through the ringer, here it is a male who is made to suffer. In an interview included on the Redemption Blu-ray release of the film, Walker rationalizes that audiences have an easy time accepting damsels in distress, but by putting a strapping male in jeopardy, he lost his key demographic. He may or may not be correct in this assertion, but it's nevertheless one of the few truly original concepts in the film and it helps to separate it from the rest of the pack.

Crooner Jack Jones plays Nick Cooper, a successful recording artist who is trying to launch a comeback following several years of inactivity. In order to concentrate his attention and inspire his creativity, his agent (played by David Doyle) puts him up in a rambling mansion in the country. The mansion is watched over by a baleful pair of servants (Sheila Keith and Bill Owen), and before long, Nick is suffering from the psychological strain of hearing assorted weird noises in the night; could he be going insane, or is somebody trying to drive him around the bend? It's hardly a shock that the latter proves to be true, though the motivation leading to all of these complex machinations feels a trifle silly and arbitrary. Even so, Walker manages to create some real suspense and the film benefits from some of his most savage and effective murder set pieces. The killer, kitted out in a mask and “little old lady” outfit, is properly alarming and the ferocity with which she (?) lunges at the victims never fails to generate a frisson. It's a pity there are so few such sequences, though in truth they would likely have lost some of their impact from repetition, so perhaps it's just as well.

In a remarkably bold-faced move, Walker does not shy away from putting Jones through many of the same paces that an actress would have been subjected to in a similar scenario. He is required to walk around dark and drafty corridors, to react in horror at gruesome sights, and is even reduced to a crying, quivering mess at one point. Walker has him frequently in varying degrees of undress–sitting up in bed without a shirt on or taking a shower to calm his nerves. It's precisely the kind of thing one would normally expect to see an actress doing, so the film definitely scores points in the “fair is fair” category.
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Danish poster for The Comeback

The Comeback is one of Walker's best-crafted movies; it also suffers from the usual drawbacks one associates with his work, including an over-excessive running time. As such, it's something of an ideal showcase for both the best and the worst of Walker's cinema. Viewers not accustomed to the more morally dubious aspects of his films like The House of Whipcord may well find this to be an ideal primer. The story could definitely have used a bit of tweaking—that motivation for the plot is thin at best, to say nothing of the contrivance which makes it all possible—but it is nevertheless very slickly executed. Working in tandem with cinematographer Peter Jessop, Walker makes good use of prowling camerawork to suggest a hidden presence. Compared to his earlier, grubbier movies, this one is definitely geared toward a classier demographic and is therefore much glossier and glamorous in its approach. Even so, the atmospherics are still firmly in place—sometimes in a quirky and amusing fashion, as in the decrepit, rundown building which houses Nick's luxurious apartment suite. The scenes set in the apartment complex allow Walker to have his cake and eat it, too. The characters are forced to make their way through a dingy environment, which is dripping with menace, only to arrive at a slick, well-appointed apartment which seems to dispel all of the shadows; when the killer emerges at this setting early on, it makes for the film's most successfully realized jump scare.

Jack Jones gives a good performance as Nick. He was born in Los Angeles in 1938 and started off as an actor in the 1950s. He rose to prominence in the 1960s, but not as an actor—instead, he became a very popular singer and musician, belting out a number of popular songs including Wives and Lovers and The Lollipop Song, both of which earned him Grammy Awards. Fans of kitsch TV will also remember him for crooning the title song of The Love Boat. His songs have been featured on the soundtracks for such films as Martin Scorsese's Good-fellas (1990, which features Wives and Lovers) and David O. Russell's American Hustle (2013, which features I've Got Your Number). As an actor, Jones has worked primarily in television, guest starring on such series as The Rat Patrol, The Red Skelton Hour and, of course, The Love Boat. The Comeback is his most substantial screen role and he is to be congratulated for carrying the film on his shoulders; he makes Nick into a likable and believable character. His agent is played by another staple of American TV, David Doyle. Doyle (1929-1997) is best remembered for his role as Bosley on Charlie's Angels and indeed he slotted his appearance in this movie into a hiatus in the filming of that series; like Jones, he also popped up on The Love Boat. It would perhaps be unkind to suggest that the film's most disturbing image is that of Doyle done up in drag, but given that the character's secret life as a cross-dresser is clearly designed to throw temporary suspicion on him, it would at least be consistent with Walker's intentions. Walker's favorite actress, Sheila Keith, plays the creepy housekeeper with a strong Scottish burr, and she steals the show quite handily. Keith, born in Aberdeen in 1920, toiled away in mostly unremarkable roles for the better part of her career—but then she was discovered by Walker, who cast her as the eye-patch wearing, repressed lesbian villain in The House of Whipcord. This was followed by her signature appearance as the terrifying cannibal in Frightmare. Walker clearly realized that she was worth her weight in gold and did his best to put her into every horror film he made from Whipcord onwards. Schizo would have benefitted from casting her, say, as the housekeeper who ends up getting gorily dispatched, but perhaps she was busy at the time. Keith's last really notable screen role came in Walker's final feature, The House of the Long Shadows (1983), where she held her own against Christopher Lee, Vincent Price, Peter Cushing and John Carradine. She would make appearances in everything from Clockwise (1986) with John Cleese to Alejandro Jodorowsky's The Rainbow Thief (1990), and was later cast by genre buff Steve Coogan for his Hammer/Amicus parody, Dr. Terrible's House of Horribles (2001); this proved to be her last role and she died in 2004. Nick's wife is played by Holly Palance, the daughter of Hollywood heavyweight Jack Palance, who is best known for her role as the suicidal nanny in Richard Donner's The Omen (1976), and the great Richard Johnson (1927-2015) puts in a brief appearance as a psychiatrist.
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Italian locandina for The Comeback

The Comeback marked the end of Walker's career as Britain's prime purveyor of salacious shocks. He spent the next several years trying to get some projects off the ground, but the commercial failure of The Comeback did not inspire confidence from the money men; you're only as big as your most recent movie, after all. He would be hired by Cannon Films to direct the all-star horror-comedy The House of the Long Shadows, but that, too, proved to be out of step with the times and did nothing at the box office. After that, he walked away from film production for good and found a successful new career in the real estate game. Even so, he remains beloved by fans of shock cinema for his string of gory and subversive horror films of the 1970s. The Comeback is not typically celebrated in the same way as, say, The House of Whipcord or Frightmare, but it offers solid evidence of his increasing competence as a stylist and is enough to make one wish that he could have been given a few more chances before electing to pack it in and call it a day.

Eyes of Laura Mars (Release date: August, 1978)

Directed by Irvin Kershner; Produced by Jon Peters, Laura Ziskin and Jack H. Harris, for Columbia Pictures; Screenplay by John Carpenter and David Zelag Goodman, from a story by John Carpenter; Director of Photography: Victor J. Kemper; Editor: Michael Kahn; Music by Artie Kane; Songs: Prisoner, performed by Barbra Streisand; Burn, performed by Georg Michalski and Nicky Oosterveen; Native New Yorker, performed by Odyssey; Shake Your Booty, performed by KC & The Sunshine Band; Let's All Chant, performed by The Michael Zager Band; Boogie Nights, performed by Heatwave.

Main Players: Faye Dunaway (Laura Mars); Tommy Lee Jones (John Neville); Brad Dourif (Tommy Ludlow); René Auberjonois (Donald Phelps); Raúl Juliá [billed simply as “R.J.” in the opening credits] (Michael Reisler); Frank Adonis (Sal Volpe); Lisa Taylor (Michele); Darlanne Fluegel (Lulu)


Home Video: Columbia DVD, Region 1

Laura Mars is a successful fashion photographer with the world at her feet. Suddenly her idyllic existence is disrupted by some very disturbing visions; she starts seeing people she knows being killed off by an unseen assailant. When her friends really do start ending up dead, she tries to explain these visions to the detective on the case, John Neville, but he dismisses the idea as nonsense. The killings and the visions continue, however, and Neville begins to rethink his attitude …
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Italian poster for Eyes of Laura Mars

“My father supported me up until I got my first paying job in the movie business,” John Carpenter recalled. “To be more precise, just after my father warned me that he wasn't going to support me anymore, I got my first paying screenwriting job.”1 Long before he established himself as a genre icon with Halloween, Carpenter struggled to make ends meet in the cutthroat world of Hollywood filmmaking. He scored a small success with his debut, Dark Star (1974), but it wasn't the sort of success that resulted in hordes of producers banging on his door. As he struggled to get his next directing gig, Carpenter also did plenty of work “on spec” as a screenwriter. For those who don't know what that means, in essence these are screenplays written independently without the benefit of having a buyer in place to pay for it. The scripts are then shopped around to various agents and producers until somebody (hopefully) decides to take a chance on it. Spec writing is all well and good when it comes to sharpening one's skills as a writer, but it doesn't put food on the table or pay the rent. Thus, the opportunity to actually write a properly commissioned screenplay—for a major studio, yet—was especially opportune during this lean and hungry period for Carpenter. In the same interview, he elaborates: “What the studio wanted—and what Jon Peters [the producer] wanted—was a character that Barbra Streisand could play. […] The $20,000 I was paid included my adaptation for Streisand. […] However, I didn't have any clue how to write for Streisand, and she was essentially—to use the lack of a better word—a New York actress. Second of all, they wanted it to be [set] in New York City—and I hate New York City. I don't know anything about it. I'm a country boy and I don't get it.”2 Sadly, for Carpenter, the problems were only just beginning.

The story deals with a photographer who establishes some sort of a vaguely defined psychic link with a psychopath who is killing off the people in her life. It is set against a fashion world milieu which is very much in line with the aesthetic of the giallo—many gialli, from Bava's Blood and Black Lace (1964) to Dario Argento's Giallo (2009) make use of a similar setting—and the connection is strengthened even further by having the photo spreads be very explicit in their linkage of sex and violence. Unfortunately, while the bare essentials are there for an engaging thriller, something got lost along the way. The characters are deliberately cold and the actors can only do so much to bring them to life. Gialli focusing on scummy people are hardly unique, of course, but at least the backstabbing characters in, say, Perversion Story (1969) or Twitch of the Death Nerve (1971) are interesting. This cannot be said of a single character in Eyes of Laura Mars; in fact, it's easy to confuse who is who in some respects, since everybody is completely devoid of memorable characteristics.
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Faye Dunaway from Eyes of Laura Mars

A lot of the problems stem from the screenplay, but Carpenter's role in this appears to have been minimal. As he would later recall, he did not react well to sitting in on screenplay meetings as various studio executives tossed in their often ill-informed two bits. The more that people started fiddling with the script, the more muddled it became. Carpenter was eventually paid off for his troubles, and veteran screenwriter David Zelag Goodman (who cowrote the script for Sam Peckinpah's brilliant Straw Dogs, 1971) was brought in to completely overhaul it. Somewhere along the way, Streisand decided that she did not want to star in the picture and the project was offered to an eclectic array of filmmakers, including Lindsay Anderson, before it finally ended up with Irvin Kershner. Despite showing virtually no flair for the genre whatsoever, it is rumored that George Lucas was sufficiently impressed by the movie to prompt him to offer Kershner the directing job on The Empire Strikes Back (1980). In any event, the combined efforts of Goodman and Kershner see to it that any potentially gripping ideas present in Carpenter's original screenplay have been thoroughly undermined.

Too much time is devoted to the burgeoning— and frankly unbelievable—love story that develops between Laura and John. The filmmakers at least have the sense to have them both comment on how ridiculous it is that they should be falling in love, while everybody is dying around them, but even with that bit of “wink nudge” storytelling, it fails to be persuasive. Matters are not helped any by the fact that Faye Dunaway and Tommy Lee Jones—both outstanding performers in many other pictures— display absolutely zero chemistry. The faintly saccharine sequences of the two of them bonding and making love only serve to act as padding, and since we are never emotionally invested in their relationship, it doesn't have much of a chance to pull at the heartstrings. Granted, the love stories in many of Carpenter's own films are often a little awkward and lacking in credibility (think of the Jamie Lee Curtis/ Tom Atkins dynamic in The Fog, 1980), but given that so much of what he wrote was tossed by the wayside, it's difficult to ascribe much—if any—of the blame to him.
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French poster for Eyes of Laura Mars

Ultimately, what Eyes of Laura Mars best represents is a classic example of putting a lot of talented people to work on a dud project. Perhaps if Carpenter had been allowed to develop the story as he saw fit and then been allowed to direct himself—or if it had been handed to a director who really had a feel for this sort of thing—it might have come off a lot better. Or maybe it really was just a dog from the get-go. Who knows? But as it stands, it's a thriller lacking in thrills—with a twist ending that really could not be much more obvious or predictable; Carpenter later confirmed that the identity of the killer was not part of his original concept, as he favored the sort of ambiguity which would inform his films Someone's Watching Me! and Halloween (both 1978). The elements are all there for a really good, twisted American giallo, but they are allowed to just sort of lay there and never take shape. The classy production values and fetishistic fashion imagery, courtesy of Helmut Newton, give the film ample sheen, but it never catches fire. Even the murder scenes are handled with a surprising lack of flair. Indeed, the whole notion of Laura seeing through the killer's eyes—nominally the film's most interesting concept—is badly bungled.

I got a phone call after they finished principal photography from the executive producer, who said, “Do you have any ideas about the visions? How to do them?” Carpenter recalled. I said, “Yeah! But you've finished shooting the movie so why are you asking me?” “Well they don't work!,” he replied. “How did you shoot them?” I asked. “They were shot handheld,” he responded. “Then I can't help you,” I replied, “because handheld doesn't look like what you see through your eyes. You have to use a new camera,” I said to him. “You have to use a gyroscopic camera because it's approximately what you imagine a human vision looks like.” Then I added, “Did you make her blind when she was seeing?” and he told me they didn't. I asked him that because there was a scene in the movie where she linked in, saw through the killer's eyes, stood in traffic and walked out of traffic; and that was something she couldn't do. She cannot see two things at once when she is seeing through his eyes. And they never thought about any of these things.3

On his audio commentary for the Columbia DVD release of the movie, however, Kershner basically dismisses Carpenter's original script, while blowing off his idea for the killer as being a “gimmick.” Clearly the two men were not on the same wavelength, and it could be that Kershner may harbor some ill will based on some of Carpenter's comments about the movie in interviews. Comparing the filmographies of both men, it's difficult not to side with Carpenter in this matter. Kershner certainly did some fine, respectable work as a director, of course, but when it comes to suspense and scares, Carpenter's reputation as a master is difficult to argue with. As Carpenter correctly notes, the visions in the film are badly bungled. The decision was made to “smear” the shaky point of view shots in order to designate them as “killer's point of view” and it is never really clear just what Laura is or is not able to do when she is subject to one of these fits.
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Faye Dunaway heads the cast, filling in for the originally deputized Barbra Streisand. Streisand's sole contribution to the finished film is a title song, Prisoner, which ended up becoming more of a hit than the film itself. Dunaway was born in Florida in 1941 and was appearing on Broadway by the time she was in her early 20s. Arthur Penn's Bonnie and Clyde (1967) and Norman Jewison's The Thomas Crown Affair (1968) made her a star and she continued to impress in the 1970s in such films as Richard Lester's The Three Musketeers (1973), The Four Musketeers (1974) and Roman Polanski's Chinatown (1974). She developed a reputation for being difficult, but this did not prevent her from winning an Oscar for her work in Sidney Lumet's Network (1976). Eyes of Laura Mars was her first film following that triumph. Ironically, she had been Jane Fonda's suggestion as her replacement on Klute when the actress got cold feet about her qualifications for the role; later, Dunaway would pass on the lead role in Julia (1977) and Fonda played it (and earned an Oscar nomination) instead. A few years after Eyes, she played Joan Crawford in the spurious camp classic Mommy Dearest (1981), which won her a Razzie as Worst Actress. She worked steadily through the 2000s but has not made any film appearances since 2010. Dunaway is a striking and commanding presence, but she lacks the vulnerability that is needed for this role. She never seems credibly involved in the action and the viewer has a hard time believing that she is really fearful for her life. Tommy Lee Jones plays her romantic interest John Neville (presumably not named in homage to the British actor who played Sherlock Holmes in A Study in Terror, 1965). Jones appears ill at ease in his scenes with Dunaway and their lack of chemistry is crippling to the film's dramatic impact. Really, Jones only comes to life in the final scenes, but it is too little, too late. Born in Texas in 1946, he racked up Broadway credits prior to making his film debut in 1970 with a small role in the treacly box office smash, Love Story. He would later top-line another thriller originally written by John Carpenter, Black Moon Rising (1986), and he later graduated to super-stardom thanks to his roles in the box office hits The Fugitive (1994, winning an Oscar as Best Supporting Actor) and Men in Black (1997). With his craggy looks and wry sense of humor, he is particularly well cast as sardonic good old boys; appropriately enough, he made his directing debut with a TV movie titled The Good Ole Boys (1995). More recently he drew ample acclaim for his roles in the Coen Brothers' No Country for Old Men (2007) and Steven Spielberg's Lincoln (2012); he was Oscar-nominated for the latter. The supporting cast includes such compulsively watchable actors as Brad Dourif, Raúl Juliá and René Auber-jonois, but the cliché role; they are cast in are not worthy of their efforts.

Notes:

1.Boulenger, Gilles, John Carpenter: The Prince of Darkness (Los Angeles: Silman-James Press, 2003), p. 81.

2.Ibid

3.Ibid, p. 82.

Trauma (Release date: September, 1978) (Spain)

Aka Violación fatal (Trauma)

Directed by León Klimovsky; Produced by Gabriel Iglesias and Heinrich Starhemberg, for Laro Films S.A. and Producciones Grégor S.A.; Screenplay by Juan José Porto and Carlos Puerto; Director of Photography: Pablo Ripoll; Editor: Pedro del Rey; Music by Ángel Arteaga

Main Players: Ágata Lys (Veronica); Heinrich Starhemberg [as Henry Gregor] (Daniel); Ricardo Merino (Gabriel); Isabel Pisano (Eva); Antonio Mayans (Victor); Sandra Alberti (Elena); Irene Foster (Ana)

Daniel, a writer, goes to a secluded inn in the country to work on his latest story. Veronica, who runs the inn, appears rather strange and nervous. She talks about a husband who lives upstairs, but nobody ever seems to see him. Soon, two other couples show up looking for a romantic weekend get-away–but what they find is a razor-wielding psychopath …

Trauma is Argentine director León Klimovsky's final feature; sadly, it is not one of his more interesting films.

The story deals with a writer named Daniel whose odd behavior is only outdone by his passion for colorful scarf ascots and really bad comb-overs. He shows up at a country inn looking to get a little peace and quiet so that he can work on his latest book. Of course, this being a giallo, he is not likely to find much peace and quiet—and he's even less likely to get a lot of writing done. For reasons that only become apparent in the very last scene, he comes off as a very odd sort—not unpleasant or even hostile … just odd. He meets his match in Veronica, who runs the inn with her often spoken-of but never-seen husband, who is apparently confined to his bed following some unspecified illness. It really shouldn't take a genius to work out what is going on here, but let's just say that the whole thing smacks a lot of Psycho (1960) and let it go at that.
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Spanish poster for Trauma; art by “Jano” (Francisco Fernández Zarza)

Klimovsky directs with his customary professionalism, but he doesn't seem to have been terribly excited by the material. He directed a number of immensely entertaining horror and fantasy films during his long career, many of them starring (and written by) Paul Naschy—indeed he came to Trauma immediately after putting Naschy through his paces in The People Who Own the Dark and Secuestro (both 1976). Typically underrated, Klimovsky is often depicted as a sort of hack traffic cop who only did well when he had somebody like Naschy to offer up good suggestions; this is not supported by his very capable handling of such non-Naschy genre fare as The Vampires Night Orgy and The Dracula Saga (both 1973), however. In any event, his inspiration appears to have deserted him on Trauma: the pacing is glacial, the characters are laughably transparent, and there's very little suspense evident.

What the film does offer is exploitation value—a lot of it. Virtually the entire cast disrobes at one point or another. There are a number of sex scenes and even the psychologically fragile Veronica is compelled to strip and do a “sexy dance” for her vegetative husband. It's all quite ridiculous, of course, but Klimovsky and his collaborators appear determined to give the thrill-hungry audience what it wants. Indeed, it has to be noted that the film is as seedy as it is owing to the death of Spanish dictator Francisco Franco in November of 1975; Franco had maintained a very tough stance on sex and violence during his regime, but after his death Spanish filmmakers were chomping at the bit to cut loose and stuff their movies with as many exploitable elements as they could muster. Had Trauma been made a few years earlier, rest assured, it would have been much more timid.

The murders are also appropriately gory and savage, though the crude make-up effects sometimes compromise their effectiveness. Still, all the sex and gore in the world can't make up for a distinct lack of atmosphere, tension and suspense. The film feels terribly padded and lacks the sense of gusto, which Klimovsky brought to his earlier giallo, A Dragonfly for Each Corpse (1974).
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Video Treasures' 1980s VHS box art for Trauma

The cast is headed by one of the film's producers, Heinrich Starhemberg (1934-1997), who appears to have fancied himself a leading man. Swiss born Starhemberg worked pretty extensively in the Spanish genre cinema of the 1970s and early '80s; as an actor, he appeared in such films as Klimovsky's Dr. Jekyll and the Wolfman (1972) and The Dracula Saga, while his producing credits include Klimovsky's Muerte de un quinqui (1975) and José Antonio Barrero's Los pasajeros (1975), both starring Paul Naschy. Starhemberg tries to appear aloof and mysterious as Daniel, but he merely comes off as wooden. He even allows himself a love scene with Sandra Alberti, though it's hard to fault him on this point. Ágata Lys appears to have been instructed to lay on the silent cinema melodramatics in playing Veronica and the final reveal about her mental health issues couldn't be any less surprising. Lys (born in 1953) also played a significant role in the Spaghetti Western-gialli hybrid The Masked Thief (1971), and she enjoyed plenty of exposure in the 1970s as a Spanish sex symbol. In the 1980s she decided to focus more on theater work, though she continued to appear in the occasional film and TV show through the early 2000s.

Halloween (Release date: October, 1978)

Directed by John Carpenter; Produced by Debra Hill, Kool Lusby, Irwin Yablans and Moustapha Akkad, for Compass International; Screenplay by John Carpenter and Debra Hill; Director of Photography: Dean Cundey; Editor: Tommy Wallace and Charles Bornstein; Music by John Carpenter; Song: Don't Fear the Reaper, performed by Blue Öyster Cult.

Main Players: Donald Pleasence (Dr. Sam Loomis); Jamie Lee Curtis (Laurie Strode); Nancy Kyes [as Nancy Loomis] (Annie Brackett); PJ. Soles (Lynda van der Klok); Charles Cyphers (Sheriff Leigh Brackett); Kyle Richards (Lindsey Wallace); Brian Andrews (Tommy Doyle); Nick Castle (The Shape)

Home Video: Anchor Bay DVD and Anchor Bay Blu-ray, Region 1 and Region A (numerous editions—the best arguably being the 35th anniversary edition, which has also been included in the Halloween mega-set from Anchor Bay in collaboration with Shout! Factory.)

Halloween, 1963: Six-year-old Michael Myers murders his sister Judith and is locked away in an institution for the criminally insane. Fifteen years later, Michael escapes and heads back to his hometown of Haddonfield, Illinois. While there, he sets his eyes on a group of teens and begins killing them one by one. Dr. Loomis follows Michael back to the town and tries to stop the killing …

Following the release of Assault on Precinct 13 (1976), producer Irwin Yablans and financier Moustapha Akkad approached John Carpenter with the idea of making a low-budget horror movie. Originally conceived under the more grindhouse-friendly title of The Babysitter Murders, it was little more than a very loose story outline: An escaped maniac targets a group of shapely teenaged babysitters. Carpenter, eager to strike while the iron was hot, saw some potential in the story. According to Bob Clark, the director of the Canadian-made giallo-style thriller Black Christmas (1974), Carpenter had already talked with him about a possible follow-up to that earlier movie; Clark was not interested in actively pursuing it, but told Carpenter that if he did make it, it would be set around Halloween of the following year and would focus on the exploits of the killer, who has escaped from an insane asylum. This bit of background information has never been officially confirmed by Carpenter himself,1 but there's no denying the impact that Clark's movie had on Halloween, regardless of whether that particular exchange ever really took place or was just wishful thinking on Clark's part; personally, I'm inclined to believe that it did happen like that, but that's really neither here nor there. In any event, Carpenter asked his then-girlfriend, Debra Hill (who had worked as a script supervisor on Assault), to join him in writing the screenplay. Carpenter focused on devising suspense sequences and in coming up with the wonderfully juicy dialogue for the character of the half-crazed psychiatrist, Dr. Loomis; Hill added a touch of authenticity by fleshing out the female characters and giving them lines to say that sounded true to life. It proved to be a match made in heaven, and Hill was also entrusted with serving as the actual line producer, supervising Carpenter and his crew and solving the day-to-day headaches as they occurred, while Akkad and Yablans waited for the footage to start rolling in. Carpenter received a flat fee of $10,000 for writing, directing and composing the film's iconic score, but he negotiated two very important perks: For one, he was guaranteed final cut, which is nothing to sneeze at; for another, he secured a cut of the profits. He would become a wealthy man over time because of the latter.
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Australian one-sheet poster for Halloween

Carpenter announces right off the bat that he is a confident stylist. He opens the film with an extended subjective shot–achieved with the early Steadicam-style Panaglide camera—which is modeled after the audacious opening shot of Orson Welles' Touch of Evil (1957). Sooner than just mimic one of his favorite sequences, however, Carpenter makes it distinctly his own. The camera glides through the house, almost suggesting a surreal floating quality, moving from room to room as Michael spies on his teenaged sister as she makes love, then moves in for the kill after her boyfriend has departed. After stabbing the girl to death, he rushes down the stairs and into the arms of his parents—at which point Carpenter cuts to a close shot of the assailant's angelic face. Sooner than deliver the drooling psychopath one might be expecting, he undercuts the obvious and shows the killer as a fresh-faced, slightly dazed and confused looking little boy. As if struck in horror, the camera cranes back and up, adopting an omniscient God's-eye perspective. Make no mistake; this is bravura filmmaking. Extended shots of this nature are relatively unusual even on big-budget movies, but they are almost unheard of in low-budget pictures such as this. The obstacles are obvious: If there's a single mistake in lighting, camera work or acting, the whole thing has to be redone from scratch. It was a gamble, but Carpenter had faith that he and his crew could execute it; they did, and they managed to knock out several pages worth of screenplay at a very fast clip. Yablans knew he had a great talent on his hands, and he dreamed of continuing their collaboration—but the ambitious director had other plans. More on that later. From there, Carpenter sets about introducing the character of Dr. Loomis. In a move typical of his laconic and economical approach, we learn pretty much everything we need to know about the good doctor in his very first scene. As he and a nurse (Nancy Stephens) drive to the institution that is housing Michael, he expounds upon his fears about Michael and the need to keep him locked away at all costs. Of course, this is the ideal setup for the reveal that Michael and several other inmates have escaped during the night. Loomis is established right off the bat as intense, but he has a humorous side; check out his bemused reaction to the matchbook cover belonging to the nurse. Later on, this side of him comes to the foreground when he decides to  play a prank on some kids who are trying to drum up the courage to enter the “haunted” Myers house. Loomis is a single-minded avenger, a sort of modern day Captain Ahab, and his dedication to protecting people from the “evil” of Michael is absolute. He talks extensively about the lack of humanity and empathy in Michael's eyes and says, with grim resolve, that the young man is “purely and simply … evil.” One cannot help but be reminded of the obsessive nature of Dr. Van Helsing, as portrayed by Peter Cushing in Hammer's Horror of Dracula (1958) and The Brides of Dracula (1960), and indeed Cushing was even approached to play the role. More on that in a bit, too.
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German A-1 poster for Halloween

With the opposing forces of good and evil in place, Carpenter and Hill set about establishing the soon-to-be victims. It's been said before, but bears repeating, one of the reasons Halloween holds up so well is because these characters are worth caring about. Later filmmakers would become so focused on outdoing the competition in the slasher film stakes that they lost sight of the human element. There is hardly a character worth caring about in any of the Halloween sequels or in the entire run of the Friday the 13th franchise. Fortunately, Carpenter and Hill recognize that a good drama succeeds on the strength of creating characters with whom the audience can identity. Dr. Loomis is not the true audience identification figure; he's established as a sort of zealot figure who will hopefully arrive in Haddonfield in time to prevent the mayhem. He represents logic and authority. On the other hand, Laurie Strode (Jamie Lee Curtis) and her young friends provide the film with its heart and soul. Laurie is the typical ugly duckling sort–she's not as glamorous as her friends and she is somewhat socially backward, but she is a good-hearted person and she displays some real presence of mind, which is not always the norm in this sort of film. Her closest friends, Annie (Nancy Loomis) and Lynda (PJ. Soles), are also archetypal figures: Annie is the smart ass with an irreverent sense of humor, while Lynda is the fun-loving free spirit, who has her mind firmly on the topic of sex. Speaking of sex, Laurie is the only one who isn't getting any; she is also the only one who will survive. This aspect has certainly attracted a great deal of debate about the picture. Objectively speaking, there is no reason to believe that the left-leaning Carpenter, with his propensity for displaying an irreverent attitude towards authority figures and power structures, would have been driven to deliver a movie with a puritanical message. Don't forget, he wrote the film in collaboration with his girlfriend, with whom he was engaged in a relationship outside of marriage. This doesn't really sound like the kind of attitude which would inform a truly conservative-minded movie. Carpenter has been called out on the issue time and time again, however, and he has addressed it more-or-less the same every time. “Annie and Lynda are just having a blast. The one who is always in pain and worried is Laurie Strode. She has no social life. All I can say about the Myers-only-kills-the-girls-who-have-sex issue is that the story starts out with a little boy seeing his sister fucking her boyfriend upstairs and killing her for it. So it seems to me that part of what he's doing is getting revenge on her because of an Oedipal or incestual thing. […] Nobody will believe this. Nobody believes me.”2 Elsewhere, as on the commentary recorded for the Criterion Collection laser disc edition of the film (which has since been recycled for the Anchor Bay DVD and Blu-ray releases), Carpenter has argued very persuasively that the girls (and boys, too!) who get killed are easy prey because they let their guard down; they are too focused on having a good time to be aware of what is moving in on them. Laurie, on the other hand, is always alert and aware of what is going on around her. Similarly, it can be said that it is her pent-up sexual frustration—she is always being teased for not having a boyfriend, and Annie tries to humiliate her by threatening to tell a popular guy in class that Laurie has a secret crush on him—that allows her to rebel so viciously against Michael in the last act of the picture. “The one girl who is the most sexually uptight just keeps stabbing this guy with a long knife. She's the most sexually frustrated. She's the one that's killed him. Not because she's a virgin but because all that sexually repressed energy starts coming out. She uses all those phallic symbols on the guy”3
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Jamie Lee Curtis fights for her life in a German lobby card from Halloween.

One of the other things distinguishing Halloween from the many imitations that followed is its restraint. Indeed, there is barely any blood to be seen in the film. Carpenter prefers to focus instead on the suspense and build-up, allowing the violence to pass quickly and discreetly. Michael—also referred to as The Shape—is an alarming presence: Dressed in a pilfered blue jumpsuit and Halloween mask, he is subtly spooky and has the sort of blank look which allows viewers to read whatever they wish into his expression. As played by Carpenter's friend (and fellow director) Nick Castle, he seems to glide through the action like a spirit. He even tilts his head admiringly to look at his gruesome handiwork at one point, suggesting a dog innocently surveying some casually-wrought destruction or an artist trying to make sense of his latest creation. In subsequent installments, Michael would be played by burly stuntmen and a great deal of the character's eeriness would dissipate as a result. The sight of the character lumbering about and smashing through doors and windows is simply not nearly as effective as the graceful cat-like way he stalks through this original installment. A word on the mask, too: It's a well-known “secret” at this point, but Carpenter and Hill did not originally have a clear-cut idea on what they wanted it to look like. During the production, production designer/art director Tommy Lee Wallace (a future director in his own right) presented Carpenter with two options: a clown mask and a “Captain  Kirk” mask with the hairline altered and the eyebrows removed. Carpenter felt the latter was creepier, and after having the face dyed a stark white, it proved to be the ideal fit. The mask would be changed in later installments and this, too, proved to be a mistake. Whether William Shatner, the actor who played Captain Kirk in the original TV and film incarnafions of Star Trek, is aware of the “homage” is open to speculation; but he can at least take comfort that his visage is something of a horror icon in its own right.
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Spanish poster for Halloween

Carpenter's flair for milking suspense for all it is worth is evident in the final act. Laurie  is left alone to face Michael. With her instincts for self-preservation kicking in, she proves to be a formidable opponent. As Michael continues to come after her, she seeks refuge in a closet—the sense of being confined is palpable, and as Michael hacks his way through the door, the tension builds to an unbearable high. As usual, Laurie shows presence of mind by rigging a hanger to stab her attacker in the eye. Michael is apparently done for, and here she makes the mistake of letting her  guard down. She instructs the children in her care to go for the police, while she sits in a state of dazed disbelief. In the film's most  celebrated shot, Laurie occupies the left fore-ground of the Panavision frame; Michael lays in the background, apparently dead. The static composition becomes filled with dread when Michael sits upright and looks toward his intended prey. It's one of a couple of moments of poor judgment on Laurie's part that she leaves herself open for an attack, but the audience remains firmly on her side. Just as things look to be getting grim for the heroine, she is saved by the sudden appearance of Dr. Loomis. He fires six shots into Michael, who takes a tumble off the balcony. A devastated Laurie remarks, “It was the boogey man.” Loomis' grim retort, “As a matter of fact … it was,” never ceases to draw goose pimples. It seems that the evil has been contained and normality has been restored, but Carpenter resists the optimistic and reveals that, somehow, Michael is still alive. Loomis' stoic expression says it all. He still has his work cut out for him. And on that note, the film ends. It would be easy to suggest that Carpenter and Hill were leaving things open for a sequel, but this was really before the period where sequels were de rigueur for every single box office hit. Carpenter had no way of knowing that the film was going to be a success, anyway. Rather, the intention is to suggest that evil never dies. Michael has turned into something less-than-human and his resilience suggests a deep-seated need to continue inflicting pain and death. Taken on its own terms, it's a chilly and effective ending; seen after years of sequels, it almost seems inevitable.
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Turkish poster for Halloween

Halloween is a beautifully crafted movie. It would be a mistake to try to read too much into it as it is, by Carpenter's own admission, basically an exercise in style. It is not as flashy and baroque as the thrillers made by Brian De Palma in America—or by Dario Argento in Italy, for that matter!—but it shows a gifted storyteller and cinema stylist at the peak of his powers. For Carpenter, Halloween would be both a blessing and a curse. Like so many directors who achieved success early in their careers, he has felt the pressure of replicating it ever since. It can be argued that he would later eclipse it artistically with films like The Thing (1982) and Prince of Darkness (1987)—but The Thing and Prince of Darkness were box office bombs in their day and have only gone on to find thei audience on home video. Halloween was not an overnight success by any means, and this is a point worth stressing. It was originally released to muted box office and mostly negative critical response. Tom Allen wrote the first really positive American critique in The Village Voice, comparing Carpenter to Hitchcock in very positive terms, but it was the film's reception in England—where Carpenter found himself being hailed as a young genius of sorts—that prompted the producers to push it even harder in the U.S., and it was then that the film really started to take off. Critics like Roger Ebert and Gene Siskel raved about it and the film went on to become one of the most commercially-successful independent productions of all time.

The first sequel followed in 1981 and was made with Carpenter's involvement as co-producer, co-writer, co-composer and uncredited co-director; he was drafted in to punch the movie up by adding in some new shock scenes when the executives at Universal dismissed director Rick Rosenthal's original edit as pedestrian. Believing the Michael Myers angle to be played out—and having written a much more conclusive ending which seemed to remove any potential of ever bringing Michael or Dr. Loomis back for more—he pushed to develop a very different project with Halloween III: Season of the Witch (1983). In place of Michael, the story dealt with a Druid cult looking to obliterate the children of the world by having them wear special Halloween masks, which will cause them to die horribly. It was a novel idea and a brave one, but it failed—and Michael and Dr. Loomis somewhat improbably appeared again five years later for Halloween 4 (1988), this time without Carpenter's involvement. The series continued to deteriorate with further sequels appearing in 1989, 1995, 1998 and 2002. In 2007, musician-turned-filmmaker Rob Zombie delivered a highly anticipated remake of Carpenter's original film, but it proved to be a disappointment. Even so, it was commercially successful and resulted in a sequel by Zombie in 2009. In 2016, Carpenter surprised fans by signing on as executive producer on a new Halloween, to be directed by David Gordon Green (The Pineapple Express, 2008) from a script co-written by Danny McBride (Eastbound & Down, 2009-2013). The combination of Green and McBride seemed an odd one, given their identification with comedy, but Carpenter's decision to involve himself—no matter how tenuously—seemed a good sign for the fan base. Carpenter ultimately agreed to write the music as well, in collaboration with his son Cody Carpenter and his godson Daniel Davies. The mission statement of the new film was simple: It would completely ignore all the other sequels, acting as if they had never happened. Some of the fans loved the idea; others gnashed their teeth in despair. After much on-line speculation, the new Halloween came out in October of 2018—and it proved to be a smash hit. The story takes place 40 years after the events of the first film and depicts Laurie (Jamie Lee Curtis, in arguably the performance of her career) as a traumatic mess; driven to the brink of insanity by her run-in with Michael, she has endured a failed marriage, alcoholism, a strained relationship with her only daughter (Judy Greer) and is generally in a very bad mental state indeed. When word reaches her that Michael—successfully re-institutionalized by Dr. Loomis, who has since passed away—is now to be moved to another facility, she goes on full alert—and of course, the transfer goes badly, leaving Michael loose to go on the prowl once more. What follows is basically a retread over familiar turf, with some nice nods in the direction of the original, and one or two fresh twists on the formula to keep things interesting. Happily, the film proved to be a respectable follow-up to Carpenter's original. Though not without its own faults, it is almost good enough to make one forget the horrible sequels and reboots from 1989 onward. It had been Carpenter's hope that the new film would finally end the series for good—but thanks to its success, another installment has been promised. You really can't kill the boogey man, after all.
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U.K. Quad poster for Halloween
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U.S. one-sheet for Halloween

John Carpenter was born in Carthage, New York, in 1948. His family moved to the Midwestern bible belt (Bowling Green, Kentucky, to be precise) when he was still a child, and the young man felt decidedly out of his element in his new surroundings. He was passionate about rock music and movies from an early age, and his passions would inform his later career choice. Carpenter has alluded to childhood viewings of Jack Arnold's It Came from Outer Space (1953) and Terence Fisher's The Curse of Frankenstein (1957) as being watershed moments in his life. He recognized the potential of the medium early on and decided to study film at the University of Southern California. He made his directing debut with Dark Star (1974), an irreverent send-up of sci-fi films, which he made in collaboration with his then-friend Dan O'Bannon. The two men fell out over the way the film was marketed, but they both went on to achieve some measure of success; O'Bannon would co-write Alien (1979) and later direct the cult smash The Return of the Living Dead (1985). Carpenter followed Dark Star with Assault on Precinct 13 (1976), a super-tense urban thriller about rival gangs laying siege to a semi-abandoned police station. Halloween was the film that put Carpenter on the map, but as noted it came at a price. Despite making a number of striking and original films, he never quite managed to recapture the peculiar impact his debut had on the audience. The Fog (1980) and Escape from New York (1981) were successful enough to get him a contract at Universal, but when The Thing and Halloween III: Season of the Witch bombed, he was quickly released from their services. Starman (1984) helped to redeem him in the eyes of the money men, but he had such an unpleasant time fighting with executives at Fox over his offbeat horror/kung fu/comedy/adventure hybrid Big Trouble in Little China (1986) that he contemplated writing a blistering exposé of the studio system and retiring for good. He returned to his low-budget roots with Prince of Darkness and They Live (1988), but they too failed to find an audience. As the 1990s wore on, Carpenter became increasingly cynical and seemed content with attaching his name to anything provided that the pay check was the right size. Carpenter's flippant attitude and hardcore cynicism caused many to dismiss him as a casualty of the system, but occasional projects like In the Mouth of Madness (1994) and Cigarette Burns (2005, a segment of the Showtime-produced anthology series Masters of Horror) showed that he could still deliver when given a script he believed in and a little creative freedom. Ghosts of Mars (2001), a messy distillation of themes from his earlier films, turned out to be a bomb both artistically and commercially, and he pretty much retired from that point on. He contributed to the Masters of Horror series on two occasions (the second time being with the flawed-but-interesting Pro-Life, 2006) and was lured back to directing features with the low-budget ghost story The Ward (2010), but it seemed somewhat half-hearted as a film and he has not followed it up with any other features to date. A remarkably talented stylist, Carpenter is a classic example of what can happen when a director is pigeonholed and not allowed to flourish; he has displayed a facility for numerous genres, but for the public at large he is a Master of Horror—no great shame in that, of course, but given that so many of his films have failed commercially because they failed to deliver on the same level as Halloween, one cannot help but side with his frustration in always seeming to be out-of-synch with audience sensibilities. In addition to directing, Carpenter has composed the scores for many of his own films—Halloween, its central theme based upon Mike Oldfield's Tubular Bells (immortalized by William Friedkin in The Exorcist, 1973), and Goblin's music for Deep Red (1975), is certainly his most iconic soundtrack, though other scores like The Fog and Prince of Darkness give it a run for its money. More recently Carpenter has displayed the most creative zeal in years by releasing a CD of newly-composed music under the admittedly misleading title Lost Themes; comparing his efficient but faceless handling of The Ward with the marvelous new music contained on this CD, it's clear that Carpenter's flair for music is much more intact these days.
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Michael Myers, aka The Shape (Nick Castle), in Halloween

Given that it was a low-budget production, Carpenter and Hill obviously had very little hope of attracting major stars for the picture–but they were not about to settle for cut-rate talent either. Jamie Lee Curtis was cast as Laurie due to her being the daughter of screen icon Janet Leigh, who was so memorably murdered in the shower in Psycho (1960). Carpenter and Hill sensibly realized that the connection would be good publicity, but crucially Curtis also proved to be a real find, talent-wise. The daughter of Leigh and Tony Curtis, she was born in Santa Monica in 1958. She made her debut on the small screen, doing guest bits on shows like Quincy M.E. and Columbo. Halloween was her first film and she found herself in the enviable (or unenviable, depending on your point of view) position of carrying the show. She bonded with Carpenter and Hill early on and despite early apprehension that she was going to be fired, she impressed the director right off the bat. She makes Laurie into a resourceful heroine and a credible fish-out-of-water teenager. Carpenter subsequently cast her in The Fog (1980) and she reprised her role as Laurie in Halloween II, as well as the much later Halloween H20: 20 Years Later (1998) and Halloween Resurrection (2002). After serving a stint as a modern “scream queen” in such films as Prom Night (1980), Terror Train (1980) and Road Games (1981), she got to show a lighter side in films like John Landis' Trading Places (1983) and Charles Crichton's A Fish Called Wanda (1988). She appeared opposite Arnold Schwarzenegger in James Cameron's True Lies (1994) and impressed in John Boorman's The Tailor of Panama (2001), but gradually she started appearing in fewer and fewer films as the 2000s wore on. As a trivia note, her sister Kelly Curtis top-lined a film for Dario Argento—albeit not a giallo, and not one of the films actually directed by the Maestro. Instead, she played the lead in the Argen-to-produced horror movie The Sect (1991), directed by Michele Soavi.

To play the role of Dr. Loomis, Carpenter originally had his eye on British horror film icons Peter Cushing and Christopher Lee. Cushing's agent rejected the script right off the bat, while Lee decided to pass for fear of continuing his identification with the horror genre; Lee would later admit that he made a mistake in doing so. Producer Irwin Yablans was not impressed with Carpenter's casting ideas, anyway, and he later remarked, rather snidely, that casting actors like Lee or Cushing would have made it seem like—horror of horrors—one of those low-budget Hammer movies. Having been rejected by his first choices, Carpenter decided to reach out to Donald Pleasence. Pleasence later admitted that he did not understand the script or his character's modus operandi, noting that his daughter-actress Angela Pleasence—had seen Assault on Precinct 13 and assured him that Carpenter was a talented filmmaker and that he should work with him. Pleasence proved to be perfect casting. One can easily picture Cushing making the character a little too grandfatherly and Lee being perhaps a tad too stern, but Pleasence has just the right mixture of sly humor, dedicated fanaticism and underlining humanity. Loomis is a deliberately sketchy character—and Pleasence would encourage Carpenter to make him even more minimalist, suggesting that a subplot involving the character's wife be dropped. All the better to keep him properly mysterious, since he seems to be too focused on his quest to have something so mundane as a private life—but Pleasence is able to make him function as a human being. The actor takes the fruitiest lines of dialogue—memorably shrieking, “He's gone! He's gone from here! The evil is gone!” when Michael escapes from the asylum—and makes it all sound perfectly believable. The sequels would give him very little to hold on to and, by the fourth installment, he was reduced to simply hamming it up for all it was worth; but for his initial crack at the character, Pleasence is steely determination personified. It's definitely one of his most memorable characterizations, which is saying something when one surveys his career. Born in Nottinghamshire in 1919, he did a stint in World War II and ended up interred in a German POW camp, where he was tortured. He survived the ordeal and returned to civilian life, eventually deciding to become an actor. With his piercing blue eyes, bald pate and unusual features, he was not destined to become a leading man, but he established himself as one of England's finest film and stage character actors. He made his big screen debut in The Beachcomber (1954) and went on to make memorable appearances in 1984 (both the acclaimed 1954 TV version with Peter Cushing and the not-so-acclaimed 1956 film adaptation with Edmond O'Brien), A Tale of Two Cities (1958, appearing with Christopher Lee), The Flesh and the Fiends (1959, again with Cushing) and Circus of Horrors (1960). Higher profile gigs followed in the 1960s: He was brilliant as the forger losing his sight in The Great Escape (1964) and made a memorable Satan in the all-star epic The Greatest Story Ever Told (1965). He recreated his critically-acclaimed stage portrayal of the alarming tramp Mac Davies in the film version of Harold Pinter's The Guest (1964), and scored probably his best-ever film role as the milquetoast husband tormented by invading gangsters Lionel Stander and Jack MacGowran in Roman Polanski's pitch-dark comedy Cul-de-sac (1966). He appeared in a number of genre-related films in the 1970s, ranging from the sublime (Raw Meat, 1972) to the ridiculous (I Don't Want to be Born, 1975), and Halloween cemented his reputation as a late blooming horror film icon. He went on to appear in John Badham's big-budget remake of Dracula (1979, being demoted to the role of Dr. Seward when Sir Laurence Olivier agreed to take the role of Professor Van Helsing) and reunited with Carpenter for Escape from New York and Prince of Darkness; Carpenter also wanted to cast him in The Thing, but a scheduling conflict resulted in his being replaced by Wilford Brimley. Carpenter and Pleasence became good friends and remained in touch socially, and the veteran actor often referred to him as one of his favorite directors to work with. Pleasence continued working with an interesting array of directors, including Dario Argento (Phenomena, 1985) and Woody Allen (Shadows and Fog, 1991), but too many of his later films were tawdry affairs which traded on his reputation. He died following heart surgery at the age of 75 in 1995. His last released picture was Fatal Frames (1996), which is noteworthy as being one of the very worst gialli ever made.

Notes:

1.That said, when interviewed in Cinefantastique, he defended Clark against interviewer Jordan R. Fox, who dismissed Black Christmas as being a “cheat.” “Don't say that,” Carpenter responded. “I'm not that familiar with his films, but he's an awfully nice guy. […] Black Christmas was about who the killer was. In my movie, his identity is irrelevant.” (Fox, Jordan R., “Riding High on Horror,” Cinefantastique, Volume 10, #1, p. 40.)

2.Boulenger, Gilles, John Carpenter: The Prince of Darkness (Los Angeles: Silman-James Press, 2003), p. 99.

3.Jones, Alan, The Rough Guide to Horror Movies (New York: Rough Guides, 2005), p. 102.

Cruising (February 1980) (U.S.A./Germany)

Directed by William Friedkin; Produced by Jerry Weintraub and Burtt Harris, for Lorimar Film Entertainment and CiP—Europaische Treuhand AG; Screenplay by William Friedkin, from the novel by Gerald Walker; Director of Photography: James Contner; Editor: Bud S. Smith; Music by Jack Nitzsche; Songs: Three Day Moon, performed by Barre Phillips; Herbal Scent, performed by Tom Browne; Heat of the Moment, Pullin' My String and It's So Easy, performed by Willy DeVille; Loneliness, performed by The Cripples; Spy Boy, performed by John Hiatt; When I Close My Eyes I See Blood, performed by Madelynn von Ritz; Lump, performed by Mutiny; Shakedown, performed by Rough Trade; Waterwheel, by Ralph Towner (uncredited)

Main Players: Al Pacino (Steve Burns); Paul Sorvino (Captain Edelson); Karen Allen (Nancy); Richard Cox (Stuart Richards); Don Scardino (Ted Bailey); Joe Spinell (Patrolman DiSimone); Jay Acovone (Skip Lee); Randy Jurgensen (Detective Lefransky); Gene Davis (DaVinci); Larry Atlas (Eric Rossman); Arnaldo Santana (Loren Lukas); Alan Miller (Chief of Detectives); Sonny Grosso (Detective Blasio); Edward O'Neill (Detective Schreiber); James Remar (Gregory); Steve Inwood (Martino); Powers Boothe (Hankie salesman)

Home Video: Warner Bros. DVD, Region 1 (this release has some revisionist color timing courtesy of director William Friedkin, but to date it is the best version available on home video.)

A series of killings involving the patrons of New York's underground S/M leather club scene is attracting negative publicity. The police are under pressure to find the culprit, so young cop Steve Burns is given an assignment to go undercover as a gay man and find the killer. Burns jumps at the chance, as it has the potential to lead to promotion, but he soon discovers that things (including his own life) may not be as they appear to be …
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U.S. one-sheet for Cruising

A New York Times reporter, Gerald Walker (1928-2004), wrote Cruising (1970). The book dealt with a series of gruesome killings connected to the gay bar scene in New York City. The book caught the eye of producer Jerry Weintraub (Nashville, 1975), who saw in it the potential for a good thriller and secured the rights. He initially brought the project to Steven Spielberg, who reacted enthusiastically to the idea. It may seem strange now, given Spielberg's reputation as a respected auteur with a flair for family-friendly entertainments, but this was early in his career and he was undoubtedly keen to make the same sort of artistic statement that many of his fellow young filmmakers were making in Hollywood at that time. However, Weintraub couldn't find anybody to back the film, and so it stalled in development hell while Spielberg went on to direct such blockbusters as Jaws (1975) and Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977). Years later, the book caught the eye of Brian De Palma, who expressed an interest in developing it himself, but this did not pan out—and he would channel his frustration over this into an original thriller, even more in the giallo mold, Dressed to Kill (1980). Eventually Weintraub found the ideal collaborator in William Friedkin, though by the latter's admission, he nearly passed on the project, as he felt the book was already out of date by the time it was brought to his attention. Weintraub persisted, and when Friedkin started reading about a series of mysterious deaths linked to the underground S/M homosexual clubs in New York City, he figured the time might be right to tackle such a potentially explosive topic. He had no idea just how controversial the picture would prove to be, however.

As Friedkin later explained, one of his major “ins” for the picture was his friendship with former New York detective Randy Jurgensen, who he met while filming The French Connection (1971). As luck would have it, Jurgensen had been assigned to a case very much like the one described in Cruising.

He had great stories about his work as a detective, and he described how he was sent undercover into the S&M clubs to entrap a killer. He lived in that world for months and described how it 'messed up his mind.' I didn't ask for clarification …,"1

He was also inspired by a particularly bizarre experience that linked into his biggest box office triumph, The Exorcist (1973). It turned out that a man named Paul Bateson was arrested for the murder of several gay men, including a theater critic for Variety. The name leapt out at Friedkin for good reason: Bateson worked as a radiology nurse at NYU Medical Center, and he had actually appeared in The Exorcist, basically portraying himself as the nurse who preps Linda Blair for her painful arteriogram. Friedkin asked to meet with Bateson, who was incarcerated at Rikers Island, and was granted permission to do so. During the course of their meeting, Friedkin was startled to find him looking, for all intents and purposes, perfectly normal and appearing in reasonably good spirits. Bateson claimed that he was “really high” and had no memory of committing most of the murders, though he did recall picking up the Variety critic, Addison Verrill, having sex with him and then hitting him over the head with a metal frying pan. “Then I guess I chopped him up,” he deadpanned.2 Bateson told Friedkin that the police were ready to cut him a deal: If he confessed to the killings, including those he claimed he did not remember, his sentence would be reduced. In this way, the authorities could grab good headlines for apprehending the killer who was responsible for the entire string of killings, and Bateson could be “rewarded” for playing along by doing less time; as Friedkin mentions in his memoirs, Bateson was eventually released from jail in 2004.
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A leather-clad killer with a knife haunts the gay bar scene in New York City, in Cruising.

Armed with this bizarre experience and with some of Jurgensen's undercover tales rattling around in his head, Friedkin began work on adapting Walker's book into screenplay form. He pretty much only used the basic set-up of Walker's book and elected to go off in his own direction, transforming a straightforward undercover cop thriller into a much more richly layered psychological character study. He also elected to soft pedal the sexual sadism angle—in the book, the victims have their genitals mutilated, whereas Friedkin felt that the sexual symbolism of penetration-via-knife was strong enough on its own. Weintraub was thrilled with the results and they set out to get the production on its feet. Friedkin always had a reputation for being a “realist” filmmaker who did his best to get things as accurate and as true to life as possible on camera, so he was insistent that the film should present an honest depiction of the underground S/M club scene. He went into the clubs himself, witnessed the free-spirited displays of sex and sexuality firsthand, and secured permission to shoot in some of the more notorious locales, such as the Mineshaft and the Ramrod. The owners and patrons (some of them active in the gay adult film industry of the period, including Eric Ryan) were only too happy to play along, but unknown to Friedkin, trouble was brewing elsewhere, as word got out that a film depicting a subsection of gay life in a sensationalist manner and which, worse still, focused on a gay serial killer who targets homosexuals, was gearing up for production. It would only be a matter of time before various gay activist groups would intervene and attempt to halt the production by staging protests during the location filming. Friedkin was sympathetic to their attitude up to a point, but then the demonstrations went beyond protesting in the background and extended to actively trying to interfere with the filming. As Friedkin and others connected with the production would later recall, the recorded sound was often unusual because protestors would use whistles and air horns to spoil the track–thus, a lot of the film would end up having to be dubbed. As fate would have it, this necessity actually helps to strengthen the giallo vibe even further.
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Al Pacino hits the bars in Cruising.

Friedkin establishes a grimy, gritty tone immediately, as a severed arm is discovered in the Hudson River. The police are aware that there is a serial killer on the loose, but they are reluctant to put it in those terms, for fear of bad publicity. Friedkin establishes the tension between the authorities and the public. The public has certain expectations, while the authorities do their best to skirt around the issue by failing to put a name to the series of seemingly random and disconnected events. It's only a matter of time before the public catches on, however, and then the emphasis is firmly on resolving the problem and finding a culprit, no matter the cost.

It would be shortsighted to say that Cruising is an anti-police film—but it does present a very complex portrait of them and their relationship with the gay community. This is evident in one of the early scenes, where a pair of corrupt patrolmen (one of them played by pock-marked cult actor Joe Spinell, whose film Maniac, 1980, is as gruesome as anything Lucio Fulci ever dreamed up) picks up a pair of transvestite prostitutes. The policemen taunt the two workers, who are simply trying to get by in a very harsh and unforgiving milieu. Friedkin does not present the transvestites in a mocking or unsympathetic manner; on the contrary, it is the two policemen who come off as grotesque and monstrous. When the two transvestites are forced to go down on the cops, it's clear that the problem is not with them, but with the two boorish authority figures, who get off on abusing their power and authority.

The ambiguity carries through as we are introduced to our protagonist, Steve Burns. The downtrodden Captain Edelson, who is under tremendous pressure to find the killer and wrap up the case as quickly as possible, recruits Burns. Edelson is not a bad man, but he is a broken and defeated one. Burns is energetic, enthusiastic and hopelessly naïve. He soon learns that jumping at tough assignments in the name of getting an early promotion is not without its drawbacks. Their meeting is rife with dark humor, as Edelson asks Burns if “a man has ever sucked your cock,” or if he's ever been “porked, had another man suck your pole.” Burns' reactions are awkward and confused, suggesting that he has a lot of growing up to do in a very short period of time. This does indeed prove to be true, as the story unfolds and his once optimistic demeanor gives way to self-doubt and the realization that things are perhaps not as black-and-white as he had once believed.

Meanwhile, the killer continues his horrific work. The first of the murder scenes occurs in a seedy hotel—a hotel that reportedly figured into Randy Jurgeson's own undercover work in the gay community in years prior. An attractive young actor picks up a guy at the bar and they go back to the hotel room for some sex; the actor awakens later to see his pick-up rifling through his clothes, and he worries that he's about to be ripped off. Friedkin makes it clear that there is something far worse in store, however. As the actor is threatened with a knife, bound and forced to lay on his stomach, the tension builds and becomes unbearable. The critics who argue that Friedkin is somehow passing judgment on the gay community or that he is getting off on the images of the victims being murdered simply does not jive with what is on screen. The victim is terrified—and the audience is terrified for him. When the killer breaks out his knife and mercilessly stabs him to death, the effect is harrowing—not pleasurable. Friedkin's decision to intercut the scene with brief subliminal images of gay pornography has been misunderstood by some, just as the film as a whole is frequently misinterpreted. These images serve a specific purpose: The killer is a self-loathing neurotic, as we shall see as the story unfolds. It's his inability to live with his sexuality that leads him to act out in this manner; thus, the linkage of sex and violence has a specific connotation in this context. Cruising never suggests that the victims deserve what they get. It does show, however, that psychological self-torment can erupt into violence and claim the lives of innocent people.

As Burns begins to go undercover, he has to change his entire lifestyle. He has to leave his girlfriend, Nancy, behind; he can't even tell her what he's doing, due to the confidential nature of his work. He takes a room at a boarding house in a predominantly gay neighborhood and strikes up a friendship with one of his neighbors, a struggling playwright named Ted. The scenes between Burns and Ted are very interesting. There's a warmth and a sense of feeling connected in these scenes, which are missing in the generally awkward sequences between Burns and his girlfriend. The girlfriend is another wide-eyed, naïve sort—but the two characters don't seem to have a whole lot in common. By contrast, Burns loosens up around Ted and they become close friends and confidantes within minutes of meeting each other. As the story progresses, it becomes clear that Burns feels something for Ted, even if he can't bring himself to admit this. Later on, when Ted is talking about his problems with life and relationships, Burns looks at him in a way that conveys real love and understanding; these two men are kindred spirits, even if their relationship is predicated upon a deception. Burns, after all, is an undercover cop—he doesn't even tell Ted his real name. But beyond that, there is clearly a connection between these two, though sadly it is a connection that will ultimately result in a tragedy.

Friedkin steps up the ambiguity by using a variety of different actors to play the killer—and by using a dubbed voice to portray the killer's chilling, flat, affectless voice. In the hotel room murder scene, Larry Atlas plays the killer; Atlas, as it happens, plays the victim in the second murder scene, set in Central Park at night. Richard Cox plays the killer here and he is the actor who “really” plays the killer. For the third murder scene, set in a sleazy porno store, Arnaldo Santana plays the killer for the initial glimpse of the character—Santana had earlier played the victim during the hotel room murder. And then once the action shifts from the exterior of the viewing booth to the interior, where the murder actually takes place, Richard Cox is again used to play the role. Cox will then go on to be exclusively seen as the killer, especially once his character, Stuart Richards, is identified and given a personality of his own. Friedkin is playing a sophisticated game here with the viewer, a game that has a lot to do with the fallibility of perception—but which also drives home the point that evil, as an entity, is not unique to any one person or character. The killer may ultimately be just one lonely psychopath, but his removal from society will not save society from further violence. There will always be somebody else ready to step in and continue this work, and that's precisely the point that Friedkin is trying to illustrate. Just how many viewers took the time to notice this when the film was released in 1980—who knows—but now that time has elapsed and some of the controversy has subsided, it's easier to see the many clever, almost subliminal touches, which Friedkin brought to the picture.
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The various murder scenes are not especially graphic, especially compared to the sort of wholesale splatter that Italian gialli were beginning to really embrace at this time, but they are nevertheless deeply disturbing. Here again, this clearly makes nonsense of the idea that the film is damning of the homosexual community—yes, it depicts an extreme subsection, but this is also true to life. These clubs really did exist. Some gay men really did engage in these activities. And in reality, the real-life serial killer which was beginning to emerge during this time frame wasn't even a human entity, nor did it even have a name—but within a few years, the shadow of AIDS would loom large and the notion of free-spirited, consensual, no-strings-attached sexual liaisons would almost fade from view. Friedkin doesn't go out of his way to make speeches here, and perhaps this is part of the reason why so many people felt the need to attack it. By not explicitly stating the obvious, he allowed viewers to read whatever they wanted to into it—which is as it should be, in a way, but which also played into the hands of a variety of special interest groups on both sides of the equation. Indeed, Friedkin would succumb to pressure on one point. When the proverbial shit hit the fan, he went back and added on a disclaimer to the beginning of the picture, stating that the film is not meant as a representation of the gay community as a whole. The disclaimer was frankly gratuitous and has since been removed from Friedkin's preferred edit on DVD.

As the death toll continues to rise, Burns continues to deal with his own psychological inner-turmoil. At one point, he even sneaks back to his old apartment in order to see Nancy; as if trying to exorcise a part of himself with which he is uncomfortable, he basically tries to fuck the gay out of himself by having rough sex with her. She doesn't understand what it's all about and Burns is still unable or unwilling to open up and confide in her. Once he's back in his adopted undercover surroundings, he continues his relationship with Ted, which is strictly platonic at this stage in the game—but as we have seen, there is clearly something underneath the surface that makes Burns uneasy. Burns is also obliged to go into the clubs and participate in the free-spirited celebrations of sex and sexuality within them. He learns about the various accessories that advertise interest in particular acts (for example, stuffing a yellow handkerchief into one back pocket means you're looking to give a golden shower, while stuffing it in the opposite one means you're looking to receive one) and is generally exposed to an entire world he never knew even existed. Burns is good at his job and knows he needs to do what is necessary in order to uncover the killer's identity, but certain things are left ambiguous: Does Burns like this lifestyle? Is he drawn to it? And just how far is he willing to go? This latter point plays pretty explicitly into the scene where he picks up a suspect and takes him to a hotel, where they engage in some kinky foreplay as detectives listen in via a wire. When the detectives (one of them played by Sonny Grasso, who served as the model for Roy Scheider's character in The French Connection) lose the reception and burst in on Burns and the suspect, Burns' reaction is telling. He seems to resent the intrusion—is this because he feels like he was on the point of getting some good information? Or could it possibly be because he was ready and willing to finally have an explicitly homosexual encounter? It's never spelled out, and the film is stronger because of it. When the two of them are then hauled into headquarters for questioning, Burns is obliged to carry on the charade in order to not lose his cover. In a variation on the “did you pick your feet in Poughkeepsie” routine favored by Gene Hackman's 'Popeye' Doyle in The French Connection, the police interrupt the questioning to have a gigantic African American detective, dressed only in a cowboy hat and boots and a jockstrap, come in a slap Burns upside the head—resulting in a nasty looking bruise which will be evident for the rest of the picture. There's plenty of dark comedy here, as Burns and the suspect react in confusion and horror to the way this character comes and goes from the interrogation, but according to Friedkin it really was based on fact. Much like the diversionary tactics favored by 'Popeye' Doyle in the earlier film, it shows how the police will sometimes incorporate bizarre, off-the-wall techniques in order to trip up their suspects; well, it's not like anybody would ever believe that they would stoop to something like that, so it really is an ingenious and foolproof tactic, at that. It turns out that the suspect is innocent of the crimes, but the brutal treatment he endures bothers Burns, who tells Edelson that he wants off the case. Edelson appeals to Burns' sympathy by saying he needs him and that Burns can't let him down. There's a passing mention to Burns' father during one of the scenes between him and Nancy, and his relationship with Edelson makes it clear that the Captain is basically functioning as his father figure; no doubt his real father has been largely absent, but in this older authority figure, he has found a man whose approval really means the world to him. Edelson picks up on this and uses it to his advantage, so Burns decides to carry on with the investigation.
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U.S. video box art for Cruising

It's at this point that the character of Stuart is properly introduced. Friedkin makes no bones about it: He's the killer. If he's not “the” killer, he's at least a killer. As it happens, he, like Burns, is deeply affected by a problematic relationship with his father. Indeed, it turns out that the father is long dead—and that the lack of warmth between them coupled with the father's apparent lack of acceptance for his son is a big trigger in this series of killings. Stuart has even taken to writing letters to his father, begging him for acceptance; letters which, of course, will go unread by the intended party. Stuart, like so many serial killers, presents as outwardly normal, even charming. He's a student at Columbia University by day—and by night, he dons black leather, cruises for gay pick-ups, and then mercilessly kills his victims after having sex with them. The killer's modus operandi is therefore dependent upon his own self-loathing; he cannot accept the fact that he's a homosexual and thus, by killing the men who arouse him, he's trying to suppress this part of himself. Burns soon latches on to him as a target and watches him relentlessly before finally making his move. The final showdown is handled with a shrewd knack for suspense. Burns taunts Stuart by singing the little nursery rhyme overheard at the scene of one of the killings–”Whose here, I'm here, you're here …”—and the two men square off in the park, basically sizing each other up sexually before they draw their ultimate phallic weapons on one another. Burns ends up getting the upper hand and Stuart is hospitalized with a severe knife wound. In a variation on the story told to Friedkin by Paul Bateson, the police show up at the hospital and offer to cut a deal with Stuart if he agrees to confess to all the killings. Stuart refuses to comply, saying “I never killed anyone”–and the deliberately flat line reading is dubbed with the same voice used for the scenes of the killer interacting with his victims; indeed, this is the same voice we hear coming from Stuart's father during an earlier sequence where he fantasizes about confronting the older man.

The final scenes amp up the ambiguity even further. So far as the police are concerned, they have captured their serial killer. Burns is rewarded with a promotion. Life seems to be back on solid ground again. And then, there is another killing—we don't see it take place, but the aftermath is by far the most ferocious and disturbing image in the picture, as we see poor Ted has been stabbed to death in his apartment, his body left like a lifeless rag doll by the toilet, with blood splashed all over the walls. This is clearly a crime of passion—the police figure it's his errant roommate and proceed on that assumption, but Captain Edelson is unnerved when he realizes that the next door apartment is the same one previously inhabited by his undercover officer, Steve Burns. Meanwhile, Burns returns home to rekindle things with Nancy, but the final images of him looking at himself in the bathroom mirror make it clear that something is amiss. Friedkin sensibly does not tie everything into a neat little package; it's possible that the roommate really did kill Ted, but between Edelson's reaction to the crime and Burns' final haunted expression, it's also more than likely that the same self-loathing murderous impulse has transferred from Stuart into Burns. The film ends as it began, with an image of the Hudson River—where, no doubt, more body parts will begin to emerge as the killings continue.

Cruising, as we've noted, was beset with bad publicity during the filming. Friedkin handled the backlash as best he could and he never allowed it to deter him from making the film he had in mind. It shows the filmmaker working at the absolute peak of his powers; his work in the 1980s and '90s would become much more erratic, encompassing a number of very bad films, but in its style, tone and thematic integrity, Cruising is very much in keeping with the edgy brilliance of his peak period works like The French Connection, The Exorcist and Sorcerer (1977). It's by no means an easy film to warm up to. If one were to draw a parallel between it and any giallo, the obvious one would have to be Lucio Fulci's notorious The New York Ripper (1982). Both films were controversial, to say the least, and both are frequently mischaracterized in negative terms. Stylistically, they share a similarly grubby, realistic vibe—and they both include scenes of key characters playing a game of electronic chess, suggesting that Fulci was familiar with the film when he staged a similar moment in The New York Ripper (in Cruising, it's Paul Sorvino who plays the game, while Paolo Malco is introduced doing likewise in the Fulci film). If the film is disturbing, that is not a bad thing. However, the arguments lobbied against the film, that it presents the gay community in a bad light, simply does not hold water. Characters like Ted show a different side of the gay lifestyle (he is not a part of the S/M scene and never is shown in those sequences) but the film of course focuses a great deal on the club scene, which is a necessity from a storytelling standpoint. That said, Friedkin does not present these scenes in a harsh or judgmental manner; he simply depicts the clubs for what they were—and many who actively participated in these places back in the day have gone on record as saying that the film was accurate and did not exaggerate things in the least. If anything, Friedkin was arguably guilty of not spoon-feeding the viewer. In using devices like the subliminal edits or having different actors play the killer at different points in the movie, Friedkin deliberately muddied the waters and ran the risk of alienating mainstream viewers; similarly, by refusing to present a neatly ordered climax wherein somebody comes in to tie up all the loose ends, he ran the risk of making a film which reviewers would find to be “incoherent.” Predictably enough, that is exactly how it was received at the time. Seen now, it's easier to appreciate the film's many virtues and to assess it as a remarkably sophisticated piece of filmmaking—a genre film that uses genre conventions, but in a way that defies expectations and somehow places the film outside of easy categorization, as it were.

Friedkin had originally planned to cast Richard Gere in the role of Steve Burns. He was already on his way to becoming a major star, thanks to his roles in Richard Brooks' Looking for Mr. Goodbar (1977) and Terrence Mallick's Days of Heaven (1978), and he had the sort of vaguely androgynous quality Friedkin pictured for the role. However, when Al Pacino expressed an interest in the project, that raised the film's box office potential considerably. Pacino (born 1940) was arguably too old for the part (Burns is supposedly in his mid-to-late 20s) but he still had his youthful good looks, and his quiet intensity seemed a good fit. According to Friedkin, their collaboration was problematic. Pacino became deeply uncomfortable due to the protests; he was accustomed to working with great concentration, and the constant cat-calling and background noise threw him off his game and he felt guilty over seeing his name linked to something accused of promoting homophobia. Friedkin would accuse the actor of being ill-prepared and felt disappointed with the work he was doing during the production, thus adding to the never-ending series of headaches and complications during the shooting. Friedkin would later say that he felt Pacino did fine in the film, but the actor himself has always avoided the topic of the picture—no doubt the memories of having to be smuggled on and off the location lingered, and the fact that the film was seen so widely as a distasteful disaster colored his perceptions of the end product. Truth be told, Pacino gives an excellent performance as Burns. He starts off as an over-eager rookie looking to make his name, and he ends up a broken man, irrevocably scarred by the experiences to which he has been subjected. Pacino makes the character completely believable and gives a performance that is notable for its subtle, quiet intensity. Pacino would later indulge in over-the-top histrionics—inspired, no doubt, by his turn as colorful mob boss Tony Montana in Brian De Palma's Scarface (1983)—but at this stage in his career, he was still capable of being very, very low-key. He provides the film with the calm, introspective center it so desperately needs.
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Arnaldo Santana falls victim to the serial killer in Cruising.

The supporting cast includes a number of familiar faces, all of whom do good work. Karen Allen (Raiders of the Lost Ark, 1981) is very good as Nancy, though she has relatively little to do in the finished picture; reportedly a lot of her scenes ended up on the cutting room floor as Friedkin elected to focus more on the undercover aspect and less on Burns' domestic backstory. Paul Sorvino (Goodfellas, 1990) conveys the sense of a man with the weight of the world on his shoulders as Captain Edelson, while Richard Cox (Seizure, 1974) is appropriately chilling as the psychotic Stuart. Gene Davis, who plays the transvestite hooker who gets hassled by Joe Spinell, would graduate to playing the killer in another American-made giallo-style thriller, 10 to Midnight (1983).

In spite of the difficulties, Friedkin was proud of the finished result–but his initial cut was deemed unreleasable, and extensive cutting was required to ensure an R rating. A lot of the more graphic sexual material in the nightclubs had to be removed and Friedkin would later claim that he included this material purely to distract the MPAA from the material he really wanted to include in the picture.3 Pacino was reportedly upset over the final implication that he, too, might be a murderer, saying that he had not been let in on that piece of the puzzle and felt duped as a result; Friedkin insisted that this was a final inspiration he felt during post-production editing and that that plot angle had not been part of his original plan. The reviews were terrible and the activists had a field day, claiming that the film would incite violence against homosexuals and that it would set the gay rights movement back by years. Friedkin was deeply troubled by the response, as he would later admit:
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German poster for Cruising

I quickly gained a reputation as a gay basher. I'd been in the eye of the storm for months, and I began to question my own motives. Had I done Cruising simply to stir up controversy? I thought not. I knew it would be controversial, but not to this extent, nor did I believe it would trigger violence against gays. And it didn't.4

Ultimately, the film did little to help Friedkin's career—and coming not long after the disastrous reaction to his mega-budget Sorcerer (1977), it really did help to remove him from the so-called “A” list of directors in Hollywood. His best years were behind him in the eyes of the critics, though he would go on to direct the stylish and energetic To Live and Die in LA (1985), which ended up making a good profit in the long run. Friedkin would spend much of the next 20-odd years making mostly indifferent films, before bouncing back to form with the remarkable Bug (2006) and Killer Joe (2011). As for Cruising, it would eventually find its audience on video, where it developed a loyal cult following. The controversy and some of the stigma remain, but those who can see past that have embraced it as a challenging, thought-provoking experience. Its status as an American giallo is controversial in itself, as it can be said that Friedkin is going for something much more sophisticated than the average mystery thriller, but the emphasis on the sleazy underside of society coupled with its disquieting images of violent death make it a prime candidate for inclusion in this context. In many respects, it's as good a film as Friedkin ever made—and that, in itself, is very high praise indeed.

Notes:

1.Friedkin, William, The Friedkin Connection: A Memoir (New York: Harper Collins, 2013), p. 358.

2.Ibid, p. 359.

3.Ibid, p. 374.

4.Ibid, p. 376.

Friday the 13th (Release date: May, 1980)

Directed by Sean S. Cunningham; Produced by Sean S. Cunningham, Alvin Geiler and Stephen Miner, for Sean S. Cunningham Films and Georgetown Productions; Screenplay by Victor Miller; Director of Photography: Barry Abrams; Editor: Bill Freda; Music by Harry Manfredini; Song: Sail Away, Tiny Sparrow, performed by Angela Rotella

Main Players: Betsy Palmer (Mrs. Voorhees); Adrienne King (Alice); Jeannine Taylor (Marcie); Robbi Morgan (Annie); Kevin Bacon (Jack); Harry Crosby (Bill); Laurie Bartram (Brenda); Peter Brouwer (Steve Christie); Mark Nelson (Ned); Walt Gorney (Crazy Ralph); Ari Lehman (Jason)

Home Video: Paramount DVD and Paramount Blu-ray, All-region (be sure to get the uncut version)

A mysterious killer at a summer camp targets a group of teenagers. Eventually a tragic event from the camp's past is brought to light, which makes sense of the carnage…

Following the success of Halloween, filmmakers fell over each other trying to come up with the “next big thing” in horror. Producer/director Sean S. Cunningham, having already helped to set the bar with his production of The Last House on the Left (1972, directed by Wes Craven), decided that he was up to the challenge. He went about producing Friday the 13th in a rather unorthodox way: He took out an ad in Variety, which consisted of a Friday the 13th title logo bursting through a sheet of glass, complete with the headline that it was: “The Most Terrifying Film Ever Made!” It was good old-fashioned ballyhoo, the type that would have made William Castle smile, but there was a problem; he didn't even have a screenplay in place, let alone an actual film. Still, the ad caught the eye of various moneymen and the gamble paid off. He managed to raise the funds for the film, then hired his old friend Victor Miller to pound out a screenplay. Miller devised the idea of a series of killings taking place at a summer camp and the (mostly) all-youth cast allowed for the hiring of affordable actors. Unlike Halloween, Friday the 13th was written and directed by men who didn't have a particular affinity for the genre; if Halloween was a deliberate attempt to make a sort of “American Dario Argento movie,” then Friday the 13th would unwittingly replicate some of the elements pioneered by Mario Bava in his landmark giallo/slasher prototype Twitch of the Death Nerve (1971). It all paid off when Friday the 13th was released in May of 1980; it became a box office smash and resulted in a long-running series of sequels—and now remakes—which ultimately outdid even the Halloween franchise.
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Yugoslav poster for Friday the 13th

The film starts off with a 1958 prologue—and it's just as well that Cunningham stipulates the year via a handy caption, since the period detail and hair styles leave a bit to be desired. The sequence announces pretty clearly what we are about to see over the next 90 minutes. A couple of horny summer camp councilors sneak upstairs for a little illicit lovemaking, only to run afoul of an unseen killer. The gore isn't laid on particularly thick at this point, but things definitely start to heat up as the story unfolds. Cunningham's direction here, as elsewhere, is efficient if not particularly inspired. Borrowing from John Carpenter's use of subjective camera, he uses a lot of handheld camera work to suggest the presence of a shadowy, sinister presence. Yet, while Carpenter utilized the 2:.35 frame in an artful and poetic way, placing the mysterious Michael Myers in plain view, Cunningham and Miller are doggedly determined to play up the mystery angle. What many viewers tend to forget is that this initial entry in the franchise is very much a mystery thriller; we are not meant to be sure just who is killing off the councilors, whereas Carpenter announced the identity of his ghoulish psychopath from the very beginning of Halloween. It's easy to forget this aspect of the film, given a long series of sequels that, basically, made nonsense out of the original plot line. There's no point in being coy here; if you're reading this book, you known damn good and well that the killer is … and if you don't know, now is the time to skip ahead! … Mrs. Voorhees (Betsy Palmer), the grief-stricken mother of a child named Jason, who was allowed to drown in 1957, while the councilors were, you guessed it, off shagging. The notion of a zealous “mother bear” type meting out justice to the councilors is a potent one, and it's really the chief allure of the film, if taken as an individual entry. Sadly, the later films would adopt Jason as its mascot, which truly makes no sense. After all, Jason was supposed to have drowned in the first film–this is why Mrs. Voorhees is on the rampage to begin with. By resurrecting him as a sort of superhuman zombie, the makers of the sequels undercut the pathos inherent in the original movie. Taken on its own terms, the original film—for all its awkwardness—deserves marks for coming up with at least one appealing plot point.
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Spanish lobby card for Friday the 13th

Much of the action is reduced downward to simple cause-and-effect set pieces: The (mostly obnoxious) characters go off to have sex, and they are then brutally murdered. The linkage between promiscuity and violent death had already drawn the ire of critics in the case of Halloween, but here the relationship is so much more “in your face,” owing to the film's greater exploitation quota, that it sent many reviewers into a frenzy. Gene Siskel, whose love of the slasher genre began and ended with Halloween, was positively furious over the film's excesses, even encouraging readers to write to actress Betsy Palmer and chastise her for agreeing to appear in such crap. His response was more than a little over-the-top, but the notion of “sex equals death” is deserving of further elaboration. Is Friday the 13th truly a “conservative minded” movie? The answer is more complex than it may initially appear. In a sense, it is true to say that the film pushes this agenda; it is, after all, Mrs. Voorhees' conviction that the councilors allowed her little boy to die because they were too busy having sex. On that level, yes, Mrs. Voorhees is motivated by a particularly strong desire to punish those young people at the camp who are engaged in such activities. However, not all of her victims are caught with their pants down, as it were. The fact of the matter is, she is trying to kill everybody at the camp, regardless of their moral fiber, in order to avoid having it reopened, thus potentially endangering the lives of other children; this is her twisted rationale and it should not be misconstrued as being the moral soapbox of the filmmakers. One is reminded of a similar furor which surrounded Lucio Fulci's later giallo The New York Ripper (1982), wherein the hypocritical police-man played by Jack Hedley voices the opinion that the victims got what they deserved for behaving like sluts; yes, this is the character's point of view, but Fulci is careful to make it clear that he is not a character worth identifying with. In short, simply because one character in a film adopts a morally objectionable position, one should not leap to the assumption that said position is a reflection of the morality of the filmmakers. Thus, while it is true to say that the killer—never the best barometer of sanity in any scenario—sees pre-marital sex as “unclean,” the film itself is not so quick to resort to high-handed finger pointing. The characters are not especially engaging, but they are not presented as being sleazy for having sex; they're simply doing what comes naturally to young people, especially in a setting such as this. Perhaps if they had been depicted with a little more depth and empathy like the girls in Halloween, the film would have avoided some of the more outraged reactions; as it stands, they are simply ciphers whose chief function is to die—and horribly at that. As usual, the heroine, Alice (Adrienne King), is presented as a comparatively virtuous type, but she is not a virgin; Cunningham and Miller make it clear early on that she has been involved in a sexual relationship with her boss at the camp, and she does not shy away from toking on a little marijuana, either—but then again, neither did Laurie Strode in Halloween. Many critics, in a rush to castigate the film's perceived hypocrisy, overlooked this and belabored the point that it is only the “pure, virginal” characters that escape unscathed. The fact of the matter is, Alice is the heroine by de facto—she is not even established as the lead right off the bat. Another character named Annie seems poised to be the heroine, and she does not even have an opportunity to strip off or engage in any illicit behavior before being dispatched in a surprise twist. Alice is not a particularly interesting heroine, but she is all we've got in a film loaded with teen stereotypes. She is one of the few who manages to convey any sort of presence of mind. Miller would have done well to have fleshed her out a bit more, but he and Cunningham were all too aware that this was not a heavy character piece—the emphasis is strictly on “the good stuff,” and that comes in the form of skin and blood.
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Spanish lobby card for Friday the 13th

Another aspect that got the critics undies in a bunch is the perceived misogyny on display. This is a common knee-jerk reaction among critics with regards to the horror genre at large, and as usual it has relatively little basis in reality. First of all, not all of the victims are female. Secondly, the film does not dwell on the death pains of any of its characters, opting instead for quick shock effects. The opening murders, for example, are of a man and a woman: The man is seen collapsing to the ground, having been stabbed in the gut, while the fate of the girl is left unclear— Cunningham fades out on her screams. The nastiest kill in the film is reserved for a male character, and let us not forget, women are cast in the roles of the heroine and the villain. Many critics, tired of the so-called excesses of these films as they glutted theaters, were simply looking for a moral high ground to adopt while attacking these movies. If they had only bothered to look a bit more closely, however, they would have seen that very few of these films were actually guilty of the sort of rampant misogyny of which they were being accused.

Friday the 13th's reputation as a gore film has been somewhat overstated in some circles. It's certainly not as restrained as Halloween or even The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974)--surely the ultimate example of a film which seems to show so much more than it really does—but neither is it as awash in crimson as some have made out. Even so, the film helped to continue the trend toward making the make-up artist into the true “star” of the modern horror film. Tom Savini (born in Pittsburgh in 1946) had already made a major mark with his work on George A. Romero's Dawn of the Dead (1979) and he came to Friday the 13th as a major attraction in his own right. Captivated at an early age by the Lon Chaney bio-picture Man of a Thousand Faces (1957), he decided early on that he wanted to do make-up effects for a living. He studied acting and did a tour of duty in Vietnam, where he saw enough real-life horrors to influence any number of make-believe ones in his subsequent film work. He got his start working on Jeff Gillen and Alan Ormsby's Deranged (1974), based on the exploits of Ed Gein, then started working with Romero on Martin (1977). Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, he worked on a number of significant genre films, including The Burning (1981), Romero's Creepshow (1982) and Day of the Dead (1985), and Dario Argento's American productions Two Evil Eyes (1990) and Trauma (1993). With the shift towards CGI in the 21st century, Savini devotes less of his time to doing make-up effects in films but he continues to run a make-up effects school in Pittsburgh and works as an actor and sometimes-director; his most prominent directing credit is the remake of Night of the Living Dead (1990). For Savini, make-up effects are all about sleight-of-hand. True to his mission statement, he devised killings for the film that play out very much like “magic tricks.” The emphasis is less on excessive over-the-top bloodletting than it is on marveling over how the hell he did it. His effects work is endlessly imaginative and holds up very well even today, though it must be admitted that there is nothing here which had not already been done very effectively by Mario Bava and Carlo Rambaldi on Twitch of the Death Nerve. The most (in)famous murder set piece involves a character being skewered through the neck by an arrow. There's also a nasty axe to the face effect, a beheading and so forth. A great deal of the carnage actually occurs off-screen, which makes nonsense of the claims that the film is virtually pornographic in its violence. Compared to a film like William Lustig's Maniac (1980), for example, it is positively staid; not for nothing, Savini also worked on that picture, providing it with his most queasily realistic work to date. Cunningham and Savini get a lot of mileage out of shock discovery scenes—finding bodies already butchered and in repose—but even in comparison to much of the excesses on display in the Italian gialli of the period, it's not really all that graphic or disgusting. Here, as elsewhere, much of the confusion comes from the sequels, many of which are far more explicit. Savini refused to work on the first two sequels, stating that the idea of making Jason into the killer was ridiculous, but he agreed to participate in the fourth entry in the series, Friday the 13th: The Final Chapter (1984), solely so that he could actually kill off Jason Voorhees for good … how naïve he was, in retrospect! As of this writing, the series notched up a total of 10 sequels, a remake—and now there is talk of sequels to the remake. Just as had been the case with Dracula and Frankenstein's monster before him, the only way to finally dispose of Jason Voorhees is for him to stop making money at the box office.
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It must be remembered that Jason was not the murderous fiend in the original Friday the 13th. He was the victim. His mother, played by Betsy Palmer, was the actual serial killer madwoman.

Sean S. Cunningham was born on New Year's Eve, 1941, in New York City. He came from a background in the theater, then hooked up with another young filmmaker named Wes Craven to make the adult film Together (1971). The two men reunited for the shocking The Last House on the Left, which announced Craven's arrival as a “master of horror” worth reckoning with. Cunningham continued producing and directing films, trying his hand at whatever was popular at a given time. He developed Friday the 13th after the financial failure of two family oriented films—Here Come the Tigers and Manny's Orphans (1978)--and continued on with the genre with a gripping Mary Higgins Clark adaptation, A Stranger is Watching (1982), which is almost certainly his best picture as a director. He had nothing to do with the subsequent Friday the 13th films until he produced Jason Goes to Hell: The Final Friday (1993, though it wasn't!), after which he had a hand in producing Jason X (2001), Freddy vs. Jason (2003) and the 2009 remake of the original film. Unlike, say, John Carpenter, George Romero or his friend and associate Wes Craven, Cunningham is less a devotee of the genre than a commercial craftsman looking to make a buck; there's certainly no shame in that, and it's an attitude which has earned him some very successful credits, but it does denote a certain anonymity in much of his work. Friday the 13th is certainly his most enduring film, and its impact cannot be denied, but as a piece of filmmaking it is merely adequate. It delivers what it sets out to deliver, which is certainly the most important thing, especially from a commercial point of view, but it never approaches the beauty and majesty of Halloween, for example.

The film's debt to Twitch of the Death Nerve is an aspect that really deserves proper consideration in this context. Cunningham would later deny having seen Bava's film at the time he made Friday the 13th, but this seems unlikely. When Hallmark acquired the U.S. distribution rights to Bava's film in 1972, they put it out on the grindhouse and drive-in circuit under a myriad of titles—including The Last House on the Left, Part II. The cheeky and misleading title–Bava's film was made a year before Craven's—could hardly have escaped Cunningham's notice, especially since Hallmark had also handled the distribution of the original Last House. Bava's film introduced what is now a genre cliché—the horny teenagers—and the film shares a similar water-bound locale. The sweater worn by Betsy Palmer in the last act also recalls the costuming worn by Claudio Volonté, who played one of the many killers in Bava's film. There is an axe to the face bit that recalls the death of one of the teenagers in the earlier film (though Bava's weapon of choice was a cleaver). Any one of these similarities taken on their own could be a coincidence, of course, but when put together, they make it virtually impossible to accept Cunningham's claims that the film had no direct influence. All that being said, the film is hardly the carbon copy of Bava's film that it is sometimes made out to be. Bava's film is a dark comedy of (bad) manners, while Cunningham's is played more-or-less straight. Cunningham is also not anywhere near the stylist that Bava was, so the two films do not compare on an aesthetic level, either. The horny teens occupied a mere subplot of the earlier film, whereas here they are front and center. So, while the influence is there, Friday the 13th stands on its own terms as its own thing and should not be viewed as a rip-off of Bava's influential classic.

Red Rose (Release date: May, 1980) (India)

Aka Redrose

Directed and Screenplay by Bharathiraja (as Barathi Rajaa); Produced by M.P. Jain, Ravi Kumar, Mrs. Santosh Jain, Mrs. Era Kalra and Mrs. Chandrika Shah, for Gaurav Arts; Director of Photography: P.S. Nivas; Editor: K. Balu; Music by R.D. Burman; Songs: Tere Bin Jeena Kya, Tere Bin Marna Kya and Kiski Sadhayen, Mujko Bhulayen, Anjaane Sapne, Neendhey Udhayen, performed by Kishore Kumar and Asha Bhosle

Main Players: Rajesh Khanna (Anand); Poonam Dhillon (Sharda); Aruna Irani (Sheela); Om Shivpuri (Shera); Satyendra Kapoor [as Satyen Kappoo] (Anand's Foster Father); Roopesh Kumar (Bhushan)

Arnand is a successful businessman who seems to have everything. However, in spite of his wealth and lavish surroundings, he leads a stagnant, emotionally distant lifestyle. This changes when he meets a salesgirl named Sharda, with whom he falls in love. The two are married and Sharda seems to have lucked into an ideal fantasy life—but that fantasy crumbles when she realizes that the man she has married is a psychopath …

In 1978, writer/director Bharathiraja made a thriller named Sigappu Rojakkal—or Red Rose. The film was reportedly based on a true story and it dealt with a misogynist who kills women after having sex with them. The film netted leading man Kamal Hasaan an award as best actor from the Filmfare Awards and it also proved to be a massive hit at the box office. Bharathiraja evidently felt that he could do better by the subject matter—or perhaps he just wanted a sure-fire hit and figured a remake couldn't miss. This 1980 version incorporates the same basic plot but was made on a larger budget—and this time, unfortunately, the results proved to be less popular with the public.

Red Rose is definitely an oddball of a movie; it definitely incorporates elements of the giallo, but it does so in such a low-key manner that genre fans may well find themselves scratching their heads and wondering why they are watching this film for much of its running time. The emphasis is on the relationship between Anand and Sharda and the thriller elements don't really enter into the film in any kind of a major way until toward the end. Thus, all the vaguely soap opera-like material between the two leads is bound to obscure the giallo elements for all but the most patient of viewers. Like so many Indian films, this one clocks in at over 2 hours—and there's even time set aside for a musical number. As a thriller, it therefore isn't terribly successful: there isn't much in the way of suspense, and the big plot reveals are withheld until very late in the game. That said, once the (black leather) gloves come off, the film does build to some effective suspense sequences, replete with very Italian-like lighting effects.

The protagonist is a wealthy industrialist who has attained wealth and power, but who feels disconnected from the people around him. He's a typical business tycoon on a certain level, but there's an added twist: He's endured a major childhood trauma that has left him with a profound hatred of women. As it is eventually revealed, he bore witness to his mother cheating on his father; when the father got wise to what was going on, he killed the woman right in front of the child's terrified eyes—but instead of turning on his father for killing his mother, he sides with his father and forms the impression that women are sluts who deserve to be punished for their transgressions. In a way, the film plays out a bit like a variation on Mario Bava's Hatchet for the Honeymoon (1970). In that film, the protagonist's childhood trauma is the suppressed memory that he murdered his mother, which has resulted in an adult life full of murdering women. In both films, the protagonist is a wealthy sort who is cut off from “the common man” by virtue of his social standing. And in both films, the murderers use the bodies of their victims as fertilizer for their immaculately maintained gardens. As the title indicates, Anand is particularly fixated on roses—they symbolize beauty as well as decadence and death. The bodies of his victims end up feeding these precious flowers and their red color takes on a particularly grim connotation as a result.
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Poster for Red Rose

Rajesh Khanna gives a very good performance as the misogynistic killer, while Poonam Dhillon is every bit his equal as the imperiled Sharda. Their relationship is particularly interesting, given the traditionally subservient role of women in Indian culture. She respects her husband and she loves him, but she is not about to sit back and allow him to walk all over her. The fact that she decides to check up on him and his mysterious comings and goings leads to her discovery of his gruesome activities, and true to form, she doesn't turn into a typical damsel in distress. Instead, she fights back and takes an active role in the finale; she does not need another strong male character to come and rescue her, either, as she's quite capable of taking care of herself. Dhillon's sensitive performance makes Sharda into a character worth caring about. By the same token, Khanna is sufficiently charismatic to make us almost feel a little sorry for Anand. The clear-cut implication is that he's been made this way by virtue of a terrible childhood, but at the same time this does not excuse his actions. Khanna brings great charisma to the role, thus proving his status as one of the major stars of Indian cinema.

Bharathiraja, billed as Barathi Rajaa, directs with a smooth and steady hand. He keeps the drama interesting enough to ensure that the absence of shock effects don't really mar the film for much of its duration; however, once the film switches into full-blown thriller mode, he displays a great flair for staging scenes of terror and suspense. The extended flashback to Anand's childhood trauma is nicely handled, and there is a memorable scene of a terrified Sharda seeing the hand of one of her husband's previous victims in the mud during a violent thunderstorm. The inevitable musical interlude is actually quite stylish and disarming, with some memorably outré images of the characters running in slow motion in idyllic settings, complete with colorful balloons and the like. Born in 1941, he entered the cinema after working in the theater. He directed his first film in 1977 and remained prolific as a writer and director through the 1990s; more recently, his output has been more sporadic, but he remains active in the booming Indian film industry.

Red Rose is not likely to appeal to the more traditional giallo-holics, but it definitely displays an affinity with our favorite Italian subgenre; viewers with some degree of patience are likely to find it surprisingly effective. Bharathiraja would revisit the genre with Tik… Tik… Tik… (1981).

Dressed to Kill (Release date: July, 1980)

Directed by Brian De Palma; Produced by George Litto, Fred C. Caruso and Samuel Z. Arkoff, for Filmways Pictures and Cinema 77/Film Group; Screenplay by Brian De Palma; Director of Photography:

Ralf Bode; Editor: Jerry Greenberg; Music by Pino Donaggio

Main Players: Michael Caine (Dr. Robert Elliott); Angie Dickinson (Kate Miller); Nancy Allen (Liz Blake); Keith Gordon (Peter Miller); Dennis Franz (Detective Marino); David Margulies (Dr. Levy); Ken Baker (Warren Lockman); Fred Weber (Mike Miller)

Home Video: Criterion Collection DVD and Criterion Collection Blu-ray, Region 1/A; Arrow Video, Blu-ray, Region B

Kate Miller is locked in a sexually unfulfilled marriage and starts fantasizing about having an affair. She confides her fantasies in her therapist, Dr. Robert Elliott, who encourages her to be open with her husband and talk to him about how she is feeling. One day, while visiting a museum, she runs into a handsome stranger and goes back with him to his apartment. After an afternoon of making love, she leaves and is assaulted by a razor-wielding maniac, who slices her up in an elevator. A call girl named Liz Blake catches sight of the killer and teams up with Kate's grieving son, Peter, to find the murderer before it is too late …

Following the success of Carrie (1976), Brian De Palma became established as one of the most exciting and dynamic of a new generation of Hollywood film directors. He went on to direct another thriller with a telekinetic theme, The Fury (1978), but not wanting to become limited exclusively to suspense and horror, he followed it up with a quirky comedy, Home Movies (1980); however, it failed to make much of a ripple at the box office. In between those two films, he was also involved in trying to bring Gerald Walker's novel Cruising to the screen. A thriller centered on the notion of a killer targeting homosexual patrons of the leather club scene, Cruising remained out of De Palma's reach–but William Friedkin eventually brought it to the screen the very same year as Dressed to Kill. Both films would be met with howls of protest, though arguably Friedkin's suffered the most due to the knee-jerk reaction that it was inherently homophobic; as a film, it also has a strong giallo vibe, but it is ultimately more concerned with the murky exploration of its protagonist's sexual identity than it is with its mystery angle. De Palma's film is similarly tangled up in gender and sexual politics, but it hews closer to the mystery theme and plays out as one of the most giallo-esque thrillers ever to be made in America.
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Italian locandina for Dressed to Kill

The film opens with an extended sequence in which Kate showers. The casting of the popular actress Angie Dickinson is surprising in this context and it's definitely calculated to surprise. While she looks on admiringly at her husband as he shaves, she begins to masturbate. The husband remains oblivious to this, and suddenly a muscular young man grabs her from behind and begins to finger her aggressively. It's a deliberately dreamy sequence, and De Palma eventually reveals that it is indeed a dream. The emphasis on the erotic dreams of a sexually unfulfilled protagonist cannot help but recall Lucio Fulci's A Lizard in a Woman's Skin  (1971), and indeed the transition from Kate's orgasmic moan in the dream to the high angle shot of her moaning in bed explicitly recalls that earlier giallo. Yet, while Carol, the protagonist of Fulci's fever dream, is seen writhing in bed by herself, Kate is actively involved in the act of making love to her dullard husband. The dream is a fantasy of sorts which enables her to enjoy the mechanical act of love-making with her husband, who patronizingly pats her on the head once he has achieved an orgasm; sooner than attend to her needs, he simply gets out of bed and hops in the shower, eager as he is to wash away the left-over reminders of their love-making from his body This long sequence of sex and fantasy is clearly calculated to take the viewer by surprise and it is hardly surprising that De Palma found himself embroiled in a battle with the MPAA over its explicit qualities.1 The presence of a name actress like Dickinson makes the various close-ups all the more sensational, but it was made clear at the time that apart from appearing nude in the long shot, Dickinson was substituted in the various close-ups of her breasts and vagina by 1977 “Penthouse Pet of the Year,” Victoria Johnson. The lingering shots of her soapy breasts and pubic region seem a trifle ludicrous, since they clearly belong to a much younger woman (though the nearly 50-year-old Dickinson is certainly in very good shape and looks very fetching indeed!), but it makes sense within the context of Kate's dream. This is the body she wishes to have—and the sudden intrusion of the muscle-bound hunk that satisfies her desires is indicative of her desire to finally have a mutually satisfying sexual experience.
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French grande poster for Dressed to Kill; art by “Landi"

Kate's sessions with Dr. Elliott also recall some of the sessions in Fulci's earlier thriller, though the similarities may well be accidental. That said, Fulci's film was acquired for distribution in the U.S. by American International, the same company that released De Palma's Sisters, so who knows?2 Sooner than just focus on the quaint exploration of her dreams, however, De Palma goes a step further by having Kate outwardly flirt with Dr. Elliott. Elliott seems flattered by the attention and even seems poised to take her up on the offer to have sex, then he catches sight of himself in the mirror and composes himself. “I love my wife,” he reasons. “And having sex with you is not worth risking my marriage for.” Tellingly, Elliott doesn't add on that it would be highly unethical for him to engage in such behaviors, thus marking him out as being perhaps less righteous than he is presenting himself to be. Even so, he encourages Kate to be open with her husband and to talk to him about how his callous and self-absorbed attitude is affecting every facet of their relationship. Like so many unhappily married people, Kate finds it impossible to summon the courage to initiate such a conversation. She dotes on her son, Peter, and puts on the facade of living the ideal life, but internally she is at war with herself.

For a film often accused of being overtly misogynist, Dressed to Kill is unusually attentive to—and sympathetic towards—its female characters. If one chooses to interpret the fact that the two main characters are a philandering wife and a hooker as being misogynist, so be it—but this is a very facile way of looking at the picture. De Palma's characterizations often leave a bit to be desired, but Kate is a fascinating and multi-layered figure. It has been written, again and again, that De Palma “punishes” Kate for straying from her husband, but this argument does not hold water. For one thing, the husband is an arrogant cipher—we spend very little time with him, and there's no reason for us to side with him. Kate is conflicted about her emotions: She's middle-aged and desperately unhappy, but she resists temptation and tries to do the “right” thing. She finally gives in for once in her life and enjoys a blissful afternoon of lovemaking with a total stranger. The sequence of her getting out of bed, dressing and sweetly writing a note to the man saying how much she loved their afternoon together does not carry any sort of a judgmental tone. If anything, De Palma seems to be saying that everybody deserves a little happiness now and again, even if it does fall outside the norms of conventionally sanctioned behavior. The bliss is quickly undercut, however: first with the revelation that the man in question was recently diagnosed with a STD (Kate discovers this when looking for some note paper to write on and uncovers a letter from the health clinic to that effect), then with the baleful gaze of a spooky child in the elevator when she is trying to leave and finally with the surprise appearance of an ethereal-looking female with a straight razor, who corners the terrified woman in the elevator and slices her to bits. Kate's death is painful on two levels. For one, De Palma's flair for the tactile (a trait he definitely shares in common with Fulci and Dario Argento) ensures that the audience shares her pain as the razor slices into her flesh, and for another, we genuinely care about this woman and hate to see her killed off in such a manner. A bit that recalls the heart-breaking demise of Maciara (Florinda Bolkan) in Fulci's Don't Torture a Duckling (1972) caps off the scene. A well-dressed “suit” with a hooker, Liz, at his side runs off in a panic sooner than extend a helping hand to Kate, as the elevator opens and he sees her in a bloodied heap on the floor. Liz is not so quick to run off and tries to intervene, only to catch a glimpse of the killer hiding inside and have herself marked as a potential victim as a result. In the film's cold and clammy milieu, very few people are interested in looking out for one another and selfishness rules the day.
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Angie Dickinson gets her hand slashed in Dressed to Kill.

From that point, Liz becomes the film's de facto heroine and she, too, is a character worth caring about. As played by Nancy Allen (who was married to De Palma from 1979 to 1984), Liz is arguably just another cliché “hooker with a heart of gold,” but Allen's charm and personality go a long way toward making her into a flesh-and-blood human being. She comes under suspicion by the doltish and crude Detective Marino (a pitch-perfect Dennis Franz, at his sleaziest) because she has nobody to validate her story, and while tussling briefly with the killer she ended up in possession of the bloodied straight razor. She teams up with Peter to try and catch the killer, and in so doing, the film settles on one of the oddest couplings in cinema history. The dorky Peter, with his unkempt hair and intense demeanor, is just on the brink of taking an interest in women; Liz, with her worldly and cynical air, is a definite eye-opener for him. They do not engage in a conventional romance, which is probably for the best, but they work well together in trying to outwit the maniac.

The character of Peter, incidentally, was based largely on the young De Palma. Like Peter, De Palma spent much of his youth building computers in the solitude of his room. And like Peter, he saw the marriage of his parents strain amid allegations of infidelity. Indeed, De Palma's mother attempted suicide when the director was still in high school, because she was convinced that her husband was being unfaithful; De Palma, a technophile as well as a born voyeur, set out to catch his father in the act, using a reel-to-reel tape recorder given to him for Christmas, and eventually he confirmed his mother's suspicions.3 The director, who saw himself as something of an outsider while growing up, clearly identifies very closely with the character of Peter. Peter is smart and capable, and it's his technical know-how with surveillance equipment and bugging which enables Liz and him to get to the bottom of the mystery.
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Thai poster for Dressed to Kill

While all of this is unfolding, Dr. Elliott receives a series of alarming phone calls from a patient known as “Bobbi.” Bobbi, it transpires, is a frustrated transsexual male who has it in for the doctor for refusing to sign off on his paperwork to undergo the male-to-female surgical procedure. Elliott's relationship with Bobbi is revealed gradually as the story unfolds and it is never exactly clear whether Elliott is an avenging angel type like Dr. Loomis in Halloween or if he has something unsavory up his sleeve. In any event, Bobbi is a truly alarming presence—voiced in phone calls by De Palma favorite William Finley (so memorable as the creepy Emile in Sisters, or as the title character in The Phantom of the Paradise, 1974), and glimpsed only fleetingly, in the shadows or via distorted reflections, as he/she stalks Karen and Liz. De Palma was clearly inspired by some of the sexual themes of Cruising when he wrote the film, but it can also be seen as a sort of modern update of Psycho (1960), in which Norman Bates' (Anthony Perkins) complex relationship with his mother causes him to begin dressing up in her clothes and speaking in her voice after she dies. This is certainly consistent with the director's fixation on Hitchcock, but in making the killer into a transsexual, he inevitably opened himself up to criticism from certain factions. Indeed, much of the flak over the film's attitude toward women and transsexuals is similar to the controversy that was just around the corner for Lucio Fulci when he made his most nihilistic giallo, The New York Ripper (1982). Both films contain a closed-minded, bigoted policeman figure–Marino in this film, and Lieutenant Williams (Jack Hedley) in the Fulci film—who spout off about moral values while displaying little empathy or humanity themselves. Critics, eager to attack both films, seized upon these characters as evidence of the conservative mindset of both filmmakers; neither allegation holds much water, however. Like Williams in the Fulci film, Marino is positively loathsome: coarse, crude, foul-mouthed and bullying. The scene in which he attempts to pressure Dr. Elliott into giving up information on some of his clients is a gem; the smooth and unflappable Elliott only allows himself the slightest level of outraged indignation and generally seems to enjoy making the cop have to exert himself sooner than cooperate with him. It really should go without saying, but Bobbi is not meant to be emblematic of the transsexual experience. Instead, Bobbi's internal gender drama is exacerbated by a much stronger psychosis that causes him/her to lash out at women who are able to enjoy the sort of experiences that he/she is craving. In the rush to condemn De Palma for his regressive gender politics, seizing on the more obvious and facile reading of the narrative is easier and altogether more in line with supporting said argument, thus fanning the flames of controversy. Fortunately, now that the furor has diminished somewhat, it is easier to appreciate the movie for its complexity.

Following the eventual reveal of the killer's identity, De Palma over-indulges himself with an extended coda, which amounts to nothing more than a reprise of the celebrated “shock” ending of Carrie. The sequence is as audacious as the opening shower scene, but it feels arbitrary and tacked on. Up until that point, the director displayed a firm grip of narrative and style, but by indulging himself too much in the final stages of the picture, he ends the film on a very bad note. This quibble to one side, Dressed to Kill emerges as one of the director's most purely satisfying exercises in style and suspense. The gliding camerawork and impeccable framing—the film definitely vies with Halloween as one of the best-composed suspense films photographed in 2:35—are never less than marvelous to look at. De Palma busts out his usual bag of tricks, creating split screen effects and split diopter deep focus with gleeful abandon. He also coaxes good performances out of his actors. It's a very well-paced film and has more than enough standout set pieces to solidify De Palma's reputation as one of America's top thriller filmmakers. The film is justifiably famous for its remarkable scene of cat-and-mouse inside the museum, but there is also much to admire in the subway attack or in the opening dream sequence, to choose two other obvious examples. There is good reason to remember why De Palma's fellow “film school brat” directors of the 1970s—notably Martin Scorsese and Steven Spielberg—looked to him with admiration, though not everybody shared their adoring point of view. In characteristically blunt terms, John Carpenter dismissed De Palma's style as masturbatory and indulgent.4 True, Carpenter was prone to indulging in elaborate shots and set pieces of his own, but in general he favored the restraint and classicism of his idol, Howard Hawks. De Palma, by contrast, is pure opera. His films do not function so much on a narrative level as they as pure exercises in style. Dressed to Kill is a prime example of this approach and one's tolerance for his foregrounding of style over substance (or perhaps more accurately, style as substance; the zig-zagging camera in the museum scene neatly symbolize Kate's internal struggle, after all) will determine whether or not it is effective. Fans of the giallo should definitely be accustomed to this approach, however, which is why De Palma—above Carpenter and anybody else—best represents the fusion of the Italian thriller with its Hollywood counterpart. Even so, De Palma remains insistent that the resemblance between his conscious-conscious thrillers and the ones that hail from Italy is coincidental at best.
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Nancy Allen in a studio still from Dressed to Kill

I'm not a big follower of Dario Argento. I know I get compared to him, but the giallo cinema I'm not a student of at all. I know that they think I look at all these films and take ideas from them, but believe me, the only one that sticks in my mind is The Bird with the Crystal Plumage. And Mario Bava, I remember Marty [Scorsese] showing me some of his movies in the '70s and I couldn't even tell you what the titles are now.5
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German poster for Dressed to Kill

Pino Donaggio graced the film with a superb soundtrack. Born in Venice in 1951, Donaggio started playing classical music when he was still a child. Donaggio composed his first film score for Nicolas Roeg's Don't Look Now (1973, reviewed on page 107). The success of the score led to more offers and he started working at a very prolific pace, scoring everything from Westerns (Monte Hellman's China 9, Liberty 37, 1979) to horror films (Joe Dante's The Howling, 1981). He inherited the assignment of scoring Carrie for De Palma after the sudden death of Bernard Herrmann from a heart attack at the end of 1975. The two men collaborated harmoniously and Donaggio would go on to score a number of films for the director, including Home Movies, Body Double (1984), Raising Cain (1992) and Passion (2012). Donaggio has also contributed a fair number of “authentic” Italian giallo scores, including Dario Argento's Trauma (1993) and Do You Like Hitchcock? (2005) and Ruggero Deodato's Phantom of Death (1988). He remains an active presence in the film music scene. Donaggio's achingly beautiful main theme acts as a terrific counterpoint to the film's icy imagery and situations, and his piece for the museum sequence helps to give it the right pace and sense of urgency.

There are also some excellent performances courtesy of Angie Dickinson, Michael Caine, Nancy Allen and Keith Gordon. Dickinson (born in 1931) came to the film following a very successful stint on the popular TV series Police Woman (1974-1978), which earned her a Golden Globe and three Emmy nominations. She was a little frightened by the graphic content in the screenplay, but when De Palma assured her that he could use a body double for the more explicit close-ups, she readily agreed; she would later praise him as “a genius” in the making-of documentary included on the MGM DVD release of the film. Caine (born Maurice Joseph Micklewhite in 1933) inherited the role of Dr. Elliott after Sean Connery was forced to pass owing to a scheduling conflict. Caine rose to prominence in the 1960s after a number of years playing bit parts, often without billing. He played the “anti-James Bond” secret agent Harry Palmer in three popular films—The Ipcress File (1965), Funeral in Berlin (1966) and The Billion Dollar Brain (1967)—and cemented his popularity in such “swinging '60s” vehicles as Alfie (1966) and The Italian Job (1969). He racked up impressive appearances in Joseph L. Mankiewicz's Sleuth (1972) and John Huston's The Man Who Would Be King (1975, co-starring with Connery), but a mercenary streak began to appear in his work and he began turning up in schlock like Irwin Allen's The Swarm (1978) and Beyond the Poseidon Adventure (1979). He gives a stylish and slyly humorous performance as Dr. Elliott, lending real credibility to some of De Palma's more over-heated dialogue. He won an Oscar for his performance in Woody Allen's Hannah and Her Sisters (1986) and continues to alternate appearances in classy big screen pictures like Christopher Nolan's The Prestige (2006) with workmanlike appearances in forgettable fluff like Now You See Me (2013). He was knighted by the Queen in 2000 and is best known to younger audiences for his appearance as Bruce Wayne's loyal retainer, Alfred, in Christopher Nolan's Batman franchise. Gordon (born in 1961) got his start with a guest bit on the TV show Medical Center, then cropped up in Jaws 2 (1978) and Bob Fosse's All That Jazz (1979). He first worked with De Palma on Home Movies where he was perfectly cast as the brilliant but awkward Peter. He would go on to play the picked-on Artie Cunningham, who falls under the malevolent influence of Christine (1983), in the John Carpenter film of the same name. Beginning in the late 1980s, he established a solid reputation as a director in his own right, winning much acclaim for films like A Midnight Clear (1992) and Waking the Dead (2000). He continues to act sporadically but focuses much of his energy on directing these days. As for Nancy Allen (born 1950), she made her debut in Hal Ashby's The Last Detail (1973), then rose to prominence with her role in De Palma's Carrie. The two fell in love and married, but their relationship began to fray when De Palma was embroiled in the making of Scarface (1983). They parted ways in 1984, but the talented Allen was not reliant upon him for good roles. She is also memorable in everything from Steven Spielberg's 1941 (1979) to Paul Verhoeven's RoboCop (1987); she reprised her role as the resourceful Officer Anne Lewis in the film's two sequels, in 1990 and 1993. She retired from films around 2008.

Notes:

1.The uncut version is now preserved on home video.

2.Samuel Z. Arkoff, formerly the co-head of AIP, was one of the producers on Dressed to Kill.

3.Keesey, Douglas, Brian De Palma's Split-Screen: A Life in Film (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 2015), p. 8.

4.Fox, Jordan R., “Riding High on Horror,” Cinefantastique, Volume 10, #1, p. 10.

5.http://collider.com/brian-de-palma-passion-un-touchables-prequel-capone-rising/

Schizoid (Release date: September, 1980)

Directed by David Paulsen; Produced by Yoram Globus, Menahem Golan, Christopher Pearce and Mark L. Rosen, for Cannon Group; Screenplay by David Paulsen; Director of Photography: Norman Leigh; Editor: Dick Brummer, Robert Fitzgerald and Parvez Zabier (uncredited); Music by Craig Hundley

Main Players: Klaus Kinski (Dr. Pieter Fales); Marianna Hill (Julie); Donna Wilkes (Alison Fales); Craig Wasson (Doug); Christopher Lloyd (Gilbert); Richard Herd (Donahue); Flo Gerrish (Pat); Kiva Lawrence (Rosemary)

Home Video: Shout! Factory Blu-ray, Region A (paired with X-Ray)

Julie is an advice columnist who is going through a nasty divorce. She seeks solace in the psychiatric support group run by Dr. Pieter Fales. A killer begins targeting members of the group and sending vicious letters to Julie. Could it be Dr. Fales, whose fixation on his daughter Alison (Donna Wilkes) borders on the unwholesome? Might it be Julie's ex, Doug, who appears to be several sentences shy of a paragraph? Or might it be Gilbert, a member of the otherwise all-female group who seems to hate women? It will take some time for Julie to uncover the truth, during which time the group gets to be smaller and smaller …

It's tempting to view Schizoid as a spiritual cousin of sorts to Fernando Di Leo's Slaughter Hotel (1971) or to suggest that it is part of a very small subgenre of movies in which Klaus Kinski plays men who clearly lack the ethical backbone to be a part of the medical profession. As in Di Leo's earlier sleaze gem, Kinski is on hand to look shifty and sleep with his patients; not exactly the kind of help one typically seeks from a psychiatrist! Beyond this it's a fairly typical mystery thriller, with the usual run of poison-pen letters put together with words clipped out of the newspaper; Dario Argento would put this old-school plot device to better use in his meta-giallo Tenebrae (1982) just a couple of years later.

Writer/director David Paulsen (born 1946) made his debut with another slasher-type thriller, Savage Weekend (1976), which featured a young William Sanderson of Newhart and Deadwood fame. The film didn't make much of an impression, but it seemed Paulsen learned some valuable lessons from its shortcomings. Whereas Savage Weekend took forever to get cooking, Schizoid makes its intentions known from the very start and can't be accused of skimping on the elements fans tend to enjoy in these films. That's not to say that it's a good film—no, it most definitely is not—but it does have some elements worthy of praise. Paulsen would spend the remainder of his brief career working on nighttime soaps like Dallas and Dynasty before dropping out of sight in the early 1990s.
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U.S. one-sheet poster for Schizoid

Paulsen proves equally pedestrian both as a writer and as a director. The plotting of the film is predictable and downright obvious, making the killer's identity the most transparent since Francis Coppola attempted to hint at the killer's presence in Dementia 13 (1963)—the problem there being that there was too small a pool of suspects, and the silhouette made it plain which hair style to look out for! It's so obvious who the killer is, it's almost not worth trying to be coy about it, but I won't be a spoilsport. If you haven't seen this one yet, check it out and I'm sure you will agree. Paulsen's direction is as basic as it gets. His coverage is bland and unimaginative, and while he tries to utilize that old giallo chestnut, the extended POV shot, it feels like more of an arbitrary inclusion than anything else. He also doesn't prove to be all that gifted when it comes to directing his actors: Leading lady Hill is exceedingly dull, while the normally reliable Craig Wasson—who gets a far better showcase in a far better Americanized giallo, Brian De Palma's Body Double (1984)—is allowed to overact in a most appalling fashion.

The film's major strength is the presence of Klaus Kinski. It's certainly not an example of Kinski at his most engaged (or engaging), but he does manage to play the role with a great deal more interest and conviction than he had in Slaughter Hotel. It helps that his very distinctive voice is on the soundtrack. Kinski's character, Dr. Fales, is an odd one. On the one hand, he functions as a sort of heroic figure. On the other, he's clearly marked out as the primary suspect. Sooner than pile on the platitudes about what an admirable and compassionate man he is, Paulsen makes him into a bit of a shit. He sleeps with not one, but two of his patients, including Jill—and there's a very creepy moment when he seems to be spying on his nubile young daughter, played by Donna Wilkes. Whether this was something that Paulsen scripted or Kinski suggested to add some layer of interest to his character can only be guessed at. But it does make Dr. Fales into a character that the audience has a hard time getting behind, let's put it that way. Even so, Kinski's natural screen presence shines through and it's nice to see him actually trying to come across as caring and compassionate for a change.

The supporting cast includes a role for Christopher Lloyd, who was then enjoying much success as “Reverend” Jim on the hit sitcom Taxi (1978-1983). Born in 1938 in Stamford, Connecticut, Lloyd made a memorable debut as one of the inmates in Milos Foreman's Oscar-winning One Flew Over the Cuckcoo's Nest (1975). He became a noteworthy character actor, specializing in oddball parts, and he enjoyed his biggest screen success as the eccentric Dr. Emmett Brown in the Steven Spielberg-produced Back to the Future franchise. He remains a familiar face thanks to guest spots on numerous TV shows, but quality big screen roles have been in short supply, unfortunately. Lloyd is not given much to do in Schizoid, but he ably conveys the character's underlining misogyny and makes him a credible suspect, even if the plotting makes the solution far too obvious.

Ultimately, Schizoid is neither fish nor fowl. It's too competently made and benefits too much from the general level of Kinski weirdness to be dismissed as utter garbage, but it is also too obvious and unimaginative to really stand out from the rest of the pack. Viewers looking to see how the giallo infected American thrillers would be far better off looking for some of the other titles examined in this study, but if you are partial to Kinski and have a tolerance for the mediocre, this may well be worthy of 90 minutes of your time. Story-wise, the film also anticipates Richard Rush's notorious flop Color of Night (1994), another American thriller in the giallo mold, which makes use of a therapy group setting.

My Bloody Valentine (Release date: February, 1981) (Canada)

Directed by George Mihalka; Produced by John Dunning, Bob Presner, André Link (as Andre Link), Stephen Miller and Lawrence Nesis, for Canadian Film Development Corporation, Famous Players, Paramount Pictures and Secret Films; Screenplay by John Beaird, from a story by Stephen A. Miller; Director of Photography: Rodney Gibbons; Editor: Gérald Vansier (as Gerald Vansier) and Rit Wallis; Music by Paul Zasa; Songs: The Ballad of Harry Warden, performed by John McDermott; The Star, Can't Believe I Lost You and The Last Valentine, performed by Marie Bottrell; Home Along the Highway, Diggin' in the Mines, Music's All I Need, I Feel Fine When I'm Standing Drunk and I'm a Guitar Man, performed by Lee Bach

Main Players: Paul Kelman (T.J.); Lori Hallier (Sarah); Neil Affleck (Axel); Keith Knight (Hollis); Alf Humphreys (Howard); Cynthia Dale (Patty); Helene Udy (Sylvia); Don Francks (Chief Newby); Rob Stein (John); Tom Kovacs (Mike); Terry Waterland (Harriet); Peter Cowper (The Miner, aka Harry Warden)

Home Video: Paramount DVD and Paramount Blu-ray, Region 1 and All-region

A small mining town in Nova Scotia has a peculiar relationship with Valentine's Day. Following a massacre, the town elders refuse to celebrate or even acknowledge the holiday's existence. After years of living in fear, the town decides to shake off the past by holding a Valentine's Day dance. The past comes back to haunt them, however, when the killings begin anew …

Following the success of Halloween and Friday the 13th, independent filmmakers started to rack their brains to find other holidays they could build slasher films around. Inevitably, some of the films that came about in this tidal wave of imitation and one-upmanship were better than others. It's only appropriate that Canada, having helped to get the ball rolling with Black Christmas in 1974, should have gotten in on the act as well—and that My Bloody Valentine would have emerged as one of the better films of the batch also seems oddly fitting.

The film is part of a small group of slasher films that seem equally indebted to the giallo. The usual tropes are addressed: there's a mysterious killer, childhood trauma and plenty of inventive kills. The latter aspect of the film was hopelessly watered down for theatrical consumption when the various death scenes were either chopped down or edited out in their entirety. Fortunately the cut footage has since been rescued (in admittedly inferior condition) and reinstated for home video. Among the cut bits is a reprise of the skewered lovers bit from Twitch of the Death Nerve (1971), which Steve Miner would also restage for Friday the 13th Part 2 (1981); the resemblance between the two films was purely coincidental, however, as they were shot more-or-less concurrently, with My Bloody Valentine beating the Miner film to the theaters by a few months. Speaking of coincidental reprises, the film also revisits a kill scene from Dario Argento's Deep Red (1975) by having one character scalded to death in a pot of boiling water; later the same year, Rick Rosenthal's Halloween II would offer an even more elaborate (and effective) variation on this same kill scene, but there again it seems to be the long arm of coincidence at work more than anything else.

Like so many slasher thrillers, My Bloody Valentine is lumbered with far too many annoying characters. In place of the usual array of horny teens, we have a group of horny 20-somethings … but they may as well be teens, for all the level of intellect they display. The group of friends is crestfallen when the Valentine's dance is cancelled but they band together and decide to throw a party—in the local coal mine. Just why they're so keen to have a party is anybody's guess, since their regular routine seems to be comprised of gathering at the local watering hole and getting shit-faced every night, regardless. Even so, they will not be denied their party—and of course, dire consequences await. As usual for this sort of thing, it's the horniest of the horny characters that seem to be destined to become fodder for the killer—but is it Puritanical judgment on the part of the filmmakers? I would say no. As in Halloween, the characters that are preoccupied with getting laid are simply too distracted and tunnel-visioned to have any awareness of what is going on around them. There's plenty of lame humor as various members of the group play jokes on one another and display an uncanny ability to act half their age–snorting Coca-Cola up your nostril for a laugh, really?–but some of the characters actually do prove to be somewhat endearing, including the damsel in distress played by Lori Hallier. Hallier proves to be a capable performer and she makes Sarah into a heroine worth rooting for. There's a touch of soap opera layered into the plot, as Sarah is struggling to settle on which guy she wants to be with the most: hotheaded former boyfriend T.J. (Paul Kelman), whose disposition marks him out as a likely suspect for the killings, or her new hotheaded boyfriend Axel (Neil Affleck), who could well be a few lumps of coal shy of a load himself. It's doubtful that too many thrill-hungry genre buffs have ever been unduly emotionally involved in this romantic triangle, but fortunately the filmmakers keep the action flowing in the right direction as the killer continues to slash his way through the supporting cast.
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German A1 poster for My Bloody Valentine

Director George Mihalka was born in Hungary and immigrated to America. He made his directing debut with the raunchy coming-of-age sex comedy Pick-Up Summer (1980). My Bloody Valentine was his second feature and he handles the material with surprising efficiency. It's not a particularly super-stylish movie, but it checks all the right boxes and delivers some genuine suspense into the bargain. Some of the kill scenes are extremely well staged, and were it not for the meddling interference of the MPAA, the film would undoubtedly have knocked fans for a loop in 1981. Apart from the usual padding involving the raunchy party antics, it is also a very well-paced and energetic movie. Sadly, Mihalka's subsequent work would prove to be undistinguished and has largely been confined to television.

The mysterious killer proves to be an alarming presence. Clad in mining gear, including a face mask equipped with oxygen, he is kept off-screen as much as possible, thus leaving Mihalka plenty of room for extended POV action. Even so, he proves to be as creepy and mysterious a presence as Michael Myers in Halloween, and it's surprising that fans do not see the character as something of a slasher icon. It seems that the filmmakers were hoping to create a franchise out of the film, but despite making a nice profit at the box office, no further adventures were ever filmed. A remake—in 3D, no less–emerged in 2009. With some neat 3D effects and splashy gore, it was a definite cut above (sorry) much of the watered down remakes that have been proliferating on theater screens in the 21st century. That said, the original remains the better picture and it still holds up as one of the better slasher films of the 1980s. Its giallo-esque elements also mark it out as another well above average entry into the subgenre from Canada; it's only a pity that they dabbled in this sort of thing so infrequently.

Bloody Moon (Release date: March, 1981) (Germany/Spain)


Aka Die Säge des Todes; Colegialas violadas

Directed by Jess Franco (as Jesus Franco); Produced by Wolf C. Hartwig and Otto W. Retzer, for Lisa-Film, Metro Film and Rapid Film; Screenplay by Erich Tomek (as Rayo Casablanca); Director of Photography: Juan Soler; Editor: Karl Aulitzky and Christine Jank; Music by Gerhard Heinz

Main Players: Olivia Pascal (Angela); Christoph Moosbrugger (Alvaro); Nadja Gerganoff (Manuela); Alexander Waechter (Miguel); Jasmin Losensky (Inga); Corinna Drews [as Corinna Gillwald] (Laura); Ann-Beate Engelke (Eva); Peter Exacoustos (Antonio); María Rubio (Countess Maria Gonzales)
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Home Video: Severin DVD and Severin Blu-ray, All-region

A disfigured young man named Manuel is institutionalized for murdering a young girl. Years later, his doctors declare him to be cured and release him into the care of his sister, Manuela. He and Manuela have enjoyed an incestuous relationship in the past, but now Manuela is involved with somebody else. Meanwhile, a series of murders take place and it seems likely that the sexually frustrated Miguel is responsible …

There aren't many directors who are debated more hotly than Jess Franco. The Spanish maverick (1930-2013) made everything from musicals and comedies to horror and hardcore porn, and he was relentlessly, indeed obsessively, prolific. His early films tend to be carefully made, but after a certain point he adopted a much more improvisational attitude—thus, his films frequentiy alternate between the brilliant and the slapdash. Owing to the fact that he made so many films of such wildly varying quality, two very definite schools of thought have sprung up regarding his work. There are those who regard him as an anarchistic genius, while others deem him to be a no-talent hack. Bloody Moon is a good example of a “work for hire” Franco film and, as such, it's the sort of movie that non-fans often point to as proof of his lack of talent. It's true to say that the film wasn't a personal project for Franco—it originated with the German producers and Franco was basically brought on board to bring it in on time and on schedule. And yet, it's not entirely impersonal, nor is it really as utterly inept as it is sometimes painted to be. The key to understanding and appreciating Bloody Moon rests in understanding that Franco, no matter what you may think of him, had a wicked sense of humor. The producers wanted a movie in the giallo-slasher mold, and it was a genre that didn't hold much appeal for Franco. Sooner than tie himself down to a script he hated, he elected to have a bit of fun with it. Thus, the movie plays out like an extended sick joke of sorts, with Franco mercilessly tossing in every cliché and showing up how absurd and comical it all really is. If approached in this manner, the film ends up being entertaining enough; if seen as a straight and serious horror thriller, the end result is inevitably disappointing.

The film wallows in sleazy, improbable plot twists. Miguel, the suspected murderer, is so obviously guilty that we are never in doubt. His relationship with his sister Manuela is handled in a florid and melodramatic manner. They've had incestuous relations in the past and he's eager to resume these relations upon his release from the asylum; she, however, has found love somewhere else and doesn't want to be the talk of the town anymore for sleeping with her brother. Miguel attempts to seduce her at one point by kissing and fondling her legs, but Manuela will have none of it—instead, she elects to bare her breasts in the moonlight whenever the moon is full. Yes indeed, this is one of those types of films!
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In addition to the overheated incest angle, Franco works in plenty of vapid teenage stereotypes. A character named Alvaro has elected to open an international languages school, and the clientele is largely comprised of bubble-headed bimbos looking to get their groove on—which is wonderful news for self-proclaimed stud Antonio, who appears to be the only male student in the place. Antonio gets his pick of the lot and seems to spend more time taking girls to the local discotheque than studying his academics, not that we can really blame him for this. The girls might as well have “victim” tattooed on their foreheads, and it isn't long before a psychopath starts killing them off, one by one. This particular killer seems to have a thing for gardening tools, but the nastiest (and most grotesquely amusing) kill takes place via a nasty-looking industrial saw. Franco plays up the absurdity of the murder scenes and the ropey prosthetic effects work demonstrates his basic lack of interest in such mayhem. Nonetheless, the film landed in hot water with the British censor for its gore scenes—and it does remain one of the director's more explicitly violent movies, along with the slick face-grafting horror movie Faceless (1988).

Make no mistake, Bloody Moon is not one of Franco's better films. It isn't a movie to show neophytes who are looking to explore their first Franco movie. Those who are already familiar with him and have developed (hopefully) a more sympathetic disposition to his style of filmmaking will more than likely find it enjoyable enough for what it is. Franco's direction is all over the map: There are some legitimately striking scenes, with artfully composed images and judicious use of camera movement, but then there are plenty of scenes that feel like they've been thrown together with little thought or care. Franco's determination to undercut the clichés results in some witty moments, as when a looming shadow is shown to belong to a little boy, or a nice variation on the old “cheap scare” with a cat suddenly lunging out of the darkness. It's easy to see why people not familiar with Franco's sense of humor, as well as those who are not in tune with his approach, would see the film as being unintentionally funny, however. It does wallow in the improbable and it does revel in caricature instead of creating characters that are remotely recognizable as real human beings. That said, it's important to understand that the script wasn't Franco's work; he would later say that the production manager wrote the script and that his attempts at changing it were not always warmly received, so he was obliged to make do and try to craft the best of things on the fly. Franco was not always a reliable interviewee, to say the least, but there's reason to believe this. The film is definitely not in line with his usual choice of subject matter and it shows him exorcising his frustration with a subgenre he was not entirely in sympathy with by poking fun at it. Franco later expressed less-than-enthusiastic opinions regarding Dario Argento and Lucio Fulci, but he was a fan of Mario Bava—thus, the revelation of one victim hanging in a closet in a plastic shroud may well have been a nod to Five Dolls for an August Moon (1970). There's plenty of nudity and sleaze, but compared to some of his more sexually explicit movies, it doesn't push the envelope too far on that level. The violence, as noted, is more cartoony than shocking. And the finale, in which the insipid heroine finally shows a bit of backbone and uses one of the killer's gardening tools in self-defense, is appropriately daft. It will never be mistaken as a classic, but don't let that deter you. Bloody Moon is a lot of fun if you approach it with a good attitude.
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Region 2 DVD art for Bloody Moon

Eyes of a Stranger (Release date: March, 1981) (U.S.A.)

Directed by Ken Wiederhorn; Produced by Ronald Zerra, for Georgetown Productions; Screenplay by Eric L. Bloom and Ron Kurz (as Mark Jackson); Director of Photography: Mini Rojas; Editor: Rick Shaine; Music by Richard Einhorn

Main Players: Lauren Tewes (Jane Harris); Jennifer Jason Leigh (Tracy Harris); John DiSanti (Stanley Herbert); Peter DuPre (David); Gwen Lewis (Debbie Ormsley); Kitty Lunn (Annette)

Home Video: Warner Bros. DVD, Region 1

A maniac is harassing women with obscene phone calls as a prelude to breaking in, raping and murdering them. The police are completely in the dark and a crusading reporter named Jane Harris (Lauren Tewes) is determined to beat them at their game. However, she gets a little too close to the truth and thereby endangers, not only her own life, but that of her deaf-mute sister, Tracy (Jennifer Jason Leigh) …

Miami-based filmmaker Ken Wiederhorn (born 1945) scored a small success with his creepy Nazi zombie movie Shock Waves (1977)–a film which earned him the distinction of having made “the best underwater Nazi zombie movie of all time,” though admittedly the competition is pretty grim.1 He made the tactical error of following it up with the very crass teen comedy King Frat (1979), which literally deals with a group of obnoxious frat guys competing in a farting contest. Needless to say, it didn't garner him much praise and it pretty much sank without a trace. Looking to redeem his credibility somewhat, Wieder-horn retreated to the horror-suspense genre with Eyes of a Stranger. That said, he must be something of a glutton for punishment, as he followed this one up with yet another tacky teen sex comedy, the sequel-nobody-wanted, Meatballs Part II (1984). Despite showing considerable talent for the genre in his first two efforts, he would subsequently be handed some less-than-rewarding assignments, including a clumsy 1988 sequel to Dan O'Bannon's superior The Return of the Living Dead and getting replaced by veteran Freddie Francis on the ill-fated haunted high-rise item Dark Tower (filmed in 1987, but ultimately released in 1989).
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Eyes of a Stranger is a veritable grab bag of giallo genre clichés. There's a killer making obscene phone calls—which the victims just can't seem to simply ignore—as well as a bit of childhood trauma tossed in for good measure. The mystery angle is negligible: Wieder-horn reveals Stanley Herbert (played by King Frat veteran John DiSanti) as the killer fairly early on in the proceedings. Herbert is an interesting variation on the usual psycho we tend to see in this type of film. He looks outwardly like a dumpy and rather geeky schlub—the sort one would expect to make a living blogging these days—and therefore isn't exactly the kind of guy who strikes fear into the heart of the viewer. There's actually something rather pathetic about him; he leads a very solitary existence and does not seem to have much in the way of any face-to-face interaction … except when he is raping and killing, that is. Wiederhorn and writers Eric L. Bloom and Ron Kurz don't give the role a great deal of depth, but DiSanti is good in the part and he makes for a welcome change from the usual hulking, faceless psycho one sees in so many of these movies.

The film doesn't lay on the blood and gore especially thick, but effects guru Tom Savini does get a chance to work his magic in a couple of memorable set pieces. In one of them, a necking couple (of course!) is distracted by the sound of a car attempting to free itself from a gravel pit. Showing a Good Samaritan streak, the guy goes to offer his assistance, only to end up with a knife in the throat; the girl subsequently has hers slit from ear to ear. It's not as over-the-top bloody as some of Savini's effects sequences in, say, Maniac (1980) or The Burning (1981), but it's powerful enough without needing to go too far over-the-top. There is also a very convincing bullet to the head effect in the closing reel, which can take its place among Savini's most memorable makeup “magic tricks.”
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Beyond that, Wiederhorn is more interested in building tension and suspense than he is in indulging in shock effects. There are a couple of brutal attack scenes, but much of the carnage and mayhem is inflicted off-screen. Wiederhorn resists the temptation of indulging in bad taste eroticism in the rape scenes, thank goodness, but the flashback explaining how a similar attack left Tracy unable to see, speak or hear is certainly disturbing enough. With a little more care and attention paid to its characters, it's possible the film could have emerged as a small classic of its kind, a là Wiederhorn's Shock Waves; but as it is, it just narrowly misses the mark. Even so, Eyes of a Stranger is an enjoyable entry in the subgenre and it arguably has more to offer than some of the more notorious stalk-and-slash pictures of the period.

Notes:

1.Clips from Shock Waves are liberally included in the opening scenes, as it is shown playing on television.

Corpse Mania (Release date: June, 1981) (Hong Kong)

Aka Si yiu

Directed by Chih-Hung Kuei; Produced by Mona Fong, for Shaw Brothers; Screenplay by Chih-Hung Kuei and On Szeto; Director of Photography: Hsin Yeh Li; Editor: Shao Hsi Chang and Hsing-Lung Chiang; Music by Eddie Wang

Main Players: Yung Wang (Inspector Chang); Ni Tien (Madame Lan); Tsui Ling Yu (Yan-erh); Erik Chan Ka Kei (Li Cheng-yuan); Siu-Kwan Lau (Lin Pin); Tat-Wah Cho (Chief Inspector Liu); Ping Fong (Madam Ma)

Home Video: Image DVD, Region 1

A young man is imprisoned for sexually violating a corpse. After several years, he is released. Around this time, some of the prostitutes at a high-class brothel start turning up dead–with evidence of carnal violence having taken place after they were dead. The police set out to find the young man, but it may not be so simple …

Though best remembered for their kung fu epics, Shaw Brothers churned out films in a variety of different genres—including this sickie of a giallo from co-writer/director Chih-Hung Kuei. The film manages to pack in plenty of necrophilia and gore, but it also has the sort of visual style to burn, which distinguishes the work of giallo masters like Mario Bava and Dario Argento. The end result is halfway between thriller and out-and-out horror, and it works quite effectively on both levels.

The film deals with a mysterious, pale-faced young man who has a fixation on prostitutes. After falling in love with one of the working girls, he buys her freedom—but the poor girl is already on her last legs owing to tuberculosis. When she dies, he decides to continue loving her—and he ends up being locked away at an asylum for “abusing” a corpse. His stay in the asylum does not cure the young man's fixation on sex and death, and when a series of murders involving prostitutes at that same brothel start to take place, he becomes a natural suspect. The film divvies its time between detailing the queasy details in the various murders and the carnal activities of the psychologically unhinged murderer and the investigation of the police. This is fairly typical of a body count giallo, wherein the murder set pieces are the main draw, while the scenes with the police are included more-or-less to make it more palatable for a mainstream audience. The police investigation sequences here are by no means a drag, however, thanks in large part to the deadpan performance by Yung Wang as the cynical inspector who is determined to solve the case. His performance adds a touch of humanity to the proceedings and makes these sequences satisfying on their own terms, even if the film's major drawing power is to be found elsewhere.
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Corpse Mania is remarkably successful on a stylistic level. It is beautifully photographed and directed. The music evokes the sinewy and seductive sound of Ennio Morricone's best giallo soundtracks, thus cementing the film's status as an Asian giallo. The art direction is also splendid, contrasting the lush décor of the brothel with the run-down, cobweb-infested environment of the killer. All of this helps to make the film into a real exercise in style, but the aesthetics do not detract in any way from the film's impact as a suspense thriller. The various stalk-and-slash scenes are handled with all the flair and finesse one would expect in a prime-era giallo thriller, but director Kuei takes things even further than his Italian counterparts by getting up close and personal with the necrophilic aspects of the story. The sequences of the killer fondling and caressing his “trophies” have a queasy sort of eroticism, but Kuei lends an added twist by showing things both from his deranged/idealized perspective and from an objective standpoint. Thus, the psychopath sees his victims as being as beautiful as they were when they were killed, while we as the outsider get a chance to see the bodies in their true state, which is to say with their flesh rotting and maggots crawling all over the place. These scenes are among the most disturbing to be found in the giallo canon and they help to give the film an added edge over the competition.

Director Chih-Hung Kuei was born in the Guangdong Province of China in 1937. He became obsessed with movies as a child and studied cinema before entering the film industry in the early 1960s. He started off as an assistant director at Shaw Brothers and established a reputation as one of the best assistants in the business. He transitioned to directing in the 1970s and specialized in genre films, including light-hearted comedies and musicals as well as gruesome horror films. His most notorious film, The Killer Snakes (1973), combined over-the-top sex and horror and remains one of the most inventively gruesome horror films of its time. Corpse Mania again shows him pushing the boundaries of good taste, but sadly he would leave the film industry not long after its release. He directed his final film in 1984, after which he relocated to the United States, where he started a new career as a restaurateur. He died of liver cancer in 1999.

Tik… Tik… Tik… (Release date: November, 1981)

Directed and Screenplay by Bharathiraja; Produced by Prakash R.C., for Shiv Shakti Films; Director of Photography: B. Kannan; Editor: Kotagiri Venkateswara Rao; Music by Ilaiyaraaja; Songs: Elam Pani, Idhu Oru Nila Kaalam and Kalyanama Ennai, performed by S. Janaki; Netru Intha Neram, performed by Latha Rajinikath; Poo Malarinthida, by K.J. Yesudas and Jency; Thevan Yesu, performed by Jency

Main Players: Kamal Haasan (Dilep); Madhavi (Sharadha); Shamasundar L. Asrani (Oberoi); Thengai Srinivasan (Lakshmi Narayanan); Radha (Radha); Swapna (Swapna); Sarika (Miss India Sherley)

Dilep is a photographer who specializes in glamour shots. He is hired to cover a beauty pageant run by the wealthy Oberoi. Soon, the models taking part in the competition are all abducted and turn up dead. Dilep becomes a suspect, so he takes to his heels and tries to clear his name by uncovering the culprit who is really responsible …

Bharathiraja's second giallo-style thriller is far less effective than Red Rose (1980). While the earlier film definitely suffered from far too much padding, it at least built to a genuinely effective second half, which was loaded with suspense and effective plot twists. Tik… Tik… Tik… (the title refers to the ticking of the clock which is always working against our harried protagonist) is similarly over-indulgent when it comes to running time—but it doesn't even have the benefit of building to anything particularly worthwhile. The emphasis is on broad comedy rather than suspense, and when things finally turn comparatively serious, there's still a campy quality to the proceedings; this is particularly evident when the killer is revealed. Giallo films typically revel in psycho-sexual villains who are truly vile and despicable, but the killer here is so broadly portrayed as to come off as a caricature rather than somebody to be feared.

The emphasis on the world of fashion can't help but recall Mario Bava's Blood and Black Lace (1964), while the revelation that the beauty pageant is a front for something nefarious is also in line with that seminal giallo. In Bava's film, it was all about drugs and blackmail; here it's to do with a diamond smuggling scheme. The smuggling angle isn't a bad idea but it is not terribly convincing. The idea that the models would all undergo operations during their abductions in order to insert precious stones into their bodies has potential as a sort of satirical commentary on the superficial nature of the industry. Sadly, it's not terribly well thought out—and the idea that the models would not be terribly concerned over why their flawless exteriors are suddenly marred with an ugly surgical scar isn't really addressed. Much like so much in the film, it seems to have been tossed off without a lot of thought or care.

The film deals, like so many gialli, with the theme of greed. The mastermind behind all the violence turns out to be a wealthy businessman; he already has just about everything a man could realistically hope for, but it isn't enough, and he wants more, and he's prepared to hurt, mutilate and even kill others in order to get it. The finale, in which he literally eats the evidence rather than give it up, is richly symbolic and developed along the lines of satire. Unfortunately, all the emphasis on satire undercuts his effectiveness as a villain; he's never remotely threatening and the manner in which he is portrayed is so over-the-top that it's difficult to believe that the viewer won't catch on to his identity long before it is finally revealed.

Over-the-top seems to have been the order of the day where the actors were concerned. With the exception of some nicely understated work among the glamorous actresses, the bulk of the cast is required to pull faces and strain for laughs. Kamal Haasan is especially guilty of this, though clearly this is what Bharathiraja was asking of him. He portrays Dilep as a luckless goofball who has an unerring flair for showing up at the wrong place at the wrong time. It's not really his fault, per se, but the character manages to be both annoying and ineffectual. His romantic record with the models seems like a bit of a stretch, too, but on the plus side he seems comfortable performing some very impressive stunts as he runs from police and villains alike. Haasan started acting as a child and became a popular presence in Indian films; he would later branch out into producing and writing, as well as becoming a lyricist, dancer, and choreographer. Thus, his obvious athleticism came in handy for his role here, which requires him to do a fair amount of running back and forth, as well as jumping from great heights without the assistance of a stunt double. If his performance isn't exactly inspiring, it pays to remember that he's simply doing what is being asked of him; given a stronger character to play, with a little more weight and substance, no doubt he would have fared better.

Bharathiraja directs the various action scenes with appropriate energy, but he seems at something of a loss for most of the other scenes. Dialogue scenes drag on and on, the humor is forced and heavy handed and the obligatory musical numbers seem intrusive and merely serve to inflate the film's already excessive running time to a completely indigestible two-and-a-half hours.

Pieces (Release date: August, 1982) (Spain/U.S.A./ Puerto Rico/Italy)

Aka Mil gritos tiene la noche

Directed by Juan Piquer Simón (as J. Piquer Simon); Produced by Dick Randall, Steve Minasian, Edward L. Montoro and Tonino Mori (uncredited), for Almena Films, Film Ventures International, Filmirage, Fort Films and Montoro Productions, Ltd.; Screenplay by Dick Randall, Roberto Loyola (as John Shadow) and Juan Piquer Simón (uncredited); Director of Photography: Juan Mariné (as John Marine); Editor: Antonio Gimeno; Music by Librado Pastor (Spanish version) and Stelvio Cipriani, Fabio Frizzi and Carlo Maria Cordio [credited as Music by CAM] (Italian and English language prints); Songs: Up Country by Stephen Ham and Alain Leroux, I Love Blondes by Enrico Pieranunzi and Silvano Chimenti
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Main Players: Christopher George (Lieutenant Bracken); Lynda Day George [as Linda Day] (Mary Riggs); Ian Sera (Kendall); Edmund Purdom (The Dean); Paul L. Smith [as Paul Smith] (Willard); Jack Taylor (Professor Brown); Frank Braña [as Frank Brana] (Sergeant Holden); Gérard Tichy [as Gerard Tichy] (Dr. Jennings); Cristina Cottrelli [as Cristina Cottrell] (Jenny); Leticia Marfil (Suzie); Silvia Gambino (Mary)

Home Video: Grindhouse Releasing Blu-ray, All-region; Arrow Video Blu-ray/DVD, Region B/2

A college in Boston is shocked by a series of gruesome murders. The police investigate but are unable to find any leads, so a student named Kendall volunteers to help in the investigation, and a policewoman named Mary Riggs is sent in undercover, as well. The death toll continues to mount and the killer continues taking body parts from the victims as a macabre souvenier …

Pieces is beloved by fans of “bad cinema,” for good reason. It's not a particularly poorly made film—it's competently lensed and the special effects for the various gory murders are reasonably well-achieved, especially considering the budget. But the story is so crass and at times incoherent, and director Juan Piquer Simón is so determined to appeal to every possibly demographic that he tosses in everything but the kitchen sink, it ends up being one of the most endearingly goofy and excessive films of its type. Add in an English language dub which, while executed by many of the same reliable voice talents who graced the soundtracks of many straightforward Italian gialli, seems to have been done with an aim to play up the humor even more and, well … Pieces emerges as a very strange duck of a movie, indeed.

In an interview included on the deluxe special edition DVD and Blu-ray releases of the film from Grindhouse releasing, director Juan Piquer Simón recalls that the film arose out of peculiar circumstances. He had just recently directed a string of “family friendly” adventure-fantasy films and was in the midst of preparing another such picture when copyright issues beset it. Looking to keep busy, he gladly accepted an invitation to meet with Italian distributor Tonino Mori, who offered him a chance to direct an unofficial sequel to Wes Craven's landmark The Last House on the Left (1972). Simón wasn't keen on the idea, but Mori also had a treatment that had been submitted to him by exploitation cinema legend Dick Randall (who produced one of the worst Italian gialli of the golden age, The French Sex Murders, 1972), which was titled Jigsaw. The story of a psychopath killing women and using body parts from each of his victims to assemble a perfect woman of his own appealed to Simón, and he agreed to come on board to direct. Simón felt that the treatment by Randall and Roberto Loyola (a former producer whose credits included Mario Bava's ill-fated crime thriller, Rabid Dogs, 1974) needed punching up and he also decided to work in plenty of humor, as he felt that the best way to approach such excessive subject matter was both with a sense of extravagance—and with tongue planted firmly in cheek. Simón is not credited on the English language prints as contributing to the script, but he is adamant that the shooting script was his, though he allowed his actors some room to improvise and add ideas of their own. Simón was also concerned that the script was a little short, so he felt free to add in some random ideas just to ensure that the running time was up to snuff. One of these last-minute inspirations occurred when Dick Randall brought actor Bruce Le to the set—Le had already appeared in Simón's Supersonic Man (1979), which had been produced by Randall, so Simón asked him to appear in a brief, totally inexplicable and completely batshit insane scene where Lynda Day George is investigating the campus at night, only to encounter a kung fu professor who literally puts the moves on her; we never see this character or even hear him referred to again. Such is the zany appeal of Pieces, provided you're in the right frame of mind for it!
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German VHS box art for Pieces; art by U. Kåbler

The story itself is pretty straightforward. A young boy is traumatized when his mother catches him playing with a dirty jigsaw puzzle (Pilar Alcón, who posed in the nude for this signature prop, had already appeared in Paul Naschy's Night of the Werewolf, 198U, but chances are she received more “exposure” for her uncredited appearance in this film than she did with all of her other credits combined), so he responds as any child would, by killing and dismembering his mother with an axe. Forty years later, a series of gruesome murders begins taking place on a college campus. It turns out that the two events are connected, though it takes the plodding coppers forever and a day to reach this conclusion and unmask the culprit. Simón's no-nonsense approach doesn't favor much in the way of lyricism or atmosphere; instead, he goes right for the jugular … and the crotch. The movie incorporates ample sleaze, so much so that the film found itself under attack from feminist groups at the time of its surprisingly successful theatrical run. There's plenty of sex and even more gratuitous nudity as various one-dimensional female victims are terrorized, cornered and butchered by the maniac. Simón was evidently well aware of the giallo genre (in the same interview on the Grindhouse disc, he recalls that he handled the Spanish theatrical release of Mario Bava's Twitch of the Death Nerve, which makes sense) and he dresses his killer in the same improbable but lovably theatrical attire as a killer in an Argento film: an oversized fedora, trench coat and gloves—all in black, of course. Logic is thrown out the window early on, and it's clear from the evidence on screen that there was simply neither the time nor the money (or perhaps even the inclination) to worry about little details. Thus, the opening flashback to 1942 includes a close-up of a touch-button phone and looks about as convincingly “period” as a high school presentation of Death of a Salesman.
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Spanish poster for Pieces

And yet, to harp on the film's shortcomings is to miss the point. Simón clearly was not aiming for anything deep or sophisticated with this film. His aim was simply to make the movie as marketable as possible, by including every bit of exploitation he could muster. The kung fu scene is ridiculous, but there was still some money to be made from that subgenre, so including a token reference to it was sure to appeal to the intended grindhouse audience—and it certainly did so, at that. Simón doesn't hold back on the gore and nudity, and if the result lacks good taste, that's certainly intentional, as well. As for the lack of logic, well—it's not as if logic is a strong suit in many Italian gialli, though admittedly this film makes them look meticulous by comparison. It's all done in such an obvious spirt of fun that it would take a very flinty heart to not find it all at least slightly endearing. The height of absurdity is arguably reached when a victim gets onto the elevator with the villain, who is of course known to her, despite his being dressed in such an overtly sinister “disguise.” And when the killer pulls out a chainsaw, you can't help but wonder how he managed to smuggle that in without her noticing! On the upside, there is an admittedly very effective kill scene involving a waterbed–it's not a prop that made its way into any of the Italian gialli, so full marks to Simón for his creativity in that context.

The film assembles a lovably diverse collection of former name actors, all of whom had clearly seen better days. Christopher George (1931-1981) had appeared opposite John Wayne and starred on the popular TV series The Rat Patrol, but he spent much of the latter part of the 1970s into the early '80s appearing in low-budget genre fare. Lucio Fulci's splendid City of the Living Dead (1980) was most assuredly the best of his European horror films, while Pieces provided him with a memorably bonkers final foray into European genre cinema. He would only appear in one more film—another low-budget horror item, Mortuary (1983)—before his sudden death from a heart attack in 1983. George plays his role with an air of bemused detachment; he clearly knows the script is junk and he's having a bit of fun with it. His real-life wife, Lynda Day George, is on hand to play the spunky undercover policewoman. She did capable work in some films, but devotees of camp cinema relish her performance here. Not only does she look utterly out of her depth when she's supposedly playing tennis in one scene (Simón confirmed that he assumed that, being a California native, she would know how to play, only to find out at the last second that this was not the case), but she also gets to deliver one of the alltime howlers of bad cinema dialogue/acting. After discovering another victim has been claimed while she was busy elsewhere, she loses it and screams, “Bastard! Baaaastaaaaaard! BAAAASTAAAAARD!" Admittedly, it would have been virtually impossible  for any actress to play such a scene, but still … it needs to be seen to be disbelieved. Paul Smith (best remembered for playing a brutal warden in Midnight Express, 1978, and for playing Bluto in Robert Altman's Popeye, 1980) plays the most laughably obvious red herring imaginable, and it's obvious that he, like Christopher George, is playing up the absurdity of it all by pulling the most laughable faces and expressions during his many “sinister” close-ups. He is dubbed on the English track by the unmistakably gruff tones of Edward Mannix, whose voice can be heard on the English soundtracks of many Italian giallo films. Jack Taylor (Edge of the Axe, 1988), another veteran of European sleaze cinema, puts in a pretty straight-faced performance as a professor who comes under suspicion. Edmund Purdom (The Fifth Cord, 1971) also does his best to maintain his dignity as the stuffy Dean, who wants to keep the crimes out of the newspaper. On the other hand, a lot of the film is reliant upon the charisma and likability of young Ian Sera, who sadly possesses neither faculty. Sera's luck with the women on campus makes one wonder if perhaps he's one of only two male students in the place (the other being his obnoxious friend, who pops up now and again to provide some “comedy” relief), and he's about the least inspiring amateur sleuth imaginable. He does get to participate in the film's memorably out-of-left field and wholly irrational final scene, so that surely counts as a major consolation prize. Steven Luotto, another of the film's recognizable English dubbing performers, dubs Sera's lines into English.
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U.S. VHS cover art for Pieces

Pieces was scored for its Spanish release by Librado Pastor; Pastor's relatively few cinema credits include Satan's Blood (1978), a memorably exploitative Spanish horror item produced by Simón, as well as Simón's family-friendly alien invasion movie Extra Terrestrial Visitors (1983), which also starred Ian Sera. His music sounds like something better equipped as accompaniment to a silent movie, with lots of repetitious tinkling piano, so Randall was wise to insist upon rescoring the film for other territories. Randall used his association with Tonino Mori to raid the CAM music library, so there's a lot of music in the Italian and English language prints from the likes of Stelvio Cipriani (taken from his score for Ring of Darkness, 1978), Carlo Maria Cordio (music from Absurd, 1981) and Fabio Frizzi (Seven Dangerous Girls, 1979). Their music is supplemented with some decidedly out-of-place stock cues and pop tunes that ultimately add to the film's almost surreal disregard for coherency.

The Pencil Murders (Release date: 1982) (Belgium)

Aka De Potloodmoorden

Directed, Produced and Screenplay by Guy Lee Thys, for Skyline Film & Television; Director of Photography: Jacques Duesberg; Editor: Guido Henderickx and Ludo Troch; Music by David Miller; Song:De Dag Dat Het Zonlicht Niet Meer Scheen, performed by Arbeid Adelt

Main Players: Leslie de Gruyter (Rick Van Houtte); Rosemarie Bergmans (Marilène Van Houtte); Christian Baggen (Leslie Werkers); Bert André [as Bert Andre] (Vertommen); Souleye Drame (Souleye)
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French VHS cover art for The Pencil Murders

A serial killer is on the loose, targeting young women and killing them by jamming sharp pencils up their noses. Rick Van Houtte, a dedicated detective, is on the case–but his failing marriage threatens to distract his attention from the matter at hand …

The Pencil Murders almost sounds like a parody of a giallo-slasher type film. It would be nice to think that this was what the filmmakers had in mind. However, if what's on screen is any indication, this simply is not the case. The film emerges as one of the dullest giallo-style thrillers ever produced and only the admittedly bizarre modus operandi of the killer makes it the least bit memorable.

The film lurches from one poorly directed and photographed scene to the next with no discernible sense of purpose—outside of wasting the audience's time, that is. The melodramatic plot deals with a boring police inspector and his dull but attractive wife. It would seem that the cop is a little too dedicated to his job, which is causing problems at home. Sooner than talk things out or seek marriage counseling, the wife elects to vent her frustrations by sleeping around. When the cop becomes aware of this, it causes him to lose focus on his job. Oh, and by the way, there's a killer going around jamming sharp pencils up people's nostrils! Yes indeed, for all the bizarre, theatrical and imaginative manners of death inflicted in the history of giallo cinema, The Pencil Murders may well have the oddest murder method of all: The killer literally takes the time to sharpen a pencil at the scene of the crime prior to pinning down his victims and ramming the instrument up their nostril, thus penetrating the brain and causing instant death. If nothing else, it's a novel approach!

Sadly, that's about it for inspiration in this context. The film was clearly made on a very low-budget, with first-time director Guy Lee Thys having bitten off more than he could chew. Lee Thys, who would reportedly adapt his screenplay into a novel the following year, is obviously aware of giallo tropes and dutifully pays lip service to them. The killer makes use of a bizarre method of inflicting violence and, naturally, wears gloves while committing his atrocities. However, despite the undoubtedly good intentions, he is unable to create or sustain any tension or atmosphere. The coverage is as basic as basic can get, the performances are uninspired, and the pacing is positively glacial. Fans looking for a bit of gore are in for a disappointment, too. The killings aren't terribly graphic and only one of them (involving a slippery victim in a soapy bathtub) comes close to the sort of “designer death scenes” we tend to associate with Italian gialli. Too much of the film is devoted to the plodding detective and his marital woes and the cheesy synthesized jazz score doesn't help matters either. The end result is, in short, deadly dull—and for completists only.

Perhaps inspired by this film, director Luc Veldeman donned the mantle of writer/producer/director for his own Belgian-made giallo, The Antwerp Killer (1983). The results would prove to be even worse.

American Nightmare (Release date: March, 1983) (Canada)

Aka Un cauchemar américain

Directed by Don McBrearty; Produced by Ray Sager, Anthony Kramreither, Paul Lynch and Derrett Lee, for Mano Films and Manesco Films; Screenplay by John Sheppard, from a story by John Gault and Steven Blake; Director of Photography: Daniel Hainey; Editor: Ian McBride; Music by Paul Zasa

Main Players: Lawrence S. Day (Eric); Lora Staley (Louise); Neil Dainard (Tony); Michael Ironside [as Mike Ironside] (Sergeant Skylar); Lenore Zann (Tina); Claudia Udy (Andrea); Page Fletcher (Mark); Alexandra Paul (Isabelle)

Home Video: Scorpion DVD, Region 0

When Isabelle goes missing, her brother Eric, a successful concert pianist, comes to Toronto to investigate. He discovers that Isabelle has fallen victim to a psychopath who has been slicing up the hookers in the city; unfortunately for Eric, there are even more sordid surprises in store …
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German VHS cover art for American Nightmare

Don't let the title fool you: American Nightmare is every inch a Canadian tax shelter movie. Indeed, it seems to be Canada's own answer to Lucio Fulci's similarly sleazy The New York Ripper (1982), though it inevitably looks rather sheepish by comparison.

It's not just the title that gives off an American vibe. The film never specifies where the action is unfolding, and the various trips to sleazy sections of the city, dominated by strip clubs and porno theaters seem to be trying hard to convey the atmosphere of 42nd Street. There's simply no replicating “the deuce,” however, and what with all the “aboots” being uttered by the performers, one can never be in much doubt of the film's true heritage.

The story is as standard as it gets: A man comes to the big city in search of his missing sister, only to discover that she's the latest victim of a sex maniac. Characterization is nil, but screenwriter John Sheppard—working from a story by John Gault and Steven Blake—does his best to pack in as many sleazy plot points as possible. The film wallows in seedy locations and situations and there's even a bit of surprise incest tossed in for good (?) measure.

Unfortunately, the film is much too timid where it really counts. It's probably wishful thinking to assume that the filmmakers were looking to reference Fulci's notorious giallo gem, but they definitely seemed to have been aiming for something along the lines of the giallo—or at least a thriller by way of William Friedkin's Cruising (1980). The emphasis on sex as an emotionless commodity gives the film a particularly lurid tone, even if the routines on display in the strip club lean towards the absurd. The killer favors a beret of sorts (how novel!) as well as a pair of rubber gloves—prompting at least one victim to get giddy with the thought of some kinky body exploration—and he also relies on that old staple of the Italian thriller, the old-fashioned straight razor. Apart from a memorably vicious gutting and a bathtub slashing that quotes some imagery from Mario Bava's Blood and Black Lace (1964), the killings tend to be rather listlessly staged and sparse on the red stuff.
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U.S. DVD cover art for American Nightmare

This would not be so much of a concern if only the characters and their relationships inspired more interest. Alas, the film doesn't manage to breathe any life into these ciphers. There's something Dario Argento-like about the notion of a celebrated concert pianist turned two-fisted amateur detective, but Eric is in most respects a very boring protagonist. In the midst of investigating his sister's death, he falls in love with Louise (Lora Staley), who works as a stripper in the same club that employed his sister. Their burgeoning romance has all the conviction of a harlequin romance-inspired aftershave commercial, but at least they are granted a love scene, which seems mildly more convincing. Eric and Louise team up and delve into the seediest sections of New York … err, Toronto … but they lack the spark and humanity of, say, David Hemmings and Daria Nicolodi in Deep Red (1975).

The police procedural scenes are every bit as boring as the least inspiring subplots in many gialli produced in Italy. Reliable character actor Michael (or Mike, as he is billed her) Ironside seems poised to give the film some much-needed zest, but even he cannot compensate for the plodding detective role he is lumbered with. Ironside had just played a much more interesting role—the misogynist killer—in a “classier” Canadian psycho thriller, Visiting Hours (1982), but his best work of the period remains as the frightening Darryl Revok in David Cronenberg's Scanners (1981). Ironside is a charismatic and engaging actor, but he is given very little to do here and suffers accordingly.

As for leading players Lawrence Day and Lora Staley, they are no more interesting than the roles they are given to play, either. Day is particularly wooden, but Staley demonstrates a plucky quality that makes her more compelling than the usual damsel in distress figure in these films. Indeed, the fact that she is not the usual “pure, virginal” presence one normally associates with heroines in films of this type marks the mentality behind the film as somewhat more progressive in some respects. Even so, it's hard not to chuckle a bit at the start of the film when Isabelle–played by Alexandra Paul, in her first theatrical feature role; she would go on to better things like John Carpenter's Christine (1983) and Hal Ashby's 8 Million Ways to Die (1986), as well as the popular TV series Baywatch (1992-1997)—is introduced naked in bed and smoking a joint; her status as a victim-to-be is therefore assured.

American Nightmare is short on thrills, but it does manage a few welcome surprises. It's cheap and cheerful, but at an hour and a half it doesn't overstay its welcome. It also manages to avoid some of the more regressive stereotypes which dog so many of these films–such as adopting a non-judgmental attitude toward Louise and her co-workers, including a cross-dresser who is actually depicted as something resembling a real human being as opposed to the usual bad taste comic stereotype. That's not to say that it stands out from the pack, in particular, but viewers looking for an undemanding psycho thriller with a sleazy edge may find it worth tracking down.

10 to Midnight (Release date: March, 1983)

Directed by J. Lee Thompson; Produced by Pancho Kohner, Lance Hool, Menahem Golan and Yoram Globus, for Cannon Group, City Films and Y&M Productions; Screenplay by William Roberts and J. Lee Thompson (uncredited); Director of Photography: Adam Greenberg; Editor: Peter Lee-Thompson; Music by Robert O. Ragland

Main Players: Charles Bronson (Leo Kessler); Lisa Eilbacher (Laurie Kessler); Gene Davis (Warren Stacy); Andrew Stevens (Paul McAnn); Wilford Brimley (Captain Malone); Geoffrey Lewis (Dave Dante); Robert Lyons (Nathan Zager); Kelly Preston [as Kelly Palzis] (Dorren)

Home Video: Shout Factory Blu-ray, Region A

Leo Kessler, a detective with the Los Angeles police department, is fed up with the restrictions placed on the police when it comes to meting out justice. When a psychopath begins killing women, it doesn't take him long to settle on a suspect, Warren Stacy. Warren is clever, however, and is not about to make it easy for Leo to catch him; and Leo isn't above bending the rules to level the playing field somewhat …

This is another highly debatable title; I'm the first to admit that I'm not even entirely sold on its status as an American giallo. But my love of Charles Bronson (1921-2003) coupled with the film's gleefully sleazy and exploitative depiction of a sexually frustrated serial killer compelled me to err on the side of caution by including it anyway.
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Spanish poster shows an angry Charles Bronson in 10 to Midnight.

10 to Midnight was the second of Bronson's films for Cannon, following the ultra-sleazy Death Wish II (1982). Cannon had already dabbled in giallo terrain by producing Schizoid (1980) with Klaus Kinski, so this wasn't entirely new terrain for them. By this stage in the game, the company was focusing a lot of its energies on low-budget action movies. They would attempt to break out of that mold somewhat when they threw a lot of money at the Tobe Hooper films Lifeforce (1985) and Invaders from Mars (1986), but their dreams of competing with the likes of Steven Spielberg quickly evaporated as they watched the disheartening box office reports. By contrast, films like 10 to Midnight were a safe investment; they didn't cost a lot of money, and their investment in a star of Bronson's magnitude ensured decent box office returns. In an interview with Bronson's biographer, Paul Talbot, producer Pancho Kohner recalled that the film started life as an adaptation of the book The Evil That Men Do, by R. Lance Hill, but the cost associated with buying the rights and commissioning a screenplay proved to be prohibitive; thinking quick, in order to maximize Cannon's presence at the Cannes film market, they came up with the title 10 to Midnight as a hook to lure potential investors.1 The combination of the title and Bronson's name did the trick, at which point everybody scrambled to come up with a suitable subject for the film. An old script by William Roberts, titled “Blood Bath,” was dusted off 2—and it proved to be an ideal fit for the aging action icon, who was nearing 61 years of age when he made this picture. Bronson's star power was still very much in full force, and his reputation was even stronger in Europe; consistent with most of his films, 10 to Midnight would end up making more money overseas then it did domestically, though the American box office takings were also respectable for a low-budget genre item. Bronson would make The Evil That Men Do (1984) immediately after this film, but not for Cannon—it was produced by Kohner for Lew Grade's ITC Company. Bronson would then return to Cannon for the inevitable Death Wish 3 (1985).
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U.K. Quad poster for 10 to Midnight

The story takes inspiration from the exploits of at least two real-life serial killers, Ted Bundy and Richard Speck. Bundy was a handsome and outwardly charming young man, who kidnapped, raped and murdered a number of women in the 1970s; he confessed to having murdered 30 women in total, though the official tally has never been agreed upon. Richard Speck tortured and slaughtered eight student nurses in their townhouse on the night of July 13, 1966, The Speck influence is unmistakable in the climax, where the killer breaks into an apartment shared by several nurses and kills them off, as one terrified witness is left cowering underneath a bed—a detail also lifted from the Speck case. There's no doubt that this is crass and exploitative in the way it takes real-life tragedy and uses it as the springboard for a sleazy thriller, but that's hardly unique in this case. Indeed, the specter of Speck can be said to loom over Fernando Di Leo's outrageous Slaughter Hotel (1971) as well, and that was released at a time when his exploits were still relatively fresh in the minds of audiences.

In a way, the film differs a little from the usual Bronson-as-vigilante formula, which had come in to play after the surprise box office success of Death Wish (1974). Death Wish, as it happens, was Bronson's only major box office triumph in the United States, thus bringing him up to the level of super star in his native country—though the Europeans had already embraced him as a star thanks to such films as Once Upon a Time in the West (1969) and Rider on the Rain (1970). In Death Wish, and many of the Bronson vehicles that followed, the actor plays a peaceful sort who is pushed into violence by the senseless brutality of society at large. Here, he plays a cynical cop who has seen it all—and who tries to immure himself against the violence by adopting a stoic exterior. This all changes when his own daughter becomes mixed up in the mayhem. He comes to realize how he's put his job ahead of family and tries to make amends for this, but it is nearly too late. The killer, who has a personal gripe against the detective, sets his sight on his estranged daughter. Of course, being a Bronson flick, this just helps him to sign his own death warrant.

10 to Midnight is admittedly ripe with cliché and has plenty of unintentional humor—none better than the infamous scene of Bronson confronting the killer with the latter's electronic sex toy, which has inspired plenty of tribute videos and internet memes aplenty—but director J. Lee Thompson (Cape Fear, 1962) keeps the film rattling along at a good pace and it looks slick enough, especially for a low-budget Cannon product. The company spent most of its budget on Bronson and it was money well spent: His presence was always enough to motivate his loyal fan base to buy a ticket, and he gives the film some much-needed gravitas. His character, Leo Kessler, doesn't have a lot of depth, but Bronson is able to color between the lines, thus making him into something more than a walking cliché. Kessler is the usual cop who has seen too much, but despite his impenetrable exterior, he still has some real compassion and empathy. Much like Clint Eastwood's “Dirty” Harry Callahan, Kessler is fed up with the legal red tape and wants to do what he deems is necessary in order to protect the public. These renegade cop movies always trigger debate on both sides of the political spectrum. The right-wingers see it as a sort of wish fulfillment, while the left-wingers decry them as Fascist. In truth, these films manage to skirt the complexities of the bigger picture by focusing on cases which are so extreme and so cut-and-dry that we can't help but side with the renegade cop. In Dirty Harry (1971), we are left in no doubt that Andy Robinson's psycho is guilty and that he is capable of doing a great deal of damage; in this film, the character of Warren Stacy is also shown committing the murders right from the get-go, thus ensuring that we remain firmly on the side of Kessler, even as he bends the rules in order to try to stop him from committing more atrocities.

Gene Davis gives a very good performance as Stacy. The role requires a great deal of the actor. In order to avoid getting bloodstains on his clothes, Stacy commits his crimes in the nude—and Davis is required to spend a lot of screen time running around like this. After having seen so many actresses objectified in giallo and slasher films, it's refreshing to see a young man getting the same treatment for once. Of course, there's also ample female flesh on display, but “progress” comes a little bit at a time. incidentally director J. Lee Thompson named the character Warren. “J.Lee's vision was that [Warren] would not be the normal sort of creepy guy,” Davis recalled. “The reason the character's name was 'Warren' is because he envisioned Warren Beatty.”3 Of course, there wasn't a chance in hell of attracting a major name like Beatty to such a part—and frankly, he was too old for the part, anyway—but the casting worked out just perfectly. Davis pushes the character to the edge of caricature, but he manages to keep him believable as a menace. He has some great cat-and-mouse scenes with Bronson, and the spectacle of a bare-ass-naked Davis being confronted by Bronson at the film's end is certainly memorable. Davis is the brother of the late Brad Davis, best known for his starring role in Midnight Express (1978). He made his debut in 1977 with a guest appearance on Kojak, then made his big screen debut as a transvestite in William Friedkin's Cruising (1980). 10 to Midnight is certainly his best-remembered screen role. He would continue to act sporadically through 2010, and also set up his own production company, Rocking Horse Productions.

Director J. Lee Thompson (1914-2002) had already worked with Bronson on St. Ives (1977), The White Buffalo (1978) and Cabo Blanco (1980), and they would go on to work together on The Evil That Men Do, Murphy's Law (1986), Death Wish 4: The Crackdown (1987), Messenger of Death (1988) and Kinjite: Forbidden Subjects (1989); the latter proved to be his final film. A former editor, he directed a number of top-flight pictures, including Cape Fear and The Guns of Navarrone (1961) before working his way down the ladder to helm mostly low-budget genre films, including the slasher film Happy Birthday to Me (1981). He reportedly inspired the character of Burke Dennings in William Peter Blatty's The Exorcist (1971); Jack MacGowran played the character in William Friedkin's 1973 blockbuster adaptation. Thompson's later films may not have always been particularly classy, but they generally succeed as entertainment–which was, of course, their primary objective.

The TV version of 10 to Midnight was heavily censored. In order to prevent even heavier editing, the filmmakers did alternate takes of Gene Davis for his various psycho-on-the-loose scenes; he's naked in the theatrical cut (save for a “cock sock” to protect his modesty, as he's principally shown from behind or from the waist up), but he wears black underwear in the alternate TV footage.

Notes:

1.Talbot, Paul, Bronson's Loose Again!: On the Set With Charles Bronson (Albany, BearManor Media, 2016), p. 192-193.



2.Ibid, p. 195.

3.Ibid, p. 200

The Antwerp Killer (Release date: August, 1983) (Belgium)

Directed, Produced and Screenplay by Luc Veldeman, for Laura Film; Director of Photography: Wim Dolfyn; Music by Eric Feremans, Rudi Van Dijck, John Carpenter (uncredited), Alan Howarth (uncredited) and Ennio Morricone (uncredited); Song: Mr. Sandman, performed by The Chordettes

Main Players: Peter Beaufays (The Murderer); Eric Feremans (Police Inspector); Marita Praet (The Murderer's Fiancée); Michel Follet (Psychiatrist)

A killer strikes women who are alone on the streets of Antwerp at night. A police inspector chases down leads but is getting nowhere fast. Meanwhile, a woman who was once attacked by the killer is dealing with her trauma by seeing a psychiatrist…

Chances are, if you're not from Belgium—you've never heard of this film. And if you are from Belgium, well, you likely know this film as being a national embarrassment—a disaster that is so inept, it can take its place with the likes of Manos: The Hands of Fate (1966) as one of the most curelessly assembled and poorly thought-out movies of all time.

As is so often the case, the story behind the movie is much more interesting than the movie itself. It seems that producer/director/writer Luc Veldeman was a fan of horror films and thrillers and was discouraged by the general lack of genre fare being produced in Belgium. Armed with more charisma than talent, the ambitious 16 year old was able to raise financing to make his own independent movie—and using his flair for self-promotion, he managed to create quite a bit of interest in the film, even arranging to have it premiered at the prestigious Knokke Film Festival. Having secured minimal funds and cobbled together a crew—including electronic music guru Eric Feremans, who agreed to play the role of the police inspector—Veldeman soon found himself seriously over his head, and when the end result was screened for an eager crowd at the film festival, the reaction was … not good. Veldeman reportedly pocketed much of the money invested in the picture but charges were not able to be brought against him, owing to his status as a minor. The press slaughtered the movie, of course, and apparently Veldeman's father was so upset that he attempted to purchase and destroy every single copy of the film. Fortunately or unfortunately, depending on your point of view, at least one copy survived, and though the film has never been given a proper home video release, it has inevitably found its way onto the Internet.1

At under one hour, The Antwerp Killer barely qualifies as a feature film. When you consider the absurd amount of padding on display, it really amounts to little more than a series of half-baked incidents cut together into a barely coherent whole. Every now and again, Veldeman stumbles onto a striking shot, but this is so infrequent that it really feels like a happy accident when it does occur. Most of the film is staged with clueless indifference: The shots are frequently awkwardly composed, and long stretches play out in static master shots. There's some attempts at arty affectation with some overhead views in the police station scenes, but even this plays out as if the scenes were being rushed through from a fixed perspective, with little thought given as to how they would appear on screen. And as for the acting, well, there's a reason why hardly anybody involved in this film went on to do more film work—but in fairness, it's not as if the cast had good material to work with or the support and guidance of a director who knew his ass from a hole in the ground.

The various kill scenes are laughable. The opening scene, for example, shows a young woman walking down a dark alley; suddenly, a young man (Veldeman can't even be bothered with naming his characters, by the way) lunges out at her and knocks her to the ground. He runs off, while she lays on the ground, apparently stunned. As she grabs at her stomach, she clearly squeezes something–and sure enough, some phony looking stage blood starts to seep through her shirt. It's difficult to believe that even an amateur would let this fly, but we, the viewer, have literally bore witness to an inexperienced actress trying to sell the illusion of having been stabbed by helpfully squeezing her prop bag of blood, which is all-too-obviously concealed beneath her shirt.

And yet, that's not the worst of it. At least scenes such as this have a naïve charm, if one wishes to put a positive spin on it. What's far worse is how terribly padded the movie is; a character has a ridiculously protracted dream sequence, for example, and this allows for the merciless and seemingly never-ending repetition of footage already seen. There's even a long, drawn-out scene comprised of views of the city, as well as a shootout sequence which really doesn't make any sense in context—but which was presumably tossed in to give the movie a bit of action.

Eric Feremans, who plays the role of the police inspector, also served as the film's composer—though apparently his music was demo material he had recorded independently, which Veldeman schmoozed his way into using in the film. His input in the score appears to be rather minimal, however, as genre junkie Veldeman elected to score the bulk of the film with ripped off cues by Ennio Morricone, John Carpenter  and Alan Howarth; there's a good bit of music by Carpenter and Howarth from Halloween III: Season of the Witch (1982), as well as some selections from their scores for Escape from New York and Halloween II (both 1981), while Morricone's moody central theme for Carpenter's The Thing (1982) makes an appearance. Veldeman even utilizes the popular 1954 song Mr. Sandman, which Carpenter and Howarth incorporated into the soundtrack for Halloween II.

The Antwerp Killer is a film so terrible, you'll never forget it—and as for its brassy creator, Luc Veldeman apparently elected to go into another field, thanks to having burned every bridge he could ever have used in the Belgian film industry.
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Notes:

1. http://www.findersheepersrecords.com/shop/shop/eric-feremans-the-antwerp-killer/

La muerte del chacal (Release date: May, 1984) (Mexico)

Directed by Pedro Galindo III; Produced by Santiago Galindo; Screenplay by Gilberto de Anda, from a story by Pedro Galindo III and Gilberto de Anda;

Director of Photography: Miguel Araña (as Miguel Arana); Editor: Carlos Savage; Music by Nacho Méndez (as Nacho Mendez)

Main Players: Mario Almada (Sheriff Bob); Fernando Almada (Roy); Cristina Molina (Joan); Olivia Collins (Sally); Lizetta Romo (Sergeant García)

Home Video: Tekila Films DVD, Regions 1 and 4

Sheriff Bob investigates a series of gruesome murders. The victims are mostly female, and they have all been attacked by Doberman Pinschers prior to being stabbed in the throat. Bob finds out that the killer is none other than his brother and deputy, Roy, and the latter is apprehended and locked away. When Roy subsequently escapes, he has vengeance against Bob on his mind …

This Mexican slasher thriller starts off in the giallo vein, but it ultimately reveals the killer's identity long before the ending and abandons all pretense toward being a mystery film. Even so, the early sequences, with a killer dressed in the usual attire of a dark raincoat, broad-brimmed hat and black leather gloves, definitely betray a strong giallo vibe, making it worthy of inclusion in this context.

The film is a pretty slapdash affair, truth be told, with a small town sheriff investigating a series of murders. Originality is in short supply, but there are a couple of elements that help to make the film stand out compared to its contemporaries. For one thing, the murderer makes use of canine accomplices, and for another, a lot of the stalk-and-slash scenes are set aboard an abandoned old barge. There's a little bit of style and pizazz in these sequences, notably early on when the frenetic music kicks in and we're treated to some good old-fashioned wide angle subjective camera mayhem. Indeed, the opening sequence is notably protracted and manages to cram in four murders; viewers settling in, expecting more of the same for the duration of the picture, are in for a disappointment however.

The decision to unmask the killer at about the half-way point is an interesting one, though it doesn't do much to add to the film's overall impact and appeal. Bob and his brother Roy (played by real-life siblings Mario and Fernando Almada, both of whom were popular in the Mexican B-movie industry) are hopelessly cliché characters. Bob might as well open the film saying he's a short-timer with an eye toward retirement, and that he's “getting too old for this shit,” while Roy, once unmasked, is a villain of the mustache-twirling school. There's nothing inherently interesting about either of them, making their games of cat-and-mouse less than gripping.

In terms of gore and exploitation, the film is also a bit skimpy. There's a decent body count, but the budget didn't extend to sophisticated make-up effects and the mayhem is left off-camera. Roy's use of Doberman sidekicks is an interesting touch, but little is really done with it. The fate of one of these dogs is far and away the most sickening moment in the film, but that's a “pleasure” that prospective viewers will need to discover for themselves. The thing that doesn't make much sense (ok … one of the things) is why the appearance of the dogs is always preceded by the sound of wild cats on the soundtrack; perhaps the filmmakers thought nobody would notice.

Director Pedro Galindo III is the son of producer/composer Pedro Galindo, who is best known for allegedly co-writing the popular song Malagueña Salerosa, though his contribution has been called into question by some music scholars; in any event, the song can be heard on the soundtrack of such hit films as Oliver Stone's Born on the Fourth of July (1989) and Quentin Tarantino's Kill Bill: Vol. 2 (2004). Galindo III got his start in Mexican films in the early 1980s. He specialized in genre cinema, notably action and horror, but he has been inactive since the early 1990s.

La muerte del chacal (literally, Death of the Jackal, though the film has never been officially issued in the United States in English) was popular enough to generate a sequel, which continues the game of cat-and-mouse between Bob and Roy; Cacería de un criminal (1984) also failed to secure an English language release and its giallo elements are even more negligible than they are in this film.

Tightrope (Release date: August, 1984) (U.S.A.)

Directed and Screenplay by Richard Tuggle; Produced by Clint Eastwood and Fritz Manes, for The Malpaso Company and Warner Bros.; Director of Photography: Bruce Surtees; Editor: Joel Cox; Music by Lennie Niehaus

Main Players: Clint Eastwood (Detective Wes Block); Geneviève Bujold [as Genevieve Bujold] (Beryl Thibodeaux); Dan Hedaya (Detective Molinari); Alison Eastwood (Amanda Block); Jennifer Beck (Penny Block); Marco St. John (Leander Rolfe); Rebecca Perle (Becky Jacklin); Regina Richardson (Sarita); Randi Brooks (Jamie Cory); Jamie Rose (Melanie Silber)

Home Video: Warner Bros. Blu-ray, All-region

Detective Wes Block is assigned to investigate a string of murders involving prostitutes; all of the victims have also been sexually assaulted. Block's suppressed sexual fantasies start to come to the surface, even as he tries to suppress them and focus on his investigation. Things become more complicated when a rape services worker named Beryl becomes involved and Wes finds himself becoming drawn to her …

Richard Tuggle based Tightrope on the real-life exploits of a rapist and murderer who terrorized the Bay Area of San Francisco; the killer was never caught, but in discussing the case with the detective in charge of the investigation, Tuggle became fascinated with the idea of how being in close contact with such horrific crimes can impact policemen in their private lives.1 Tuggle's previous experience in the film industry was limited: he manages to bluff his way into getting his first script into the hands of director Don Siegel, who liked what he saw and passed it on to his friend and collaborator Clint Eastwood—and thus, Escape from Alcatraz (1979) was born. Tightrope was his follow-up project and this time he had an easier time of it, seeing as how he already had established a relationship with the movie icon. Tuggle showed the script to Eastwood, who reacted favorably and offered to buy it for production through his Malpaso production company. Tuggle agreed on the condition that he be allowed to direct. As explained by Eastwood's biographer, Richard Schickel, the actor had good memories working with first-time director Michael Cimino on Thunderbolt and Lightfoot (1974) and he felt lightning might well strike a second time with Tuggle at the helm.2 Unfortunately, things did not go as planned. Eastwood is known for his no-nonsense attitude, which allows him to work very quickly and efficiently. First-time director Tuggle proved to be indecisive and very slow, at least by Eastwood's standards. Reportedly Tuggle completed all of one day's worth of shooting before Eastwood took him aside and explained that things were not working out; he would be allowed to take credit as director, as that's what his contract stipulated, but when it came to actually doing the work on set, Eastwood was taking over.3 Eastwood, to his credit, never made a fuss about this in the press and he continues to speak of Tuggle in very positive terms; the latter, however, has shown a more embittered attitude and he would go on to direct only one more picture and write an episode of HBO's Tales from the Crypt TV series before walking away from films altogether.

In a sense, the film has some superficial connections to Eastwood's famous Dirty Harry series, which kicked off in 1971 and came to a close in 1988. And yet, the differences between “Dirty” Harry Callahan and Wes Block are pretty profound. Eastwood was evidently aware of this and insisted on shifting the location from San Francisco–which Tuggle had favored—to New Orleans, as the Dirty Harry franchise was also located in the San Francisco area. It was a wise move, as it also enables the film to make good use of the French Quarter as a backdrop for its seedier, more lurid aspects. Whereas Callahan was a man with a strong moral compass and a complete lack of faith in the bureaucracy of the legal system, Block is much more ambiguous. He's a loving father and it seems as though his failed marriage has affected him deeply, but he is not interested in breaking the law in order to uphold it. In a sense, he's more of a “company man” than Harry. Yet for all his good points, he's also emotionally fragile and is fixated on sleazy erotic fantasies. The investigation gives him a perfect excuse to exercise these fantasies by sleeping with a number of the women he interrogates. His burgeoning relationship with the levelheaded and strong-willed Beryl seems poised to put him back on more solid moral ground, but it's by no means certain that they are going to be successful as a couple. The contrast between the loving family man and the conflicted “dark” side makes Block into one of the more complex characters of Eastwood's career. He responds with an excellent performance that ranks high among his all-time best. Eastwood was not afraid of playing such a potentially off-putting and sleazy character; it's this sort of fearlessness that had served him in good stead over a long and remarkably successful career. Indeed, he even would go so far as to disguise his voice and dub some of the murderer's dialogue himself, thus introducing the possibility that Block could be the killer.4 Sadly, the superstar has seldom really been taken very seriously as an actor, and early buzz over the possibility of his being nominated for Best Actor at the Oscars went unfulfilled; he would nevertheless go on to great acclaim and to win numerous awards for his work as a producer and a director, so in a sense he would enjoy the final laugh.

In spite of the tense atmosphere surrounding the filming, Tightrope is an excellent thriller. It offers some memorable characterizations and performances and it includes enough sleaze, red herrings and psychosexual mayhem to justify its inclusion in this context. Compared to the frequently comic book nature of the Dirty Harry films, it is much more complex and layered; as such, it's a film that improves with multiple viewings. Eastwood has seldom been better on screen, either, and that makes it essential viewing.
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U.K. VHS box art for Tightrope

Notes:

1.Schickel, Richard, Clint Eastwood: A Biography (New York: Vintage Books, 1997), p. 390.

2.Ibid, p. 390.

3.Ibid, p. 391.

4.Ibid, p. 388.

Body Double (Release date: October, 1984)

Directed by Brian De Palma; Produced by Brian De Palma and Howard Gottfried, for Columbia Pictures and Delphi II Productions; Screenplay by Robert J. Avrech and Brian De Palma, from a story by Brian De Palma; Director of Photography: Stephen H. Burum; Editor: Jerry Greenberg and Bill Pankow; Music by Pino Donaggio; Song: Relax, performed by Frankie Goes to Hollywood.

Main Players: Craig Wasson (Jake Scully); Gregg Henry (Sam Bouchard); Melanie Griffith (Holly Body); Deborah Shelton (Gloria Revelle); Guy Boyd (Detective McLean); Dennis Franz (Rubin, the director), David Haskell (Will, the drama teacher)
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Striking U.K. poster art for Body Double

Home Video: Twilight Time Blu-ray, All-region; Powerhouse Films Blu-ray, All-region

A struggling actor named Jake Scully (Craig Wasson) is fired from a low-budget vampire movie when it becomes apparent that his claustrophobia makes it impossible for him to be confined in the prop coffin. His luck goes from bad to worse when he walks in on his wife having sex with another man. Desperate for a job and a place to stay, Jake encounters another actor named Sam Bouchard. Bouchard is about to go out of town on a job and offers to let Jake stay at the lavish apartment that he has been looking after for a friend. Jake becomes fixated on a beautiful neighbor, Gloria Revelle (Deborah Shelton), who has a fondness for masturbating in full view. Jake gets more than he bargained for when he witnesses Gloria being murdered …

Following the completion of his Hitchcock/ Antonioni homage Blow Out (1981), Brian De Palma inherited the most mainstream project of his career: Scarface. Originally intended to be another collaboration between star Al Pacino and director Sidney Lumet, the film underwent some radical changes and Lumet walked away from the project. In his stead, De Palma played up the stylistic aspects of the material and—as was his wont—did not shy away from the more unsavory elements of Oliver Stone's screenplay. Critics hated it, by and large, but it was a commercial success. Even so, it was the type of success that had a double edge to it. On the one hand, it helped De Palma to continue working with creative freedom, but on the other it made him public enemy number one with some of the more politically correct reviewers and journalists.

De Palma's choice of revisiting the tried-and-true terrain of the thriller may have seemed “safe” in some respects, but the loaded nature of the subject matter made it into something of a cause célèbre in the press. If ever a director was set up to fall victim of the “damned if you do, damned if you don't” school of thinking, De Palma at this stage in the game was very much it. The story was a tongue-in-cheek distillation of themes from Hitchcock's Rear Window (1954) and Vertigo (1958), and many touchy cinephiles regarded the idea of overtly referencing the Master's back catalogue as being in bad taste. Added to that, the script also made open reference to De Palma's notorious use of body doubles—that is, stand-ins—during the more salacious sequences of Dressed to Kill. The very fact that De Palma did not feel appropriately shamed and chastised by the controversy that accompanied pictures like Dressed to Kill and Scarface was bad enough; that he would actively go out of his way to thumb his nose at the critics by taking things even further and by openly satirizing it was enough to send them into a tizzy. As he would later recall in the interview featurette included on the Columbia DVD release of Body Double, De Palma got a taste of what was in store early on: Rumors began to circulate that he was bringing actresses to his home so that they could masturbate for him, strictly in the name of “research” of course! Sensibly ignoring the hysteria, he focused on the task at hand and made Body Double into one of his most provocative and darkly amusing films.

The sardonic tone is established right off the bat: lurid, old-style lettering, in dripping deep red, announce “Brian De Palma Presents.” The scene unfolds against a cheerfully tacky soundstage exterior of a graveyard. The camera tracks below the surface of the (fake) earth and finds leading man Jake Scully in repose inside of a coffin. On cue, his eyes open and he bares his fangs—and then, he freezes. Rubin, the film's crass director, cuts the scene. It turns out that Jake is suffering from a bout of claustrophobia. Rubin assures him that he will give him a little time to recover, but in short order Jake finds himself replaced in the cast list; there simply isn't time for “neurotic” actors when it comes to making a low-budget horror movie. Dennis Franz, who already impressed as the vulgar detective in Dressed to Kill, makes the most of his cameo appearance as Rubin. Anybody who has a passing familiarity with De Palma's on-set reputation and attire will recognize Rubin as an overt parody of the director. This low-budget sexy vampire film is the sort of thing De Palma may well have ended up directing if he had not achieved a few lucky breaks earlier in his career. The self-reflexive nature of the subject matter becomes rather more pointed as the story unfolds.
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French poster for Body Double

Jake is established as a lovable schlub. There's every reason to believe that he is a good actor, probably deserving of a better gig than playing a peroxide blond punk rocker vampire in a Grade Z horror movie, but he is a victim of his own insecurities. He is very much in line with the sort of everyman heroes favored by Hitchcock in his own thrillers, though inevitably the character is filtered through a more modern sensibility. His wife cuckolds him and, as the story unfolds, it becomes obvious that he is a pretty easy “mark” for just about any of the less-than-desirable people in his life. De Palma hints at the character's alcoholism and relationship woes but does not reduce him to being a total sad sack. He becomes fixated on his gorgeous and mysterious neighbor, Gloria, but his attraction is predicated on a lie. Like so much in Body Double, Gloria's role in the proceedings is ambiguous and misleading. Jake's inability to correctly process the information being fed to him leads to some pretty dire consequences.

The film's most notorious scene is clearly calculated to shock and appall: Gloria is cornered in her home and brutally murdered by a maniac wielding an almost comically over-sized power drill. One is reminded not only of the notorious chainsaw murder scene in Scarface, but also of a similar death by power drill in Tonino Valerii's My Dear Killer (1972). The scene is disturbing less for what it actually shows—as with the aforementioned scene in Scarface, a great deal is actually left to the imagination—than for its amazingly frank sexual symbolism. After indulging in a bit of Hitchcockian foreplay involving the power cord coming unplugged from the socket, De Palma gets down and dirty as the screaming Gloria is knocked to the floor. The killer bears down on her with the drill and De Palma films him from behind, as the phallic-looking murder instrument is seen suggestively poised between the killer's legs. The murder-as-rape analogy is very clear and there is literally no way to avoid looking at the scene in this fashion. If De Palma was looking to satirize his reputation as a misogynist filmmaker, he certainly provided his critics with an explosive bit of ammunition.
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U.S. lobby card for Body Double showing Melanie Griffith and Craig Wasson

The film's depiction of women is much in line with what De Palma did in Dressed to Kill. On the one hand, he sets himself up for criticism by showing them as overtly sexual, but on the other he displays considerable empathy for them. Yet, while Kate and Liz in Dressed to Kill were fleshed-out, the main female characters in this picture do not feel nearly as well rounded. Take Gloria, for example. By necessity, she is kept somewhat ambiguous. De Palma would later admit that his attempt at introducing a love story into the picture was a mistake. Jake's fixation on Gloria is purely physical, so the notion of his becoming hopelessly besotted with her on an emotional level feels somewhat arbitrary and phony. The big scene in which they finally clinch and kiss is modeled on a very similar sequence in Vertigo, but for all of its cinematic bravura, it is dramatically inert; we do not believe in these two as star-crossed lovers, so it feels like a very grand empty gesture. That is not to say that Gloria is undeserving of audience sympathy, but in trying to keep the audience guessing, De Palma is forced to keep her true nature somewhat obscure. After her messy exit from the narrative, Jake becomes similarly fixated on an adult film star named Holly Body. Holly is every inch a parody of the adult film industry, but there are moments of tenderness and vulnerability that come close to making her into a real human being. When Jake starts to compliment her on her “great smile,” she cuts him off and says “body.” Her cynical attitude makes it clear that she is used to being treated as a piece of meat, so when he corrects her and comments on her smile and her acting ability, she is genuinely taken aback. From the tacky tattoo on her derriere and the trashy stage name she has adopted to the outfits, which make sure to show off her exquisite physique, Holly is sex-as-capital personified. However, by introducing her so late into the proceedings and also needing to keep her somewhat in the dark for the benefit of the plot, De Palma and Griffith are not able to fully overcome the limitations inherent in the characterization. Holly and Gloria are characters worth caring about, perhaps, but they do not feel nearly so well developed or affecting as the characters in Dressed to Kill. Thus, the film opened itself up to even further criticisms amid the growing outrage over the director-as-sexist-misogynist.

The director's final “fuck you” to the critics comes at the very end, as the credits start to roll. Jake s back at work with Rubin on the sexploitative vampire movie. He is enacting a scene in which the vampire puts the bite on a beautiful girl in a shower. The actress is not keen on baring her breasts, so Rubin esorts to the tried-and-true tactic of utilizing a body double. The use of a double has an ironic double meaning in this context. It refers back to a key plot point, while also evoking memories of the well-pubicized use of a Penthouse Pet for some very graphic :lose-ups in Dressed to Kill. The scene is deliberately calculated to remind critics of that earlier scene; it's even set in a shower. A naked extra steps in to complete the scene—testily warning Jake to be gentle with her breasts as they are “very tender.” The shots of Jake pawing at her bare breasts, with soapy water cascading over them, cannot help but remind one of Dressed to Kill— but De Palma takes the imagery a step further when Jake sprouts fangs and bites into her neck … the sight of blood trickling down her breasts provides the movie with an audacious final image before fading to black, just in time for the anti-De Palma critics to put pen to paper and launch into their written assault.
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Craig Wasson and Melanie Griffith in Body Double

Body Double is a slick, beautifully crafted sleight-of-hand—but ultimately it lacks the depth and emotion of De Palma's earlier thrillers. On one level it's one of his breeziest and most purely entertaining movies, even if the plotting does not bear close scrutiny. De Palma goes out of his way to pull the wool over the eyes of the audience, leaving clues in plain view and plainly having a ball as he satirizes genre conventions. It doesn't quite add up and it lacks some of the dramatic punch of Dressed to Kill, but on a level of sheer filmmaking it is difficult to fault. Stephen Burum's cinematography is gorgeous to look at, while Pino Donaggio contributes another stellar soundtrack. Donaggio's propensity for dramatic overstatement is particularly well suited to De Palma's operatic approach, thus making them an ideal director-composer team in the realm of the modern thriller.

Craig Wasson gives an excellent performance as Jake. He helps to humanize what could have been a rather seedy and unappetizing character. Born in Oregon in 1954, he started acting on the New York stage in the early 1970s, then made his film debut in 1975. The blandly handsome and personable actor alternated between guest stints on TV shows and supporting roles in various movies. He made a rather poor impression in Schizoid but was much more effective in his other, sporadic genre appearances, such as Ghost Story (1981) and A Nightmare on Elm Street 3: Dream Warriors (1987). Body Double is arguably his best-remembered film role; he has been absent from the big screen since around 2006. For the role of Holly Body, De Palma originally considered adult film super star Annette Haven. He auditioned her for the part, but as he revealed in the interview included on the Columbia DVD release of the film, her background in XXX appeared to have robbed her of her ability to be “seductive” in the various dance sequences. Melanie Griffith—the daughter of Hitchcock veteran Tippi Hedren (The Birds, 1963)—proved to be a more-than-adequate replacement. Griffith just about overcomes the deficiencies in characterization and, if she is never really more than a lightly comic figure, she is at the very least very charming and likable in the role, and handles the frank sexuality of the character with admirable ease. Born in New York City in 1957, Melanie Griffith made her film debut as an uncredited child extra in the Disney produced Smith! (1969), and started appearing in more films by the mid-'70s, but Body Double was the film that really put her on the map. She was nominated for a Golden Globe, a New York Film Critics Circle Award and a National Society of Film Critics Award for her performance; De Palma, for his pains, was only nominated for a Razzie as Worst Director. Griffith would reteam with De Palma on the infamous bomb The Bonfire of the Vanities (1990) and was nominated for an Oscar for her work in Mike Nichols' Working Girl (1988). She remains much in demand in films and television and earned raves with her Broadway debut in a 2003 production of Chicago.

As for De Palma, he continues to revisit the thriller at regular intervals, but Body Double remains arguably the last of his truly giallo-esque efforts. Sadly, his recent career seems to mirror that of his Italian “counterpart,” Dario Argento. Few of his recent films have received much of a theatrical showing in the U.S. and many critics complain that he has been reduced to mawkish self-celebration. Nevertheless, the sexy and witty thrillers Femme Fatale (2002) and Passion (2012) demonstrate rather neatly that, given adequate resources and subject matter he believes in, he is still capable of delivering the goods.

As a bit of trivia, it's worth noting that Body Double was remade—without credit—in India as Pehla Nasha (1993).

Night Caller (Release date: April, 1985) (Hong Kong)

Aka Ping an ye

Directed and Screenplay by Philip Chan; Produced by John Sham and Melvin Wong, for D&B Films Co. Ltd. and Pyramid Films; Director of Photography: David Choi and Ricky Lau; Editor: Peter Cheung; Music by Sherman Chow and Romeo Diaz

Main Players: Philip Chan (Inspector Steve Chan); Pat Ha (Porky); Melvin Wong (Inspector James Hong); Pauline Wong (Bobbie); Terry Hu (Jessica); Dick Wei (Allan Lee)

A woman is brutally murdered while her young daughter watches. Inspectors Hong and Chan try to get some information out of the little girl, but the shock has caused her to become mute. Inspector Hong takes the child home to look after her, but meanwhile the killer strikes again …

Night Caller starts off with a bang, as a psychopath viciously slashes a woman to death while the victim's daughter watches from another room. All the giallo tropes are neatly in place within the first act: a sexually depraved killer, razor slashing, childhood trauma, a fashion world backdrop, even a creepy doll that yields an important clue to the murderer's identity. And yet, after establishing some goodwill in the early scenes, the film soon turns into a routine police procedural with only incidental giallo elements. Worse still, it is also burdened with a lot of lame comedy involving its trio of fun-loving investigating officers—including a young female recruit known as Porky.

Nothing in the film comes close to matching the visceral impact of its opening. The bits of murder and mayhem occurring afterward feel a bit arbitrary and half-hearted by comparison. The lack of action wouldn't be such a big deal if the main thrust of the plot were more compelling. Instead of offering up some characters worth investing in, writer/director Philip Chan seems content to rely on cliché, contrivance and stereotypes as a means of forwarding the narrative. The end result drags interminably and takes forever to get to where it's going, making the film feel much longer than it really is.

Chan casts himself in the central role of the lone wolf detective who is trying to find the murderer. He has a partner (of course) who becomes victimized (naturally) and this (of course!) compels him to take the case very seriously indeed. This sort of stock character is nothing unusual in a genre film, but Chan lacks the charisma to make the character come to life. He's meant to be the sort of two-fisted renegade cop popularized by the likes of Clint Eastwood, but he comes off as dull and uninspiring; not exactly great qualities in a hero!

The rest of the cast is more-or-less on the same level. Melvin Wong manages to elicit a bit of sympathy as the more family-oriented Inspector Hong, but of course the sentimentality is laid on with a trowel. His relationship with the traumatized child reeks of maudlin emotion, though in fairness the young actress does fairly well at conveying her shattered emotional state. Pat Ha is given the thankless task of playing the female police officer in a world dominated by sexist men; she at least proves to be a worthwhile collaborator, so the film manages to pay lip service to the feminist movement.

Stylistically, the film strives for a kind of sleek 1980s aesthetic that can't help but remind one of cop shows like Miami Vice. The cool blue gel lighting also reminds one of Argento's Phenomena (1985), which beat this film to theaters (at least in Italy) by a few months. There's plenty of action but suspense is virtually nil. The decision to reveal the killer's identity well before the final act is a major misstep, but no doubt Chan and company were banking on the plot device of Inspector Hong's captivity and torture compensating for this. It doesn't work, however. The film is so obvious and ham-fisted that his ultimate fate is never really in doubt.

Philip Chan was born in 1945 and had experience as a real-life policeman in Hong Kong prior to entering the film industry in 1976. He has worked extensively as an actor, putting in appearances in such international hits as Bloodsport (1988) and John Woo's Hard Boiled (1992), but he racked up a number of credits as a producer, writer and director as well. He's also enjoyed great success on the marketing side of the entertainment industry, both in the music and film sectors. Night Caller was his only crack at a giallo-style subject; he has not directed a picture since 1990.

Mask of Murder (1985) (Sweden)

Directed by Arne Mattsson; Produced by Tommy Iwering, for Master Film Production; Screenplay by Volodja Semitjov; Director of Photography: Tom Pinter; Editor: Rusty Coppleman and Carl Skeppstedt; Music by Björn Json Lindh (as Bjorn J:son Lindh)

Main Players: Rod Taylor (Superintendent Bob McLaine); Christopher Lee (Chief Superintendent Jonathan Rich); Valerie Perrine (Marianne McLaine); Sam Cook (Superintendent Ray Cooper); Terrence Hardiman (Dr. Paul Crossland); Heinz Hopf (Carlos); Frank Brennan (Johannes Krantz)

Home Video: Studio S Entertainment DVD, Region 2

A small Canadian village is terrorized by a series of grisly murders committed with a straight razor. The victims are always women. Chief Superintendent Rich tracks down the culprit and is seriously injured in the standoff; the suspected killer is shot to death. A couple of weeks later, while Rich recuperates in the hospital, the killings start again …

[image: image]

Japanese poster for Night Caller

Arne Mattsson (1919-1995) is a name of considerable interest in the history of the giallo, though he is not always properly recognized as such. While his fellow countryman Ingmar Bergman wowed  art house patrons with moody tales of ennui and despair, Mattson focused on more “populist” fare like thrillers and comedies. His first thriller, The Lady in Black (1958), was a hit and inspired him to continue in similar vein; he would direct five thrillers in rapid succession, all united by the common theme of a color in their titles. This in itself is intriguing, as it foreshadows the use of “animal titles” in the oeuvre of Dario Argento and his many imitators in Italy. However, the film that is of most interest in this context is his Mannequin in Red (1958). The film is not a proper giallo, of course, but it has elements in common with our beloved genre—and stylistically, it seems to have been a definite influence on Mario Bava when he made Blood and Black Lace (1964). Both films deal with a series of killings centered on blackmail at a fashion house, and both films make use of expressive color photography. It isn't known for sure whether or not Bava actually saw the film, but it's tempting to theorize that he did; in any event, Mannequin in Red pre-dates the creation of the giallo film by several years but, like some of the early Rialto krimis, it stands out as a definite precursor to the genre and its conventions. After wrapping up his “color themed” thrillers with 1963's The Yellow Car, he continued to revisit the genre with such films as Nightmare (1965) and Black Sun (1978). While his earlier films did well at the box office and often received respectable reviews, the Swedish filmmaking community eventually rejected him, as it was believed that his emphasis on pulp fiction was too frivolous. His work would decline throughout the 1980s and Mask of Murder would mark his final foray into thriller terrain, after which he would focus more on low-budget action and comedy films. The film reflects the then-current craze for slasher films, but it's definitely in line with giallo traditions as well.
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The action kicks off with a serial killer being cornered in an abandoned cabin. The police, headed by the levelheaded veteran Chief Superintendent Rich, have finally lucked out and are about to bring him to justice. It seems an unorthodox approach, revealing the killer so early in the game, but there are indeed some (would be) surprises in store. Rich's attempts at talking kindly and sensibly to the suspect prove to be successful, but a trigger-happy underling screws things up and nearly gets the older man killed; it all climaxes with Superintendent Bob McLaine machine-gunning the suspect to death, while Rich is laid up with two bullets in his gut. Naturally, that's not the end of it—after all, the film is only just getting started! A short time later, the killings resume. Rich ponders whether the spirit of evil in the murderer has transferred to another person, but that's about as far as the film gets into the world of esoteric mumbo jumbo. Instead, it turns out to be a case of opportunism at its worst, with another character exploiting the fear surrounding the case in order to justify his own need for vengeance. It's difficult to get into this aspect of the plot without spoilers, so proceed with caution for the duration of this paragraph. Superintendent McLaine correctly surmises that the new killer has access to “inside info,” as some of the particulars of the case were never made public and only somebody on the police force could have access to this information. McLaine works so hard at putting himself above suspicion that it should come as no great surprise when we discover that, yes indeed, he's the new killer. In a variation on the plot twist of Dario Argento's Tenebrae (1982), McLaine has elected to take vengeance on his cheating wife and his duplicitous partner by continuing the killings and setting it up so that the partner will take the fall. It can also be read as a variation of sorts on Elio Petri's Oscar-winning An Investigation of a Citizen Above Suspicion (1970), wherein Gian Maria Volontè's psychotic authority figure commits a murder and leaves behind plenty of clues purely to prove that he can get away with it. Sadly, the characters are not well developed enough to make all of these machinations very interesting. With a stronger script, Mattsson may well have been able to develop a really gripping psychological thriller, but as it stands it all feels a bit listless and uninspired.

Rod Taylor and Christopher Lee head the cast, two veteran performers who can always be relied upon to shore up a dodgy movie. Taylor (1930-2015) came from Australia to the United States in the 1950s and established himself as a leading man in such films as George Pal's The Time Machine (1960) and Alfred Hitchcock's The Birds (1963). He also enjoyed success playing a number of tough-as-nails heroes in action movies like Jack Cardiff's Dark of the Sun (1967) and Robert Clouse's Darker Than Amber (1970). He does a very capable job as McLaine and provides the film with its strongest performance. McLaine is not an especially well-written role, but Taylor invests it with real substance and authority. He's driven by demons that are beyond his control and his descent into obsession is convincingly portrayed. Genre icon Lee (1922-2015) is an old hand at taking functional authority figures and bringing them to life. He brings some welcome understated humor and warmth to his portrayal, but his scenes are chiefly confined to the beginning and ending of the picture. Lee entered films after a stint in the Royal Air Force in World War II, making his debut with a very small role in Corridor of Mirrors (1948). Though it took him a while to establish himself as a name commodity, Lee was evidently never out of work and remained active in small character roles throughout the 1950s. His big break came when he was cast as the creature in The Curse of Frankenstein (1957). The film's success inspired the producers at Hammer Film Productions to follow up with Dracula (aka Horror of Dracula, 1958) and Lee's iconic portrayal of the titular vampire helped to make him a star the world over. He continued to appear in horror films all over Europe throughout the 1960s, but by the end of the decade he started to grow weary of coffins and crypts, and he made a concerted effort to shed his genre image by appearing in more mainstream films. Billy Wilder's The Private Life of Sherlock Holmes (1970), Richard Lester's The Three Musketeers (1973) and The Four Musketeers (1974) and the James Bond adventure The Man with the Golden Gun (1974) helped to establish his credentials away from the genre, but for many he would remain a bona fide horror film icon. Lee relocated to Hollywood from 1977 until 1984, but apart from guest-hosting a highly rated episode of Saturday Night Live in 1978 and getting roles in all-star productions like Airplane 1977 (1977) and Steven Spielberg's 1941 (1979), he didn't have the sort of luck there that he had been hoping for. Lee would continue to work steadily but the quality of his films was not always of a high caliber; he enjoyed a much-deserved late period success, appearing in major films for some of the biggest directors working in Hollywood, including Peter Jackson, for whom he appeared in the Lord of the Rings and Hobbit films, George Lucas, for whom he appeared in two of the Star Wars prequels, and Martin Scorsese, for whom he appeared in the delightful Hugo (2011). Mask of Murder was Lee's first film upon his return to the U.K., though it did not see the light of day until after a number of other pictures were already completed and released. The film was made in January and February of 1985, a few months before he underwent open heart surgery to correct a leaking valve, so it's not surprising that he looks a little run down, even before he ends up with some bullets in his stomach. Lee would reunite with Mattsson in March of 1986 for The Girl (1987). In fact, Mask of Murder would not emerge in most markets until well after The Girl was released; it sat on the shelf for several years and would be released straight to video most markets sometime in 1988.
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U.K. video poster for Mask of Murder

Though set in Canada, the film was entirely filmed in Sweden. As such, it stands out as a very rare example of a Swedish film in the giallo mold. Truth be told, fans would be better served by tracking down Mattsson's giallo template, Mannequin in Red, which is a markedly superior offering in every respect.

Le couteau sous la gorge (Release date: June, 1986) France)

Directed and Screenplay by Claude Mulot; Produced by Dominique Saimbourg, for Japhila Producion; Director of Photography: Bruno Affret; Editor: Michel Valio; Music by Alain Guélis

Main Players: Florence Guérin (Catherine Legrand); Alexandre Sterling (Nicolas Béraud); Brigitte Lahaie (Valérie Landis); Natasha Delange [as Natacha Delange] (Florence Guerland); Jean-Pierre Maurin (J.B.); Francis Lemonnier (Inspector)
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DVD cover art for Le couteau sous la gorge

Threatening phone calls harass the models for an erotic magazine. Nobody takes the threats seriously until one of the girls is brutally murdered. Catherine finds herself being targeted by the sex-crazed killer, but she has a history of filing phony allegations and thus, help is in short supply …

Barely coherent and poorly executed, Le couteau sous la gorge (which translates as The Knife Under the Throat) is a sad comedown from the days of intelligent French giallo-style thrillers like Without Apparent Motive (1971) and The Night Caller (1975).

The film focuses on a group of seedy characters that are connected to an erotic photo magazine. The models are supervised by the glamorous but bitchy Valérie, who has worked (read: slept) her way up the corporate chain from her early days of being a model herself. For reasons best known to the filmmakers, they rely upon a drunken, lecherous and totally unreliable photographer with a club foot (or some such deformity) named J.B. It's hard to believe that this lowlife really is the best Paris can offer, but we're expected to run with it in spite of the rather tepid photographic props which are provided to illustrate his genius with the camera. Of course, it's all in keeping with the need to provide red herrings aplenty: J.B. fulfills this function admirably, as does Valérie. Needless to say, they both are sufficiently fishy to convince the experienced giallo fan that they are really innocent. The killer emerges from a supposedly less-predictable section of the cast—but here again, it's really not much of a surprise in the film itself.

Le couteau sous la gorge is basically a lot of softcore sex and titillation, which has been spiced up with some misogynistic violence. The murders are not particularly well-staged and the suspense is virtually non-existent, largely because it's difficult to muster much enthusiasm over what happens to any of these people. Writer/director Claude Mulot doesn't possess much in the way of aesthetic talent and he's not very good at pacing, either. Even the various softcore trysts are flaccid, which is pretty remarkable given how lovely most of the actresses are.

Florence Guérin, who gives a competent performance as the imperiled Catherine, heads the cast. It's a thankless character, however, as she presents as hysterical and unbalanced from the word go and she never really develops much beyond that. French sex film queen Brigitte Lahaie brings style and wit to her role as the vampish Valérie, but it's basically another one-note role and there isn't much she can do to enliven it. Both actresses are called upon to disrobe and it would be dishonest to say that this isn't a point in the film's favor—but leaving sexist remarks aside, it's to be regretted that they are not asked to do much in terms of stretching their acting chops. Interestingly, both actresses would reunite for another Frenchmade horror thriller the following year, when they joined the starry cast of Jess Franco's Faceless (1987); to say that they were better served by that picture would be a serious understatement.

It's tempting to theorize that the production simply ran out of funds and had to be cobbled together in a rush. It certainly plays out that way. The story is pretty ridiculous, with a backstory explaining the killer's motivation, which doesn't make a lot of sense. Granted, improbable plot developments are not uncommon in gialli, but this one really does ask the viewer to accept a lot. It often feels as though there is some important “connecting tissue” missing in the final edit, but unless the film was tinkered with in post-production, one can only assume that this is how it was intended to play out. Perhaps if the visual style were more engaging or if the sleazier elements had been explored with more gusto, it would make a better impression. One can only wish, however.

Director Claude Mulot was born in Paris in 1942. He started off writing and directing in French erotica in the late 1960s. He directed what is believed to be the first French blend of sex and horror, The Blood Rose (1970), a film so indebted to Spanish maverick Jess Franco (right down to the casting of Franco mainstay Howard Vernon) that one would be forgiven for thinking that Franco had made it himself. Mulot specialized mostly in adult films, but he did venture occasionally into more “mainstream” genre pictures with mixed results, as evidenced by Le couteau sous la gorge. Sadly, this would prove to be his final work as a director; he died in a drowning accident in October of 1986, at the age of 44.

Lanetli Kadinlar (Release date: Unknown, but possibly 1986) (Turkey)

Directed and Screenplay by Kadir Akgün; Produced by Bülent Koral, for Foto Film; Director of Photography and Editor: Murat Çinar

Main Players: Nur Incegül; Hülya Konuk; Flegen Aydogdu; Ayla Tuncer; Silver Türk; Aysin Soylu; Hicran

A group of women are invited to a secluded mansion for the weekend. While they are there, they discover that they all have something in common-and that they are all marked for death …

Here's a film so obscure that nobody—and I mean nobody—seems to know anything about it. It's been written about in passing by the likes of Pete Tombs, who certainly knows more than a thing or two about Turkish cinema, but even he has only been able to offer guesswork about its origins. Depending on which reference source you check, you will see a variety of dates put forth for the film: Tombs has placed it around 1982 or 1983, while the none-too-reliable Internet Movie Database places it as late as 1990. With respect to Mr. Tombs, there is evidence in the film that dates it as being later than his guesswork had indicated. But on the other hand, it certainly doesn't look or feel like something that could have been made as late as 1990. Then again, it should be noted that some of these films seem radically out of synch with the times because the styles and trends in the more regional forms of cinema in countries like Turkey were evidently functioning on a different wavelength. The website Öteki Sinema, which is devoted to the weird and offbeat side of the Turkish film industry, is also unable to serve up a concrete date of production, but writer Murat Tolga Sen theorizes that the film was likely produced in 1985 and released in 1986. I've decided to go with 1986, but that's more-or-less an arbitrary decision on my part. The fact of the matter is, this film is so obscure and so poorly documented that it deserves to be represented somewhere in this tome, so 1986 seems as good a place of filing it as any.

Having established that, we should also get this out of the way: This is a lousy movie. It looks and feels like a shot-on-video porn movie with some slasher thriller elements worked in to spice things up. The lighting is ugly and the production values are strictly amateur hour. At one point, early in the film, the camera pans with an actress past a large mirror—we can't help but notice the crew member in view, who tries to duck out of the way to avoid his moment of infamy on camera (sorry, you're busted!). The film revels in images of scantily clad women but it's too timid to go for full-out sexploitation; the end result is akin to a joke without a punch line. Worse still, as a thriller, the film has virtually nothing going for it. The pacing is glacial and the suspense is non-existent. Even the killings are handled in a dull, listless and generally blood-free manner.

The performances are unspeakably awful. The actresses appear to have been cast for their willingness to either take off their clothes or spend long chunks of the narrative in nothing but their underwear. It's a sign of the mentality behind the production that these characters—who are supposedly in fear for their lives—spend the majority of the film dressed in skimpy lingerie playing with each other's hair and trying to initiate lesbian liaisons—though the conservative mindset doesn't allow any of that to go beyond the teasing stage. It's certainly not uncommon to cast these kinds of roles based on looks, but when the time comes for the actresses to show any kind of emotion, the results are … not good. Just look at the complete lack of urgency with which they rush to murder scenes, for example, as if they're afraid of damaging their hair or nails. Bodies are discovered with plenty of face-pulling hysterics, but not one of the actresses is able to successfully convey the quality of honest-to-goodness fear or revulsion. The death scenes have a singular lack of conviction, as well, notably during the unintentionally funny climax. It's not exactly a shock to find that most of the actresses (who were presumably models of one kind or another) didn't do much of anything in the cinema beyond this particular film.

The film also continues the trend in Turkish cinema of using music from other movies without credit or permission. Thus, the likes of John Williams is represented via cues lifted from Jaws (1975) and Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom (1984), while Ennio Morricone's “Chi Mai” from Maddalena (1971) also crops up—not that either of them would be likely to want to claim this film as part of their official resumès. The editing and mixing of the music is crude at best, with cues being chopped, mixed and matched to try and reflect the action on screen with very little success. Indeed, the choice of music seems incredibly arbitrary, with some fairly jaunty cues from Indiana Jones being used to score scenes for which they are clearly ill-suited.

Writer/director Kadir Akgün delivers a film that manages to outdo even the worst of the worst Italian giallo films, for which he deserves some kind of a commendation. Such a prize is also owed to any diehards in the audience who manage to stick with this drek until its predictable finale. Any attempts at suspense are killed off early on, when the killer is shown stalking through the house… very, very slowly. Having the camera focus on the killer's bare legs and feet make it only too clear that it has to be one of the girls—and by dragging these stalking scenes out for such protracted periods of time, the end result is funny rather than suspenseful. Akgün was a veteran production manager who switched to directing in the mid-1980s; if this film is any indication, it doesn't seem likely that he's a filmmaker who warrants further study.

Lanetli Kadinlar (or Damned Women) was never officially released in any English language market, but a fan-subtitled edition has made its way around the gray market under the title of Bloody Mansion Death. This awkward new title was affixed for commercial purposes and it does not actually appear on screen.

White of the Eye (Release date: June, 1987) (U.K.)

Directed by Donald Cammell; Produced by Sue Baden-Powell, Cassian Elwes, Elliott Kastner and Brad Wyman, for Mrs. White's Productions; Screenplay by China Cammell and Donald Cammell, based on Mrs. White, by Andrew Klavan and Laurence Klavan (as Margaret Tracy); Director of Photography: Alan Jones and Larry McConkey; Editor: Terry Rawlings; Music by Rick Fenn and Nick Mason

Main Players: David Keith (Paul White); Cathy Moriarty (Joan White); Alan Rosenberg (Mike Desantos); Art Evans (Detective Charles Mendoza);Alberta Watson (Ann Mason); Michael Greene (Phil Ross); Danielle Smith (Danielle White); David Chow (Fred Hoy)

Home Video: Shout! Factory Blu-ray, Region A; Arrow Video Blu-ray and DVD, Region B/2

Paul and Joan White appear to have a very happy life together. They have a daughter whom they both adore. They are still very much in love. But beneath the surface, a terrible secret is lurking. Joan eventually realizes that Paul has been unfaithful–and worse still, he's also implicated in a series of gruesome killings …

Scottish-born filmmaker Donald Cammell (1934-1996) started off as an acclaimed artist before bringing his painter's eye to the cinema. After having a couple of his screenplays realized by other directors, he made his directing debut with the remarkable Performance (1970), a tale of a London gangster who swaps identities with a bohemian rock star. The film is credited to both Cammell and Nicolas Roeg (Don't Look Now, 1973), and it's generally believed that Cammell was chiefly responsible for working with the actors and fine-tuning the film's content, while Roeg focused on the aesthetics. He spent the next several years developing projects that went nowhere before finally getting the green-light to make the offbeat Demon Seed (1977), starring Julie Christie as a woman who is raped by a computer; Cammell saw the film as a dark comedy, while the executives at MGM were determined to sell it as a straight sci-fi thriller and took the film out of his hands in the editing. White of the Eye was his third feature film and it would end up being a much more personal project, as well as one over which he maintained a good deal of creative control. Even so, it was not a film which had the luxury of much money or time for preparation; Cammell reportedly came to the film after a project he was developing, The Last Video, fell through, and he and his wife penned the script rather quickly. The shooting schedule was fairly breakneck too, given the complexity of the camerawork and coverage he had mapped out ahead of time.1 Cammell got around this by hiring the renowned camera operator Larry McConkey to shoot the entire film on Steadicam. The fluidity of the camerawork is dazzling, but Cammell and his editor, Terry Rawlings, also accomplished a lot of the most interesting effects in post-production. The end result was more-or-less uncompromised and reflected what Cammell had in mind. Sadly, his next picture, Wild Side (1995), was completely re-edited against his wishes and it's believed that this was a significant trigger in his committing suicide by shotgun; his director's cut was finally reconstructed and released several years later, though it was too late for him to appreciate the acclaim it received.

White of the Eye was based on the novel Mrs. White (1983), which was credited to the non-existent Margaret Tracy. Tracy, in fact, is a nom de plume for brothers Laurence and Andrew Klavan. Both of the Klavan brothers went on to enjoy successful solo careers, but Mrs. White was reportedly written quickly to provide a bit of money for Andrew, who was starting a family at the time. The book was a success and won the writers an Edgar Award. It deals with a woman who seems to have the perfect life, but when she starts to suspect her husband of being unfaithful, everything gradually goes to hell. In adapting the book to the screen, Cammell and his wife China kept the same general outline—but they made quite a few significant alterations. The book had been set in the suburbs of Connecticut, but Cammell decided to relocate it to the arid landscape of Tucson, Arizona. This proved to be an inspired choice, as it gives the film a tremendous atmosphere, which is almost unique in the pantheon of giallo-style thrillers. Now of course, the notion of the film's status as a thriller in the giallo mold is open to debate—but the emphasis on duplicity, sexual obsession and scenes of elaborately choreographed mayhem certainly make it an ideal candidate for inclusion in this context.
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U.K. Arrow DVD cover art for White of the Eye

The film opens with a justifiably celebrated stalk-and-slash scene, which is as impressive as anything in Dario Argento's filmography. The camera adopts the point of view of the killer as he enters a lushly appointed house and targets the affluent female within. As the killer stalks through the brightly lit, modernist interiors, he gets a chance to lunge when the woman turns her back—and in a startling, brilliantly edited montage, he savagely murderers her. The use of bright lighting and white clean walls and surfaces can't help but recall Tenebrae (1982), but make no mistake, Cammell is not one for imitation. White of the Eye is one of the most distinctive and utterly unique films in the entire thriller genre.

The film isn't really a mystery—we learn early on that Paul White is the killer—but it is very much a psychological case study, as well as an expertly honed exercise in suspense. Cammell reportedly suffered from depression for the bulk of his life and, on the audio commentary for the Arrow Blu-ray release of White of the Eye, Cammell's biographer Sam Um-land stresses that the director had a contemptuous attitude towards psychiatry. He resisted treatment himself, and thus, it's not exactly surprising that he resists psychoanalyzing his characters in this film. We know that Paul is a murderer. He loves the thrill of the act and he also sees it as the ultimate form of artistic expression. However, the “why” is never really answered; this will undoubtedly frustrate some viewers, but it is consistent with the director's worldview and should be respected as such. Besides, how much psychology does the average thriller fan really need to be subjected to, anyway? The point is, Paul is seriously disturbed, but he is able to cover it in a veneer of respectability while conveying the image of being the perfect husband and father. As such, the film is definitely a forerunner to Joseph Ruben's sleeper hit The Stepfather (1987), though the later film would hew closer to convention and provide its protagonist with a specific rationale and backstory. Paul works in the field of electronics–home speaker systems, specifically. Despite his “good old boy” exterior, he is a man with a strong appreciation for art. His taste for aesthetics extends to violence. He stages his murders with a painter's eye—even the policeman on the case, Detective Mendoza, picks up on this when he says the murder scene is a like a work of art: “I know a goddamn Picasso when I see one,” he quips. For Paul, his murders are a form of primal self-expression; he is able to keep things together and lead an apparently normal life, but when the urge strikes, he is unable to control himself and so he kills. All of this is completely unknown to his wife, Joan, but the irony is, it's his extra-marital activities that prove to be his undoing. When Joan begins to suspect Paul of cheating on her, she turns on him and her increasing suspicion directly leads to her discovering the awful truth. In a sense, it's Paul's arrogance that leads to his downfall—up until a point he manages to avoid leaving any clues or attracting any undesired attention, but once his illusion of the perfect family life is sullied, it's only a matter of time before everything starts to cave in on him.
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U.S. VHS box art for White of the Eye

Another point of influence appears to have been Michael Powell's groundbreaking Peeping Tom (1960). Powell had enjoyed a long run as one of Britain's most successful and revered filmmakers, but Peeping Tom effectively ended his career. The controversy over the film lingered for years, but it was less to do with what it showed as opposed to what it implied. In that film, a traumatized young man who is obsessed with filmmaking actually uses his camera to record the demise of his victims. In a particularly sick twist, he affixes a camera to his tripod, which is also equipped with a nasty looking spike, so that the victims can watch their own horrified expressions as they die. Cammell utilizes a variation on this theme in the film's most unsettling sequence, in which Paul binds a woman's arms and legs with wire before submerging her in a bathtub filled with water; as she drowns and is unable to free herself, he holds up a mirror, thus allowing her to see her own demise. It's a tremendously effective and deeply disturbing set piece, one that proves that blood and gore are not an essential component in getting under the viewers' skin in such a sequence.

The film builds to a very tense finale, in which Paul is finally forced to drop his facade and turn his murderous attentions on his wife and young daughter. Cammell's staging and timing is masterful throughout this extended final act; having taken the time to establish Joan and the daughter as sympathetic, even endearing characters, it is all the more effective to see them placed in such jeopardy. Joan is a strong character, so she doesn't just fold up and wither in front of Paul as he loses his cool, calm and collected demeanor. Even so, she's proven to have very poor insight into him and it is obviously unsettling to her to realize what kind of a man she has been sharing her life with. The finale doesn't provide the sort of closure one normally finds in these films; as noted, Cammell holds back from explaining Paul and the cause for his psychosis. The closure, such as it is, is provided when he is finally stopped—but the questions linger as the end titles roll and we wonder how the trauma of what they have been through will affect Joan and the little girl as they move forward in their own shattered lives.

David Keith and Cathy Moriarty give outstanding performances as Paul and Joan. For Keith (born 1954), it was an opportunity for him to cut loose from his usual buttoned-down image. Paul is a fascinating character—simultaneously charismatic and terrifying—and he responds with a pitch-perfect interpretation. Keith brings ample dark humor to the role and he almost succeeds in making the audience sympathize with Paul, even after it is revealed that he is a complete psychopath. None of Keith's roles prior to or after this would prove to be as memorable, but apparently he did not have a good time working on the film, owing to his being at loggerheads with Cammell for much of the shooting. Moriarty (born 1960) is one of those actresses who never really seemed to get her due in Hollywood, though she certainly started her career on an auspicious note. She was nominated for an Oscar for her debut performance in Martin Scorsese's Raging Bull (1980), but soon after completing her second film, the black comedy Neighbors (1981), she was involved in a serious car crash which put her out of commission for several years. White of the Eye marked her return to the screen and she gives an excellent performance. Joan is a tough woman but she is so in love with Paul that she is utterly incapable of dealing with her emotions when the truth is revealed to her. She still feels somewhat protective of him, though her maternal instincts ultimately win out when Paul makes it clear that killing their daughter is part of his final artistic “masterpiece.” Moriarty gives the character heart and backbone and she more than holds her own against the dynamic Keith.


White of the Eye made its debut in the U.K. in June of 1987, but it did not play U.S. theaters until May of the following year, at which time it failed at the box office. The film's reputation would increase over the years, and it's now regarded as a classic.

Notes:

1.Umland, Rebecca and Sam, Donald Cammell: A Life on the Wild Side (Surrey: FAB Press, 2006), p. 210.

Amsterdamned (Release date: February, 1988) (Netherlands)

Directed and Screenplay by Dick Maas; Produced by Laurens Geels and Dick Maas; Director of Photography: Marc Felperlaan; Editor: Hans van Dongen; Music by Dick Maas

Main Players: Huub Stapel (Eric Visser); Monique van de Ven (Laura); Serge-Henri Valcke (Vermeer); Hidde Maas (Martin Ruysdael); Wim Zomer (John van Meegeren)

Home Video: Blue Underground Blu-ray/DVD combo, All-region

Amsterdam is shocked by a series of grisly killings connected to their canal system. The police investigate but are not able to track down any leads. Detective Erik Visser becomes obsessed with tracking down the killer, but might his obsession come at the cost of his own safety and that of his young daughter?

The Netherlands, like Scandinavia, has never displayed a particular affinity with regards to producing horror films and thrillers; more recently, Dutch filmmakers have attained some notoriety thanks to the success of the Human Centipede franchise, of course, but that is another topic for another writer. This release from 1988 therefore marks a relatively rare foray by Dutch filmmakers into the realm of the giallo.

Director Dick Maas (born in 1951) started off directing music videos before attracting some cult attention for his 1983 horror movie The Lift. Something of a variation on (or rip-off of, depending on your disposition) Stephen King's Christine, the film deals with an elevator which is seemingly possessed and leaves a trail of corpses in its wake. The concept was a bit silly but Maas displayed a flair for the macabre, which is also evident in Amsterdamned. This film is clearly indebted to the gialli of Dario Argento, but in its emphasis on police procedural it anticipates the direction Argento's own gialli would take in later years. The film's success prompted Maas to revisit the thriller genre with the would-be Hitchcockian suspenser Do Not Disturb (1999), but lightning failed to strike twice. Even so, Maas remains one of the few filmmakers in his native country to actively pursue genre work.
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German DVD cover art for Amsterdamned

Amsterdamned begins promisingly enough as we are subjected to an extended point-of-view shot, the type of which has become cliché in thrillers of this sort. A would-be john assaults a prostitute, but the spunky girl fights back and bites him where it hurts. Things go from bad to worse, and she soon finds herself being attacked by a mysterious unseen assailant. Fetishistic views of the woman's stocking-clad feet streaking blood across the cobblestones as she is pulled away from view seem to tease the potential for blood-letting, but Maas does not indulge in a lot of graphic shenanigans. Suffice it to say, this is the type of film that focuses more on the aftermath of violence as opposed to dwelling on the act as it is being inflicted. The following morning, the corpse is found hanging from its ankles above one of the canals—and there's a welcome vein of sick, pitch-black humor as a school field trip aboard a boat is treated to a sight it is never likely to forget as the slashed up hooker's remains come crashing aboard.

From there, the film settles into a more routine pattern as it introduces its “hip cool” protagonist, played by Huub Stapel. Stapel gives a competent performance, but he's so indebted to the William Petersen performance of To Live and Die in L.A. (1985) or Don Johnson's Miami Vice (1984-1990) school of police anti-heroes, it's not even funny. With his permanent five o'clock shadow, leather jacket and stylish hairdo, he comes off like more of a clotheshorse than a seasoned policeman. He is also saddled with a tragic backstory—his wife left him for another man—and a quirky daughter grates on the nerves. Amsterdamned is not a film to savor for its rich characterizations—that much is for certain.

Much of the running time is then given over to the police as they plod about trying to find a lead that will unmask the killer. The occasional stalking sequences are pretty well staged and many of the usual giallo tropes are observed—the detective's single-mindedness which borders on madness, the hero's girlfriend falling into danger, extended games of cat-and-mouse–but it's all a bit too restrained to really give the film the necessary kick.

The atrocious synthesizer score contributed by director Maas doesn't help matters much. Whatever flair and talent Maas displays as a director, he certainly doesn't come off as much of a threat to, say, John Carpenter or Alejandro Jodorowsky in the director/ composer stakes. Even so, the film has a couple of extremely memorable set pieces. In one, the killer remains (somewhat illogically) behind the scene of an hours-old underwater crime, only to engage in a vicious game of life and death with another detective on the case, and in another, the hero gives pursuit to the killer in one of the most elaborate and over-the-top speedboat chases this side of James Bond. The latter scene is sensibly played for laughs, but credit where credit is due: There's some very good stunt driving here and Maas' choice of camera angles and coverage is pretty faultless. The contribution of stunt veterans Dicky Beer and Vic Armstrong were undoubtedly crucial to the production; Beer also worked on such high profile gigs as The Return of the Jedi (1983), Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom (1984) and A View to a Kill (1985), while Armstrong's no-less-impressive resumé includes the likes of The Omen (1976), Superman (1978), Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) and Conan the Destroyer (1984).

If only Maas had elected to go “whole hog” on the serial killer angle, Amsterdamned might have emerged as a better, more suspenseful thriller. As it is, it's well made and has some occasionally striking photography, especially of the canals at night, but for fans of the giallo genre this one may well be lacking a sufficient edge. Still, it deserves note as one of the very few Dutch productions to display much of a debt to the seedier side of the Italian exploitation film scene.


Edge of the Axe (Release date: May, 1988) (Spain/ U.S.A.)

Aka Al filo del hacha

Directed by José Ramón Larraz (as Joseph Braunstein); Produced by José Frade and Francisco Lara Polop, for Calepas International and Jose Fradé Producciones Cinematográficas S.A.; Screenplay by Joacquín Amichatis, Javier Elorrieta and José Frade; Director of Photography: Tote Trenas; Editor: Barry B. Leirer; Music by Javier Elorrieta

Main Players: Barton Faulks (Gerald Martin); Christina Marie Lane (Lillian Nebbs); Page Mosely (Richard Simmons); Fred Holliday (Sheriff Frank McIntosh); Patty Shepard (Laura Simmons); Alicia Moro (Rita Miller); Jack Taylor (Christopher Caplin); Conrado San Martín (Trevor)

A small community is terrorized by a series of grisly murders. The police have no leads and the body count continues to escalate. Gerald becomes concerned that his girlfriend Lillian might be next on the list of intended targets

The 1980s were not kind to José Ramón Larraz. The one-time master of salacious horror found himself directing a lot of films for which he clearly had no affection, but it isn't as if he was being offered a ton of great projects, either. In order to make ends meet and continue making films, he did his best to soldier on from assignment to assignment, but there were times that no amount of professionalism was able to make a difference. In 1987, he made a deal with producer José Frade to make a pair of back-to-back Spanish-financed but American-made horror films. The first was Rest in Pieces (1987), which was written by the gifted Santiago Moncada and benefitted from an obvious dosage of tongue-in-cheek humor. The humor may well have been intended in Edge of the Axe, as well, but it doesn't really translate this time around. Sources differ on whether these two films were intended to go straight to video, though it seems as if they both may have played briefly in Spanish cinemas. Some sources even indicate that Edge of the Axe was made for television—and given how tame it is, this is not really all that hard to believe. Suffice to say, little of what made Larraz's peak period work of the 1970s so interesting is evident in these “survival projects,” and one can only hope that making them provided him with sufficient money to have made undertaking them worthwhile.

Like Franco's Bloody Moon (1980) and Simón's Pieces (1982), Edge of the Axe comes off as something of a parody of giallo /slasher tropes. Unlike the Franco and Simón films, however, it all seems much too po-faced and serious to work as a satire. The endearing absurdity of those earlier films is nowhere to be found and the movie lurches from one half-hearted sequence to the next without ever really catching fire.

The film starts off with some promise, as a woman takes her car into an automatic car wash and notices someone lurking around outside—but the suds make it hard for her to be sure. Suddenly the door whips open and a masked lunatic lunges at her and axes her to death. The contrast between the soapy water and the arterial spray on the windshield is nasty and seems to promise lots of gory action. Alas, that's about it where bloody thrills are concerned; much of the rest of the murder scenes take place off-camera, and the ones that are shown don't really have much impact, with the exception of a bit where a woman is groping for something in the dark, only to end up losing her fingers when the axe comes down on them. Larraz seems a bit bored by the mayhem and this translates into boredom on the part of the viewer, as well.



The director's propensity for uninhibited eroticism is nowhere to be found. This is a remarkably chaste movie for Larraz. It's also remarkably boring by his standards. The sense of claustrophobic mood and sickly atmosphere that pervades his best works is conspicuous in its absence, and the film plays out more like an uninspired whodunit in the style and manner of an American cop show. Larraz does his best to throw lots of suspicion on a number of minor secondary roles—one of them played by Spanish horror veteran Jack Taylor, shamefully wasted here, but the revelation of the killer's identity is not all that surprising. There's an attempt at chilling irony at the end, but it doesn't really amount to very much.
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Larraz's next and final horror thriller, Deadly Mansion (1990), came off as similarly timid—though at least it includes a little more sleaze and gore to cut through the tedium. All told, these final films mark a sad end to a genre career that started off with such a bang (or moan, perhaps?) in Whirlpool (1970).

100 Days (Release date: May, 1991) (India)


Aka Sau Din

Directed by Partho Ghosh; Produced by Jay Mehta, for Jayvijay Enterprises; Screenplay by Devjyoti Roy and Bhushan Banmali, from the screenplay for The Psychic, written by Lucio Fulci, Roberto Gianviti and Dardano Sachetti (uncredited); Director of Photography: Arvind Laad; Editor: R. Rajendran; Music by Vijay Patil (as Raam Laxman); Songs: Sun Beliya, Tana Dere Na Tana Na De and Sun Sun Sun Dilruba, performed by S.P. Balasubramaniam and Lata Mangeshkar; Pyar Tera Pyar, performed by Lata Mangeshkar; Gabbar Singh Yeh Kehkar Gaya, performed by Amit Kumar and Alka Yagnik; Le Le Dil De De Dil, performed by Amit Kumar and Lata Mangeshkar

Main Players: Madhuri Dixit (Devi); Jackie Shroff (Ram Kumar); Javed Jaffrey (Sunil); Laxmikant Berde (Balam); Moon Moon Sen (Rama); Jay Kalgutkar (Jagmohan); Ajit Vachani (Devi's uncle)

Home Video: Eros International DVD, Region 0

Devi begins seeing strange visions and comes to the realization that she is “blessed” with extrasensory perception. She sees a vision of her sister being murdered; when the girl goes missing, nobody will listen to her–but she knows the truth. Years later, she falls in love with Ram Kumar and they are married. Her visions start up again and she discovers a surprising link between her beloved husband and her dead sister …

100 Days is a remake of a remake of a Lucio Fulci film. Make sense? I didn't think so. Fulci's The Psychic (1977) was an expensive, high-class giallo, which failed to make a dent at the Italian box office, though it did secure distribution internationally. Its failure consigned Fulci to lower-budget propositions—including TV work—until Zombie (1979) revived his fortunes. However, it evidently made a dent at the Indian box office, as director Manivannan made his own variation on the same basic theme with Nooravathu Naal (1984)—or “The 100th Day.” A couple of years later, another Indian director, Joshi, made yet another variation under the title of Aayiram Kannukal (1984); it was apparently something of a flop, but that didn't prevent yet another Indian director, Partho Ghosh, from taking his own crack at the material. These earlier versions do not appear to be readily available in English-friendly editions, but Ghosh's 100 Days most definitely is—and as such, it's the one under discussion here. Whether Fulci himself was aware of the fact that one of his favorites among his own films had been remade on several occasions without credit is unknown, but given how disappointed he was by the film's chilly reception at the Italian box office, he would undoubtedly have been pleased to know that the film did well enough somewhere in the world to inspire such a tribute. Truth be told, the earlier versions may well have been more overtly inspired by Eyes of Laura Mars (1978), but with regards to Ghosh's movie, there can be no debate: It definitely lifts plenty from Fulci's movie.
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The film deals with a protagonist named Devi who discovers that she possesses second sight. Nobody seems to take her claims seriously and everybody is quick to dismiss her as being high-strung and over-emotional. Nevertheless, she does correctly predict the death of her sister—though unfortunately for all involved, the body is hidden away and she is written off as a potential runaway as opposed to a murder victim. When Devi meets the charming and successful Ram Kumar, she is initially chilly towards him; she's not interested in getting involved in a relationship and she puts up an arrogant exterior, hoping to put him off. Of course, it merely serves to have the opposite effect and, in time, Kumar's charm and personality win her over and they are married. Kumar, as it turns out, is given possession to an ancestral mansion on the announcement of his wedding—and Devi goes there to do some renovations while he is tied up with business. It's here that Devi's extra sensory gifts come back with a vengeance, as she sees a bunch of fragmented, seemingly unrelated images that foretell something grim and horrific. Trying to get to the bottom of the mystery and avert disaster, she finds her own life in danger. Now, anybody who has seen Fulci's film will be able to guess how things pan out, but for the benefit of others, it's only fair to say—spoilers lie ahead. It turns out that Kumar was involved in a bit of shadiness which gave him his fortune, and Devi's sister became aware of this and was going to blow the whistle on him and his associates. Thus, Devi finds her sister's skeletal remains hidden in the old manor house—and, of course, having caused such a fuss about trying to find out what happened to her, she's aroused the interest of the killer.
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Viewers accustomed to the peculiarities of Indian cinema will likely take everything that happens in this film with a grain of salt, but giallo fans coming from a background of Italian and European exploitation cinema are in for a surprise. The first half of 100 Days is largely uneventful. It focuses on the budding relationship between Devi and Kumar, and it doesn't incorporate a lot of thriller-type material. There's also a lot of screen time devoted to various musical numbers. The music is pleasant and catchy enough, no doubt, but it takes a bit of getting used to in the context of a thriller such as this. The second half of the film is much more exciting; indeed, sometimes it goes a little overboard, as if Ghosh is trying to make up for lost time. The inclusion of some martial arts-style action scenes feels like overkill, for example. Even so, it's a relief when the film starts to really show its true giallo colors. Ghosh utilizes a lot of the same visual flourishes as Fulci, ranging from intense close-ups of eyes to various crash-zoom shots. Devi's visions include the same basic images that haunted Jennifer O'Neill in The Psychic: a cigarette left to smoke on its own in an ash tray, a broken mirror, a magazine cover and so forth. There's even a chiming sound effect that helps to give Devi away when the killer is stalking her; in Fulci's film, the five-note tune was a musical motif that inspired the Italian title (Sette notte in nero/Seven Notes in Black), whereas here it's simply a more annoying-sounding alarm. Ghosh does manage to work in a couple of differences from his (uncredited) source material, thus giving the film a couple of surprises as it winds its way down to the finale.

On the whole, 100 Days is fatally overlong—at a whopping 2 hours and 41 minutes, it's over an hour longer than Fulci's template—but the best of it is actually pretty good. It's just a shame that it takes so long to finally get to the good stuff.


Knight Moves (Release date: January, 1992) (Germany/U.S.A./Canada)

Directed by Carl Schenkel; Produced by Jean-Luc Defait, Ziah El Koury, Dieter Geissler, Gordon Mark, Guy Collins, Christopher Lambert and Brad Mirman, for Cineplex Odeon Films, Cinevox Filmproduktion GmbH, Ink Slinger Productions, Knight Moves Productions and Lamb Bear Entertainment; Screenplay by Brad Mirman; Director of Photography: Dietrich Lohmann; Editor: Norbert Herzner; Music by Anne Dudley; Songs: Fool That I Am and I Put a Spell on You, performed by Anne Dudley

Main Players: Christopher Lambert (Peter Sanderson); Diane Lane (Kathy Sheppard); Tom Skerritt (Captain Frank Sedman); Daniel Baldwin (Detective Andy Wagner); Ferdinand Mayne (Jeremy Edmonds); Katherine Isabelle [as Katherine Isobel] (Erica Sanderson); Charles Bailey-Gates (David Willerman)

Home Video: Republic DVD, Region 0

Peter Sanderson, a chess grandmaster, is involved in a high stakes tournament that will seal his reputation as the world's youngest grandmaster. As if that isn't pressure enough, he also finds himself mixed up in a murder investigation when one of his lovers is brutally murdered. The killer has it in for Peter, and the police are not so easily convinced that he is innocent in all of this …

Knight Moves plays out like a classic '70s-era giallo. It isn't without its problems, but fans are bound to have a lot of fun with the film and the way in which it checks off so many of the genre's clichés while also maintaining a definite air of tension and suspense.

The protagonist is a chess master named Peter Sanderson. Sanderson is an arrogant, emotionally-distant individual. He comes from a well-to-do background and has usually had easy access to the best things in life. His obsession with winning nearly proves to be his downfall. He is so focused on becoming a grandmaster that he shuts himself off from the people around him. When the killer starts targeting people who are connected to him, he becomes a natural suspect for the police. The working class cops, like Detective Wagner, have an almost irrational dislike for Sanderson and everything he represents. Beneath his smug exterior, however, there is a profound sense of loss and alienation, which has been caused by the death of his wife. The police ruled her death to be an accident, but he is convinced that she killed herself; we never discover whether Sanderson's chilly, aloof demeanor may have played a role in this, but there's no doubt that the loss has hit him hard. His one real soft spot is his young daughter, Erica, whom he dotes on and showers with affection. Thus, Sanderson is not presented as an entirely forbidding and off-putting character, even if he occasionally comes across as a bit shady or suspicious.
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The notion of the chess tournament is very significant in the film—both in terms of its practical application in the plot, as well as in its symbolic ramifications. Sanderson is devoted to playing games and it's a passion he has passed on to his young daughter as well. Because he is so focused on proving himself in the competition, he is caught seriously off guard when the psychopath begins playing games with him. The killer is not the usual brutal deviant. As it becomes apparent as the story unfolds, he is somebody for whom violence and revenge have become primary impulses. The killer gets off on tormenting Sanderson, encouraging him to strategize and use his intellect while providing clues, which only go unnoticed because his opponent, Sanderson, is so distracted by his own suppressed emotions. It isn't enough for the killer to implicate Sanderson and make him a primary suspect; he wants to take away everything that matters to him, and as Sanderson eventually realizes, this extends to his daughter as well.

The plotting by writer Brad Mirman is surprisingly clever. Some of the more obvious red herrings surely won't fool most viewers, but this appears to have been written and constructed by somebody with a real flair for puzzles. The final act includes some genuine surprises and the use of visual clues plays fair with the audience in the sense that they are there in the open for anybody to see—yet, like Sanderson, the typical viewer is going to miss out on detecting most of them until it's too late. The characters aren't necessarily very well delineated, but the eclectic cast does a nice job of bringing them to life–with some noteworthy exceptions.

For reasons that may never be fully evident, New York-born French actor Christopher Lambert managed to become a star in the 1980s. True, he was handsome in a vacuous sort of way, but he lacked charisma and seemed to strain whenever his roles required him to register real emotion. True to form, he puts in a terminally bland performance as Sanderson, and there's no doubt that his lack of presence creates a black hole where the heart of the movie should reside. The role calls for an actor of subtlety and wit, and Lambert is lacking in both departments. In his hands, the character comes off as oily rather than complex; as such, we are never as fully invested in him as we should be.
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The same can also be said for Daniel Baldwin, a member of the famous acting family who inevitably paled in comparison to his older brother Alec Baldwin. Baldwin is saddled with a thankless role, in all fairness. Detective Wagner is a hotheaded caricature and his bizarre, highly personal dislike of Sanderson marks him out as something of a loose cannon. Here again, an actor with the right mixture of swagger and likability might have been able to make something of the role—but the perpetually constipated-looking Baldwin makes the character incredibly grating.

On the plus side, there are good performances from reliable actors like Diane Lane, Tom Skerritt and Ferdinand Mayne. Lane—who was married to Lambert from 1988 until they divorced in 1994—is effective as the psychologist who develops a crush on Sanderson. That the two actors have decent chemistry is hardly surprising, given their offscreen relationship, and Lane is able to invest the role with real warmth and humanity. Skerritt—whose earlier credits included a bizarre stop-over to giallo terrain, courtesy of Paolo Cavara's offbeat Plot of Fear (1976)—lends weight and authority to the role of the police captain who can't make up his mind about Sanderson's guilt or innocence. And the distinguished Mayne, who is best remembered by horror buffs for his splendid portrayal of Count Von Krolock in Roman Polanski's The Fearless Vampire Killers (1967), is a welcome presence in an under-written and under-utilized role as Sanderson's mentor/father figure.

Carl Schenkel very capably directs the film. He does a good job of keeping things interesting and he also manages to keep the suspense at an even pitch throughout. He tends to favor a more clinical approach to the violence, in keeping with the killer s modus operandi, but the various shock effects are well timed and the film never feels over-extended or padded. Schenkel was born in Switzerland in 1948 and started working in films as an assistant director in the mid-1970s. He started directing with the German horror-comedy Dracula Blows His Cool (1979), starring giallo veteran Gianni Garko, but by the middle of the '80s he developed a reputation as a slick and efficient journeyman in American television. His final film was a made–for-TV adaptation of Agatha Christie's Murder on the Orient Express (2001); he died in 2003 at the age of 55 from heart failure.

One of the producers on Knight Moves was the German veteran Dieter Geissler (born 1939). The prolific Geissler started off as an actor in German television, but he eventually formed his own production company—Dieter Geissler Filmproduktion—and had a hand in producing such films as Aldo Lado's Short Night of Glass Dolls (1971), Mario Bava's Baron Blood (1972), Roman Polanski's What? (1972) and Luchino Visconti's Ludwig (1973). He also co-produced Lado's giallo classic Who Saw Her Die? (1972).

Basic Instinct (Release date: March, 1992)

Directed by Paul Verhoeven; Produced by Alan Marshall, Mario Kassar, William S. Beasley and Louis D'Esposito, for Carolco Pictures and Le Studio Canal+; Screenplay by Joe Eszterhas; Director of Photography: Jan De Bont; Editor: Frank J. Urioste; Music by Jerry Goldsmith; Songs: Rave the Rhythm, performed by Channel X; Glowing in the Ashes, performed by The Doo Wah Riders; Looking for the Summer, performed by Chris Rea; Blue, performed by La-Tour.

Main Players: Michael Douglas (Detective Nick Curran); Sharon Stone (Catherine Tramell); George Dzundza (Gus); Jeanne Tripplehorn (Dr. Beth Garner); Denis Arndt (Lieutenant Walker); Leilani Sarelle (Roxy); Bruce A. Young (Andrews); Dorothy Malone (Hazel Dobkins); Wayne Knight (John Correli); Daniel Von Bargen (Lieutenant Nilson)

Home Video: StudioCanal Blu-ray, Region A

A former rock star named Johnny Boz is brutally murdered while in the midst of a passionate encounter with a beautiful blonde. Detective Nick Curran sets his eyes on Johnny's bisexual lover, Catherine Tramell, and he gradually becomes smitten with her. Catherine is a novelist and the plot of one of her thrillers closely mirrors the murder of Johnny, but could somebody who hates her simply be using the book to try to make her look guilty?

Screenwriter Joe Eszterhas was born in Hungary in 1944. He spent much of his childhood in Austria, then moved with his family to America. Initially working as a journalist, he eventually decided to try his hand at screenwriting and saw his first screenplay—F.I.S.T.—filmed in 1978. In the 1980s, he rose to prominence thanks to his contribution to such box office successes as Flashdance (1983) and Jagged Edge (1985). He wrote the screenplay for Basic Instinct on spec and put it on the market; with its salacious combination of sex and violence, it had all the makings of a successful—if controversial—thriller and the ensuing bidding war ended with Eszterhas being paid a then-unheard-of sum of $3 million for the screenplay. The hefty price tag alone was enough to make industry insiders sit up and take notice: clearly Basic Instinct was shaping up to be something very special.

Eszterhas originally had hoped to attract Milos Forman to direct the picture. Forman, a native of Czechoslovakia, had already won Oscars for his work on the Academy-Award Best Picture winning One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest (1975) and Amadeus (1984) and he was receptive to the project. But Eszterhas' plans were stymied when the executives at Carolco (the film's main financiers) extended an offer to Dutch director Paul Verhoeven. Verhoeven (born in 1938) came to prominence with a series of stylish and often sexually explicit movies made in the Netherlands; these included Turkish Delight (1973), Soldier of Orange (1977) and The Fourth Man (1983). The latter, with its strong scenes of sex and violence, is a strong contender for being a giallo in its own right, but arguably its fixation on religious, even mystical concern, takes it outside of the realm of the giallo proper. Verhoeven was considered a hot property in Hollywood thanks to the success of his sci-fi thrillers RoboCop (1987) and Total Recall (1990), and he jumped at the chance to indulge in something so audacious and explicit. Sadly, he and Eszterhas saw the film in very different terms and the writer eventually left the project, happy with his big payday but frustrated with the way in which the director was looking to alter the material. Verhoeven reportedly hired Gary Goldman to do a rewrite, as the two men had collaborated happily on Total Recall. Verhoeven would later hint that much of the rewrites were at the behest of star Michael Douglas, who was uncomfortable with certain aspects of his character. He wanted the character of Detective Nick Curran to be more assertive and, reportedly, he was not keen on the idea of his being bisexual, either. Indeed, the film's presentation of sexual politics would land it in very hot water right from the get-go.

Members of GLAAD—the Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation—got hold of the script and were absolutely livid. Representatives from the association met with Verhoeven and the producers and offered suggestions about how to alter the material to make it more “sensitive” to their cause. They found the idea of the suspected murderer being bisexual to be offensive. They also objected to the notion of the character eventually falling for a man and felt that the overall presentation of homosexuality succumbed to bad taste stereotyping. Verhoeven and company listened to their concerns but dismissed them outright. They elected not to make any substantial changes and proceeded with filming on location in San Francisco—a calculated move given the area's identification with homosexual culture, arguably, though Verhoeven was insistent that he was more concerned with evoking the dreamy atmosphere of Hitchcock's masterpiece Vertigo (1958) than he was with undercutting the cause of the gay community. Protestors demonstrated, picketed and caused every disruption they possibly could to throw the production off schedule, but Verhoeven forged ahead and reveled in the mostly negative publicity, rightly reasoning that the controversy would only serve to drum up interest in the movie.
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Early on, the director made his mission statement known to the cast and crew: He wanted to explode the puritanical, conservative Hollywood film industry and make a film that reveled in scenes of graphic sex and nudity. To that end, he needed actors who were prepared to go all the way. A number of big box office names were considered for the role of Detective Curran, including Al Pacino, Harrison Ford, Richard Gere, John Travolta, Denzel Washington and Robert De Niro; invariably, the actors approached were not comfortable with the nudity required and elected to pass on the picture. Michael Douglas had no such qualms and proved to be ideal casting; having already personified Yuppiedom at its most hypocritical (Fatal Attraction, 1987) and greedy (Wall Street, 1987, for which he won the Oscar as Best Actor), he was in a very good position to handle the morally ambiguous protagonist with more than a few skeletons in his closet. Douglas was ready and willing to go for broke in the various sex scenes, but he demanded one key concession: He refused to do any full frontal nudity. This disappointed Verhoeven, who had hoped to try and smuggle some erect penises onto the screen, but he agreed to comply, understanding that, even with this caveat, Douglas was still far more adventurous than many of his contemporaries—plus his presence assured the film a degree of much-needed cachet. To play the crucial role of Catherine Tramell, the suspected murderess, Verhoeven looked at just about every major actress in Hollywood. Everybody from Melanie Griffith, Daryl Hannah and Jamie Lee Curtis to Nancy Allen, Kathleen Turner and Julia Roberts were considered, but they kept hitting the same roadblock: Nobody was interested in doing that level of graphic nudity Verhoeven was insistent upon filming. Looking back to his cast for Total Recall, Verhoeven remembered the strikingly beautiful Sharon Stone. She had already displayed a raw sensuality in that film and Verhoeven was convinced she had what it took. After a great deal of auditioning and back-and-forth with Douglas, Stone eventually secured the role—but only on the understanding that she had to do anything the director asked of her in terms of filming nudity and strong sex scenes. Stone agreed to his demands and the picture was up and running.

It's difficult to overstate the swirl of anticipation that surrounded this film when it was being produced. Between the controversy over its “insensitive” treatment of homosexuals and its frank and candid presentation of sex, it seemed poised to explode on to the screen—and explode it did. Basic Instinct survived the tidal wave of controversy and became a box office smash. It made a star out of Sharon Stone, created more than a few urban myths and set a new precedence for the depiction of sex and sexuality in mainstream Hollywood cinema. Verhoeven was no stranger to going for graphic effects in his European efforts, but Basic Instinct married his “European sensibility” to a blatantly commercial Hollywood thriller with extraordinary results. The film managed to outdo anything Brian De Palma had done in his American giallo thrillers, and it also managed to give Dario Argento a run for his money in the violence department, while also showing up just how timid his films really were in the sex department. Italian producers fell over themselves trying to replicate its steamy and sensual blend of sex and mystery elements, but none of the resulting movies came close—one of them, Masquerade (originally titled Bassi istinti, 1992) was rushed through production and came out a matter of weeks after Verhoeven's movie debuted in Italy, but despite being out-right pornographic (with a “soft” edit prepared for wider distribution), it did not carry nearly the same sexual charge.
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Looking back on the film, it's easy to see why it was so controversial—but if we cast an impartial, objective eye toward the matter, it seems that a great deal of the fuss was for naught. Verhoeven, by his own admission, is very relaxed in his sexual attitudes. His earlier films contained very graphic representations of homosexuality and lesbianism. Indeed, he even wanted to include a sex scene between Catherine and her lover Roxy, and it was Eszterhas who objected to the idea in the first place; he felt it was just sensation mongering, though given the nature of the material he had written, he was not the best person to make such a call. Verhoeven tried to find some way to incorporate such a sequence, but he had to concede defeat. To include such a scene would only slow the movie down, anyway. Even so, he allows Catherine and Roxy to be openly affectionate and does not shy away from showing them caressing each other and even kissing. This is not exactly commonplace in mainstream Hollywood genre films of the period, so the director deserves a lot of credit for his willingness to go there in the first place. Representatives from GLAAD interviewed in the making of retrospective featurette included on the Lionsgate DVD and Blu-ray release of the film try to make the argument that they were not hoping to censor the film—but merely to get the filmmakers to rethink their attitudes. Yet try and censor they did. When that failed, they attempted to sabotage the filming. And when that, too, failed and the film went on to become successful at the box office, they tried to spoil the film's mystery angle by adopting the moniker, “Catherine Did It,” to promote their stance against the movie. A representative interviewed for the organization makes the incredibly disingenuous argument that they saw no harm in doing this, reasoning that knowing that “Rosebud” is a sleigh does not detract from Citizen Kane (1941) being a great film—so, knowing that Catherine is a killer should not detract from the enjoyment of Basic Instinct. Ignoring the rather petulant and childish attitude behind this approach for a moment, there most definitely is a distinction to be made between the two examples: Basic Instinct is a murder mystery after all, and trying to spoil the ending for the audience really does amount to an act of calculated sabotage. Interestingly, the plan may well show a misunderstanding of the movie's content, as it is never really definitively settled whether or not Catherine is a murderer. Beyond that, there is something inherently illogical about the argument that the film is insensitive to the gay and lesbian community. Yes, Catherine is bisexual. Yes, she is implicated in a killing. Yes, the film leaves it open to debate whether or not she is guilty. But what of it? Does the film suggest that it is Catherine's “aberrant” sexuality that is compelling her to kill? Of course not. Verhoeven's relaxed attitude towards sex and sexuality ensures that no such conservative associations ever enter into the picture. Catherine represents the allure of sex in all its forms; she is so smoldering in her raw physical appeal, she cannot help but set the imaginations of men and woman alike into hyper drive. Verhoeven does not interpret this as a negative thing and Catherine is not demonized because of it. She is open and carefree in her pursuit of pleasure. She's open to experimenting with drugs in the right milieu, as well. For Catherine, life is about experimenting and finding that ultimate physical sensation—an orgasm achieved with the assistance of a man is every bit as rewarding as one achieved with the assistance of a woman. She is not depicted as a ruthless hussy but rather as an empowered and liberated modern woman. Yes, she has difficulty with her emotions, and her use of sex is calculated to keep her feelings at arms' length, but this does not make her inherently evil. If anything, the rather smug and condescending Nick comes off worse in the equation. He, too, wants to explore sex as a purely physical activity, even stooping so far as to brutalize his long-suffering therapist/lover (Jeanne Tripplehorn), while using her as a substitute to enact some of his kinky sexual fantasies about Catherine. Nick is the protagonist, but he is not an entirely likable fellow. Catherine may be mysterious and aloof, but depending on how one interprets her and her actions, she may well be one of the few truly honest people in the film's rather icy milieu. Failing that, she may well be a manipulative psychopath—but whatever she is, it is not defined by her bisexuality. In that sense, the activist critics were way off base. Basic Instinct is not a homophobic movie; to the contrary, it is one of the few truly “open” depictions of the varying shades of sexuality to be found in mainstream Hollywood cinema of the period.
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U.S. one-sheet for Basic Instinct

Douglas gives an excellent performance as Nick. His naturally arrogant disposition suits the character very well and he also does not shy away from his more vulnerable characteristics. Born in New Brunswick in 1944, he is the son of acting legend Kirk Douglas. Michael got his start doing bit parts in the 1960s then rose to fame playing on the TV show The Streets of San Francisco (1972-1976). He also turned his hand to producing during that time and was behind such critically acclaimed films as One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest and The China Syndrome (1979). Douglas was a major box office draw by the time he accepted the role of Nick and his participation almost certainly helped to make the film become a reality. Crucially, he also has tremendous chemistry with Stone. Stone is simply breathtaking in the film. Her natural beauty is properly enshrined by Verhoeven's conscious-conscious approach and cinematographer Jan de Bont (who later became a director in his own right; his most popular credit in that capacity is the action thriller Speed, 1994) does his very best to make her look luminous in every shot. Stone seizes upon Eszterhas' ballsy dialogue with palpable glee and generates ample heat in her many lascivious sequences. She would later claim to have been duped by Verhoeven over one iconic moment—her character flashes the sweaty interrogating officers when she uncrosses her legs, revealing that she is not wearing any panties—but her claims don't make much sense in light of the practical reality of how the sequence in question was filmed; in any event, no matter what her misgivings may have been with regards to some of the more lurid imagery, she does not convey the least trepidation or uncertainty onscreen. Born in Pennsylvania in 1958, she made her film debut with a small role in Woody Allen's Stardust Memories (1980). She went on to play one of the damsels-in-distress in Wes Craven's Deadly Blessing (1981) and impressed with her vamp-like turn in Total Recall, but it was Basic Instinct that turned her into one of the biggest stars of the 1990s. She was nominated for a Golden Globe for her performance, and followed it with another overheated sexy-thriller that Eszterhas wrote, Sliver (1993). Unfortunately, lightning failed to strike twice and director Phillip Noyce did not display the knowing sense of absurdity that Verhoeven brought to Basic Instinct; Stone was nominated as Worst Actress at the Razzies for her efforts. Martin Scorsese restored her credibility with her Oscar-nominated turn in the mobster epic Casino (1994), but good roles became fewer and further between. She ultimately reprised her role as Catherine in Basic Instinct 2 (2006), a pathetic follow-up that only undoes the marvelous ambiguity of the ending of the original, if we acknowledge its very existence. So let's pretend it never happened, shall we?

Color of Night (Release date: August, 1994)

Directed by Richard Rush; Produced by Buzz Feitshans, David Matalon, Andrew G. Vajna, David Willis and Carmine Zozzora, for Cinergi Pictures Entertainment and Hollywood Pictures; Screenplay by Matthew Chapman and Billy Ray, from a story by Billy Ray; Director of Photography: Dietrich Lohmann; Editor: Jack Hofstra; Music by Dominic Frontiere

Main Players: Bruce Willis (Bill Capa); Jane March (Rose); Rubén Blades (Martinez); Lesley Ann Warren (Sondra); Scott Bakula (Bob Moore); Lance Henriksen (Buck); Brad Dourif (Clark); Kevin J. O'Connor (Casey); Jeff Corey (Ashland); Shirley Knight (Edith Niedelmeyer); Kathleen Wilhoite (Michelle)


Home Video: Hollywood Pictures DVD, Region 1 (Theatrical and Unrated Director's cuts available separately)

A psychiatrist, Bill Capa, goes into a downward spiral after one of his patients commits suicide; the trauma of seeing this has caused him to lose the ability to see the color red. He is invited by his friend and colleague Bob Moore to sit in on one of his therapy sessions–when Moore is killed, the members of the therapy group provide an ample supply of red herrings …

It's difficult to get a grasp on Color of Night. Is it meant to be a parody? Or is it really intended to be a serious thriller? If it's the former, the film is definitely not without effectiveness, even if one still can't, in good conscience, defend it as a legitimately good movie. If it is indeed the latter, then it's difficult to reconcile what is onscreen.

The film is as over-heated and melodramatic as it gets. Things kick off with a very unprofessional therapy session between our hero, Bill Capa, and a client who is on the brink of committing suicide. Capa, for reasons we don't know, is cool and diffident toward the woman. In spite of giving every conceivable sign that she really means business, Capa treats her threats of self-harm with disdain—something a mental health professional would never do in the real world. This climaxes when the woman hurls herself through a plate glass window and falls to her death on the street below. As Capa watches this in horror, he experiences a mental break of his own—and as director Richard Rush indulges in some Dario Argen-to-style camera pyrotechnics, complete with a point of view shot from the street, allowing the woman's deep red blood to pool over the camera lens, he loses the ability to see the color red. No, he doesn't become color blind, per se; he can see most colors—but the color associated with both passion and violence is removed from his spectrum.

This opening sequence is so archly performed and self-consciously stylized, it's difficult to believe that it isn't intended as a sort of parody of melodrama and thriller clichés. It sets the viewer up for a difficult movie experience, as it will continue in this vein for over two hours. If indeed it was intended as a send-up, it's a bit heavy handed and lacks wit to really be successful. This is admittedly a more desirable reading than seeing it as a straightforward psychological thriller—if that really was what was intended, then something got mixed up along the way.

From there, Bill goes into a depression and loses his ability to practice his profession. His friend and fellow therapist Bob Moore gets wind of his troubles and invites him to stay at his place for a while. Hoping to inspire Bill to want to resume his practice, Bob even invites him to sit in on one of his therapy groups. The members of this group are about as comically over-the-top as it gets: there's Buck, a crusty sort who refuses to talk about his problems; Clark, an uptight lawyer with a serious case of obsessive compulsive disorder; Casey, a depraved artist; and Sondra, a nymphomaniac whose tastes encompass both men and women. It's a volatile powder keg of a setting and Bill's presence is tolerated, if not entirely warmly received by all of the participants—with the exception of Sondra, of course, who can barely keep her hands off him. When Bob is brutally murdered in an extended set piece, which goes from viscerally effective to comically overstated, there's no shortage of suspects. And when a cop named Martinez shows up to investigate, he manages to make the tough, no-nonsense Commissarios of '70s era poliziotteschi films look understated by comparison. Into this mix of deceit, suspicion and hostility comes a mysterious young woman named Rose, who enters into a hot and heavy romance with Bill.
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Spanish DVD cover art for Color of Night

The sexual component of the film proved to be its major point of interest when it was released in 1994. Star Bruce Willis did not object to appearing fully naked on camera, which is fair enough given that so many actresses—including this film's Jane Marchare regularly requested to do so. The sex scenes are steamy enough, but the two performers, though photogenic enough, don't really have much in the way of chemistry. Thus, while the sex scenes fulfill their objectives, the relationship between Bill and Rose is never terribly involving or convincing.

Color of Night was surrounded by controversy at the time of its release, and it wasn't all down to its carnal excesses. Director Richard Rush got into a very highly publicized battle with one of the film's producers, Andrew Vajna. Rush submitted a director's cut which ran 2 hours and 20 minutes, but Vajna thought the film was overlong and suffered from structural defects; he insisted on doing a re-edit which ran 2 hours and 1 minute. Rush objected but Vajna pulled rank and insisted on test screening both edits; he told Rush that he would release whichever cut tested better—but despite enthusiastic response from the audience at Rush's screening, Vajna insisted that his cut worked better and decreed that it would be the version to be released to theaters. The stress of all this caused Rush to suffer a massive heart attack, which nearly killed him. Luckily he would recover, and the two men reached a compromise: Vajna's edit would play in theaters, while Rush's version would be released on home video. At the end of the day, it really was a lot of fuss over not very much—in spite of the publicity over their battle and all the gossip surrounding the film's nudity and sexual content, audiences stayed away in droves. The film ended up laying an egg at the box office domestically, and worldwide sales didn't make much of a dent in the final tally, either. By way of vindication, the film did perform well on video—so who knows, perhaps if Rush's original edit had played theaters, maybe things would have turned out differently. On the other hand, maybe a lot of the potential viewers just didn't want to pay money to see the film theatrically and elected to wait on the video. In any event, the film continued the bad run of luck for star Bruce Willis, whose early successes on TV's Moonlighting (1985-1989) and in the Die Hard series weren't always matched by his other career choices. He had already starred in one of the decade's most notorious flops, Brian De Palma's film of Bonfire of the Vanities (1990), and Color of Night didn't do much to make up for that.Fortunately for him, Quentin Tarantino came calling and offered him a showy role in Pulp Fiction (1994), which helped to re-establish him as one of Hollywood's most bankable stars.
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Truth be told, Willis is one of the film's major deficits. He simply isn't very credible as a successful therapist, not that the script gives him a lot of support in this area. His smug demeanor makes the character come off as flippant and superficial and it's difficult to really care about what happens to him. Jane March doesn't fare much better as Rose. She's an exceptionally beautiful woman and she clearly didn't suffer from much in the way of inhibition, but her one-note portrayal makes her character an uncommonly dull femme fatale type. The real joy lies in seeing excellent character actors like Lance Henriksen and Brad Dourif having fun with their ridiculous roles. Henriksen is just right as the gruff and tough Buck, while Dourif gets to steer clear from his usual bug-eyed psycho routine as the uptight and buttoned-down Clark. Rubén Blades' portrayal of Martinez is … enthusiastic. Whether one finds him to be engaging or incredibly off-putting is a matter of taste, no doubt.

Director Richard Rush (born 1929) started off directing exploitation fare for American International Pictures. In the 1970s, he directed such offbeat fare as Getting Straight (1970) and Freebie and the Bean (1974), but he came to prominence the following decade with the release of The Stunt Man (1980). A remarkably strange and utterly unique blend of comedy and thriller tropes, it didn't make much of a dent at the box office, but it snagged Rush an Oscar nomination as Best Director and went on to become a major cult movie. He found work hard to find in the following years and, in fact, Color of Night marked his first film as a director since The Stunt Man. It may well be a case of going from the sublime to the ridiculous, and Rush went from being Oscar-nominated for The Stunt Man to receiving a Razzie nomination as Worst Director for Color of Night. The film's commercial failure sealed his fate in Hollywood and he has not directed any more features since its release.

Cure (Release date: November, 1997) (Japan)

Aka Kyua

Directed and Screenplay by Kiyoshi Kurosawa; Produced by Junyuki Shimoba and Tsutomu Tsuchikawa, for Daiei Studios; Director of Photography: Noriaki Kikumura; Editor: Kan Suzuki; Music by Gary Ashiya

Main Players: Kôji Yakusho (Kenichi Takabe); Masato Hagiwara (Kunio Mamiya); Tsuyoski Ujiki (Sakuma); Anna Nakagawa (Fumie Takabe); Yoriko Dôguchi (Dr. Akiko Miyajima)

Home Video: Home Vision Entertainment DVD, Region 1; Masters of Cinema Blu-ray/DVD combo, Region B/2

Detective Kenichi Takabe is assigned to investigate a string of bizarre killings; in all cases, the victims have been mutilated, and in all cases the apprehended suspects have no memory of committing the crimes. It is believed that Kunio Mamiya is somehow involved, but he too suffers from amnesia and is not able to provide any information of value. As the killings continue, Takabe comes to believe that somebody is compelling the murders via hypnosis …
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Cure puts an intriguing twist on the usual serial killer formula. There appears to be a criminal mastermind behind it all (shades of Dr. Mabuse!) and people who have no memory of what they have done are seemingly the murderers. In the hands of veteran genre specialist Kiyoshi Kurosawa, Cure manages to combine horror and thriller tropes in a smooth and successful manner, making it one of the most unsettling and genuinely creepy entries in this context.

The film suggests a link between the hunter and the hunted, as both the detective, Takabe, and the suspected mastermind behind the crimes, Mamiya, prove to have much in common. Takabe is an outwardly efficient and professional sort, but inwardly he is falling apart. The stress of dealing with his mentally ill wife has caused him to become stressed out and unhappy. He never confesses this to his friends or colleagues, preferring to keep his feelings locked up behind his cool, impenetrable exterior. The only person who has any insight into this is Mamiya, who uses his intuition as a means of getting under the detective's skin. This sort of relationship dynamic can't help but remind one of the head games between Hannibal Lecter and Clarice Starling in Silence of the Lambs (1991), and there's little doubt that the Oscar-winning box office smash was something of an influence on this picture. However, Mamiya is not depicted as a lip-smacking villain. There's something broken and pathetic about him that makes him pitiable, even if it seems likely that he is responsible for compelling people to act on their worst suppressed instincts. It's remarked at one point that mesmerism cannot compel people to do things that are not within their natures, and this is what makes the film so unsettling. It's not that these acts really are so unthinkable to the people who commit them—the truth is, this lies dormant within them, and it's only Mamiya's peculiar insight into their subconscious which allows him to prey upon these instincts. As Takabe does his best to maintain a cool, detached exterior, Mamiya continues to work on his weak spots and gradually finds a way of getting the detective to cut loose and admit his frustration and disappointment with his wife and his life in general. Once this happens, the viewer is aware that the detective is no longer truly in charge of his own destiny, even if he is prepared to use violent methods in order to protect his fragile sense of self-worth. The cat-and-mouse dynamic between these two men is genuinely fascinating and keeps Cure consistently gripping and involving.
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Takabe (Kôji Yakusho, left) continues his quest for a vicious killer in Cure

The film includes some strong scenes of violence, but this is not its major focal point. Kurosawa's approach is rather more clinical, so he tends to hold back while maintaining a sense of tension and unease. He paces the film beautifully and it never lags or seems to go off the rails. Scenes seem to melt into one another and the overall effect is of a psychotic altered state, wherein what we see cannot always be taken at face value. Kurosawa emphasizes this by having his characters imagine frightening visions—on the one hand, this demonstrates Mamiya's psychic hold over them, but on the other it emphasizes the notion that reality is a tenuous concept at best and that it can be influenced, distorted and misrepresented in a way, which can lead to disorientation and even violence.

Cure depicts a world that is dominated by psychosis and violence. As such, the character of Mamiya is really something of a cipher. We don't learn about his background, but then again, we really don't need to do so. The fact of the matter is, the violence within him is not unique to him—and as the film dramatizes, it can be transferred to others quite easily. Indeed, Takabe is not above such influence; he may represent the law, but his grasp on reality is slipping as he succumbs to depression and exhaustion, and Mamiya's provocations push him even further to the breaking point. This is not a film in which evil, so to speak, can be confined behind bars or exorcised from society by the intervention of the law. It is an ever-present threat and it literally infects those who come into contact with it, thus ensuring that the cycle of violence will not be broken or in any way impeded. Therefore, Takabe's efforts may be noble and sincere, but he is fighting a losing battle. Many thrillers like to provide a sense of comfort by giving closure, but this is not one of those films; if anything, Cure leaves us with more questions than answers. It certainly is not a conventional giallo-style thriller, by any stretch of the imagination, but it has elements in common with our favorite subgenre—and fans would do well to stretch their boundaries by giving it a viewing.

Writer/director Kurosawa (no relation to the great Akira, by the way) was born in Kobe, Japan in 1955. He studied cinema and began directing in the 1980s. His initial efforts included light-hearted comedies and erotica, but he did not attain any kind of international exposure until the release of Cure. The film proved to be a resounding success, attracting raves from the likes of Martin Scorsese, and it elevated Kurosawa's standing in the Japanese film industry. He followed it up with more thrillers, including Eyes of the Spider (1998), as well as the hit horror film Pulse (2001). He has also achieved some success outside horror and suspense, but his cult following tends to center on his genre work. A gifted stylist and accomplished storyteller, he remains one of the most interesting figures in modern Japanese cinema, though his tendency to work in “populist” genres sometimes diminishes his standing with mainstream critics.

Tell Me Something (Release date: November, 1999)

Aka Telmisseomding

Directed by Chang Yoon-Hyun; Produced by Kwi-Deok Choe, Yung-hyeon Jang (as Youn-hyun Chang) and Bon-han Ku, for Koo & Cee Film and Kookmin Venture Capital; Screenplay by Eun-Ah In, Chang Yoon-Hyun, Eun-Jeong Kim, Su-chang Kong and Hye-Weon Shim; Director of Photography: Sung-Bok Kim; Editor: Sang-beom Kim;
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South Korean video poster for Tell Me Something

Music by Jun-seok Bang and Yeong-wook Jo; Songs: Boadicea, performed by Enya; Red Right Hand, performed by Nick Cave & The Bad Seeds; The Crawl, performed by Placebo; Songs Without Words, op. 19, no. 6, performed by Annie D'Arco; Fugue in minor G, performed by Marie-Claire Alain; Jazz Suite No. 2: Waltz II, performed by The Philadelphia Orchestra


Main Players: Suk-kyu Han (Detective Cho); Eun-ha Shim (Chae Su-Yeon); Hang-Seon Jang (Detective Oh); Jung-ah Yum (Seungmin Oh); Joon-sang Yoo (Kim Ki-yeon); Cheol-Ho Park (Section Chief yoo)

Home Video: Kino DVD, Region 1

Detective Cho is implicated in dirty dealings and is on the verge of losing his job when he is given an opportunity for redemption: He is assigned to investigate a string of bizarre killings, and if he manages to uncover the culprit, all will be forgiven. His investigation leads him to a mysterious young woman, Chae Su-Yeon, who is somehow involved in the mayhem. As Cho continues to investigate, more black trash bags filled with dismembered body parts begin appearing all over the city …

Tell Me Something is plainly influenced by the rain-soaked aesthetic of David Fincher's blockbuster hit Se7en (1995), but it fits into the general scheme of the giallo, as well. The film includes a number of typical giallo tropes, ranging from elaborately choreographed mayhem to psychologically fragile protagonists with skeletons in their closets, but it manages to work on its own terms without coming off like a tired retread. Indeed, it ultimately emerges as one of the more successful films indebted to the pulp mystery thriller school and is sure to please fans that have exhausted all of the usual suspects.

The film deals with a disgraced detective who is looking to redeem himself. It's never really made very clear whether or not he is involved in any dirty business; all that matters is that, in the eyes of his superiors, he is more than likely guilty. The series of gruesome murders provides him with a chance to undo the damage to his reputation, but it will not prove to be an easy process. Detective Cho is very well played by Suk-kyu Han, who gives the character some real weight and humanity. He is on the edge of burning out completely but he is not content to sit idly by and allow gossip to ruin his name and reputation. He dives into the case with renewed enthusiasm and finds great support in the form of veteran detective Oh, who does his best to keep the investigation on track even when Cho's methods sometimes betray an ulterior motive. The interplay between the sage elder detective and the hotheaded younger man can't help but recall Morgan Freeman and Brad Pitt's interplay in Fincher's film, but the film doesn't elect to focus on their relationship. Instead, Cho becomes fixated on the young woman, Chae Su-Yeon, who is somehow implicated in the gory goings-on. Chae shows obvious signs of being emotionally traumatized and has evidently become so accustomed to burying her feelings that she barely registers any emotion over the series of murders. Cho realizes that she holds an important piece of the puzzle, yet he is also obviously drawn to her—whether romantically or in a more protective sense is not specified. Tell Me Something retains its focus on the mystery aspect of the plot and doesn't allow for a lot of digressions into things like budding romance and the like.

The murders themselves tend to take place off-camera—with some noteworthy exceptions—but the aftermath is always spectacular. The killer is in the habit of dismembering the victims and storing the body parts in trash bags, which are then left in various parts of the city, where they are discovered by unfortunate bystanders. The most spectacular and gruesome of these discovery scenes occurs in a crowded elevator, where the brazen psychopath has left behind a bag in the corner of the elevator. A little kid decides to poke at the bag and it bursts open, releasing a welter of blood and gore all over the floor; the passengers understandably flip out and one unfortunate woman loses her footing in the ensuing mayhem and ends up covered in blood when she hits the ground. It's a gruesome set piece, to be sure, and it's nearly outdone in terms of sheer spectacle when another bag is left in the middle of the road; when a car runs it over and blood and bad parts go flying, it triggers a traffic pile up which needs to be seen in order to be believed. There's a bit of dark humor in all of this, of course, but make no mistake, this is a pretty serious and mean-spirited thriller.
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The killer's modus operandi also includes mixing and matching body parts, thus confusing the investigators in their efforts to identify the victims. One victim's body is equipped with another person's arms and yet another one's legs, for example. It takes the investigators time to figure out the precise chronology of the crimes as well as the identity of the victims, and as they continue to work against the clock, the death toll continues to rise. Chae's role in all of this is kept ambiguous. She is the one person who seems to have had a link to all of the victims, yet she is so emotionally regressive that it's difficult for Cho to figure out whether she should be on the list of suspects or not. It turns out that she has good reason to be the way she is, as she was the victim of horrific sexual abuse at the hands of her father, a renowned artist. As Chae begins to open up and collaborate with Cho, it seems as if the odds of catching the murderer are increasing—but this doesn't prevent further tragedy from taking place before the final ironic fade out.

Co-writer/director Chang Yoon-Hyun handles the material with grand style. It's a slick, well-crafted movie and a very well paced one, to boot. He never loses sight of the main thrust of the plot, but he takes the time to create characters worth caring about as well. He also shows a real flair for staging scenes of conflict, notably the final showdown between Cho and the killer, which makes inspired use of Shostakovich's Jazz Suite No. 2: Waltz II—a piece of music which re-entered the pop culture lexicon a few months earlier, thanks to its use in Stanley Kubrick's swansong Eyes Wide Shut (1999). It isn't all about the big flashy (and splashy!) set pieces, however. The characters and their relationships sustain interest as well, and the dialogue-driven sequences never feel like padding. Chang (born in 1967) made his directing debut in 1989, and he scored a major hit with The Contact (1997), which netted a number of prizes, including one for the director from the Korean Association of Film Critics. Owing, no doubt, to its visceral attributes, Tell Me Something wasn't enthusiastically reviewed by the press, but it was a sizable box office hit. Chang followed it up with a more straigh-forward crime thriller about corruption in the police force, Some (2004). Hopefully he will revisit more lurid terrain in the future, as he definitely displays a gift for it in Tell Me Something.

Flashback (Release date: April, 2000) (Germany)

Aka Flashback-Mörderische Ferien

Directed by Michael Karen; Produced by Manfred Thurau, Rikolt von Gagern and Markus Zimmer, for Clasart Film + TV Produktions GmbH and Concorde Filmed Entertainment; Screenplay by Jimmy Sangster and Natalie Scharf; Director of Photography: Peter-Joachim Krause; Editor: Behruz Torbati; Music by Siggi Mueller

Main Players: Valerie Niehaus (Jeanette Fielmann); Xaver Hutter (Leon Schroeder); Alexandra Neldel (Melissa Schroeder); Simone Hanselmann (Lissy Schroeder); Elke Sommer (Mrs. Lust); Erich Schleyer (Dr. Martin); Katja Woywood (Ella); Christian Näthe (Paul)

Home Video: Cinema Club DVD, Region 0


Jeanette witnesses the murder of her parents by a cross-dressing serial killer and undergoes a complete mental collapse. Ten years later her doctor deems her to be cured and sends her off into society, where she finds a job as a French tutor for a well-to-do trio of teens. Just as her life seems to be returning to normal, Jeanette starts seeing and hearing things—could she be going insane, or might the killer from her childhood be back to settle the score?

Few people in the film industry were more deeply influenced by Henri-Georges Clouzot's Les Diaboliques (1955) than writer (and sometime producer/ director) Jimmy Sangster (1927-2011). Having seen Clouzot's gem and been impressed by its structure and potent shock value, he eventually set out to try to recapture its grim effectiveness. Before that happened, he made his name writing the scripts for the early batch of Gothic horror films produced by England's Hammer Film Productions. The success of films like The Curse of Frankenstein (1957) and Dracula (aka Horror of Dracula, 1958) helped to establish Sangster as a specialist in the genre, despite the fact that he had no particular affinity for horror films. Nevertheless, he found himself in a good position to bargain with the higher-ups at Hammer and eventually persuaded the company to back a semi-remake of Les Diaboliques titled Taste of Fear (aka Scream of Fear, 1961). Directed by Seth Holt, with Sangster doing double duty as writer and producer, it proved to be successful enough to warrant more films in a similar vein. Sangster would continue to write variations on the theme, but inevitably the formula became a bit tired after a while; early films like Paranoiac (1963) hold up well, but by the time you reach the likes of Fear in the Night (1972, which Sangster also directed), the formula had become groan-inducing in its predictability. That didn't stop Sangster from recycling the same basic premise away from Hammer, as with the American made-for-TV movie Scream, Pretty Peggy (1973). It's not exactly clear when Sangster wrote the script for the film that became Flashback, as he doesn't really discuss the matter in his autobiography; he does discuss it, in less-than-enthusiastic terms, in his audio commentary for the Anchor Bay DVD release of Lust for a Vampire (1971). It seems as if it was a script he wrote and pretty much set aside, thinking it would never be made. However, the script eventually ended up with a German production company, and when the film emerged in 2000, the veteran screenwriter was reportedly appalled by the results. Sangster, having written some of the most controversial and groundbreaking horror films of the 1950s, had fallen into a familiar trap. He regarded the excesses of modern cinema as offensive and, when he saw the amount of blood and gore in the finished film, he was eager to distance himself from it. But in fairness, another issue he had with it was less hypocritical: The script had been radically overhauled by writer Natalie Scharf and director Michael Karen and turned into a teen slasher film. Sangster's imprint is still readily evident in the overall concept of the picture, but he was never one for focusing on teenagers, and the somewhat confused identity of the film— which lies somewhere between a psychological thriller and a teens-in-peril horror movie—is a good indicator of what can happen when there are “too many cooks in the kitchen.” Flashback would prove to be Sangster's final screen credit, a fact of which he was none too proud.

Having established that the film is problematic, it's also fair to say that it's hardly devoid of interest. Yes, the approach is a little too similar in style to the run of '90s horror thrillers inspired by the success of Wes Craven's Scream (1996), but it still manages to work in a few nice touches along the way. Sangster's typical plot devices are very much in evidence, but there's a nastier-than-usual edge to the movie—due, no doubt, to the heavy re-writing his script went through. One particularly squirm-inducing moment occurs when a couple are in bed and the woman lets her arm dangle to the floor; she feels something licking her fingers and assumes it's the family dog—but poor Fido has already been sliced open, and it's actually the psychopath indulging his kinky side before going on a killing spree. The film could have used more moments like this, but sometimes you have to be grateful for the little things.
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Elke Sommer screams in distress, in Flashback.

The giallo connection is strengthened by the presence of a cross-dressing serial killer, as well as the notion of a protagonist who has been scarred by childhood trauma. The protagonist, Jeanette, is sympathetically portrayed but director Michael Karen keeps her motivations deliberately vague. We know she's endured a terrible psychological blow and, as such, there's every reason to doubt her when she starts to see signs of trouble brewing. Once the killings commence, however, it's clear that she's more aware of what is going on than the vapid teens in her charge. As played by Valerie Niehaus, Jeanette is a likable if understandably reticent sort of character, and she provides the film with some much-needed humanity amid its surplus of bad teen stereotypes.

The supporting cast is none too remarkable, but there is a nice cameo role for Elke Sommer. Sommer (born in 1940) earned her Euro-horror stripes appearing in Mario Bava's Baron Blood (1972) and Lisa and the Devil (1973), but sadly she is not given a lot to do here. She plays the bitchy, ultra-Teutonic housekeeper with the amusingly smutty-sounding name of Mrs. Lust (pronounced “Loost”). Lust is not one for living up to such a name, and she spends much of her time “tut tutting” the teens for indulging their interest in sex and partying. Sommer does the best she can with the material at her disposal, but her screen time is limited and, disappointingly, another actress on the (admittedly poor) English language soundtrack dubs her voice.

Director Michael Karen opts for a slick, slightly anonymous visual aesthetic, which recalls the watered-down teen-centric Hollywood horror films of the period. There's a lot of roving camerawork and slick editing, but there isn't much in the way of genuine atmosphere. Karen does manage to stage a few effective suspense and shock scenes, even if he tends to overdo the cheap jump scares a bit.

Flashback doesn't break any new ground, but depending on your tolerance for teen-oriented horror films, it is an agreeable if unremarkable time-killer. Giallo fans may well enjoy seeing how it plays with some elements of their favorite subgenre, while also paying lip service to the conventions of the '90s-era slasher film. Others may do well to avoid it.

Red Swastik (Release date: June, 2007) (India)

Directed and Screenplay by Vinod Pande; Produced by Neeraj Rc Gohill and Vinod Pande, for Rainspirit Films; Director of Photography: Rakesh Kumar; Editor: Bobby Bose; Music by Shamir Tandon; Songs: Sadiyo Ki Pyaas Hotho Ki Aas, performed by Shabab Sabri and Rekha Bhardwaj

Main Players: Sherlyn Chopra [as Menaka Chopra] (Anamika); Deep Raj Rana [as Deepraz Rana] (Inspector Sunil Ranada); Deepshika (Sarika); Harsh Chhaya (D.C.P. Chaudhary)
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A moment of terror in Flashback

Home Video: Venus DVD, Region 0

A man is brutally murdered by a beautiful woman who marks the corpse with a red swastika on his forehead. The killer, Anamika, begins harassing Sarika, the publisher of a popular magazine, with whom she feels a certain affinity. Sarika reports this to the police and they inform her that Anamika is apparently responsible for more than one killing–and that the victims are always men who are being unfaithful to their wives …

This Indian thriller is clearly influenced by the spate of “erotic thrillers” which proliferated the United States from the 1990s onward. The emphasis on the erotic is surprising in the traditionally “hemmed in” cinema of India, but true to expectations, it doesn't really push the envelope very far—there's no nudity and the protracted sex scenes are more vanilla than anything you'd find in the films it is seeking to emulate.

On the plus side, the film is much more focused than the usual Indian genre offering. Many earlier efforts in the thriller vein tended to devote a lot of their running time to romance, comedy and musical numbers, thus inflating the running times to ridiculous extremes and detracting from the tension and suspense. This film is also on the long side (2 hours and 11 minutes, to be precise), but it is far less prone to gratuitous digressions. The story focuses on a young woman who has been traumatized by sexual violence. A flashback reveals that she was raped and then rejected by her fiancée, who feared that his conservative family would not be able to accept her. She focuses her rage on two-timing men, whom she seduces and murders. However, she also feels a great need to tell her story to the world at large and tries to do so by submitting an article to a popular woman's magazine. When her submission is rejected, she begins tormenting the publisher with a series of phone calls. Things get really interesting when the police inspector on the case runs into the murderess one night and, not realizing who she is, ends up going to bed with her.

The plot is reasonably engaging, but writer/director Vinod Pande is not able to sustain an air of tension and suspense. Thus, a lot of the film tends to lag and there are only a few genuinely effective moments along the way. The murders are few and far between, but at least one of them is noteworthy for its viciousness and visceral impact. He displays a real sensitivity in his depiction of the emotionally fractured anti-heroine, whose backstory makes her considerably more sympathetic than the usual femme fatale in these thrillers. Anamika is a product of the extremely conservative outlook of her country: Though victimized, she is stigmatized as “damaged goods” after being raped. Her fiancée coldly rejects her and she loses herself in a fantasy environment, wherein she has a perfect life and is acting out the role of an avenging angel of sorts. Sadly, there's too much talk and too much of it is on the heavy handed side, as less-interesting sideline characters try to decipher the killer's rationale by way of lots of psychobabble.

Ultimately, the film is far too timid and coy where it counts. Clearly the film was intended to be seen as “hot stuff,” and it's possible that it was in the context of the generally conservative Indian film scene, but to others it's going to seem like a lot of buildup without any real payoff. Leading lady Sherlyn Chopra is certainly eye-catching, and she gives a capable performance as the murderous Anamika, but apart from showing off some sexy lingerie and panting a lot during her sex scenes, she is not allowed a chance to really cut loose. Her relationship with the cop on the case recalls Basic Instinct (1992) and provides the only really surprising element of the picture. Chopra (born in 1984), by the way, earned notoriety as the first Indian woman to pose nude in Playboy—and she continues to stir the pot, as it were, by making controversial and provocative statements in social media and in interviews.
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Anamika (Sherlyn Chopra) claims another victim in this series of frame grabs from Red Swastik.

Writer/director Vinod Pande was active in Indian films since the beginning of the 1980s. Just prior to Red Swastik, he grabbed headlines for another “scandalous” film with erotic overtones, Sins (2005), which marked him out as something of a rebel in the Indian film industry. To date, he has not tried his hand at another thriller.

Faces in the Crowd (Release date: September, 2011) (U.S.A./France/Canada/U.K.)

Aka Faces

Directed by Julien Magnat; Produced by Kevin DeWalt, Jean-Charles Lévy, Clément Miserez, Rhonda Baker, Becki Hui, Danielle Masters, Sylvain White, Jamie Brown, Gianluca Chakra, David Cormican, Nadine de Barros, Gerard Demaer, Lisa Donahue, Milla Jovovich, Nicolas Manuel, Scott Mednick, Mark Montague, Christopher Petzel, Olivier Piasentin, Laurent Soregaroli and Frank White, for Minds Eye Entertainment, Frantic Films, Radar Films, Forecast Pictures, The Aura Film Partnership, Fierce Entertainment and Voltage Pictures; Screenplay by Julien Magnat, Agnès Caffin and Kelly Smith; Director of Photography: Rene Ohashi; Editor: Antoine Vareille; Music by John McCarthy; Songs: A Funky Way of Things and Tech at the Dance Hall, written by George Acogny and Wolfgang Aichholz; Grooving at the Stomping Yard and Shala La, La, performed by Traci Amos and Terra Naomi; 1000 Faces, performed by Terra Naomi; I Love U I Touch U, written by George Acogny and Jean Charles Levy; 2000 Faces, written by George Acogny and Nils Jiptner; Never Going Home, written by R. Taylor and W. Graney; Sitting on the Bridge of the Bay, performed by Kathy Benharoush; Face the Suite, written by Christopher Young; The Mirror, written by George Acogny

Main Players: Milla Jovovich (Anna Marchant); Julian McMahon (Sam Kerrest); David Atrakchi (Lanyon); Michael Shanks (Bryce); Marianne Faithfull (Dr. Langenkamp); Sarah Wayne Callies (Francine); Valentina Vargas (Nina)

Home Video: First Look DVD and First Look Blu-ray, Region 1 and Region A
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Anna is walking home one night when she sees a murder taking place. She very nearly becomes the next victim, but she is spared when she falls from the bridge into the water below and the murderer writes her off as dead. She survives, but is stricken with a rare psychological disorder where she can no longer remember people's faces. The police become frustrated with her as she is the only witness, but she cannot remember what the murderer looked like, and her personal life begins to fall apart, as well. In the meantime, the killer becomes aware that she is still alive and sets his sights on her …

Prosopagnosia—also known as “face blindness”—is a condition whereby the brain is unable to retain memory of facial recognition—even of one's own face. A lesion on the brain typically is the cause but it has also been linked to a variety of neurological conditions, including autism. It's not a terribly well known condition, yet scientific studies have found that it's not terribly uncommon. Those who suffer from it often learn to cope and lead perfectly ordinary lives, often with the aid of strategies like taking notes about what people are wearing on a given day in order to associate the individual with their clothing; on the downside, others have tremendous difficulties and will even develop secondary symptoms like severe social anxiety disorder, thus making it impossible for them to sustain normal everyday lives. There is no cure for prosopagnosia, but neurologists continue to study the condition and work with those affected to learn how to cope with and manage their symptoms.
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U.K. DVD cover art for Faces in the Crowd

On the one hand, co-writer/director Julian Magnat is to be commended for taking this relatively obscure condition and building a plot around it—it certainly has obvious advantages in the context of a giallo-style thriller, after all, and it adds an intriguing twist to the old Dario Argento motif of a protagonist being haunted by the feeling that he or she has seen an all-important clue but can't remember it. On the other hand, any goodwill summoned by this is quickly undone by the movie itself. Faces in the Crowd is loaded with cliché situations and characters, ludicrous dialogue, weak acting and a notable lack of suspense. It is, in short, a bore.

The film focuses on Anna, a young school teacher who likes to spend her off-hours with her friends at various night clubs, acting as if they're all still in college. Anna is a dull protagonist, but her friends are actively grating—they carry on as if they're perpetually stuck in their hard-partying 20s and they only manage to come off as vapid and inane. One night, Anna is walking home when she stumbles across a murder in progress—her phone goes off, thus alerting the killer, and in the ensuing process she sustains a head injury which triggers an onset of prosopagnosia. In the hands of a better writer and director, this angle could have yielded really interesting results; as it stands, it merely serves as a contrivance allowing our heroine to go through the film without being able to identify her attacker. Truth be told, nobody in the film is particularly interesting. There's a gruff detective, Sam Kerrest, who postures and yells a lot—and who wears a mustache and goatee that is so phony-looking, we just know he's going to shave it off at some point. Anna's boyfriend, Bryce, is an insensitive prick; sooner than empathize with Anna over everything she's been through, he simply regards her memory issue as an annoyance, and he promptly dumps her when he realizes that she can't even remember his face without taking notes. A renowned psychologist who specializes in prosopagnosia is wheeled in too, but her lame insights (“Faces are the bar codes of the human race”) sound more like something from a fortune cookie than the sort of deep, profound insight Magnat is clearly striving for.

None of the actors come off very well, but it has to be admitted that the deck is stacked against them. The dialogue doesn't do them any favors and character development is of the most facile variety imaginable. Beautiful Milla Jovovich takes time out from her (incredibly) on-going Resident Evil series to play the emotionally vulnerable Anna, but her acting is nothing to write home about. She does her best to look appropriately angst-ridden, but the doe-eyed routine wears old pretty quickly. Julian McMahon isn't much better as the hard-edged cop who falls for Anna, while pop star Marianne Faithfull is presumably meant to add substance to the hopeless gibberish she is given to speak, because of her British accent, but it doesn't work.

Faces in the Crowd failed to secure a theatrical release in the U.S., where it went straight to video; in the few areas that it did play, it didn't set any box office records—reportedly grossing a mere $2 million, give or take, of a $15 million budget. No doubt it made up a lot more money in video and cable sales, but its performance has done little to advance the career of its director Julien Magnat. It was only his second film—following the poorly received Bloody Mallory (2002)—and to date he has not directed any more features. He has had greater success as a screenwriter, notably working in children's television.






The Post-Modern Approach: Giallo Tributes



It's symptomatic of contemporary pop culture that the “old” and the “obscure” are inevitably rediscovered and somehow made current again, thanks to the attention of eager film buffs-turned-filmmakers. If there's an overwhelming problem with many homage-style films, it rests in their self-consciousness. The outré, bizarre and downright weird elements which stand out in relief in these older films were often put there quite innocently—sometimes it was a matter of being packaged with indecent haste, and sometimes it reflected something that was in the air at the time (remember that random shout-out to kung fu cinema in Pieces, for example?). In essence, however, the genre films of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s tended to be a little less focused on irony and were geared more toward catering to a specific taste at a specific time. Seen through a contemporary lens, many giallo films look tacky, sexist, misogynist and poorly thought-out. While it's true that some of these films are any number of these things, they also reflect a different mindset. Sadly, the contemporary impulse towards “rehabilitating” past artworks by applying a more sensitive social mindset or by making excuses for their excesses has resulted in many of these films being misinterpreted. Simply put, one must put oneself in the mindset of the time in order to really understand what made these films tick; like them or not, they are of a time, and they reflect this—which is perfectly natural, after all.

Now, as we have hopefully established, the influence of the giallo was felt the world over, even if these films didn't always hit the top of the Variety box office charts. The average filmgoer may not know anything about Dario Argento—let alone Massimo Dallamano or José Ramón Larraz—but they've seen elements of his work creep into the mainstream over the years. Thus, as the noir and the krimi gave way to the giallo, so too did the giallo pave the way for the slasher and what is commonly referred to, somewhat misleadingly, as contemporary “torture porn.” Many genre films today are made by film buffs with an awareness of movies that surely didn't really directly influence the likes of Brian De Palma. Many will continue to insist that De Palma took directly from the giallo, but his lineage is, as we have discussed, more appropriately linked to Alfred Hitchcock—and, again, it can be argued that the super-stylish thrillers he made in America in the 1980s also had a major influence on Italian directors who were typically churning out product on a much lower level of production during that same time frame. Today, however, film junkies like Quentin Tarantino and Eli Roth openly celebrate the Italian genre cinema of the golden era –and while neither of them has made an overt giallo homage in their own right (though it can be argued that Tarantino's Death Proof, 2007, and Roth's Hostel films come pretty damn close), they are representative of a new style of filmmaking that is very much centered around a love of the cinema in even its most “disreputable” forms.

Thus, while it can be said that the bulk of the films covered in this book are more indirectly linked to the giallo as defined on film by Mario Bava and Dario Argento, among others, these films are more openly celebratory of the genre and its codes. Inevitably, there are problems with this. The effortless strangeness of classic-era gialli, alluded to earlier, is replaced by a more self-conscious “winking” attitude, whereby the filmmaker typically wants the viewer to be damn sure that they get the jokes and the references. Therefore, it's not surprising to find that many of the best “post-modern” giallo tribute films are short form by nature; these films don't have the opportunity to wear out their welcome in the way that the more self-indulgent long form films do. Nevertheless, these films deserve some attention and recognition for being part of an ever-mutating cycle and chain of influences; will they, in turn, spark off another cycle of films with their own unique identity? It's hard to say for sure. What's certain is that the giallo cinema we know and love is, in many respects, a thing of the past—and as such, it seems appropriate to close out this study of the genre by assessing some of the films (long and short) which celebrate its history as well as its enduring cult-level appeal.

Here again, my aim is not to be “definitive.” I have selected a mixture of well-known feature films and some lesser-known independently made short subjects; some titles were left out, once again owing to space. But at the very least, this will hopefully give the reader some idea of the caliber of giallo homages/ pastiches/whatever-you-want-to-call-them that are available.
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Blackaria (2010) (France)

Directed by François Gaillard and Christophe Robin; Produced by Guillaume Beylard, for School's Out; Screenplay by François Gaillard; Director of Photography: Anna Naigeon; Editor: François Gaillard; Music by Dragon Double

Main Players: Clara Vallet (Angela); Anna Naigeon (Anna Maria); Aurélie Godefroy (Lady in Red)

Home Video: Njuta Films DVD, Region 2 (paired with Last Caress)

Angela is drawn to her new neighbor, Anna Maria. When Anna Maria is killed, Angela finds a strange crystal ball close to the mutilated body; she comes to realize that the crystal has the ability to predict the future and uses it to try and avoid meeting a similar fate …
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Blackaria is a curious oddity; at its best, it is stylish and engrossing, but too much of it feels like filler and it ends up treading water for too much of its running time. The opening titles reference Roman Polanski's masterful psychological horror film Repulsion (1965), while the soundtrack and the emphasis on disturbing visions can't help but recall Lucio Fulci's A Lizard in a Woman's Skin (1971). Also in common with the Fulci film is the theme of an uptight woman who becomes sexually fixated on a more liberated female neighbor. The emphasis is really more on the erotic and dreamlike, with lots of bare skin and Sapphic lovemaking, but the violence, when it appears, is certainly strong enough. François Gaillard and Christophe Robin clearly know the giallo very well and are wearing their influences on their sleeve, but in the end the film feels more like a softcore horror movie than a thriller in the giallo style. There's even a sardonic detective with a fondness for trench coats and lollipops, thus recalling both Columbo and Kojak at the same time! Sadly, for all the references to other films, Blackaria emerges as a rather superficial and hollow affair. They would bring a similarly “grab bag” approach to their next film, Last Caress.

Last Caress (2011) (France)

Directed by François Gaillard and Christophe Robin; Produced by Stéphane Bouyer, François Gaillard, Gildas le Tourneur Hugon and Christophe Robin, for Le Chat Qui Fume and School's Out; Screen-play by François Gaillard; Director of Photography: Anna Naigeon; Editor: François Gaillard
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Main Players: Julie Baron (Catherine Ventura); Guillaume Beylard (Guillaume); Elina Calmels (Nun); Antony Cinturino (Killer); Michel Coste (Inquisitor)

Home Video: Njuta Films DVD, Region 2 (paired with Blackaria)

A group of young people head to a house in the country looking for a little sex and relaxation. While there, a killer who is looking for a painting that is worth millions picks them off. It turns out there are also supernatural agents at work…
	
Last Caress starts off in classic giallo style, as a woman murders her sister to gain access to a fortune. The opening scenes evoke Mario Bava's Blood and Black Lace (1964) and Twitch of the Death Nerve (1971), with the latter especially evident as a murder gives way to yet another murder, thus setting off a chain reaction of bloodshed. There's also a good bit of supernatural horror on display, complete with references to the likes of Dario Argento's Suspiria (1977)—this is especially evident when a savage knifing concludes with a victim's exposed, still-beating heart being stabbed. The film plays like a love letter to Italian genre cinema, with ample tilts of the fedora to the back catalogue of Bava and Argento, but it ultimately is too supernatural to qualify as a true giallo. Still, the extended homage to Sergio Martino's Torso (1973) is nicely done and the savage brutality of the murder scenes would have done Lucio Fulci proud. Directors François Gaillard and Christophe Robin demonstrate ample enthusiasm, but the pacing is uneven and the lack of likable characters doesn't help matters much. It marks an improvement over their previous film, Blackaria, but they would nevertheless benefit from a stronger story sensibility to go along with their flair for the visual. Still, Italian horror thriller enthusiasts are bound to enjoy the splashy, stylized mayhem.

Berberian Sound Studio (2012) (U.K.)

Directed and Screenplay by Peter Strickland; Produced by Mary Burke, Katherine Butler, Nicky Earnshaw, Hans W. Geissendörfer, Keith Griffiths, Robin Gutch, Hugo Heppell and Michael Weber, for Warp X and Illuminations Films; Director of Photography: Nic Knowland; Editor: Chris Dickens; Music by Broadcast

Main Players: Toby Jones (Gilderoy); Cosimo Fusco (Francesco Coraggio); Antonio Mancino (Giancarlo Santini); Fatma Mohamed (Silvia as Teresa); Chiara D'Anna (Elisa as Teresa); Salvatore Li Causi (Fabio)

Home Video: MPI DVD, Region 1; Artificial Eye DVD and Artificial Eye Blu-ray, Region 2 and Region B

An uptight British sound editor named Gilderoy is hired to work on a production in Italy. When he arrives, he is surprised by the nature of the film's subject matter. The violent imagery unsettles him and he begins to feel distrustful of the people behind the production …

Unlike a lot of the films covered in this section, Berberian Sound Studio is much more than just a homage to a bygone era of filmmaking. In the hands of writer/director Peter Strickland, the film emerges as a psychological thriller in the style of Roman Polanski with a bit of Michelangelo Antonioni thrown in for good measure. Like Polanski's character in The Tenant (1976), Gilderoy (a brilliant Toby Jones) is a fish out of water—he is out of his depths dealing with the freewheeling Italians on the production and he faces problems every step of the way because of it. He is simply too polite and too uptight for his own good; as such, everybody walks all over him and he can do nothing but smile politely and keep his frustration locked up inside. There are no murders and no big splashy gore scenes, but Strickland evokes the era of cult Italian filmmaking very well as Gilderoy works on an ultra-violent “art” film titled “The Equestrian Vortex.” He makes the mistake of referring to it as a horror film, something which the film's pretentious director, Giancarlo Santini, takes him to task for—in his mind, it is a film that is true to the horrors of life, rather than a “mere” horror movie. The emphasis on the delightfully absurd, mundane details that go into sound recording is a treat for film buffs, and Gilderoy's descent into paranoia and possibly madness as well makes for a compelling journey. Just don't expect a lot of answers to the questions it raises—thus the Antonioni parallel!

Sonno Profondo (2013) (Argentina)

Directed, Screenplay, Director of Photography, Editor and Music by Luciano Onetti; Produced by Nicolás Onetti, for Guante Negro Films

Main Players: Luciano Onetti (1); Daiana García (2); Silvia Duhalde (3)
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Home Video: Brink Vision DVD, Region 1

A psychopath is traumatized by memories of a horrific childhood. He takes his frustration out on young women. When another psychopath sees him at the crime scene, a game of cat-and-mouse ensues …

Sonno Profondo is a good example of what can happen when the whole homage thing gets out of hand. The film might have worked well enough as a short subject, but at 65 minutes it absolutely crawls by and accomplishes little beyond wasting the viewer's time. The entire film is photographed in a mixture of point of view shots and tight close-ups, a technique that overstays its welcome within the first 15 minutes. Characterization is non-existent, as is tension and suspense, and the initially charming catalogue of giallo cinema tropes soon becomes deadening and boring. The end result barely qualifies as a feature, yet it also feels much longer than it really is. Suffice it to say, it's obvious that Luciano Onetti's intentions were good—but without a compelling narrative in which to contextualize all the visual reference points, it feels a bit masturbatory and over-indulgent. He would continue his giallo homages in his next film, Francesca (2015).

The Strange Color of Your Body's Tears (2013) (Bel- gium/France/Luxembourg)
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Aka L'éntrage couleur des larmes de ton corps

Directed and Screenplay by Hélène Cattet and Bruno Forzani; Produced by François Cognard, Eve Commenge, Pol Cruchten, Jeanne Geiben, Eurydice Gysel, Koen Mortier, Guy van Baelen and Wilfried van Baelen, for Anonymes Films, Tobin Film and Epidemic; Director of Photography: Manuel Dacosse; Editor: Bernard Beets

Main Players: Klaus Tange (Dan Kristensen); Ursula Bedena (Edwige Kristensen); Jean-Michel Vovk (The Inspector); Anna D'Annunzio (Barbara)

Home Video: Strand Releasing DVD and Strand Releasing Blu-ray, Region 1 and Region A

Dan returns from a trip abroad only to discover that his wife has disappeared. He starts searching for her, but his quest only leads to more questions. As reality appears to melt away, Dan starts to question his own sense of identity …

In 2009, experimental filmmakers Hélène Cattet and Bruno Forzani attracted a lot of attention with their arty horror film Amer. Often described as a neo-giallo, it actually doesn't have much in common with our beloved genre—but it is obviously made with a keen awareness of the genre, down to the inclusion of music from such classics as The Case of the Scorpion's Tail (1971), What Have They Done To Your Daughters? (1974) and others. The film wasn't Cattet and Forzani's first time out of the gate, of course; they had already directed several style-heavy short films, which are also well worth seeking out by Euro horror enthusiasts. There's no denying their style and unique vision, but the films of Cattet and Forzani are best classified as an acquired taste; either they pull you in and put you under their spell, or chances are you'll find yourself alternately bored or mystified. The Strange Case of Your Body's Tears is their most overt love letter to the giallo and it is no exception to the rule. The film is heavy on mood and stylish images, but the story is deliberately obtuse and difficult to follow. As such, there are sections of the film which stand out as being particularly effective—notably the protracted sex scenes, which frequently mix in a sado-masochistic element, thus highlighting the pleasure-in-pain principle which is evident in many of the kinkier gialli—but as a consistent narrative, the film falls a bit flat. The soundtrack again includes plenty of quotations from earlier films, including So Sweet … So Perverse (Riz Ortolani, 1969), All the Colors of the Dark (Bruno Nicolai, 1971) and Killer Nun (Alessandro Alessandroni, 1979). On the plus side, Cattet and Forzani can't be accused of being mere imitators—they are clearly working on a very different sort of level from the average journeyman who helmed so many giallo and giallo-style thrillers, and their films truly can be classified as avant garde as opposed to grindhouse fare. But alternatively, the steady stream of homages can become a little wearisome and, in trying to elevate the giallo to something more “highbrow,” they are mostly successful at stifling the liveliness which makes so many of these films so very endearing. That being said, The Strange Color of Your Body's Tears is certainly distinctive and should not be dismissed too casually. It's not an especially easy film to enjoy, but it deserves credit for having the courage of its convictions.
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Yellow (2013) (U.K./Germany)

Directed by Ryan Haysom; Produced by Yazid Benfeghoul, Jon Britt, Ryan Haysom, Catherine Morawitz, Ben Robinson and Reem Shaddad, for Future Past Films; Screenplay by Jon Britt and Ryan Haysom; Director of Photography: Jon Britt; Editor: Ryan Haysom; Music by Antoni Maiovvi

Main Players: Hester Arden (Lead woman); Stephen M. Gilbert (Lead man); Rocco Menzel (Black- gloved figure)

Home Video: Available as a supplementary feature on the Arrow Video Blu-ray release of Blood and Black Lace (All-region)

A serial killer is slicing up women in Berlin. An old man sets out to find the killer and, in the process, learns some disturbing truths about himself…

Stylishly directed and beautifully photographed, Yellow is a giallo homage that also works well as a psychological case study. Clocking in at a lean 26 minutes, it doesn't overstay its welcome, either. The film charts the exploits of a psychopath who is killing off young women. The kills are brutal and occasionally wince-inducing, encompassing such nasty “highlights” as an eyeball slicing and a nasty-looking pair of scissors being jammed through a victim's hand. The protagonist is an older man who has some sort of vested interest in the series of killings; he decides to pursue the killer, even while risking his own life. It doesn't take long for it to become evident that there is more to the old man than meets the eye and it all climaxes in a brutal fashion as the killer closes in on yet another young and attractive victim. The fetishistic approach to the violent murder scenes gives the film a queasy edge and ultimately the film is successful at updating the giallo formula to a more modern aesthetic. As an exercise in pure style and technique, the film is undeniably successful; hopefully director Ryan Haysom will have an opportunity to develop a feature length thriller of his own one of these days.

The Editor (2014) (Canada)

Directed by Adam Brooks and Matthew Kennedy; Produced by Kevin Ascolillo II, Adam Brooks, Matthew Kennedy, Andria Spring and Jerry Wasser- man, for Astron-6 and Telefilm Canada; Screenplay by Adam Brooks, Matthew Kennedy and Conor Sweeney; Director of Photography: Adam Brooks, Matthew Kennedy and Jon'Nathon Stebbe; Editor: Maryam Decter; Music by Jeremy Gillespie, Norman Orenstein, Claudio Simonetti, Vercetti Technicolor, Trevor Tuminski and Brian Wiacek


Main Players: Paz de la Huerta (Josephine Jardin); Adam Brooks (Rey Ciso); Matthew Kennedy (Peter Porfiry); Conor Sweeney (Cal Konitz); Udo Kier (Dr. Casini); Laurence R. Harvey (Father Clarke); Jerry Wasserman (Police Chief O'Connor); Samantha Hill (Bella)
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Poster art by Graham Humphreys

Home Video: Shout! Factory Blu-ray/DVD, Region A/1

Renowned film editor Rey Ciso becomes embroiled in a murder mystery when people connected to his latest film project start turning up dead. Rey becomes a prime suspect in the killings and ambitious detective Porfiry is determined to get to the bottom of it all, no matter who dies in the process …

The Editor plays like out like a group of friends binge-watched a bunch of Italian gialli, poliziotteschi and horror films over an alcohol-and-pot-fueled weekend and then decided, “Hey we can write one of these ourselves!” In fairness to the good people at Astron-6, it's evident that their hearts were in the right place—they even managed to snag the services of Euro cult legend Udo Kier to play a fishy psychiatrist, while Claudio Simonetti contributes to the soundtrack—but this kind of homage-laden spoof is awfully difficult to pull off. The Zucker brothers certainly managed to nail the formula with films like Airplane! (1980) and The Naked Gun: From the Files of Police Squad! (1988), but even they didn't manage to hit the nail on the head every time out the gate. In any event, watching The Editor, one can't help but get the impression that the makers think it's all a lot funnier than it really is. The celebration of genre cult classics includes shout-outs to The Strange Vice of Mrs. Wardh (1971), Zombie (1979), The Beyond (1981), The New York Ripper (1982) and pretty much the entire back catalogue of Dario Argento films, but it fails to add up to a cohesive or compelling narrative. There are a few amusing moments here and there, but the mixture of macho, turtleneck-wearing heroes and bug-eyed red herrings needs the right sort of touch to work effectively as homage-comedy—and this one comes off as too strained to succeed where it really counts. Nevertheless, the film proved to be very popular among Italian genre enthusiasts, so individual mileage will clearly vary!
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3 Sisters (2015) (Ireland)

Directed, Produced, Screenplay, Director of Photography and Editor: Dáire McNab; Music by Repeated Viewing

Main Players: Elliot Moriarty (Dylan McMahon); Gillian Walsh (Sarah Lehman); Neill Fleming (The Detective); Giovanni Lombardo Radice (Arthur Lehman); Robert D. Donohoe (Rob Donohoe)

A family is beset by violence and grief as somebody starts killing them off in order to gain access to a vast inheritance …

3 Sisters updates the old “greedy relative” formula, with an emphasis on splashy murder set pieces. Writer/director (and more!) Dáire McNab makes his points of reference clear right from the outset: a novel by John M. Old is reportedly what the film is based on, while David Kuhne is credited as a co-writer. Old, of course, was the Anglo pseudonym of Mario Bava, while Kuhne was an alias often trotted out by Jess Franco. There are plenty of visual nods to Dario Argento, too, including a couple of variations on the celebrated “killer is right behind you” shot in Tenebrae (1982). McNab even casts genre veteran Giovanni Lombardo Radice (Body Puzzle, 1992) in a small role, and it's lovely to see him, for once, playing a relatively normal and warm-hearted sort of character. The pacing is a little draggy in spots, but McNab displays a real flair for suspense during the various stalk-and-slash set pieces. He doesn't skimp on the gore either, as evidenced when one victim spews red matter all over the camera lens. The final twist may be somewhat predictable, but no matter, for the most part, 3 Sisters is a giallo/Euro horror homage with some real entertainment value.
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Francesca (2015) (Argentina/Italy)

Director, Director of Photography, Editor and Music by Luciano Onetti; Produced by Luciano Onetti and Nicolás Onetti, for Guante Negro Films; Screenplay by Luciano Onetti and Nicolás Onetti

Main Players: Luis Emilio Rodriguez (Inspector Bruno Moretti); Gustavo Dalessandro (Detective Benito Succo); Raul Gederlini (Vittorio Visconti); Silvina Grippaldi (Nina Visconti)

Home Video: Unearthed Films Blu-ray/DVD, All-region

A series of gruesome murders are somehow linked to the unsolved disappearance of a young girl named Francesca. As the death toll climbs, Inspector Moretti tries desperately to sift through the evidence and find a common link, which will point him in the right direction …

Francesca is a marked improvement over Luciano Onetti's first giallo homage, the self-indulgent and soporific Sonno Profondo. The story is nothing new, but it is developed with considerable skill. In a sense, if we view Sonno Profondo as the work of an experimental amateur, then Francesca shows the filmmaker graduating into the ranks of a promising professional. The pacing is still a little off-the-mark, but in every other respect it shows the director working at a much higher level of maturity and sophistication. Once again, the film is very overt in its references to Italian cult cinema, but this time there is an actual plot to go along with all the homages. The central plot thread of a police inspector doggedly piecing together the clues in order to stop the killer from killing again is reasonably effective, thanks in large part to the good performance by Luis Emilio Rodriguez, who really does look like he'd have been right at home in a classic era Italian polizio or giallo thriller. Beyond that, the emphasis on childhood trauma, complete with fragmented glimpses into a horrific “signifying event,” teases the viewer and keeps things interesting; the finale is particularly effective and there is a very good final plot twist. The overall effectiveness is immeasurably aided by the outstanding music score, composed by Onetti; it definitely evokes the aggressive rhythms of Goblin but also stands on its own merits as an ideal counterpart to the stylish imagery. Onetti provides some striking cinematography as well, with the images given an added grainy, slightly “distressed” look to better simulate the old-school grind- house aesthetic. It's by no means a flawless effort, but it does indicate that Onetti should be a filmmaker worth watching; like so many of his generation, he would do well to get away from focusing so much on hitting the viewer over the head with references to old movies and hone his plotting and character building skills. It remains to be seen whether his next picture, What the Waters Left Behind (officially listed as being in the post-production stages as this book is being written), marks a further progression in his maturation as a filmmaker.
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Gelato Giallo (2015) (U.S.A.)

Directed and Screenplay by Bryan Martinez; Produced by Bryan Martinez and Nathan Waters, for Film Deviant and Into the Void Films; Director of Photography: Nathan Waters; Editor: Bryan Martinez and Nathan Waters; Music by Antonio Maiovvi

Main Players: Jess Ferrone (Jess); Ricky Lee Barnes (Stefano); Rachel Claire (Suzy); Bryan Martinez (The Killer)

Jess discovers that her boyfriend is cheating on her. She goes back to her apartment to unwind with a little ice cream. Suddenly a killer in black appears …

Undeniably slight but made with an obvious love and knowledge of the genre, Gelato Giallo is a short and bittersweet valentine to the genre. The film is loaded with elements familiar from Italian cult cinema. Fetishistic close-ups? Check. Creepy dolls? Check. Sexual duplicity? Check. A killer in black? Check. Gratuitous J&B product placement? Check. Dramatic gel lighting color effects? Check. Ropey English dubbing? Check. All this and more is crammed into 7 minutes of screen time; there's even a snatch of music from Argento's Tenebrae (1982) to further sweeten the deal. The tone is never mocking, however, and this is also crucial to its appeal. Fans of the genre will no doubt enjoy this playful short subject— just put it on as a primer before watching a classic from the golden age of Italian cinema for an evening of pure retro goodness.
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