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INTRODUCTION

 MEA CULPA

Few films have left quite the same cultural imprint as Abel Ferrara’s 1981 film  Ms. 45.  Described by film critic Phil Russell as ‘one of the finest urban revenge movies of all time’, (2012: 435), for  Village Voice‘s   Stephanie Zacharek,  Ms. 45 is 

‘weirdly elegant’ with ‘a wild, rangy energy, like an exploding star cluster’ (2013). Imran Khan at  Pop Matters has called it 

‘a razor-sharp mix of action-thriller, feminist theory, punk-rock and Greek tragedy’, noting that ‘ Ms. 45 offers the kind of suspense drama that in recent times has often come across as cloying and forced’ (2014). As for director Abel Ferrara himself, the film is simply part of him. ‘I close my eyes and I see the movie’, he said. ‘I’ve got that movie indelibly printed in my DNA’ (Jagernauth 2013). 

While released in some territories as  Angel of Vengeance, the more common name has been formatted as  Ms.45, Ms. 45 and  Ms .45 across various media. Contradictory spellings appear in the film’s trailer ( Ms .45) and the film’s own opening title sequence, which initially appears as  Ms 

 .45, but is disrupted by an animated bullet hole providing a 1
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symbolic period after the  Ms. At the time of writing, IMDb. 

com spells it  Ms .45, while Wikipedia opts for  Ms. 45. The 2013 Drafthouse Films re-release opts for the latter, as do the vast majority of works cited in the bibliography in this book. Perhaps most importantly, lead actor Zoë Tamerlis Lund1 herself spells it  Ms. 45 in her essay on feminism and her role in the film, ‘The Ship with Eight Sails (and Fifty Black Cannons)’ (1993). For these reasons, this is the spelling that will be used throughout this book, but both  Ms.45 and  Ms 

 .45 have been used interchangeably and both are broadly considered accurate. 

The film follows protagonist Thana (played by Tamerlis Lund), a base-level fashion industry worker in New York City’s then-thriving Garment District. As a mute, she is unable to cry out for assistance when she is raped in an alley by a masked, gun-wielding assailant (played by Ferrara) on her way home from work one day, and on her arrival home she is again sexually assaulted by a burglar. Thana beats the second assailant to death with an iron, and is traumatised by the mental shock. 

After returning to work and facing her lecherous boss Albert (Albert Sinkys), she dismembers the corpse of the second rapist in her bathroom and stores the body parts in her refrigerator before dispersing them across town in trash bags. 

Keeping the thief’s .45-caliber pistol, her mental health continues to deteriorate. Her peculiar behaviour at first comes to the attention of her neighbour Mrs. Nasone (Editta Sherman) and her dog Phil. On one of her walks through town to discreetly discard body parts, a man sees Thana dropping a bag and assumes it was a mistake. Attempting to return it, he chases her. The petrified Thana interprets this as another attempted sexual assault so shoots him dead. On her return home, Mrs. Nasone misreads Thana’s nausea as illness and enters the girl’s apartment, bringing the smell of the refrigerator to the attention of Phil, compounding Thana’s 2
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simultaneously discovers the remains of the second rapist in Thana’s apartment, and alerts the police to Thana’s whereabouts. Albert attempts to seduce Thana, and she kills him and begins to shoot all the men at the party. Confused by the type of carnivalesque cross-dressing rituals that mark Halloween costuming traditions, she falters when she sees a man in a wedding dress, and as she pauses Thana is killed by her co-worker Laurie (Darlene Stuto), dressed in a tuxedo-style leotard and wielding a crotch-level knife to emphasise the blurriness of gender distinctions that had dominated Thana’s killing spree. Disoriented by Laurie’s action, Thana speaks her only word in the film: ‘Sister’. A short coda sees Phil – assumed to be dead at Thana’s hand – return to Mrs. 

Nasone’s apartment, sitting patiently by her door. Patriarchy, if Phil is anything to go by, cannot be shaken quite that easily. 

 Ms. 45 at first glance seemed another regressive instance of the notorious rape-revenge category,2 to be positioned alongside disreputable exploitation titles such as  I Spit on Your Grave (Meir Zarchi, 1978) and  Thriller: A Cruel Picture (Bo Arne Vibenius, 1973). References to  Taxi Driver and  Death Wish (Michael Winner, 1974) also provoked interpretations of Ms. 45 as a ‘feminised’ response to the urban New York City vigilante action film. From a feminist perspective, however, Ms. 45  is now retrospectively considered one of the most significant cult films of the 1980s. 

On the surface, Thana offers a gender reversal of the hyper-masculinised urban vigilante antihero Reno in Ferrara’s previous film  The Driller Killer (1979), played by the director himself under the alias Jimmy Laine. Costing less than $100,000 to make,  The Driller Killer – like  Ms. 45 – showcases New York City at its gritty, seedy late 1970s/early 1980s peak (Gallagher 1989: 54). Ferrara and his collaborators were thrilled with their first theatrical release, the director noting in 2002 that ‘we accomplished it. It got into theaters. It got us 4
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as a horror film than a comedy. ‘We were young and wild, man’, he said in 1997. ‘It was the punk age. I didn’t seem that more wild than Sid Vicious. It’s a documentary about a friend of mine, a great oil painter who had anger in him. You know what oil painters tend to be, cutting off their ears and that kind of thing’ (Romney 1987: A8). 

Even on screen Ferrara himself provides an explicit link between   Ms. 45 and  The Driller Killer, starring in the latter and making a small but significant cameo in the former. There are formal suggestions in  Ms. 45 that Ferrara is potentially still in character as Reno – based on his viciousness and penchant for dark alleys and New York City’s backstreets alone – suggesting that while  Ms. 45  is not a sequel as such, it at least arguably plays out in the same narrative universe. 

More concretely, as Nicole Brenez points out, Ferrara is ‘still wearing under his mask Reno’s red make-up from the end of The Driller Killer’ (2007: 130). Brad Stevens has noted that two of Thana’s co-workers share names with women characters from   The Driller Killer (Helen McGara as Carol and Nike Zachmanoglou as Pamela). Stevens also identifies a number of other connections: three of Thana’s victims are played by the same actors who appeared as murdered derelicts in the earlier movie (2004: 69), and in the Halloween party massacre scene, as Thana stands near the spiral staircase, behind her on the wall we can see a detail of Philip Slatger’s poster for The Driller Killer (2004: 70). 

 Ms. 45  and   The Driller Killer can be further explored in relation to Ferrara’s debut feature, an adult film called  9 Lives of a Wet Pussy (1976). Starring again when the actor they hired was unable to ‘perform’, at that particular time the status of hardcore pornography was substantially different to how it is seen today. ‘Pornography was … mainstream,’ says Ferrara. ‘ Debbie Does Dallas,  Deep Throat, these are the films that were the Top 10 films. There was no digital, there was no 6
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going home and watching movies, or watching movies with your iPhone. You had to buy a ticket and sit in the audience’ 

(Mancini 2013). For Ferrara, that his first feature film was pornographic was simply a practical necessity: ‘Those were the choices: you could either make a porno film, or not. Or be a kinda Stan Brakhage experimental filmmaker. So we chose the other way’ (ibid.).  Ms. 45’s uncompromising collision of sex and violence can be conceived from this perspective as not simply a merger but a conscious deconstruction of the two body genres Ferrara had previously explored, horror and pornography. In  Ms. 45, sex and violence becomes sexual violence, and the film’s longevity lies in just how powerfully it reveals the trauma rape can have on its survivors. 


* * *

 Ms. 45 reunited Ferrara with a number of previous collaborators, including co-producer Rochelle Weisberg, composer Joe Delia and screenwriter Nicholas St. John, the latter of whom in particular was associated with Ferrara both personally and professionally for many decades. Ferrara grew up in the Bronx during the 1950s in an Italian-Jewish area during a period he described as ‘kind of a paradise’, where cinemas ‘really kind of matched the churches we used to go to on Sunday’ (Mancini 2013). By the time he was fifteen, his family had moved to suburban upstate New York to Peekskill on the east side of the Hudson River. It was here he met St John, and they began making films together when they realised it was unlikely they were going to become rock stars. 

‘Ya know, we loved movies’, Ferrara said in 2013. ‘It was a thing that wasn’t so outrageous at the time. There were Super 8 cameras; people did it. Spielberg made a f*ckin’ 

feature-length film with (sic.) he was twelve or thirteen’ (ibid.). 

Shooting on 8mm, Ferrara has retrospectively described 7
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these silent movies as ‘esoteric, philosophical, boring films’ 

(Tobias 2002), yet the legacy of these early days of St John and Ferrara’s filmmaking experiments are as much a part of Ms. 45’s very title as Thana’s gun: also released in 1980, the Bell and Howell MS 45 Super 8 camera is surely too similar a name to be purely coincidental. 

But it is of course Thana herself who is arguably the most responsible for the film’s enduring legacy.  Ms. 45 marked the spectacular screen debut of the then-seventeen-year-old Tamerlis Lund, who pulled off one of the most memorable, harrowing and nuanced exploitation film performanc-es. Even at this young age, Tamerlis Lund was impressively accomplished: an award-winning composer and musician, she had dedicated her life to political activism before she was spotted by a casting director at a concert and asked to audition for  Times Square, Allan Moyle’s 1980 follow-up to Saturday Night Fever (John Badham, 1977). With no professional portfolio to speak of, the young Tamerlis Lund turned up with nothing more than photo-booth portraits. When the role for  Times Square went to Trini Alvarado, mutual friends of Ferrara’s in casting sent Tamerlis Lund Ferrara’s way, knowing he was looking for Thana. Ferrara recalled: 



‘I happened to know the guys who were doing the casting search, and they said “We’ve got the girl for you. We can’t tell you her name now, but we know they’re not going to use her, because she’s too whacked for these people. But she’s awe-some”’ (Stevens 2004: 59). For Ferrara, Tamerlis Lund was instantly cast: ‘the minute I saw this girl, I knew she was the right person’ (Jones 2003: 68). So closely is the film’s extraordinary impact dependent on Tamerlis Lund that today – thirty-five years after its first release – she is virtually synonymous with the film itself. 

From  The Addiction (1995) to  New Rose Hotel (1998),  Bad Lieutenant (1992) to  Welcome to New York (2014), Ferrara’s 8
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characters – Thana included – are often driven by compulsive desires. This is one of the many aspects of the director’s work that has been considered in a number of lengthy critical treatments of his oeuvre, the most notable being Brad Stevens’ 

 Abel Ferrara: The Moral Vision (2004), Nick Johnstone’s  Abel Ferrara: The King of New York (2000) and Nicole Brenez’s  Abel Ferrara (2007).  Ms. 45 features a protagonist who is driven by an all-encompassing obsession, and the compulsiveness at the heart of Ferrara’s oeuvre provocatively aligns it with the very act of cult film consumption: these are films about obsession that make their fans obsess. 

 Ms. 45 is a potent case study for cult film analysis because Ferrara fandom itself straddles mainstream, arthouse and trash film contexts. For instance, while  The Driller Killer’s status as one of the notorious Video Nasties effectively privileged Ferrara within exploitation film cultures, he is also just as familiar a name on the more highbrow international film festival circuit: Ferrara has received multiple nominations at the Venice Film Festival, for instance – winning numerous awards for  New Rose Hotel and  Mar y (2005) – and receiving a Leopard of Honor lifetime achievement award at Switzerland’s Locarno International Film Festival in 2011. 

Even more crucial to the concerns of this book, however, is the fact that given that cult film is broadly considered a masculine domain in terms of both production and reception, Ms. 45 offers a fruitful site of analysis in regard to women’s cult film fandom. As will be discussed throughout this brief study, conventional wisdom often excludes women from the assumed rape-revenge audience demographic, yet there is evidence many women – myself included – are fascinated with the category. In  House of Psychotic Women: An Autobiographical Topography of Female Neurosis in Horror and Exploitation Films,  Kier-La Janisse speaks with passion of her affection for it: ‘The film that had the biggest impact 9
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on me, and which sealed any doubt I had about being a rape-revenge fan, was Abel Ferrara’s  Ms. 45’ …  Ms. 45 is the most enjoyable and fulfilling rape-revenge film that follows the standard genre trajectory’ (2012: 50). While the movie certainly has male fans, there is a fascinating material history of  Ms. 45’s cult women film fan lineage that supports claims of its status as a privileged artifact from the perspective of self-identifying feminist cult film fans. Again, Tamerlis Lund’s performance is central here: much of the film’s cult legacy today is in large part due to her commanding performance. For Janisse, she ‘inhabits this role with such believability that her performance really is at the heart of why this film continues to hold up. She goes from genuinely terrified to genuinely demented with remarkable emotional agility’ (2012: 51). 

So central is Tamerlis Lund’s contribution to the film that Ferrara’s very authorship is often discussed as a counterpoint to it, and as Ferrara himself has said, it was her performance that has provided the film’s enduring allure (Goodsell 2014). 

Combined with the fact that Tamerlis Lund and Ferrara would collaborate again on  Bad Lieutenant (which she co-wrote and appeared in),  Ms. 45  is arguably for many as much a ‘Tamerlis Lund film’ as it is a ‘Ferrara film’. Additionally, the longevity of Tamerlis Lund’s broader cult appeal was only fuelled by her tragic death from heart failure, apparently a result of the cocaine abuse that replaced her long-time heroin habit in April 1999. Tamerlis Lund’s popularity has continued to develop a substantial cult following, particularly in lieu of the 2013 rerelease of the movie by Drafthouse Films. 

The ideological reconsiderations that propelled  Ms. 45’s ascension to the status of one of the most iconic feminist cult films of all time predate this recent resurgence in mainstream interest on the back of the re-release, however. Barbara Creed’s  The Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism, Psychoanalysis (1993) and Carol J. Clover’s  Men, Women, and 10
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 Chain Saws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film (1992) both offered positive appraisals of the film that reframed its gender politics in a much more progressive, positive way than the critical damnation rape-revenge films have received more typically. ‘The film carefully avoids the sensational; the attacks on Thana are not filmed in order to encourage the audience to identify with the rapist; nor are her acts of vengeance filmed so as to invite audience pleasure in scenes of blood and gore,’ 

said Creed (1993: 123). Likewise, Clover proposed fresh considerations of  Ms. 45’s gender politics – particularly its representation of sexual violence and the complex pleasures it potentially offers – that in part formed the critical foundations for my own previous work on the category in my 2011 book, Rape-Revenge Films: A Critical Study. 

However, as Tamerlis Lund herself said repeatedly in interviews about the film (an aspect that will be discussed further shortly),  Ms. 45 was never simply about avenging rape: rather, these assaults triggered Thana’s violent attack on much broader types of exploitation, including (but not limited to) misogyny. Yet as Clover put it, ‘ Ms. 45 is a virtual checklist of masculine privilege’ (1992: 144), and the film therefore addresses a range of feminist issues that fall beyond the traditional purview of the rape-revenge category.  Ms. 45 demands a much more in-depth and focused analysis on its own terms, and this book begins in a small way to grant it the singular attention it deserves. 

Chapter one begins by exploring the factors that led to the film’s creation: the circumstances surrounding the making of the film, the relationship between Tamerlis Lund and Ferrara, and the central role of New York City in the movie. Chapter two offers a close critical analysis of the film, unpicking the fine detail scene-by-scene and positioning it in a broader analytic framework. Chapter three considers what happened after the film was released: its promotion and reception, 11
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the censorship and distribution challenges it faced, and an examination of the curious ways the film has been positioned by critics seeking to champion Ferrara as a highbrow auteur. Finally, Chapter four explores  Ms. 45’s legacies and influences, particularly in regards to both the rape-revenge film category and the domain of women’s cult film fandom. 

Its contemporary iconic status is considered in terms of the 2013 re-release of the movie in cinemas and on home entertainment, allowing a concluding reflection on how the film’s significance to women’s cult film fandom has remained steady across the three decades since its original release. 


* * *

Before this, however, some consideration must be given to the particular deployment of words like ‘feminism’ and ‘feminist’ 

in this book. For ease of convenience or simply just out of habit,  Ms. 45 is broadly identified today as a ‘feminist movie’, but even a statement as simple as this is inherently loaded, depending upon the ideological biases of a diverse range of perspectives. Feminist art theorist Peggy Phelan provides what might be a useful starting point to begin thinking the term through, suggesting that ‘feminism is the conviction that gender has been, and continues to be, a fundamental category for the organization of culture. Moreover, the pattern of that organization usually favors men over women’ (2012: 18). While this opens up space for what feminism  can be, even Phelan notes that this definition ‘will not suit everyone who claims the identity “feminist”’ (ibid.). What Phelan implies here is the crucial need for words like ‘feminist’ and 

‘feminism’ to be understood less as an unmovable, singular concept or identity, and rather emphasising the need for it to be understood as a term with diverse, evolving meanings that can signify different things to different people. 

12
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Considering this definitional volatility, it is perhaps unsurprising that some male critics in particular have been cagey about the deployment of the f-word. Others, however, bran-dish it with almost little thought:  ‘Ms. 45 is not a feminist revenge film’, Sean Axmaker confidently mansplained in his 2013 review of the film. Phil Russell also rejected the term, stating: ‘Personally I don’t think that the film really has that much of a deliberate feminist stance other than the fact that the one doling out the punishments just happens to be female’ (2012: 436). The suggestion here that it is merely coincidence that Thana ‘just happens to be female’ and therefore has no ideological value in terms of its gender politics is a bewildering one: the violence and exploitation that Thana suffers in the film are framed as ones specific to her lived experience as a woman, as – for better or for worse – is the particular mode of her transformation from victim to perpetra-tor: from childlike frump to glamorous  femme fatale. 

Yet the pendulum can swing both ways, and it would be erroneous to opt for any kind of essentialist reading of  Ms. 

 45. As discussed throughout this volume, the film itself argues   precisely   against this. Additionally problematic from this perspective is Tamerlis Lund’s at times often explicit discomfort with the very word ‘feminism’: in a 1985 interview with   Manhattan Magazine, for example, when asked to mention the first word that came to mind when she heard the word, she answered: ‘illusion’. Ferrara too himself joked that he ‘wouldn’t belittle the film by calling it feminist. For that matter, I wouldn’t trash the feminist movement by associating it with that film’ (Tobias 2002). In an insightful interview with Luke Goodsell, Ferrara articulates the nebulousness of the term: 

I grew up through the feminist movement, you know what I mean, I was there for the whole thing. And 13
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identity as a woman. In an interview accompanying the 2014 

Drafthouse Films home entertainment release of the film, Ferrara noted: ‘The feminism in it comes from the character, the power of Zoë: her inner strength.’

As an activist as well as actor and model, Tamerlis Lund was a hugely prolific writer: not only screenplays, but essays and an unpublished novel all completed before her death in 1999. She was highly adept at discussing the ideologies that form the foundations of  Ms. 45 in interviews and essays. This is an unusual challenge, because – superficially at least – she in fact makes it difficult to champion the film as ‘feminist’ in anyway whatsoever, explicitly stating in 1981 that ‘I am not for any critique of the film which says it is a feminist film’ 

(Saban 1981). In the early 1980s, however,  second-wave feminism was only just coming to an end, as the essentialist, singular category of ‘Woman’ was increasingly deemed unacceptable and unworkable by women from different social and cultural contexts4. Tamerlis Lund’s own insight reflects a deep dissatisfaction with the status of feminism at this period – a dissatisfaction shared with a number of others, so strong as to mark the end of this second wave. When she made this statement in 1981, Tamerlis Lund was writing a film script with the working title  La Misogyne that addressed this problem of essentialism: ‘It’s about a woman who begins her life as a feminist and discovers there are some more essential problems to be fought. She tries to introduce this into the feminist movement, finds very deeply entrenched obstacles. She transcends that, abandons the movement and becomes a much more serious fighter against that which is essentially wrong’ (ibid.). Aligning Tamerlis Lund closely with this dissatisfaction of essentialist feminism that marked the second wave, her vision of  Ms. 45’ s ideological agenda was one that saw Thana oppressed by a  combination of factors including – but not only pertaining to – her gender: 15
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She does have an assault which is unique to women. 

But I see it as the struggle much more of a human being who has not expressed herself at all, in fact to the point of not being able to speak, who has spent her life in front of a sewing machine, who is repressed, oppressed, exploited. And finally within the parameters of her own consciousness which in turn has been, in a sense, destroyed, given in its capabilities to expand …

by the very system that eventually makes her rebel (her rebellion is in a sense characterized by the system also), she strikes out finally. As would be natural, she goes from one extreme to another (Ibid.). 

A decade later – as third-wave feminism was on the rise – 

Tamerlis Lund’s dissatisfaction with feminist essentialism clearly continued to irk her in relation to  Ms. 45. In 1993, Tamerlis Lund wrote a powerful essay entitled ‘The Ship with Eight Sails (and Fifty Black Cannons)’, published in 2001: My character, Thana, became a double rape victim, and then a violent avenger, speaking with her gun. Journalists often say, ‘Oh, what a feminist film!  Ms .45 presents a terrific metaphor for women’s empowerment. Tell us all about it.’ I used to explain. Now I groan. Quietly. And then explain. ‘No,  Ms .45 is not about women’s liberation, any more than it is about mutes’ liberation, or garment workers’ liberation (the character was a presser), or your liberation, or my own. Notice that her climactic victim is not a rapist in the clinical sense. He is her boss. The real rapist. Our real rapist.’5

Throughout this essay, Tamerlis Lund voices sincere disgust at what she felt feminism up until that point encouraged women to be, noting ‘throughout much of history, women 16
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have been treated as inferiors. Most gave in to the climate of their times, and allowed themselves truly to become inferior’. 

There is often a real fury against the kind of womanhood she sees as dominating second-wave feminism in particular: The present furor over rape is the work of woman’s enemy, woman. They strive to turn all women into victims. 

Not fighters. Not creators. Not sources. These women want their sisters relegated to the ranks of the  doneto (Lund 1993/2001). 

Consequently, then, with her impassioned rallying against feminist essentialism and call to women for assertive, pro-active action, Tamerlis Lund in fact can be argued to be an early, vocal activist – and, through Thana, icon – of  post feminism, marked especially by her linkage of women’s strong, self-defined sexual identities with assertive ideological activism: The pulp vamp vixen with stiletto heels and killer curves, laughing at laws of social conduct, the disciplined revolutionary fighter, challenging laws of the land, the true Bride of Christ, her moral rigor defying laws of nature all are surprising… They have escaped the ghetto of female cowardice, guarded by men’s laziness, women’s fear, and the inertia of what has always been. (Ibid.)

‘From the vantage of that field of combat, face to face with the enemy, woman will see the world’, she concludes. ‘And within it, she may become artist, revolutionary, or a really good lover’ (ibid.). 

Clearly Tamerlis Lund’s own writing about gender politics and the complexities embedded within the very word 

‘feminism’ are highly significant to any analysis of  Ms. 

 45. But from the outset it is also worth emphasising that 17
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separate to this are the oft-cited tensions between intention and reception. The word ‘feminisms’ means something very different in 2016 than it did in 1993 and 1981 respectively. 

Accordingly, it is vital to emphasise this distinction, one that can perhaps best be communicated through  my  own relationship with the film. As a much younger woman, I discovered  Ms. 45 through men. Along with a Dutch bootleg of Stanley Kubrick’s  A Clockwork Orange (1971) and a dub-of-a-dub-of-a-dub of  Faces of Death (John Alan Schwartz, 1978), Ms. 45 was on high rotation on the rickety old VCR in the student house I lived in when I took my first tentative steps into the world as a young woman at university in the mid-1990s. Despite the intense connection I felt with the film, it was inescapably framed in my late-teenaged mind as one ‘for the boys’ simply because it was young men who first showed it to me. This rendered the pleasures I found in it even more precious, as they felt somehow subversive or forbidden for reasons I did not at that time fully appreciate. 

Thana and I met again in a strikingly different context when a male lecturer screened  Ms. 45 in an undergraduate film studies course. This was the beginning of my critical fascination with the movie, but even then I felt intuitively that Thana and my relationship was one governed by men: a male academic was telling me how she should be watched, teaching me how I should understand her. It took me many years to realise that although I discovered  Ms. 45 through men, I learnt its real lessons through women: Thana led me to Carol J. Clover, who in turn led me not only to other feminist film critics, but also to a range of rape-revenge films much wider, more diverse and intelligent than I initially gave them credit for. My fascination with this category culminated in my first book  Rape-Revenge Films: A Critical Study. Rather than rehashing or expanding this earlier work, I instead conceive this volume as a refinement, a drilling-down into one of the 18
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most important rape-revenge films ever made in terms of screen culture more broadly and to myself, both personally and professionally. 

For better or for worse, Thana has played a crucial role in my life and in my    story as a feminist film critic. Had she lived, there is evidence that Tamerlis Lund may not have been wholly comfortable with my use of the word ‘feminist’ in this context according to how it was deployed in the 1970s and 1980s, but – perhaps ironically – it was she herself who taught me through  Ms. 45  that I can take ideology and make it my own. Through Thana, Tamerlis Lund taught me that gendered experience is not universal, that speech is not the only way of making your voice heard, and that feminism can only function productively as an on-going discourse, and not a predetermined one-woman show of power. 

The tragedy of Thana’s story acts as a reminder that fixations on biological distinctions between narrowly defined binaries of ‘men’ and ‘women’ distract us from bigger, more important truths. It is in this spirit that I only now realise that what Thana taught me most of all was that the men who introduced me to the movie were a real part of the evolution of my  own lived experience as a woman and my own relationship to the word ‘feminism’. My journey might be less spectacular than Thana’s, but it is just as passionate. 

It is this passion – sparked by the legacy of Abel Ferrara and Zöe Tamerlis Lund’s remarkable collaboration – that propels this study. 
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 PRIMA FACIE – TOWARDS  MS. 45

Before looking at the film more closely and unpacking the mechanics of its perhaps surprisingly complex ideological nuances, the practicalities of  Ms. 45’s production give insight into how this particular movie exploded out of this specific context. This chapter explores the circumstances surrounding the making of the film and the relationship between Tamerlis Lund and Ferrara, but the centrality of New York City itself to the movie cannot be underestimated. 

Filmed on location across iconic New York City locations such as SoHo, Little Italy, Central Park, the Garment District and the East Village, J. Hoberman noted that ‘ Ms. 45 is drenched in local color’ (2014: 17L). There is an energy, vibrancy and immediacy to Thana’s New York City, and it is arguably this aspect that offers such an immersive, often-overwhelming experience when watching the film, even over thirty years later. With little regard for official permits or licences, Imran Khan has suggested the film was shot in line with a guerrilla filmmaking approach that resulted in remarkable verisimilitude, where ‘everyday life in the city is caught in moments of genuine discord’ (2014). The release of 20
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 Ms. 45 came just over three years after the arrest of David 

‘Son of Sam’ Berkowitz, a serial killer also known as the 

‘.44 Caliber Killer’ who began terrorising the city during the summer of 1976. From this perspective, Thana’s eponymous nom de plume recalls for that city at this particular historical moment the name of the film alone revived real fears. 

Hoberman rightly suggested these made  Ms. 45 broadly 

‘redolent of urban anxiety’ (2014: 17L). Ferrara’s memory of New York City during this era was also closely linked to his filmmaking practice: ‘The New York of the ‘70s was a crazy place, man,’ he said. ‘Dirty and gritty, with punk-rock and hardcore bands. Making a movie was an extension of all that’ 

(Petkovic 2014). 

So closely is Ferrara’s auteurist brand associated with New York City that for Rich Juzwiak at  Gawker, talking to the filmmaker was ‘about as close to having a conversation with a human embodiment of pre-Giuliani New York as you can get’ (2013). With his trademark linguistic flourishes (phrases like ‘ya dig?’ and a steady stream of f-bombs), Ferrara has long captivated interviewers with his tales of pre-9/11 New York. In a 2013 interview, Ferrara described the city as he remembered it earlier in his career: ‘When we made  Driller Killer, there was a hobo camp on Fifth Avenue and 18th Street. We didn’t have to bring those bums in for the film, they were right downstairs’. He continues, ‘I remember when Union Square was a war zone’ (Abrams 2013).  The Driller Killer and  Ms. 45 are linked closely to this vision of New York City, one where Ferrara has recalled being given advice from a New York City police officer about a particular region in the Lower East Side: ‘The mugging rate is 100%, so don’t worry about it. You walk down there, you’re going to get mugged’ 

(Dollar 2013). 

Yet as Philippe Met has argued, New York City functions in Ferrara’s films well beyond a token signature setting. 
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Rather, as he suggests, it ‘appears as a stage or, better still, an arena: a tragic circular space where a choreographed ritual, that of an individual and/or a community, will unfold, with sometimes all the trappings of a  danse macabre’ (2013). 

Identifying the numerous New York City locales in which the film’s action plays out – from the Garment District to Central Park to Midtown – Met suggests that ‘what is ultimately at stake is a form of circulation through the maze of New York streets’. What is of interest, then, is less ‘New York’ as a single conceptual space that ‘represents’ any singular notion of urbanity-in-crisis, but rather how Thana negotiates her identities – and embodies her trauma – across these shifting locations. At stake is New York City itself as much as the idea of New York City: as Tamerlis Lund herself noted in an interview to promote  Bad Lieutenant, ‘New York is both fact and fantasy, a place where just about any sort of destiny can be played out’ (Macaulay 1992/1993). And as it turned out, New York City was the perfect location for her and Ferrara’s revenge fantasy  Ms. 45 to play out. 

PLANNING THE CRIME: MAKING MS. 45

Ferrara has identified Woody Allen, John Cassavetes, Stanley Kubrick, Samuel Fuller, Rainer Werner Fassbinder, and of course Pier Paolo Pasolini (Lim 2009; Carli 2009; Terenzi n.d.) all as influences on his filmmaking practice at different points of his career, the latter whom was the subject of Ferrara’s 2014 biopic. Many critics have cited the influence of Roman Polanski on  Ms. 45, particularly his 1965 psychological thriller Repulsion (Axmaker 2013; Pettersson 2002; Hoberman 2014: 17L). While Polanski’s film primarily occurs in a single location and focuses on the increasing detachment of its protagonist from reality in the context of what is explicitly a domestic space, Ron Pettersson has rightly noted similarities between 22
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Thana and Catherine Deneuve’s Carol Ledoux, ‘who barely speaks, suffers from a pathological fear of rape, and mentally deteriorates in a house’ (2002). 

The influence of Martin Scorsese on  Ms. 45 also stands out for a number of reasons, most typically Thana’s  Taxi Driver-inspired ‘You talkin’ to me?’ homage near the film’s conclusion. Ferrara has spoken warmly of  Taxi Driver, and adopted a Travis Bickle-style mohawk when he was sixteen years old out of love of it (Gregorits and Speiser n.d.). Ferrara’s empathy for De Niro’s protagonist perhaps indicates the source of his compassion for Thana: ‘I think that movie is greatly misunderstood by a lot of people’, he said. ‘Everyone seems to regard that character as a psychotic. I thought he was a sweetheart’ 

(ibid.). But as Emanuel Levy has suggested, the association is far more than simple homage: ‘Abel Ferrara has taken Scorsese’s thematic and stylistic concerns to an extreme, which is why he has never gained wider acceptance’ (1999: 119). 

Aside from  Taxi Driver, Scorsese’s  Mean Streets (1973) and Raging Bull (1980) provided Ferrara with insight into how the seedier underbelly of New York was being represented at the time: along with the films of Woody Allen, Ferrara has said he had a strong awareness of ‘a very heavy criteria for what it’s supposed to look like … so hey you want to fucking be a New York film maker, you better at least aspire to an A game’ 

(Jagernauth 2013). 

While these more abstract qualities of New York City cannot be underplayed, it was the real world where the  Ms. 

 45 project came together. In 2014, Ferrara encapsulated the position that he and his colleagues found themselves in after  The Driller Killer:  ‘Ms. 45 was one of those films where we were still kids, you know. We were still trying to make it in the world, and just going at it with a lot of wide-eyed wonder. We were very pre-jaded.’ He continues, ‘I think  Ms. 

 45 was the first film where we went, “Jesus Christ, people 23
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are actually gonna make money from this – we’d better fucking concentrate here”’ (Goodsell 2014). This shift from the underground towards a wider audience was therefore a conscious decision for Ferrara and his collaborators. ‘We were trying to bust out’, he said   in 2013, ‘You know we were trying to make a name for something, we were trying to basically come up in the world of making movies’ (Jagernauth 2013). 

It was in this context that Nicholas St John’s script proved to be a blessing for Ferrara. The director was unaware that St John was working on a new script after  The Driller Killer, and St John himself had no instinct for whether the project was even viable (Gallagher 1989: 54). When Ferrara received the script in the mail, his decision to move ahead was an easy one: ‘Everyone who read it loved it, so I was like, 

“Yeah, let’s go”’ (Hays 2001). This script came to him fully formed from St John – ‘shot-for-shot, line-by-line’ (Gallagher 1989: 54) – and according to Ferrara, ‘the movie you see came right off of his typewriter’ (Gilchrist 2013). Ferrara has emphasised that he ‘didn’t change anything’, and that the film on screen was loyal to this original script: ‘I don’t even think Nicky was around when we shot that? He didn’t have to be there: he wrote what you saw’ (Abrams 2013). According to cinematographer James Lemmo, however,  the script itself was necessarily thin: ‘ Ms. 45 had only a 36 page outline’, he told Brad Stevens. ‘Nicky would provide dialogue from time to time, but the main character didn’t speak, and the other characters really had nothing to say: the film wasn’t heavy on plot, it was moments loaded with circumstances, expressed cinematically’ (Stevens 2004: 60). 

Although in love with the script, Ferrara knew that the success of the project depended on casting. ‘It was a beautiful script’, Ferrara has said, yet at the same time he felt it came off as ‘cold’. It was Tamerlis Lund, he has noted, that ‘gave it a heart and soul’ (Jones 2003: 67). Tamerlis Lund 24
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really an audition, rather an interview; there was a more normal audition then, then another, and another, and I got the role of  Ms. 45’ (ibid.). From Ferrara’s perspective, however, this was hardly a case of the young Tamerlis Lund being 

‘discovered’  per se: ‘When I met her, she was a seventeen-year-old superstar’, he has said. ‘She was already going to college, she had guys following her around, she was running a revolutionary cell. She was a musical prodigy, a brilliant writer, the whole nine yards’ (Reynolds 2002). Meeting Tamerlis Lund when she was at Columbia University on a music scholarship, Ferrara said in an interview on the 2014 

Drafthouse Films home entertainment release that her confidence was overwhelming: ‘she was basically auditioning me’. Although St John’s script was close to the final picture of what the finished movie would be, the discovery of Tamerlis Lund was essential to the project’s success. ‘It was just a matter of finding a woman’, said Ferrara. ‘Thank God Zoë appeared’ (Abrams 2013). 

Like Tamerlis Lund, the bulk of the film’s primary cast were new to the screen, including Albert Sinkys who played her lecherous boss, and Darlene Stuto, who played her friend Laurie. Peter Yellen – who played the film’s second rapist who assaults Thana after she returns home after her first attack to find him attempting to burgle her apartment – had appeared briefly as a derelict near a bus stop in  The Driller Killer, and would be involved with the music for a number of Ferrara’s films including  King of New York (1990),  China Girl (1987) and   Bad Lieutenant. And not everyone in  Ms. 45 was an unknown: most obvious is the appearance of Editta Sherman as dog owner and nosy neighbour Mrs. Nasone. Sherman’s reputation was built around her career as a photographer and activist, but she was also a model for artists including Andy Warhol, Paul Morrissey and Francesco Scavullo. Sherman was such a key player in the legendary New York bohemian 26
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Carnegie Hall Artist Studios for over half a century that she was renowned as the ‘Duchess of Carnegie Hall’, and her inclusion in  Ms. 45 brings a distinct aspect of New York City’s culture of that period to life. According to Ferrara’s creative consultant Joe McIntyre in an interview on the 2014 

Drafthouse Films home entertainment release, it was through Sherman that the production was able to access Carnegie Hall as the location for the final climactic Halloween party. 

While Sherman’s performance is one of the most memorable and eccentric in the film, the suggestion that Ferrara originally wanted to cast Divine as the landlady to garner the film added cult appeal is a tantalising one.1

Estimates for  Ms. 45’s budget range from $62,000 to $350,0002, but economic specifics aside there is little doubt that it was a low-budget affair. Yet something about the film’s very status as a low-budget independent film worked in its favour: this was a climate where investors were aware that a film like Tobe Hooper’s  The Texas Chain Saw Massacre could cost $300,000 and still return $3 million, so the interest was there. Says Ferrara, ‘I could take that to everybody I knew and say, “Hey, man, if we can’t make a film as good as  Texas Chain Saw, we better hand our diplomas back,” whether we even had them or not’ (Dollar 2013). 

It may not therefore have been wholly untrue when Myron Meisel dismissively noted that  Ms. 45 was made ‘by some obviously hustling New Yorkers’ (1983). Yet many of the team that brought  Ms. 45 to the screen had worked with Ferrara in the past, and would go on to collaborate with him in the future. A key name here is St John himself: although making two small appearances in early Ferrara films (in  9 Lives of a Wet Pussy as a chauffeur, and as a detective in  Ms. 45), St John’s reputation comes from his role as Ferrara’s primary collaborator and screenwriter. Having grown up together, St John is responsible for a vast number of Ferrara’s scripts, 27
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including the shorts  Nicky’s Film in 1971 (a film named after him) and  The Hold Up (1972), and the features  9   Lives of a Wet Pussy,  The Driller Killer,  Fear City (1984),  China Girl, King of  New York,  Body Snatchers (1993),  Dangerous Game (1993),  The Addiction and  The Funeral (1996). 

Mary Kane is another long-time Ferrara collaborator, beginning her association with him as a production manager for   The Driller Killer. She would work with Ferrara in a number of other production capacities – production manager, associate producer and producer – across some of his most well-known and critically acclaimed later films, including  Fear City,  China Girl,  King of New York,  Bad Lieutenant,  Dangerous Game and  The Funeral (1996). Associate producer Richard Howorth appeared in  The Driller Killer as Stephen (Carol’s husband), and was also an editing assistant on  Ms. 45. The year   Ms. 45 was released, he would work as a dialogue editor in another cult classic, Steve Miner’s  Friday the 13th Part 2. Executive producer Rochelle Weisberg had worked with Ferrara numerous times already in the same capacity on   The Driller Killer, as well as on Stu Segall’s  Drive In Massacre (1977), a low-budget attempt to cash in on Peter Bogdanovich’s   Targets (1968). She was also the uncredited producer for  9 Lives of a Wet Pussy. 

Cinematographer James Lemmo is listed in the  Ms. 45 

credits as James Momel, and he was also credited in the art department crew for  The Driller Killer as Jimmy Spears for 

‘inspirational art: photography’. Lemmo would go on to work on a number of cult director William Lustig’s horror films, including   Maniac Cop (1988),  Maniac Cop 2 (1990) and the Judd Nelson vehicle  Relentless (1989), as well as Joe Giannone’s slasher  Madman (1982), recently reappraised thanks to a 2015 Blu-ray release by boutique cult film distribution company Vinegar Syndrome. Christopher Andrew was another Ferrara regular who began his collaboration with the direc-28
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tor with  Ms. 45 (not only as art director, but as a co-editor on both sound, vision and music). Andrew would continue to work with Ferrara over the next decade in a variety of capacities on films including  King of New York,  China Girl, and  Cat Chaser (1989). 

Jack (also known as John) McIntyre is another Ferrara regular, beginning his collaboration when he appeared in bit parts in the short  The Hold Up and  The Driller Killer, and doing sound on both of those films and another early Ferrara short  Could This  Be  Love (1973), as well as  9 Lives of a Wet Pussy and of course  Ms. 45. Jack McIntyre had known St John and Ferrara since the late 1950s, and is credited as a ‘creative consultant’ and other miscellaneous roles on a number of Ferrara’s films. McIntyre wrote the song ‘Grand Street Stomp’ for  The Driller Killer soundtrack, and is also credited on  Ms. 45 for ‘special effects’. His name would appear in different capacities on a number of other Ferrara projects in including  China Girl,  Cat Chaser,  King of New York, Bad Lieutenant,  Body Snatchers,  Dangerous Game,  The Addiction,  The Funeral,  New Rose Hotel, and  ‘R Xmas (2001). 

McIntyre was joined on special effects duties for  Ms. 45 by Matt Vogel, who although only working with Ferrara twice again – on  China Girl  and  King of New York – would go on to do special effects work on a list of iconic cult films, including  C.H.U.D (Douglas Cheek, 1984),  Breeders (Tim Kincaid, 1986),  Street Trash (James M. Muro, 1987),  Frankenhooke r (Frank Henenlotter, 1990), Tom    Savini’s 1990 remake of George A. Romero’s  Night of the Living Dead, and uncredited special effects work on Matt Reeves’ found footage horror blockbuster  Cloverfield (2008). While all of these people donated in significant ways to the final version of  Ms. 45  that appeared on screens, there is no denying that at its core were the dynamic – and often clashing – figures of Zoë Tamerlis Lund and Abel Ferrara. 
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PARTNERS IN CRIME: ZOË TAMERLIS LUND AND ABEL FERRARA As much as it is a snapshot of New York City at this particular historical moment, the centrality of the city in  Ms. 45 is of course one of the factors that distinctly renders it an ‘Abel Ferrara film’ in terms of its auteurist brand. But there are tensions here too, with Tamerlis Lund’s performance often cited as the film’s driving force. To explore this tension further requires an eye towards articulating precisely what it was about their collaborations that have proven so enduring. 

Describing his own directorial style as ‘Cassavetes meets Kubrick’ (Dargis 1993: 71), Ferrara’s rough-and-ready approach to filmmaking is a major part not only of his authorial stamp, but of his broader celebrity status as one of North American cinemas most enduring, eternal bad boys. One-time collaborator Asia Argento described working with Ferrara as 

‘like going to film school’ (Lim 2009), admiring his sense of artistic control in an environment apparently dominated by chaos. Yet for Ferrara himself as a director, the filmmaking process is one that unless restrained by commercial realities such as distribution has no seeming end date. ‘That’s the thing about making a movie’, he said in 2002. ‘You never finish editing. They just take it away from you. Who knows where we’re at when they take it away? No matter what, I still have in my mind the film I wanted to make, the way I wanted to present it’ (Tobias 2002). 

Ferrara’s practice is marked by a combined process of improvisation and collaboration. The former marks the filmmaking endeavour from the very outset: ‘Everything’s improvised’, he says. ‘Writing a script is an improvisation: you sit down in front of a blank piece of paper, what do you do with it? You say: “Hi.” “How are you?” “Fine.” “Great.” That’s an improvisation with yourself’ (Dargis 1993: 71). Yet – as 30
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Zoë Tamerlis Lund (appearing in the credits as Zoe Lund) and Harvey Keitel in  Bad Lieutenant (Abel Ferrara, 1992). Credit: Aries Films/

Photofest ©Aries Films Photographer: Steve Sands indicated by his ongoing relationship with a number of figures listed in the previous section – collaboration is a fundamental aspect of his craft. ‘Films are made in the communal way’, he said (Abrams 2013). Elsewhere Ferrara spoke of his working relationship with cinematographer Ken Kelsch in particular, who he worked with on films including  Bad Lieutenant,  4:44: Last Day on Earth,  Welcome to New York,  The Addiction, The Funeral,  ‘R Xmas, and the 2008 documentary  Chelsea on the Rocks: ‘Filmmaking is a communal deal … (Ken) and I fight constantly, man. We’re at war about everything’. He continued, ‘That’s what filmmaking’s about … Who is really going to be the last guy holding on to the moral center and moral soul of a film?’ (Ruilova 2013). 

In the case of  Ms. 45, that ‘moral soul’ was undeniably Tamerlis Lund. A name linked as much to the film as Ferrara’s own, her involvement in  Ms. 45 acts as memorial to the 31
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tragedy surrounding her own life that ended at 37. ‘She was 17, the pre-drug Zoë,’ Ferrara has said. ‘Brilliant, off the hook, super talented, super creative. She didn’t speak in the film, but she had a gorgeous voice. And she was tragedy city. For me,   Ms. 45 is sad because of her. It’s a heartbreak because we couldn’t help her’ (Dollar 2013), a year later adding that 

‘The movie is her, and embodies her’ (Goodsell 2014). 

Elsewhere, Ferrara noted, ‘She just touched the surface as an actress, as a writer, as everything … she really loved life. 

That kid shoulda lived to 100’ (Jones 2003: 67). 

Yet placing the tragedy of Tamerlis Lund’s death aside, while the film is distinctly ‘Ferrarian’ in an auteurist sense, there is no debate that collaboration with her was a driving force. Brad Stevens has noted that before casting Tamerlis Lund, he was ready to abandon the film entirely (2004: 66). 

For Jeffrey Herrmann, ‘given the minimal script and constant screen presence of Thana, Zoë was allowed a great deal of freedom in the formation of her role and hence played a large part in the consequence of the entire film’ (2000). Ferrara himself has also underscored the centrality of Tamerlis Lund to the project. When asked if she ‘shaped’ the film, Ferrara was frank: ‘How could she not? I mean, she’s in every shot of the film’ (Goodsell 2014). While acknowledging his own role in discovering her, Ferrara has been frank about what she brought to the film: ‘I don’t think it takes much of a gift to look at that girl and say, “Wow, this is somebody,” you know what I mean?’. He continued, ‘There was something else about this girl. You didn’t have to spend much time with her to get it, you know?’ (Goodsell 2014). 

Yet while Ferrara generally praised Tamerlis Lund in interviews surrounding the 2013 re-release of the film, the relationship between the two was not always so positive. 

Tamerlis Lund considered herself fundamental in bringing Thana’s story to life. ‘In the beginning stages of the film, the 32
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only material that existed was vague descriptions of several scenes’, she said in an interview with  Exploitation Retrospect. 

‘Being that my face is on camera, without dialogue, for something like 98% of the time, I was involved very much’ 

(Long n.d.). According to Ferrara in 2001, however, this sense of ownership escalated to a point where he suggests ‘she always acted like she wrote, directed, and did the whole thing herself’ (Hays 2001) claiming that Tamerlis Lund’s partner at the time was fraudulently introducing himself as Abel Ferrara to figures such as Francis Ford Coppola and Warren Beatty in an attempt to garner funds for their new project (ibid.). In 2013, he accused her of recutting the ending after spending three years in Italy after the making of  Ms. 45 where she became a ‘shoot ‘em up junkie’, touring the film in a  Ms. 45 

branded school bus across the United States to raise funds for the Red Brigade in Italy – on the Drafthouse Films home entertainment release, he even claims she even recut the ending, deleting the Phil the dog coda and finishing the film on a close up of her face. Ferrara has stated that ‘she basically ripped us off, after  Ms. 45’, noting ‘she sold the contract, we couldn’t make the deal once she had the contract. Eleven people worked to make that movie’. He continued, ‘She could give a fuck about those people, how hard they worked or who they were’ (Gregorits and Speiser n.d.). 

Tamerlis Lund also spoke in sometimes equally unflattering ways about Ferrara. ‘He has always been a close friend despite the fact there are times when I actually wanted to decapitate him,’ she said in 1993. ‘He can at times be quite sadistic – not in any sort of exciting way, just in a mundane, hideous fashion – even to his own detriment. He’d be the first to cut his own nose off to spite his face, if it gave him a sadistic thrill’ (Morgan 1993). On the official tribute website run by her ex-husband, Robert Lund attempts to stop Ferrara from having the final word on her involvement in  Ms. 45 
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and other later projects, and includes his own replies in her defence on a page that includes excerpts from a 2001 

interview with Ferrara from  Independent Film Quarterly. 

Rejecting accusations of financial impropriety, Robert Lund argues that she was paid a mere $3.50 per hour for  Ms. 45, far less than minimum wage at the time: Robert Lund also claims that she was only paid $5,000 for the script of  Bad Lieutenant: ‘whenever she tried to get a higher rate, Abel threatened that the film simply would not get made if she demanded more money’. Tamerlis Lund’s boyfriend at the time Brian Lang also told Brad Stevens she was paid $1,500 

for the full movie (2004: 60). 

Trying to unpick the details of this clearly volatile yet hugely productive collaborative relationship when one of the parties is deceased is not just futile but largely unethical: what remains the focus of attention are the films themselves. Like Ms. 45, Ferrara and Tamerlis Lund’s names were once again linked through their collaboration on another iconic cult film, Bad Lieutenant. Named by Martin Scorsese as one of the most beautiful films of its time (Brenez and Dreyfus 1996) and starring Harvey Keitel as the title character, this 1992 neo-noir is brutal and confrontational, continuing themes visible in  Ms. 45 that permeate Ferrara’s  oeuvre: religion, retribution and forgiveness. Aside from the collaboration between Tamerlis Lund and Ferrara, British film critic Mark Kermode has noted that  Bad Lieutenant marked a return to Ferrara’s earlier work in more formal and tonal ways: with its ‘ragged and punky’ style, the director ‘deliberately distances himself from the cosy conventions of the mainstream’ (2001: 181). 

 Bad Lieutenant was partially based on a song of the same name written by Ferrara (and performed by the director over the film’s end credits), and the rape of a nun in Spanish Harlem in 1982, less than a year after  Ms. 45 was released (Brenez 2012: 134). As Sean Axmaker describes it, ‘this is the 34
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good old bad old New York of  Death Wish and  Taxi Driver, when Times Square was a sleazy sideshow and crime was out of control’ (2013). 

When Nicholas St John’s found his own religious beliefs incompatible with the morality of  Bad Lieutenant, Ferrara tasked Tamerlis Lund with writing the script. For his part, despite her name appearing before his on the credits, Ferrara considered the script very much a collaborative project. He credits himself for reining her in on  Bad Lieutenant, saying in 2006 that ‘I stayed on top of her’ (Anderson 2006). Robert Lund, however, has championed Tamerlis Lund’s role as primary scriptwriter:

When Zoë wrote a screenplay, she had a vision of the entire film in her mind. She would always  include character scene descriptions far above what was normally expected in a script. Directors prefer to work with a script which is a simple dialog outline, permitting them to fulfill their creative urges by painting scenes on a blank canvas. Hence Abel’s feeling that he was ‘fighting a losing battle’. Zoë’s specifics about scenes left less for the director to do, tending to channel shooting in a way that many directors’ egos resisted. 

In his response to Ferrara’s 2001 interview with  Independent Film Quarterly, Lund continued: ‘Concerning the co-writing of  Bad Lt (sic.): Zoë fought for (and won) top writer’s billing for the film credits. She always maintained that she wrote it in spite of Abel, not with him … One night she came home particularly stressed, reporting that while she tried in vain to get him to pay attention to the work, Abel kept offering her $100 to touch his cock, just once! Yeah, a losing battle, alright’ 

(2001). For her part, Tamerlis Lund herself made clear how she viewed the scriptwriting process of  Bad Lieutenant. ‘I 35
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wrote every word of that screenplay’, she said. ‘He’s a very good director, but he didn’t write a word. We were together often over the course of three years.’ She continued, ‘I wrote the whole thing in, I think, two-and-a-half weeks or something like that – the entire screenplay. I wrote the first draft in practically a single night’ (Brenez and Dreyfus 1996). 

Yet while the details concerning the scriptwriting process are contestable, less controversial is Tamerlis Lund’s other major donation to the  Bad Lieutenant project as an actor. 

Although in screen time terms her appearance is little more than a cameo, as ‘Zoë’ (originally named Magdalene in the script – again emphasising the Catholicism motif that runs through her appearance in  Ms. 45  and providing an early link to the figure of Mary Magdalene who is central to Ferrara’s later movie  Mary) she provides one of the film’s most memorable moments: as she injects Keitel’s LT with heroin, she delivers her famous vampire speech, which inspires LT’s climactic self-sacrifice at the films conclusion. 

Released eleven years after  Ms. 45, Tamerlis  Lund’s much documented real-life drug use reveals a figure in  Bad Lieutenant   far more gaunt and delicate than the passing of a decade would suggest, but her presence in this scene in particular is electrifying.  Bad Lieutenant offers a potential parallel universe to  Ms. 45’s dark, rape-filled New York City, where if nuns aren’t killers, they are victims. That it is the post-Thana Tamerlis Lund specifically who raises the notion of forgiveness in many ways provides a satisfying, poetic footnote to  Ms. 45: while Thana’s death denied her the opportunity of redemption, Tamerlis Lund passed on what Thana missed out on to LT in  Bad Lieutenant. Like  Ms. 45, Bad Lieutenant exposes and explores our intuitive yearning for clear-cut, binary morality, the title of the film itself mocking this instinct. As Tamerlis Lund said in 1992, ‘The title is so ironic. Because of course it doesn’t mean he’s bad.’ She 36
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continues, ‘You have this semantic irony of the “baaad” 

lieutenant and the central irony of “Is he bad or is he not bad and perhaps one needs to be good?” What is right and wrong and what is good and bad? Is good always right? Is bad always wrong?’ (Macaulay 1992/1993). 

Although  Bad Lieutenant was Tamerlis Lund and Ferrara’s last formal, complete collaboration, there were other projects that never came to fruition. Ferrara has said that she wrote an early script for his 1999 film  New Rose Hotel, but from his perspective, she was too manic for that project (Anderson 2006). Even more tantalising was an on-going discussion between the two to bring the story of the late Italian writer, intellectual and filmmaker Pier Paolo Pasolini to the screen. 

Ferrara finally completed this project in 2014 with Willem Dafoe in the title role, yet earlier versions of the project recast Pasolini’s life in New York City, with Tamerlis Lund playing Pasolini in intriguing, gender-flipping casting (Gregortis and Speiser n.d.; Pinkerton 2014). As fraught as the relationship clearly was at many stages throughout their collaborations, Ferrara and Tamerlis Lund’s work together was captivating, the volatility of their interactions exploding on screen in two of the most brutal and profound cult films ever made. And, as Ferrara noted in an interview on the 2014 Drafthouse Films home entertainment release of the film, ‘She didn’t write  Ms. 

 45 and I  think I directed it. But without her we had no movie.’ 
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 LOCUS DELICTI – WATCHING  MS. 45

At first glance,  Ms. 45 might fall into the vague descriptor of 

‘standard exploitation film’, itself an unsatisfactory dismissal for a category defined through the provocative (and often shocking) rejection of orthodox norms. From this perspective, upon deeper analysis  Ms. 45  is striking for its complexities: not just those pertaining to the character of Thana herself (and Tamerlis Lund’s remarkable performance), but also of the film as a whole more broadly. 

RAPE

The film’s intricacies begin well before Tamerlis Lund even appears on screen.  Ms. 45 begins humbly enough: a stripped-back discordant piano plays over simple black and white credit titles. The urgency of the music peaks as the words 

‘Zoë Lund’ appear on screen, fading to black after strings rise to an uncomfortable crescendo and then vanishing completely. The sound of gunshots accompany a simulated 38
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‘typing’ of the film’s title – bullet-hole period graphic after the ‘Ms’ and all – each shot acting as an exclamation mark, foreshadowing the violence to follow. The words ‘Garment Center – Manhattan’ appear over an innocuous shot of New York City, with bustling traffic and the blaring of car horns. As outlined in the previous chapter, the centrality of New York City at this particular historical moment is crucial to the film’s vision of urban decay. 

A dramatic close-up of swirling colours – pink, white and blue – pulls back to reveal a pirouetting model in a fashion showroom. We see the back of two chairs: one man sits on one side of the frame, another standing on the opposite side. In the background, the model poses, establishing in the film’s opening moments what in Mulvey-ian terms is the ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’ of women: they perform femininity for an assumed male gaze. Yet this reading is almost immediately deconstructed in the next shot as the person in the second chair is revealed to be a woman, coded within the scene as racially distinct from the blonde-haired Caucasian model. 

Although only a brief appearance, the privileging of this unnamed woman in this opening scene speaks volumes to the core ideological thematics active within the film. What at first appears to simply be a scenario when a binary opposition between a performing woman and a dominant male within the diegetic context of the scene itself is revealed almost instantly as being far more complex: the powerful figure in this scene is not either of the two men, but this seated woman. Identified by Brad Stevens as Mrs Gramaldi, played by Mariana Tripaldi, who was also in  The Driller Killer (2004: 65), she is ostensibly a fashion buyer, but the inclusion of this character at the beginning of  Ms. 45 is a strong reminder of the diversity amongst women that elides Thana throughout the film that follows, her blind-spot to intersectionality leading ultimately to her death. This is further reiterated by 39
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the fact that the model and the buyer’s male assistant (played by Scott Covert) both have the same androgynous blonde hairstyles: categories of ‘male’ and ‘female’ (and masculine and feminine) are strategically blurred in  Ms. 45 even before its eponymous protagonist is introduced. 

Not only in this opening scene is the seated woman the most powerful, but significantly she also chooses not to speak: she answers questions not with words, but with a slow shake of her head. Notes Stevens, ‘although feminine silence usually signifies woman’s inability to penetrate the masculine realm of language, the first thing Ferrara shows us is a woman controlling a situation by refusing to talk’ (2004: 65). As will be a key factor in Thana’s transformation from voiceless victim to silent vigilante, the dynamics of muteness are flagged as a potential site for complex interpretation in Ms. 45’s opening moments. It is of no minor interest that the first appearance of a mute woman in this film is coded very deliberately in terms of power, dominance and control, rather than weakness, vulnerability and victimhood. 

Joe Delia’s slinky synth-based soundtrack cuts dramatically to a rougher, jangly guitar riff as one of the men – later revealed to be Albert, Thana’s boss – runs frantically into the workroom. He refers to one of his women staff as ‘angel’, establishing a pattern of a kind of ‘soft’ gendered workplace harassment, following on from his reference to the woman buyer in the last scene as ‘darling’. Albert is essential to the central thematic core of  Ms. 45, and Tamerlis Lund herself said the revenge that drives Thana was always more about him than her actual rapists: ‘the real villain is Thana’s boss, who wants to keep his women for forty years in his service’, she said. ‘He’s the one person she sets out to kill’ (Peary 1983). Nicole Brenez succinctly articulates precisely why he is such a significant figure: ‘What is the critical proposition advanced by  Ms .45?’, she asks. ‘Nothing less than this: your 40
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boss rapes you’ (2012: 131). Brenez continues, ‘the boss in the film is never more despicable than when he behaves in a paternalistic way’ (2012: 132). By killing Albert, Thana expresses an ideology held by Tamerlis Lund herself and her collaborators – the film was, Brenez notes, ‘made by a gang of extreme-left activists’. The killing of Albert is therefore the result of ‘the disgust provoked by capitalist-patriarchal society’ (ibid.). 

Returning to the showroom and hopeful of a sale, Albert asks the buyer if she has reconsidered the first design. She shakes her head, and softly replies: ‘no, can I see the other style please?’ A different model – notably more feminine, with longer hair – appears, pleasing the client who orders this dress in a range of colours and sizes. Again, while seemingly little more than a throwaway introduction to establish a bit of glamorous pizzazz, there is much at stake in these opening moments. In the workroom, Thana stands ironing in the background of the busy space, with an older plus-size seamstress privileged in the foreground. There is an emphasis here on different types of women, with a focus on diversity. Thana’s co-worker Laurie wears masculine-styled clothing, which stands in contrast to the more traditionally feminine styles opted for by some of her co-workers. We see this mirrored in the previous showroom scenes, where the woman buyer opted for the outfit worn by a more traditionally feminine model (coded as such through her long hair). 

Laurie is a key character in the film, despite the fact her on-screen presence is kept at a minimum. For Brenez, Laurie and Thana offer an important structural binary: ‘Laurie is the referent, the literal version of Thana, the concrete expression of daily resistance and oppression; while Thana is the compensatory figure whose exacerbation manifests in direct proportion to Laurie’s suffering’ (ibid.). Tamerlis Lund 41
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also offered insight to what she perceived the relationship between the two women to be from Thana’s perspective: 

‘At first Thana has admiration for Laurie, but later she feels contempt. Laurie talks a lot, but she’s hypocritical …

Her only way to respond is through action, which is more honest’ (Peary 1983). As so spectacularly explored in the film’s climactic Halloween party scene, the relationship between Laurie and Thana – and Thana’s crucial misreading of that relationship, based on her assumption of biological essentialism – is where much of the film’s commentary upon a women’s community of resistance and how it fits into a broader patriarchal context can be located. 

The choice of the Garment District and the fashion industry as Thana’s place of work is also worthy of note. 

As Philippe Met shrewdly observes, this location is ‘key in establishing a stark contrast between glamour and labour’ 

(2013), and its opening moments offer an explicit peeling back of the surface gloss of the industry, revealing the far grittier realities that lie underneath. Peter Lehman reads even further into this, shrewdly drawing a parallel between the traditional comprehension of rape-revenge as a misogynist exploitation trope and the gender politics of Thana’s job: 

‘she is a seamstress in the garment district and works for a company that designs and manufactures women’s dresses. 

She participates, in other words, in the creation of woman as erotic spectacle’ (1993: 24). As discussed further later in this book, Lehman himself is very much of the opinion that rape-revenge films are specifically to be consumed only by a male audience, and as such privileges films like  Ms. 45 for seeking to rise above and – as seen here – to be critiquing some of the trope’s more problematic aspects. 

Yet   Ms. 45 is by no means the first or only rape-revenge film to engage directly with the industrial mechanics that undermine the sexualising, glamourising tendencies of the 42

MS. 45

rape-revenge category from within its own diegesis. Most notably,  Lipstick  (Lamond Johnson, 1976) is a film Carol J. 

Clover has credited with ‘mainstreaming’ rape-revenge as it sought to move away from the exploitation or art-film contexts of works like Bergman’s  The Virgin Spring (1960), and towards the domain of the popular (1992: 138). A star vehicle to launch the acting career of supermodel Margaux Hemingway,  Lipstick was a commercial and critical bomb, although it did bring accolades to Hemingway’s fifteen-year-old sister and co-star, Mariel. Intending to profit on Margaux’s international fame as a model,  Lipstick explicitly seeks to unpack the lines between the fashion industry and the objectification of women. As will be explored further,  Ms. 45 is far more concerned with issues of labour and exploitation within the fashion industry than  Lipstick, but certainly its locating of its narrative in this particular field harkens back in some ways to the similar issues of the commodification of women in its predecessor. 

We see this most explicitly in how Albert relates to Thana: he no less than pats her on the head like a small child or a pet as she leaves for the day, a physically familiar gesture that inherently contains a fundamental communication of how he interprets their power relationship. It is at this moment that Thana steps up to the role of protagonist, becoming a central point of alignment for the audience from this point onwards. 

Aside from the fact that it is her experience that drives the plot, there are very few moments in the rest of the film that do not include her or are not presented mostly from her perspective. In terms of character trajectory, little is known of Thana’s background: there is no explanation within the film for why she is mute, why she is in New York City or what led her to this particular field of employment. 

This absence of information has the effect of – inadvertently perhaps – acting as a kind of provocation, leading the spec-43
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tator to ask questions of Thana that they ultimately have no right to, demanding information about her that her status as a rape survivor seem to open her up to. This is not faulty filmmaking or ‘bad’ storytelling: rather, the withholding of this information is important, because it does not – and should not – have anything to do with the degrees of guilt or innocence of the crimes committed against her. It is in this context, therefore, that Tamerlis Lund’s own imagined narrative backstory for Thana is even more fascinating: ‘I like Thana a lot. I knew a lot about her that others didn’t’, she said. ‘Her dream was to be a model, but she had no hope of leaving the sweatshop.’ She continued, ‘she’d seen a lot but hadn’t done anything. She had a conscience but not a whit of consciousness until she is raped’ (Peary 1983). 

The conflict between innocence and experience becomes visible in one of the film’s first memorable sequences as Thana and her co-workers make their way through the crowded streets towards Thana’s subway station. The women walk through a row of loitering men, fending off a steady barrage of sexual harassment. We see menacing close-ups of the men, often from the first-person perspective of the women themselves. Notably, the women are shown to respond in different ways: Thana cowers nervously at the side, Laurie – 

clearly used to such treatment – aggressively tells them to 

‘fuck off’ and flips her middle finger, while other women wear expressions of weary tolerance. There is a sense here that this experience of harassment is nothing out of the ordinary, and Ferrara’s creative consultant Jack McIntyre has said in an interview on the 2014 Drafthouse Films home entertainment release that this was a slice of everyday New York life: ‘right around Times Square that was going on all the time’. 

At the Times Square subway station, Thana’s co-worker Carol (Helen McGara) asks if she will join them, but Thana communicates she would rather go home. If unclear before 44
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now, this is the moment where Thana’s muteness becomes apparent. Ferrara has said that Thana’s muteness in a way renders  Ms. 45 as a kind of ‘silent movie’, noting that many people mistakenly assumed ‘we made her mute because the actress couldn’t talk’ (Béar 1995). Sophie Charlin has drawn parallels with early cinema, ‘from the initial situation where Thana is a silent movie heroine lost in a talkie to the ending in which no one speaks in what is a great silent movie scene (costume, makeup, accentuated mime, dollike gesticulations)’ 

(1998). And, as Stephanie Zacharek noted upon the movie’s 2013 re-release: ‘Thana may not be able to speak, but she sure knows how to make herself heard … her vocabulary just finds its best outlet through the barrel of a gun’ (2013). 

The decision for Thana to be mute has also been central to more academic examinations of the film. In his 1993 essay 

‘The Male Body within the Excesses of Exploitation and Art: Abel Ferrara’s  Ms. 45,  Cat Chaser, and  Bad Lieutenant’, Peter Lehman said of Thana:

Her muteness, the way in which she is ordered to keep silent by the rapists, the way in which the second rapist then commands her to talk, and the manner in which her dominating boss is always telling her what to do while she cannot talk back combine to create an image of a world in which powerful, offensive men command language and where the central female character, and by extension women in general, are silenced and brutalized. 

Rape, in other words, is part of a much larger context of patriarchal oppression which includes language and economics (1993: 24). 

For Rikke Schubart, Thana’s ‘muteness signifies the impossibility of communication’ (2007: 94), while for Elizabeth Haas, Terry Christensen and Peter J. Haas, ‘Thana’s muteness … 
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implies the inherent defenselessness of women and their relatively voiceless political position in patriarchal culture’ 

(2015: 331). 

More problematically, for Nick Johnstone Thana’s muteness is one of the many factors that he suggests somehow elevates Ferrara’s film above the rape-revenge trope, supporting his broader undisguised attempt to ‘rescue’ the film from exploitation status. But in reality, this is one of the very factors that ties  Ms. 45 most explicitly to it. Harkening back to the Classical Hollywood rape narrative  Johnny Belinda (Jean Negulesco, 1948) with its mute rape survivor, that film adopted the motif of the mute woman protagonist from Robert Siodmak’s  The Spiral Staircase (1945). Mute women rape-revenge protagonists became in the 1970s, a staple convention, appearing in a number of key titles internationally including  Female Convict 701: Scorpion (Shunya Itō, 1972),  Thriller: A Cruel Picture ( Thriller: En Grym Film, Bo Arne Vibenius, 1974), and  The Demoniacs ( Les démoniaques, Jean Rollin, 1974). 

Thana’s silence has a greater function than tying her to these historical ancestors, however: it additionally compounds the mythic quality of her story, and – as Lehman, Schubart, and Haas, Christensen and Haas suggest – makes literal the 

‘unspeakability’ of rape, Thana herself embodying the inability to articulate the daunting scale of gendered oppression. 

Yet what is overlooked here is that the film is consciously structured around  two   types of silence. There is firstly the metaphorically gagged, downtrodden victim, whose silence symbolises her literal inability to speak up for herself. But as Thana transforms from victim to vigilante, just like the woman buyer in the film’s opening scene Thana’s silence becomes a symbol of domination and control: instead of a sign of weakness, it places the emphasis on the sheer (and destructive) force of her very physical presence, one marked by an emphatic display of traditional femininity. 
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As Thana leaves her co-workers and descends into the subway, the film begins cutting between her and action simultaneously playing out in what we soon learn is her apartment. An intruder breaks in by smashing a window, upsetting a wind chime and knocking a plant off the window ledge: here is a small implication of a disruption to some loose idea of ‘order’. A dramatic close-up of plastic-wrapped meat in a supermarket freezer interrupts this image, the synthetic faux-grass continuing this visual theme of nature somehow corrupted. The camera pans down with the same pace as the previous scene of the women walking down the street: there is a darkly humorous parallel between Thana shopping for meat and New York’s men ‘shopping’ for women (themselves thus reduced to nothing more than gendered meat available for consumption). Continuing the bleakly comic metaphor, Thana will later subvert this analogy even further as she finds ingenious ways of disposing of the flesh of one of her future victims. But, as Nicole Brenez suggests, the privileging of the meat in the supermarket can be read in a more complex manner, suggesting that ‘Thana gazes fascinated at the endless display of pieces of meat wrapped in plastic, enlarging this young girl’s sexual anxiety to the scale of general body-phobia’ (2007: 130). 

In Thana’s apartment, the intruder walks through her apartment, where details of her life are revealed: a teddy bear on a bookshelf, for example, provides a subtle association between childhood and Thana that permeates the small detail of her apartment’s  mise-en-scene.  In a tidy moment of audiovisual continuity, children’s voices are heard and pass her on the street as she walks out of the supermarket, carrying her shopping in a brown paper bag. 

It is at this point that the much-discussed dual rape sequences begin. Appearing suddenly from an alleyway wearing a mask, Abel Ferrara plays the first rapist. Less a playful 47
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Hitchcockian wink than a dual link to the violence displayed by Reno in  The Driller Killer (also played by Ferrara) and – more interestingly – a potentially conscious acknowledgement of the moral culpability of the director of rape-revenge films more broadly, Ferrara is notably both present and absent behind his mask. The cheap plastic Halloween disguise is disturbing, its gaudy synthetic nature rendering its attempted imitation of the human face grotesquely uncanny. Overtly drawing the same parallel between the gun and the phallus that has traditionally governed screen representations of violence,1 Ferrara’s unnamed rapist tells Thana to put his gun in her mouth, and her muteness makes this act doubly poignant: it is a symbolic act of violence towards the site of her body that is already flagged as a vulnerable weakness (adding further impact to the notion of rape as a systemic violation to Thana as a whole, rather than anything pertaining specifically to the sex act). 

This sequence focuses on Thana’s shock and confusion, and her initial look of bewilderment is a strong indicator of the nuance of Tamerlis Lund’s iconic performance in the film. 

‘In playing a character that was incapable of speaking, she relied solely upon facial expressions and physical appearance to convey Thana’s emotions’, noted Jeffrey Herrmann in 2000. Thus the focus on details such as her clenched fist add intensity to what in rape-revenge terms is an assault that is relatively swift.2 After he climaxes, Ferrara’s rapist flees the scene quickly, and a striking overhead shot – a distinct shift from what until now has been relatively pedestrian cinematography – shows Thana lying in a foetal position on the ground, curled up with trash cans (a not so subtle but unquestioningly effective line drawn between the assumed disposability of women’s bodies in crimes such as this). 

In Thana’s apartment, the unnamed intruder riffles through her underwear drawer, a symbolic foreshadowing of what is 48
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to come. Thana arrives home, cradling her broken shopping bag, her blouse ripped and open, exhausted and in shock. 

She walks slowly to her sofa and sits on the crocheted rug that covers it: in the background can be seen a basket of yarn, a sewing machine and an ironing board. At first, these might immediately imply a continuation of the workplace exploitation we have already seen demonstrated by Albert. 

Yet the crocheted rug on the sofa (and what we later see is an intricately patchworked quilt on her bed) suggest there is more at work here: Thana works in textile production professionally, yet craft simultaneously holds an important role in her life out of work. More significantly, Thana’s sewing and crocheting can be in themselves in the context of its era of production be seen as ideological expression: highbrow/

lowbrow distinctions between art and craft have often been gendered, and for Estella Lauter ‘the opposition of art to craft has been one of the first principles to give way to feminist pressure, and the … legitimation of fiber arts in the 1970s is one of the most promising results of dissolving those rigid distinctions’ (1993: 28). Thana’s surrounding herself with her work and the joy and pride she clearly takes in it beyond the workplace suggests at the very least a subconscious adherence to what Josephine Donovan defines as ‘the artisanal craft of women’s domestic practice’ (1993: 63). 

As the traumatised Thana sits on her sofa, the film affords her its most intimate moment of subjectivity yet. A series of reverse shots begins with a close-up of her face looking down to see a pair of men’s shoes standing immediately before her, their significance flagged by the demented aural punchline of synthetic horns suddenly blaring on the soundtrack. Looking higher up, she sees a gun pointing directly at her, and further up again she finally associates these images with a face. 

These two assaults deviate in a number of other significant ways. To begin with, one happens in public, on the street, 49
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while the other happens in private, in Thana’s own domestic space. Even more notably, while Ferrara’s rapist penetrates Thana from behind, seeking to depersonalise the experience as much as possible, the second rapist forces himself on her from the front, even kissing her. These distinctions are crucial and cannot be underplayed, demonstrating aggressively the different kinds of ways sexual violence can play out. This arguably extends to broader notions of sexual inequality and harassment, allowing a space to include the act of sexual discrimination that lies at the heart of the film: as noted previously, Albert is the character that Tamerlis Lund identified in her essay ‘The Ship with Eight Sails (and Fifty Black Cannons)’ as ‘The real rapist. Our real rapist’ (1993). 

What the two literal rapists most notably share, of course, is their whiteness, and this is again also worthy of note: while the bulk of the men who harassed Thana and her co-workers on the street were African-American, the men that actually raped her were distinctly Caucasian (observable even underneath Ferrara’s mask). 

As Rikke Schubart notes, ‘except for the burglar, none of the men she kills notices that she is mute’ (2007: 94), and the words spoken in this scene – what he says to her, how he frames his violence, and how he articulates her role within the scenario – is crucial to Thana’s later action. Again like Ferrara’s rapist, his first site of interest is not her crotch, but her mouth (repeating a distinct line between Thana’s muteness and her status in these scenes as a victim of sexual assault). 

‘Let’s play a little game,’ he says, ‘You talk and I kill you.’ The game is rigged from the outset: seconds later he demands she speak, and gets infuriated when she does not reply: 

‘Where is the money? What’s wrong with you? Talk!’ 

Two important things occur at this moment. Firstly, he realises she is mute. Unlike any of the other male strangers in the film that she encounters, this places this particular 50
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character in a unique position in terms of his relationship with Thana: as suggested by the vile simulation of attempted intimacy that marks the rape itself by his kissing her, it is a grim realisation that one of the few men in the film to really pay enough attention to Thana to notice this is one of her rapists, an individual in large part responsible for the mental collapse that leads to his death, Thana’s death and that of a large number of others. But his verbal abuse also establishes a pattern of a blame-the-victim mentality that runs throughout the film, marked by the constant aggressive asking of Thana how she is and how she feels. There is an implication here that her being anything less than fine in threatening or confronting situations is somehow her fault, and that the onus is on her to change it. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ he screams at her before he assaults her, and pointing to her ripped, open blouse, he asks accusingly ‘What happened to you?’

Peter Lehman has suggested that it was only with the realisation that Thana has no money that the burglar ‘in a rage of frustration … then rapes her’ (1993: 24), but a closer look at the scene reveals this is not entirely true. Rather, it is evidence of a previous rape that provides the immediate incentive for the second sexual assault: surely a far more pessimistic indictment of male violence than simple frustration at her lack of ready cash. Ferrara has called the film a ‘dark fantasy’, a description that critics have in general latched onto in order to account for the suspension of disbelief required to accept that a woman might be raped not once but twice within hours.3 On one hand, this is a logical critical perspective to take, particularly supported by Ferrara’s own unambiguous encouragement of such an interpretation. Yet the fact that this second rape is so explicitly framed within the scene as being triggered in some ways by the first also opens the series of events up to another reading: that of a kind of conceptual gang rape, as spatially and temporally loose as it is. 
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Throughout the second assault, Thana’s expression is glazed, and she keeps her head firmly to the side, looking away. Much is made in the film of her hand reaching towards a red glass apple-shaped paperweight,4 adding suspense to the scene and in some small way anaesthetising the spectator from the gruesome spectacle of yet another rape with the promise of an immediate act of violent retaliation on Thana’s part. Although again not subtle, the gun-phallus parallel is made apparent here as the second rapist drops his gun upon climax. This is Thana’s signal to launch into a violent attack as she pounds him with the paperweight, switching to her iron that is also at hand. As her primary work tool, the iron’s significance is twofold: it unites the violence she has endured in her domestic space with the sexual harassment she receives at work, and it also turns a distinctly feminised object linked to women’s labour (both paid and, in the context of the scene and in terms of women’s traditional artistic practices in the domestic sphere, more broadly) into not just a weapon, but a weapon that can quite literally form a clear response to patriarchal hegemony. 

The intensity of the action in these establishing scenes goes some way in supporting  Ms. 45’s reputation as a fast-moving revenge film that barrels along at the speed required for solid exploitation fare. Yet it is worth emphasising that this action 

– upon which the rest of the film stems – is delivered with both striking economy (this all takes place in the first twelve minutes) and what upon close analysis is a deep level of thematic foundational work. This first act lays the groundwork not only for the story itself, but it convincingly establishes a world of diversity – of the grey areas that form between categories of male/female and masculine/feminine – and powerfully depicts the both literal and metaphorical violence that surrounds Thana that renders her unable to identify these in-between spaces. Her trauma-induced mental health issues 52
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blind her to differences beyond biologically defined categories of male and female, and it is this that leads ultimately to her death. 

REVENGE

The final blow of Thana’s iron in a stabbing-like motion is a shot reminiscent of Hitchcock’s iconic shower scene in Psycho  (1960), cutting to what is soon revealed to be the apartment of her neighbour, Mrs. Nasone (played by the legendary Editta Sherman). Critics Susan Wloszczyna, Christy Lemire and Sheila O’Malley casually dismiss Sherman’s performance as ‘sort of a failed graduate of the Ruth Gordon-Sylvia Miles school of acting’ (2013), revealing less about failings on Sherman’s part than a gap in their own knowledge. 

Also renowned as the so-called ‘Duchess of Carnegie Hall’, Sherman was a living institution in New York City bohemia, an artist and activist of great repute, having collaborated with Andy Warhol and Paul Morrissey and noted American fashion photographer Francesco Scavullo. Not all critics were as dismissive of Sherman’s performance, however, the  New York Times in a review of the film upon its initial release saying that ‘there hasn’t been a screen-performance so hair-raising since Frances Faye played a madam in  Pretty Baby (1978)’ (Peary 1983). 

Mrs. Nasone stands at her stove, and two eggs frying in a pan dissolve into a graphic match with the beady eyes of one of the film’s less notorious male villains, Phil the dog. 

With budget constraints being what they were, Phil was not a professionally trained screen animal: as creative consultant Jack McIntyre noted, Phil was found at the dog pound, and was trained ‘with food and a piece of cellophane’. In an interview on the 2014 Drafthouse Films home entertainment release of  Ms. 45, McIntyre praised the dog’s performance: 53
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‘In the movie, the dog would be one take every time … it was like the best actor going. It was like one take, done, no matter what he had to do.’ It would be erroneous to interpret Phil as a small plot feature reduced to the duty of a superficial type of ‘domestic pets as moral compass’ interpretation. Phil is much more than this: aside from anything else, he is the first ‘character’ to realise Thana is up to no good, yet like her, his inability to talk prohibits him from clearly communicating this (although his frustrated owner trusts his instinct, she is unable to clearly identify what the problem is until too late). 

Phil’s name is itself worthy of note: he is not Spot or Fido, but is anthropomorphised with a male human name. As will be explored further, Phil’s gendering in this way aligns him with the male characters in the film who seek to destroy Thana. 

It is therefore highly significant that it is the murder of the rapist – a fellow man – that triggers Phil to alert his owner that something is wrong. We see no evidence of such alarm on the dog’s part when Thana was being assaulted. 

In her apartment, Thana sits on her dishevelled sofa near the body of the now-dead rapist. She is in shock, and we see that throughout the horrors of the last few hours she still has her shoes on: sensible lace-up shoes that speak again of childhood, but notably not fetishistically so (these utilitarian shoes show no aspect of feminised cuteness). Joe Delia’s haunting piano motif from the opening credits returns as Thana slowly turns her head towards the bathroom, indicating in a simple and economic way that she is thinking about what to do next. Mobilised into action, the music stops as she drags the body into the bath and drops it on the floor with a meaty thud. In what is clearly difficult work for her, she pulls the body halfway into the bath, at one point resting her head on his corpse as he hangs over the side: this is a fleeting moment, but also – tragically – the closest Thana comes in the entire film to any kind of physical affection. 
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Rather than indicating anything as tasteless as a Stockholm Syndrome-like affinity for her rapist, this brief moment instead emphasises precisely the impossibility for Thana to have   any positive sense of intimacy in a world so viciously corrupted by misogyny. 

Phil’s alarmed bark from the apartment next door panics Thana, and she hides evidence of the crime from her living room. She grabs her crocheted blanket and wraps it symbolically around herself: aside from the practicality of hiding her ripped blouse from view, she seeks to protect herself in a symbol of her femininity – her craft. Looking into the hallway, it is only when she discovers no one is there that she closes the door, leans against it and collapses exhausted onto the floor. A close up of a gun is privileged at this point, the .45 magnum of the film’s title. 

Returning to work, the older plus-size co-worker is once again in the foreground, repeating the composition of the first scene where Thana was introduced. This time, however, Thana is different. Albert angrily abuses one of her colleagues over an error, and while his violent outburst clearly shakes up his women staff, Thana in particular is understandably sensitive to displays of male aggression. Watching a male co-worker replace a garbage bag, Thana fixates on it: she here gets the idea of how to dispose of the body in her apartment. 

It is no accident that it is a male worker that sparks this notion (aside from Albert, Thana’s workplace is presented as a heavily women-centric one), a further subtle indication that for Thana, violence and its consequences are inherently linked to men and the masculine. Interrupting her reverie, Albert asks Thana repeatedly if she is OK, echoing her interrogation at the hands of the second rapist. The film’s formal style constructs this interrogation – and, soon, that of her peers, who join him in their concern for her – as surreal, overwhelming and aggressive. For a second time in the movie, this seemingly 55
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innocuous enquiry is framed from Thana’s perspective as an act of aggression. 

Thana is throughout these scenes often shown in close up, and Tamerlis Lund’s performance encourages a far more complex relationship than the often over-simplified notion of 

‘identification’ might suggest. Our relationship to Thana is complicated well beyond traditional Manichean morality: at the heart of  Ms. 45  lies the fact that her fate was the product of her inability to see beyond binary categories of male and female, a simplification borne of trauma-induced insanity. 

We do not necessarily find ourselves urged to ‘identify’ 

with Thana as much as we are asked to feel for her, and to understand why she sees the world in that particular way. 

At home, Thana sets to work. In her pajamas and a dressing gown, she enters the bathroom to survey the situation. A quick series of shots shows her in preparation mode: she spreads newspaper on the floor, and opens a trash bag. In one of the film’s most gleefully gory moments – harkening back to Ferrara’s skills in that area  à la  The Driller Killer – Thana takes a bread knife from the kitchen and dismembers her victim through his clothes. For Nicole Brenez, ‘the violence typical of Ferrara’s cinema does not derive from its plot details of crime, rape, or murder, but rather from its principle of directness, the way it looks into the root causes of despair’ 

(2012: 129). Yet, in scenes such as this, one cannot help but think that there are more joyful (less intellectual) pleasures at stake, ones closer to exploitation cinema traditions of revelling in the visceral muck of the opened bodies that permeate its history. 

As Thana cuts – carving through the clothes that impede her progress but that she clearly cannot face removing, exposing the dead flesh of her rapist – she wears an emotionless expression, and a series of suddenly disorienting shots (an extreme close-up of a child’s lamb-shaped lamp and an 56
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overhead shot of her living room) subtly imply the changing psychological terrain, the space (and woman) the same yet also now dramatically different. Dragging bags of human meat to the refrigerator (perversely recalling the supermarket scene earlier in the film), she stacks the fridge to overflowing. 

In a moment recalling  I Spit on Your Grave where another rape was famously avenged, Thana scrubs her bathroom clean, and a brief homage to Hitchcock’s  Psycho is again privileged in a close-up shot of blood swirling down the drain. 

As she cleans, the film formally experiments with multiple exposures and dissolves as it layers an extreme close-up of Thana’s eye over the drain, emphasising the wrinkles not yet seen on her young face, highlighting the physical strain of her experience upon her. Cinematographer James Lemmo told Brad Stevens that the experimentation with angles in these bathroom scenes came less from artistic inspiration than pure necessity: ‘It was a small apartment, we had been shooting there for days and had shot every corner and angle that existed: to say that location was shot-out was a major understatement.’ He continued, ‘When we came to those shots we were stuck for a camera position, until I pointed at the ceiling: it was the only place we had not put the camera’ 

(2004: 60). 

Sitting quietly on the side of the bath, Thana silently collapses, her arms crossed across her abdomen as she recoils from the blood on her hands. As Ron Pettersson notes: ‘Tamerlis’s performance convincingly presents the posttraumatic horror and stress of rape.’ Importantly, he adds, 

‘Ferrara plays on audience expectation by not showing Tamerlis naked when she attempts to strip (in true exploitation film fashion) the scene becomes a nightmare, conveying the fear and vulnerability that the victim feels’ (2002). Standing and looking in her mirror to remove her clothes, she hallucinates the presence of the first rapist, his hand grabbing her chest 57
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Thana disposes of the evidence. Credit: Rochelle Films/Photofest © 

Rochelle Films

and traumatising her anew. Her delirium is interrupted by yet another macabre shock as sinew and viscera bubble up through the gurgling, overstuffed drainpipes in the bath, further tangible evidence of what she has just done. 

Dressed and ready to leave her apartment, Thana exits with the same style of brown paper shopping bag that she so despondently returned with on the previous evening in between assaults. This time filled with body parts of her now-dismembered victim, the bag has a different function entirely. 

The soundtrack underscores this mirroring of the previous day, as again children can be heard as they were in the moments before Ferrara’s alleyway rapist accosted her. Opening her door, however, she is shocked to find Mrs. Nasone: dropping her shopping bag in surprise, Phil launches at it. Making her way past them, Thana begins the first in a series of journeys throughout the city where she deposits these body part-filled bags into random trash cans across town. 
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At work, we begin to see small changes in Thana’s appearance. Her utilitarian work-shirts are replaced with a fitted black cowl-neck top. A close-up is privileged of her iron running over a gold silk shirt with navy pinstripes, an unusually tactile moment in a film that rarely grants attention to texture and line in this intimate way. The same item Thana used as such an effective weapon is here returned to its professional status, marking perhaps an idealised return to the norm for Thana after finding a way to deal with the crime scene at home. Yet the broader  mise-en-scene implies subtly that Thana’s sense of control is a false one: above her, the iron’s power cables hang from the ceiling as if controlling her like some unseen marionette puppeteer. Verifying the ubiquitous presence of controlling male forces, Thana – lost in thought 

– scorches the silk blouse, destroying it. Appearing from out of shot with no warning, Albert grabs her by the shoulders and again repeats the same kind of accusing, menacing question that has plagued her since the second assault: ‘Are you alright?’

In a scene quite rightly flagged by Nick Johnstone as a formal homage to Godard’s colour play (1999: 64) ,  a blind man (Ben Falk) silently sits as a younger unnamed man played by Vincent Gruppi harasses, propositions and abuses passing women. The blind man is seen for only a moment, but – along with a young Chinese man in a later scene and Thana’s goofy neighbour Ricky – is an important male character because, as Brad Stevens notes, these three characters disprove claims that   all   men in  Ms. 45 are presented negatively (2004: 64). 

Seeing Thana exit a taxi, he takes chase after her, looking around to make sure no one is seeing him pursue her. 

Noticing her dumping a shopping bag in a deserted street, he picks it up and chases her across an empty lot in an attempt to return it. As Ferrara himself noted in 2013, the idea that New York might have deserted spaces such as this today is one of 59
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the elements within the film that marks it as a product of its original context: ‘The biggest joke is that there are abandoned buildings’, he said. ‘There’s no abandoned buildings. I mean, come on. I was actually living in that lot that she runs across. I mean, can you imagine an empty lot in NoHo?’ (Juzwiak 2013). 

Pursued across the lot and then down a dead-end street, a clearly terrified Thana makes distinct verbal utterances at this point – although non-lingual ones – as she gasps and pants. 

She shoots him at close range looking straight at the camera and shooting directly ahead, a shot whose origins reach back to Edwin S. Porter’s  The Great Train Robbery (1903). 

Clearly upset, the traumatised Thana returns to her apartment. Before racing into her bathroom to vomit, she drops her blood-spattered gun into a drawer in her dressing table. We get a brief but important glimpse of a  Peanuts comic, further subtle evidence of Thana’s stunted maturity: choosing not to fetishise her youthful naivety in overtly feminised or sexualised ways, Thana’s childlikeness is here communicated simply and eloquently through a comic linked to a particularly non-sexualised vision of the world (a vision Thana has had so viciously taken from her, sex itself now framed as explicitly violent and aggressive). Again, Mrs. 

Nasone intervenes, hearing Thana vomiting. Her enquiries as to Thana’s wellbeing stem less from genuine concern and more as a kind of accusation (‘What’s wrong?’ she screams, threatening to call the doctor). Phil – again – takes the opportunity to sniff around Thana’s fridge, constantly vigilant and seemingly determined in his own mute way to reveal Thana’s crime. 

Thana sleeps poorly, tormented by nightmares as she wraps herself tightly in her handmade, patchwork quilt: images of her refrigerator, the faces of the two rapists and her neighbour peering through a peephole (the latter another explicit Polanski reference) swarm to the sound of Phil’s 60
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barking and both adults and children’s voices. The details of the scene are difficult to grasp, rendering Stevens’ description of it particularly useful:

We hear a man’s voice saying ‘Thana. What happened to you? Are you a mutant dressed like this?,’ followed by a little girl’s voice saying ‘That’s right you (incomprehensible), they say take the mutes away  just right.’ 

We may assume that the man is Thana’s father (he repeats the burglar’s question ‘What happened to you?’, thus connecting him with Thana’s recent trauma), but he may not be. And what did happen to Thana? Just how is she dressed? Is this the incident that triggered the loss of her voice? Or is this comment addressed to someone else? (2004: 66)

For Kier-La Janisse, this is a crucial sequence, as ‘it’s suggested 

… that she was raped as a child, and that her muteness is not biological. Muteness is the most prevalent psychosomatic manifestation of post-traumatic stress disorder’ (2012: 51). 

In one of the few scenes in the film that do not feature Thana, the film cuts to the next morning where an aggressive, abusive drunk digging through a rubbish bin for food discovers one of Thana’s shopping bags, revealing a dismembered hand. 

The public revelations of her crimes continue, when at work Laurie reads a newspaper whose headline shouts ‘No Clues in Bizarre .45 Killing’. In Albert’s office, Thana is reprimanded for her work not being ‘up to scratch’ for the last three days, this framed passive-aggressively as concern for her wellbeing. Walking behind her, Albert says softly in one of the film’s most shocking (and broadly unacknowledged) lines of dialogue: ‘Darling, I know you’re working with a tremendous handicap which is why you have to try harder than a normal person.’ Emphasising her Otherness, he uses this as leverage 61
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to justify workplace sexual harassment, implying that her difference – marked by what he considers as her lack – 

positions her as a potential sexual conquest. He places his hands on her neck and shoulders, attempting a seduction as he encourages her to come to the workplace Halloween party. Attempting to lure her through a direct reference to her sexual satisfaction (‘there’ll be boys your own age’), she scrawls in neat cursive writing on a note, ‘I’ll try’. There are a number of crucial moments where Thana writes notes in the film, rare but important points where she turns towards language to communicate. As Sophie Charlin suggests, ‘by thinking on paper, Thana takes on the allure of a comic strip character, and ends up expressing herself in voice bubbles’ 

(2002), an observation that recalls the  Peanuts comic upon which Thana’s bloodied gun now sits. 

Thana’s transformation continues, and this is the first time in the film she wears anything but black, white, grey or brown. Rather, she wears a bright red cardigan, and as she exits Albert’s office, it is revealed that her practical lace-up shoes have been replaced with the same iconic black leather high-heeled boots that later become part of her sexy nun costume. With her hair tucked under a hat, it is also notably the most masculine Thana looks in the entire film. 

Ron Pettersson says of her transforming appearance at this moment: ‘She is wearing a beret (a strong militant motif) and stronger, more tightly fitting, “young corporate professional” 

attire’. He continues, ‘Thana’s facial expressions change from shy, timid looks, through horror and pain, to cold, focused stares of anger and silent outrage. There is a sense of her being more alert to the world through new eyes’ (2002). 

Another colleague gently asks Thana what the boss wanted 

– a specific question, notably different from the typically aggressive manner in which Thana is asked if she’s OK – to which she offers a rare answer, writing again neatly on a 62
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scrap of paper, ‘I just wish they would leave me alone’. 

Taking a lunch break with her colleagues at a local steakhouse, Thana is fixated on a couple in the window (Nancy Ulrich and S. Edward Singer) making out with exhibitionist zeal. The other girls laugh, Laurie snorting derisively ‘What is this, a zoo? Feels like a couple of monkeys going at it!’ 

Remaining to get her change after the others leave, the man 

– now also alone – approaches Thana and attempts to seduce her. Introducing himself as a fashion photographer, Rich invites Thana to his studio to drink wine, smoke pot and to supposedly take a few informal portraits. He tells her he did not mean to offend her and her friends, referring to Laurie as her ‘sister’ and saying she did not need to get so upset: this is a small, throwaway line, perhaps, but has crucial significance to the film’s climactic showdown between Laurie and Thana. 

Thana ignores him until he touches her hand, her demeanour suddenly changing upon unsolicited physical contact and she determinedly follows him to his building. 

Mistakenly believing his attempt at seduction has been successful, he talks consistently – not realising she is mute 

– and it is only when they arrive at his studio that he realises his error. Without even leaving the elevator, Thana shoots him repeatedly as he stands before his own cameras and tripods. 

In this darkly comic twist on the phrase ‘photo shoot’, the film once again seeks to reconfigure Laura Mulvey’s idea of women as the subject of a dominant and sadistic male gaze through the camera lens. 

This is significantly the first moment in the film Thana has demonstrated any sense of pleasure or accomplishment, a premeditated act that she knowingly undertakes in order to eradicate a predator. A vital turning point for both Thana herself and the film narratively, the slinky saxophone-driven soundtrack provides the music for Thana’s makeover that evening as she lovingly and slowly applies bright red lipstick 63
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to her mouth while looking at her reflection in her dressing table mirror. As Sean Axmaker notes, ‘The passive victim becomes vengeful vigilante, hunting for potential predators using herself as bait’ (2013). Through this metamorphosis from meek victim to empowered aggressor, Thana evokes the cinematic tradition of the film noir  femme fatale. Both Julianne Pidduck (1995) and Christine Holmund (1993) have suggested that the contemporary manifestation of violent women in cinema from the 1990s onwards is an extension of the  femme fatale tradition. For Brad Stevens, however, Thana combines the masculine and feminine aspects of film noir protagonists: ‘Thana combines the male noir “hero” with those transgressive heroines whose assaults on patriarchy are simultaneously affirmed and defined as monstrous’, he suggests, citing examples such as Ann Savage in  Detour (Edgar G. Ulmer, 1945), Gene Tierney in  Leave Her to Heaven (John M. Stahl, 1945) and Bette Davis in King Vidor’s 1949 

film  Beyond the Forest (2004: 69). 

As a fashion industry employee, Thana’s transformation through clothing into a  femme fatale is worth unpacking further. For instance, although Stella Bruzzi identifies the origins of the modern  femme fatale in Lawrence Kasdan’s Body Heat (1981) (1997: 120),  Ms. 45 – released almost five months earlier – demonstrates aspects of the figure, particularly in regard to Thana’s moment of transformation. When seen through the lens of Tamerlis Lund’s own radical political agenda, Bruzzi’s claim that women’s costume in film can act as an ‘alternative or disruptive filmic discourse’ (1997: 120) offers a significant instance of the  femme fatale and her particular mode of sexualised dress. For Bruzzi, Women, both on and off the screen, have been over-identified with their image, and the self-conscious irony of a film like  The Last Seduction, for example, begins to 64
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suggest that women are capable of using this enforced identification for their own ends. The rejection of the belief that the way a woman looks is conditioned by men is consolidated in …  Single White Female, a film that sheds doubt on the conventional idea that women dress for the benefit of men at all. (1997: 121)

Thana’s transformation through dress in  Ms. 45 functions similarly to the ways Bruzzi identifies in both  The Last Seduction (John Dahl, 1994) and  Single White Female (Barbet Schroeder, 1992): in terms of the former as a way of re-branding herself through the very object of her oppression as a fashion worker, and in the latter as a way of denoting her own self-image as one explicitly addressed to fellow women, particularly the nun as a distinctly feminine figure of safety, security and refuge. 

Dressed seductively in black and looking like a different woman to the one in the beginning of the film, Thana pulls out her gun, puts it in her shoulder bag, and leaves her apartment with a travel bag. Running into Mrs. Nasone and her neighbour Ricky arguing about rent, Thana is yet again interrogated aggressively by her landlady and asked ‘what’s with all that make up?’ In reply, Thana hands her a pre-written note: ‘staying overnight with a friend’. ‘What friend?’, demands Mrs. Nasone, to which she receives no answer. This is one of the first times Thana figuratively uses her silence as a weapon. 

Thana embarks upon one of two evenings on the search for men to kill. Travelling to different parts of the city, as Sophie Charlin observes, ‘for Thana, crossing and recrossing the city, silence is a way of gaining ground’ (2002). She is, in a way, not merely dispersing evidence, but also marking territory (a turn of phrase that perhaps aligns us once again with her vision of Phil being a natural enemy). Dumping the carry bag 65
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full of body parts in a railway locker, Thana strategically sets out on a serial killing spree, seeking to punish men who in various ways attempt to profit (either sexually or financially) from the oppression of women. First she shoots a pimp (Stanley Timms) arguing with a sex worker (Faith Peters) about money he alleges the latter is keeping from him. Next, she walks to Central Park where a group of thugs surround her near the Bethesda Fountain. In an interview with Brad Stevens, according to Tamerlis Lund’s boyfriend at the time Brian Lang, ‘The guys who played the rapists Thana shoots in the Bethseda fountain scene in Central Park were Maoist activists from the Revolutionary Communist Party Bookstore downstairs from Ferrara’s 18th Street Studio’ (2004: 69). 

Circling her menacingly as she stands in the centre of an embossed circle-shaped mosaic built into the ground, there is an aspect of ritual to their movement and actions: Thana knows both her assumed place and role in this playing out of gendered violence, the dynamics of the scene reliant in large part on her subversion of her sacrificial role. 

The location of this scene is crucial for two reasons. Firstly, Thana echoes the same significant Central Park stair walk of Charles Bronson’s Paul Kersey in  Death Wish. Michael Winner’s 1974 film is undoubtedly a key point of reference for  Ms. 45 in a number of ways, and this shall be expanded on elsewhere in this book. But this is not the only significant aspect of this sequence’s location: Bethesda Terrace was renowned during the 1970s as a key location for drug dealing, and it was not until the first of a number of campaigns to restore Central Park were undertaken during the early 1980s that it was restored to its social, cultural and architectural splendour. Amongst other things,  Ms. 45 documents a historical aspect of New York City history very much specific to its zeitgeist, supporting Ferrara’s own suggestion that the majority of his fictional films function as documentaries in a 66
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sense: ‘what you see is what happened in the moment that was shot’ (Abrams 2013). 

The Bethesda Terrace sequence also offers one of the film’s most memorable images. Thana strategically shoots the circling thugs before they get a chance to attack her, Ron Pettersson describing her ‘like a lone, yet self-empowered western gunslinger’ (2002). Apart from again recalling Paul Kersey’s transformation from liberal pacifist to right-wing vigilante in  Death Wish via a trip to a Wild West film set in Arizona, Jacinda Read has observed, rape and revenge in the western are not just ‘standard motifs … they are intimately connected’ (2000: 125), as seen in films including  The Bravados (Henry King, 1958),  Last Train From Gun Hill (John Sturges, 1959),  For a Few Dollars More (Sergio Leone, 1965), Kid Vengeance (Joseph Manduke, 1977),  Hannie Caulder (Burt Kennedy, 1971) and  The Hunting Party (Don Medford, 1971). Cultural associations between the American frontier and rape have clear literary precedents in regards to the nineteenth-century captivity narrative, a strong influence on the western and, arguably, the rape-revenge trope more broadly. Read has suggested that woman-avenger fronted rape-revenge westerns respond to the traditional idea of rape as a property crime between men, an assumption that dominates rape-revenge films where men seek vengeance for the rape of wives or sisters. As Kate Millett has noted, 

‘traditionally rape has been viewed as an offense one male commits upon another – a matter of abusing “his woman”’ 

(2000: 44). For Read, second-wave feminism allowed a space for rape-revenge to be rethought through the western, in films where ‘rape is not a crime against women [but] a crime whose social resonance to a patriarchal society is symbolized through the villains’ robbery’ (2000: 129). As Read suggests, films like  Hannie Caulder and  Handgun (Tony Garnett, 1983)5 

‘engage with and attempt to make sense of some of the 67
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more sophisticated and complex debates and oppositions put on the agenda by feminism’ during this era (2000: 133). 

The influence of the western on the rape-revenge trope is an important one, and this connection emphasised by Philippe Met between  Ms. 45 and these western traditions is significant. 

Walking out of the park in the rain after this shooting, a limousine driver (Alex Jachno) pulls over and invites Thana into the car with a wealthy Arabic man, played by Lawrence Zavaglia. Offering her money for an implied sexual transaction, Thana replies with a gunshot wound to his crotch, also shooting the driver. In the context of contemporary American politics at the time of writing this book, the representation of a wealthy man from the Middle East in traditional clothing carries with it a distinct set of ideological implications dictated by the widespread demonising of the region in the context of events such as the Gulf War of 1990/91 and the 2003 

invasion of Iraq, US military involvement in Afghanistan, the attacks of September 2011, figures such as Saddam Hussein and Osama Bin Laden, and the rise of ISIS. Yet as Tim Jon Semmerling discusses at length in  ‘Evil’ Arabs in American Popular Film: Orientalist Fear (2006), the representation of villainous Arabs has a far lengthier screen history than this more immediate context would suggest. In terms of violent genre film alone, Semmerling privileges  The Exorcist (William Friedkin, 1974), and of this omnipresent figure in American cinema he states

Our filmic villains are narrative tools used for self-presentation and self-identity to enhance our own stature, our own meaning, and our own self-esteem in times of our own difference. Therefore, are the ‘evil’ 

Arabs in American film actually oblique depictions of ourselves: the insecure Americans? (2002: 2) 68
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In the specific case of  Ms. 45, then, this character is an important one in articulating what this distinctly American film suggests is not merely an American problem, but a global, cross-cultural one. Notably the Arabic man is not suggested to be any less or more lecherous and misogynistic than the men coded as distinctly American, but rather by virtue of his maleness, his race – and, crucially, his economic status – 

reduce him to what in Thana’s eyes at least is an essentialist position of villainy. This issue of economics is a vital theme at this point: Thana’s three separate murderous encounters this night are marked by the intersection of sex and commerce. 

Even in the Central Park gang encounter, there is an unspoken implication of both theft  and rape. For Thana – and, as noted earlier, for Tamerlis Lund herself – economics and gendered power relations have an intrinsic, overlapping relationship to violence. 

Phil barks his usual alarm as Thana returns home to scrub her hands of blood and gunshot residue in her kitchen sink. A banana skin is shown just next to the sink, a subtle suggestion that she has had time to eat: she has no problems with nausea or shock after these murders, unlike earlier in the film. Recognising Phil as a potential enemy, Thana looks at her fridge and removes a body bag, grinding up the human meat into a bowl and going next door to offer it to Phil who eats it enthusiastically, his affinity for his fellow men seemingly vanished in an appropriately fitting act of symbolic cross-species ‘dog eat dog’ cannibalism. On the radio, Mrs. 

Nasone listens to a news story about the previous evening’s bloodbath, ‘the largest mass killing in New York City in eight years’ in Midtown Manhattan. Again, the specificity of the .45 

calibre gun is reiterated, reminding us of the film’s title that so closely aligns Thana with her weapon of choice. 

Depositing body parts around town has become part of Thana’s everyday routine, an open car boot her next selection 69
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as the male driver (Eddie Eisele) turns his back to get his golf clubs. At work, we see again a repetition of Albert’s sleazy, passive-aggressive reprimanding of Thana, this time for her absences. As if to imply that these will cease being issues if she is sexually pliant, he asks Thana to accompany him to the work Halloween party as his date. Her earlier, school-like cursive handwriting now replaced by bold capital letters, she writes to him in a note, ‘I WANT TO GO’. The double meaning is missed on Albert as he starts to feel assured that his seduction is succeeding. Outside in the workroom, the women giggle and point out of the window at a sexual tryst unfolding in a building across from them. Turning to look suggestively at Thana, Albert is met with her strong, meaningful look, a knowing and assertive stare. 

In one of the film’s often overlooked structural nuances, an earlier scene where a homeless man (played by long-time Ferrara collaborator Jack McIntyre) discovers one of Thana’s discarded body parts in a rubbish bin is again mirrored here. 

The voice of a homeless woman (Evelyn Smith) pushing a supermarket trolley full of debris is heard before the final scene even ends, over the close-up of Thana’s staring face. 

There is therefore a subtle disorienting suggestion that the voice is coming from Thana, which although making little sense narratively does have a meaningful poetic twist when the supposed ramblings of the homeless woman are considered closely: ‘I don’t know why they want to persecute me because I don’t talk to women: all women do is laugh and sing and say the word “pussy”. You ask any doctor and they’ll tell you that.’ The contents of this monologue are lost on a casual viewing, the camera instead dominating our attention as it zooms into one of Thana’s shopping bags on the bottom tray of the trolley. But in the context of the mute Thana (who ‘don’t talk to women’) and the giggling smutty chatter amongst her women co-workers in the previous scene, it is 70
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reasonable to deduce that this scene has been put here very deliberately to playfully offer suggestions of Thana’s potential internal dialogue. 

The sound of a gong marks a clichéd shift to Chinatown, but the politics of what is to follow are less clear. Zooming slowly down into a phone booth where a hooded Thana stands holding a phone receiver, this is one of the film’s most beautiful shots, introducing a particular style of night shooting that would come to the fore in Ferrara’s later work,  Fear City and  China Girl in particular. Holding a phone receiver, there is a significant turn in Thana’s character development: the act of speech is now reduced merely to a prop that enables disguise. 

She may not be able to speak, but she can pretend to, and this alone empowers her to continue her self-appointed role as judge, jury and executioner as she prowls New York City searching for men to punish. 

Yet Thana’s second night in commando mode is far less successful. From the phone booth she watches a young Chinese couple kissing on a street corner. Far less aggressive and grotesque than the display in the steakhouse, the young people’s encounter here is instead framed in a much sweeter way, but for Thana it is a direct provocation. Peter Lehman suggests that of the young man (played by Michael R. Chin), 

‘the mere display of male sexual behavior is his only crime’ 

(1993: 24), yet this ignores what Thana actually sees. As she studies them, Thana sees the young woman (Gerri Igarashi) return to her job in an ice-cream store, playfully pushing her partner away as he attempts another kiss before she leaves. 

While clearly a good-humoured, affectionate gesture to put an end to her partner’s friskiness, so blind is Thana to any kind of warmth that she fails to read the situation for what it is, interpreting it as a type of gendered violence. 

In all of the encounters she has witnessed or been a part of until now, men have menaced women. Yet here, 71
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it is Thana’s inability to read the situation for what it is – 

innocent and playful – that provokes her ire. Misreading the couple’s farewell as an attempted assault, Thana mobilises: her obsession with the couple is seemingly validated by her misinterpretation. Following him to his apartment building, he fumbles with his keys as Thana slowly raises her gun. Gaining access to the building just as she is about to shoot, Thana is visibly disappointed by this missed opportunity as she fails to add to her increasing body count. 

In one of the film’s most fascinatingly intertextual moments, Ms. 45 then cuts to a bar where an unidentified man (played by Jack Thibeau) is introduced  in media res telling Thana (who sits off screen, silently) about his wife’s unfaithfulness. 

Continuing their conversation on a park bench near the Brooklyn Bridge, Ferrara makes an overt reference to Woody Allen’s then-recent 1979 film,  Manhattan. The lead-up to the famous Brooklyn Bridge scene in that film is a continuation of a conversation where Isaac Davis (played by Allen) tells Mary Wilkie (Diane Keaton) about his ex-wife (Jill Davis, played by Meryl Streep) leaving him for another woman; Isaac jokingly telling Mary that he responded by trying to run ‘them both over with a car’. Swinging past Mary’s home to pick up her dog – she calls it a ‘penis substitute’ – they stop briefly at a diner before heading to the same park bench that Thana and the unnamed man sit on in  Ms. 45. In  Manhattan, the scene is the climax of Mary and Isaac’s first lengthy conversation alone, peaking with Isaac’s ‘Allenesque’ observation that New York ‘is really a great city’, marvelling at the beauty of the lights. 

Although it is the choice of location that visually flags the reference to  Manhattan   here,  Ms. 45 picks up on this scene in much deeper ways. Most obvious is the unnamed man’s confession to Thana that the way he responded to his wife’s infidelity with another woman was to strangle 72
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her cat, a revelation that provokes Thana into lifting her gun and attempting to shoot him. When her gun fails, he takes it from her, leans forward aggressively and, holding the gun up to his temple, shoots himself. Particularly considering the depressive shtick that marks so many of Allen’s characters from this period, this is a perverse re-rendering of his New York City when shifted to a world where violence against women turns them into insane, misandry-driven killers. Isaac’s admission that he tried to run his ex-wife and new partner over with a car is in  Manhatta n a flippant quip, but translated into the world of  Ms. 45 these acts of violence (or attempted violence) are an active declaration of war, a red flag to a bull in Thana’s case. Described perfectly by David Ehrenstein as a 

‘weird and moving scene’ (1981), as the unnamed man holds the trigger to his head as Thana looks on, there is a distinct air of a cruel, sadistic victory over Thana. So determined is he to deny her the privilege of ending his life that he gloats about doing so himself. As Rikke Schubart cannily notes of this moment, ‘suicide is a relief where drowning men struggle for air’ (2007: 94). 

This reference to lesbianism may be easily framed as a specific link to the Brooklyn Bridge scene in  Manhattan and the conversation that preceded it, but this is an element that runs through many of Ferrara’s films of this era:  9 Lives of a Wet Pussy features explicit girl-on-girl action, and  The Driller Killer’s Reno responds to his girlfriend’s sexual encounter with another woman in an extreme manner. As is also the case in Ms. 45’s follow-up,  Fear City, these early Ferrara films are marked by men failing to cope with the idea of women finding sexual and/or romantic comfort through sexual encounters with other women.6 Lesbianism does not feature in  Ms. 45 in the same spectacle-driven manner as it does in these other films, but this has arguably less to do with questions of taste or ideology as it does narrative logic:  Ms. 45’s is a cold, hard 73
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world, where sex is either a site of violence and aggression or (in the case of the kissing couple in the steakhouse or the couple watched from the showroom window), a sight of grotesque derision. 

Returning home yet again to a barking, accusing Phil, Thana’s second vengeance-driven killing spree has all told been far less successful than her first. She is angry, and – 

wishing to avoid her nosy landlady – takes another shopping bag and climbs out of her fire escape. Mrs. Nasone enters Thana’s apartment without permission, and after finding nothing in the refrigerator, Phil draws her attention to a locked wardrobe near the front door, where Thana has hidden the last of her body-part-filled bags. Before Mrs. Nasone can investigate further, Phil in his excitement knocks over a vase, leaving a water stain on Thana’s carpet. This prompts Mrs. 

Nasone to leave out of fear of discovery. 

At work, Albert declares that he is giving his employees the afternoon off to prepare for the party. Unmoved, Thana stands with a deadpan expression underneath a ‘Men’s’ toilet sign, her look of disgust a perfect emblem for her response to the entire gender. Discovering the damp carpet at home, she realises she has yet again been the victim of a home intruder 

– less violent than her previous one, perhaps, but Thana sees Phil as no less of a threat to her well-being. Handing Mrs. 

Nasone a note – ‘can I take Phil for a walk?’ – she drags the unhappy dog through the city streets, providing the context for her only uncontrolled expression of physical anger in the entire movie as she swings her handbag angrily at passing drivers and physically kicks Phil. Dragging him through an abandoned factory, she ties him up at a deserted waterfront area and pulls her gun. While Phil’s murder is not shown, the quick cut to a handwritten note suggests his fate is clear: ‘Phil took off after another dog. I searched but couldn’t find him. 

He’ll probably come home on his own.’ 
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Seemingly liberated by the removal of Phil and his threatening masculine presence, Thana prepares for the Halloween party. Bullets sit beside lipstick tubes on her dressing table as she ritualistically kisses each bullet before placing them in her gun. Dressed as a nun, she performs another of the film’s most explicit intertextual references as she mimics Robert De Niro’s iconic ‘You talkin’ to me?’ poses as Travis Bickle in Scorsese’s  Taxi Driver, another canonical New York City film from this period. The reference to Bickle here is an important one: aside from presenting an important gender reversal where this kind of display of action in vigilante-style action thrillers is coded as specifically masculine, it is also a useful shorthand for clarifying Thana’s moral and psychological status at this point in the movie. By drawing a direct link between Thana and Bickle, the film reminds the viewer that she is not necessarily a point of identification, even if in her deranged violence that resulted directly from trauma, she is nevertheless a subject for pity. As Sheila O’Malley notes, this is an important moment because it clearly articulates that Thana is now in fact ‘quite mad’ (2013). This is a simple yet important point to make: as opposed to the film suggesting that Thana’s explosion of violence is a rational response to the extreme violence that surrounds her, it overtly indicates that she is damaged, that the violence she has indulged in is very much a part of what O’Malley identifies as a ‘fantasy world’ 

(2013). For Brenez from this perspective ‘Thana is not at all a psychopath’; rather, ‘she incarnates the logical, political radical response to an intolerable situation – a situation that, in the everyday, we convince ourselves to put up with at the cost of our mental health’ (2007: 89). As Thana poses and pouts in the mirror, Delia’s foreboding piano-driven soundtrack is littered with heavily affected synthesised gunshot sounds that appear whenever she feigns shooting the gun: a nice formal indication of Thana’s distorted worldview. Standing up 75
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and revealing her suspender belt – this is no longer a woman-child interested in Snoopy – Thana prepares to leave. 

RESOLUTION? 

The image of  Ms. 45’s gun-totin’ nun is one of the most immediately recognisable and iconic images of the film, linking it on one hand to the nunsploitation category of exploitation cinema, while simultaneously associating it explicitly with Ferrara’s lengthy fascination with and deployment of Christian imagery. A grindhouse staple, nunsploitation films peaked in production during the 1970s with films such as cult favourites  Flavia the Heretic (Gianfranco Mingozzi, 1974),  Killer Nun (Giulio Berruti, 1978) and Walerian Borowczyck’s   Behind Convent Doors (1978), and Japanese variants including Norifumi Suzuki’s  School of the Holy Beast (1974). The popularity of these films on the grindhouse circuit undoubtedly inspired Ferrara’s inclusion of the figure of the nun-with-a-gun7 from a purely commercial perspective alone – like the rape-revenge category, at the time of  Ms. 

 45’s production there was tried-and-true evidence that sexy nuns were attractive to exploitation film audiences. Rather than simply regurgitating the image, however,  Ms. 45 both problematises it and – with Thana’s misandrist fury linked to her own death at the film’s climactic scene – to some degree deconstructed the glamour of the figure of the eroticised, dangerous nun. 

Yet it is in relation to the ongoing utilisation of Christian imagery in Ferrara’s filmography that Thana’s nun costume may attain a far deeper significance. At its most overt, Tamerlis Lund was central to this aspect of Ferrara’s work, leading Brenez to note of  Ms. 45,  Mary and its fascination with Mary Magdalene, and Tamerlis Lund’s original naming of her character in  Bad Lieutenant as Magdalene, that ‘We could 76
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therefore easily call the Catholic Imagery trilogy the Zoë Lund trilogy, because it was she who inspired this particularly brilliant exercise in reinvesting Christian iconography with critical values’ (2012: 128). By making ‘revolutionary use of Christian figures’ (2012: 130), Brenez continues that  ‘Ms 

 .45 constitutes … a crucial film, for it superimposes sexual exploitation upon the exploitation of workers by their boss, firstly on the small scale of one studio, but then symbolically enlarged to cover the entire Third World’ (2012: 131). Tamerlis Lund’s own political motivations are aligned closely with this observation about the utilisation of Christian imagery in  Ms. 

 45. ‘She’s a “crafty Christ” dressing as she does’, she said in an interview. ‘That’s what a revolutionary person has to be’ 

(Peary 2014). 

The Halloween party is in full swing. Tamerlis Lund’s boyfriend at the time Brian Lang told Brad Stevens: ‘Nobody in this scene was paid. Everybody was a friend of somebody in the cast’; he continued, ‘it was a real end of shooting party … 

Friends of the cast were invited … we were only given general instructions: react, run, wind up against that wall’ (2004: 60). 

As the scene opens, Albert appears to already be drunk: dressed as Dracula, he is framed as a kind of sexual vampire about to swoop in and feast on the blood of the innocent, an attribute he mistakenly applies to Thana. Intercutting between different conversations at the party, three exchanges are privileged. In the first, a man with a beard in a yellow and blue outfit tells a man dressed as a bride that it costs only $300 to have sex with a virgin sex worker in Puerto Rico. In a second conversation, a husband (dressed as a zombie) and his wife (dressed as Raggedy Anne) argue about his refusal to carry through with a promised vasectomy: ‘we’re not going to have this discussion here,’ he sneers. ‘These are business associates of mine.’ The final conversation reveals Albert lecherously describing Thana to a salivating acquaintance 77
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winkingly as a ‘protégé’. These three conversations continue the strong pattern in the film that links gender difference and power imbalances with economic power, underscoring the film’s driving awareness of intersectionality that will become crucial in the action about to unfold. And, as Sheila O’Malley correctly observes, this eavesdropping technique across a number of different conversations is Ferrara’s successful way of suggesting ‘this goes on every day, all around women, it is the atmosphere that women breathe’ (2013). 

As the party continues, Mrs. Nasone again enters Thana’s apartment. In one of the film’s most peculiar moments, the door opens slowly and convinced that Thana has returned, Mrs. Nasone, is instead greeted by a gorilla. Removing the mask, it is revealed to be Ricky, the male tenant briefly introduced on the staircase earlier in the film, continuing associations between men and animals (represented most clearly in the key role in the film of Phil). This is further expanded at the Halloween party, where a number of men appear in animal costumes. The gorilla costume in particular recalls Laurie’s earlier comment in the steakhouse, drawing a parallel between unchecked sexual vigour and monkeys: male sexuality is here (especially to Thana) understood as animalistic, primal, dangerous and out of control. Returning to Thana’s cupboard, Mrs. Nasone discovers the final plastic bag and reveals the disembodied head of the second rapist. 

Dancing continues at the party, and Albert lures Thana upstairs much to the surprise and amusement of her women co-workers. Thana’s lipstick is smeared, and the sight of Albert kissing her feet suggests an off-screen seduction has taken place. Unmoved and cold but not resistant as such, Thana appears to be biding her time. Simultaneously, police interview Mrs. Nasone in order to discover Thana’s whereabouts: less concerned with the human body than with her missing dog, Mrs. Nasone repeatedly refers to Thana 78
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the association of those particular garments with masculine white-collar privilege. A cowboy is shot (another reference to rape-revenge traditions in the western), as well as at least two of the men we saw involved in sexist conversations earlier: the man who recommended the purchase of Puerto Rican virgins, and the man who angrily refused to have a vasectomy. 

Thana’s us-and-them strategy, however, fails her in the film’s final moments, and it proves to be her undoing. 

Momentarily confused at the taxonomical status of a man dressed as a woman – the ‘bride’ we saw in a previous scene 

– she hesitates and recoils backwards. Standing behind her is Laurie, dressed in a gender-bending reimagining of a man’s tuxedo in a white leotard, black tails and a black bow tie. Thana at this point is surrounded on either side by holiday-sanctioned cross-dressers, and it short-circuits her binary understanding of gender difference: as Rikke Schubart observes, at this party ‘gender is a masquerade with women pretending to be men [and] men in wedding dresses pretending to be women’ (2007: 94). As Sam Tinningley suggests, ‘the battle between sexes becomes a literal war-zone’ (2014), but where those lines are drawn have for Thana been revealed as fatally indistinct. Wielding a large cake knife left on the food table erect at crotch level, Laurie stabs Thana firmly (and symbolically) in the back. There is, it feels, a sense of inevitability about Thana’s death, and much has been made of her name: in psychoanalytic terms, ‘Thanatos’ pertains to the drive towards destruction or the death instinct (Mendik 1996). 

From a contemporary perspective, the inevitability of Thana’s death foreshadows Ferrara’s later affection for countdown structures in films like  4:44 Last Day on Earth (2011),  Bad Lieutenant, ‘R Xmas (2001) and  Pasolini (2014), the latter of which the director noted ‘you kinda know where it’s going. If you know his life, you know what’s gonna happen. Even if you 80
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don’t, I think you feel it for some reason, I don’t know what’ 

(Pinkerton 2014). 

At the point of impact with Laurie’s blade, Thana emits a slow-motion, blood-curdling scream and speaks her only word in the entire film: ‘Sister’. Ferrara knew how important this moment was, and according to Jack McIntyre in an interview for Drafthouse Films’ 2014 home entertainment release of the movie, it took an hour of retakes to get the single word just right. The word here is clearly privileged as Thana senses shock at a betrayal by a fellow woman and a co-worker, a 

‘sister’. Yet Rich has already used this word in the film, the sleazy, sexually aggressive photographer that Thana murders in his studio: he too referred to Laurie in passing as Thana’s 

‘sister’. Sophie Charlin too notices this detail, but assumes that he ‘mistakes … Laurie … for her (literal) sister’, leading Charlin to an assumption that this was ‘a normal reaction if he believed he saw a resemblance, but the resemblance is not in their looks but in their attitude towards men and towards sex in general’ (2002). I would argue, however, that the photographer refers to Laurie as Thana’s ‘sister’ in a more colloquial way appropriate to the period, specifically pertaining to the discourse of second-wave feminism and the parlance of the time, marked by a community of women who referred to each other (and were referred to in public discourse) as a sisterhood. 

At stake here therefore is much more than Thana learning too late that her simplistic binary vision of a world divided between binaries of men/bad/aggressors and women/good/

victims is fundamentally flawed. Rather, the specific use of the word ‘sister’ is further complicated because it is a term of reference not just to another woman whom she is aligned with but a turn of phrase to describe relationships between women that Thana learned  specifically through a man.  The reduction of people to a binary divide dictated by biological 81
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her, Thana misunderstood the sisterhood: her essentialist vision of a simplistic men-versus-women world blinded her to grey areas, and her inability to allow spaces for that difference isolated her from other women who too were struggling to survive in the same male-dominated world as Thana. Feminism did not betray Thana, and women did not turn on her: rather, her vision of it  – framed in a language she literally learned from her oppressors (a fashion photographer and therefore a member of her own industry, at that, another representative of broader intersectional forces) – is what led to her inability to see diversity amongst women. 

This is precisely what makes  Ms. 45 such a powerful tragedy: Thana felt she had gained something, yet in this final scene – with Laurie revealed as her killer – it is revealed to both Thana and the audience what has been lost. ‘Thana sabotages her own future, her career, a circle of supportive friends who are themselves outspoken women who could have helped her,’ notes Kier-La Janisse. ‘This gives the film a sense of sadness and regret not always encountered in the standard rape-revenge films’ (2012: 53). And as noted earlier in this book, the anti-essentialist critique implicit in Thana’s inability to see beyond crude binaries is mirrored explicitly in Zoë Tamerlis Lund’s own strongly worded rejection of feminist essentialism. 

But the film does not end here. Dismissed simply by Christy Lemire, Sheila O’Malley and Susan Wloszczyna as a 

‘sort of cathartic laugh’ or ‘a sick joke’ (2013), there is arguably a much more poignant, significant reading of the movie’s brief final scene. Cutting to a close-up of a bunch of roses, it is not Thana that is mourned, but Phil as Mrs. Nasone weeps for her lost dog, assumed to be one of Thana’s many male victims. Described by Nicole Brenez as the ‘“husband” dog’, she notes that Phil ‘represents the ideal companion for the ideal matron’. She continues: 
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He is always there, obeys all, says nothing, eats everything he is given (including human flesh), has his framed photo atop the piano and represents no sexual threat. Thana can thus spare him, and that is why Phil returns in the final shot. He justly deserves his second billing in the credits, right after Lund. (2007: 131)

As negatively as the characters are presented in the film, it is notable that the only truly affectionate male/female relationship in the movie is between Mrs. Nasone and Phil. It is from this perspective oddly optimistic that the final shot of the film is Phil running up the stairs of the apartment building back to Mrs. Nasone’s front door. 

But Phil is still, importantly, a beast. The last human sounds we hear in  Ms. 45 is that of a woman weeping, not for the loss of a person but for the loss of a man coded explicitly as animal: Phil. The importance of this is twofold: it privileges Thana’s ‘sister’ with being the final word in the film, important for reasons previously outlined and – even more obviously – 

that the last word in a film about a mute woman is spoken by that mute woman herself. And yet, as Thana feared, there is also a more ominous suggestion: the patriarchy cannot be destroyed. If we give them the chance, they will keep coming back. 
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 MODUS OPERANDI – AFTER  MS. 45

Upon its initial release,  Ms. 45 was met with a range of challenges and confronting – and often outright hostile 

– responses. This chapter considers its promotion and reception, and the censorship and distribution challenges it has faced. It also examines the curious ways the film has been more recently positioned by critics seeking to champion Ferrara’s early work as that of a highbrow auteur by what is often a forced reframing of the film beyond its original exploitation context and status as a cult film. But, as shall now be explored in depth, it is precisely these origins that granted the film its original passage into the cultural domain in the first place. 

SELLING THANA: PROMOTION, DISTRIBUTION AND RECEPTION

If, as outlined in Chapter two,  Ms. 45 was made guerrilla style, then the film’s initial distribution – according to Ferrara 85
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at least – verged on the outright gonzo. So steep was the learning curve that the film was initially self-distributed in the United States, and it took two years for Warner Bros. 

to purchase it for international distribution. Regardless,  Ms. 

 45 initially opened in 96 theatres in New York City and Long Island alone, which – Ferrara notes with some irony – was 

‘probably more theaters than any other film I made’ (Gilchrist 2013). Ferrara has bragged that ‘we had to drag the prints to every one of them’ (Dollar 2013), but the effort undoubtedly paid off. 

In New York City at least, the bulk of the cinemas that played   Ms. 45  were the natural habitat of exploitation films at the time, the grindhouse. Cult film writer Danny Peary recalled seeing the film around twelve months after its initial release during its stint as a midnight movie on a double bill with Sharad Patel’s 1981 Idi Amin exploitation biopic,  Amin: The Rise and Fall.  1 In 1983, Peary described this area during this period, noting its close proximity to the Garment District where much of  Ms. 45 was shot:

The legendary 42nd Street theaters, in which so many film fanatics grew up, have so deteriorated that with the exception of diehard movie buffs the only people who dare enter the darkness are pimps, pushers, alcoholics, addicts, and assorted degenerates who want to get off their feet or elude the police for a couple of hours 

… When not yelling at each other, the men excitedly talk back to the screen, cheering brutality (as was the case with  Amin) and, misogynists all, directing lewd comments at every woman character. (Peary 1983) Ferrara himself recalls seeing this same double bill, and remembers the audience demographic in a similar way: 86
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It might as well have been Riker’s Island watching the film. This is like the real deal, the Manhattan that’s gone 

– getting high, drug deals, shots going off in the theater, place packed, Friday night … up comes  Ms. 45. They rape her, the first time – it’s like a comedy, okay. This is like, ‘Oh shit, it’s a rape, they’re raping a young… ‘ No – 

it’s like, ‘Yeah, man!’ They were so into raping this chick that I was embarrassed to be there. I was mortified. 

(Goodsell 2014)

Tamerlis Lund too was marked by her experience watching Ms. 45 in a grindhouse cinema at the time of the film’s initial New York City release. Leaving for Europe shortly after finishing the film, she was at first indifferent to its reception. 

In conversation with Todd McCarthy from  Variety in 1982, she said ‘I was in favor of ignoring it at first’, with McCarthy noting that it was only when she finally saw it in a 42nd Street grindhouse that she began to conceive the gravity of the film. 

‘Once she saw how audiences were reacting, she returned to the theatre incognito on numerous occasions and, posing as a foreign reporter, taped comments from the patrons’ 

(McCarthy 1982). 

The mythology surrounding  Ms. 45 is that of a phoenix-from-the-flames cult film legend, where the preliminary dismissal of an exploitation genre film gave way to almost near-unanimous praise. In 2013, the  Village Voice’s Stephanie Zacharek stated that ‘ Ms. 45 wasn’t well received upon its release; it wasn’t quite right for its time, probably because it was so much of its time’. Some reviews at the time, however, suggest a less clear-cut critical narrative. McCarthy described the film as ‘a genuine low-budget sleeper from last year that garnered near-unanimous critical enthusiasm’ (1982), while Randall Clark has suggested that on its initial release, 

‘the film received many favorable reviews, particularly from 87
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But in a 1987 interview with John Gallagher reprinted in his 1989 book  Film Directors on Directing, Ferrara was clearly still hurting from early reviews that did not embrace the film as enthusiastically:

JAG:    Ms. 45 got some good notices. 

AF: 

Some bad, too. 

JAG:   What were the negative reactions? 

AF:  

I don’t want to repeat them. I don’t want to hear them again. (Gallagher 1989: 54)

Reviews of the film from its initial release offer fascinating insight into the ideological climate of the time. For example, David Ehrenstein in the  Los Angeles Herald Examiner’s   1981 

review    discusses   Ms. 45 in the context of broader cinema culture at the time. Describing it as a ‘cheap, tawdry, yet inexplicably profound film’, Ehrenstein notes: ‘In a year when low-budget commercial filmmaking has been almost entirely devoted to imbecilic by-the-numbers schlock horror programmers,  Ms.45 … is like manna from heaven.’ He continues, ‘frame for frame there’s more imagination, wit and even sensitivity here than in any of the current crop of highly touted, morally “uplifting” productions’. For Ehrenstein, despite being ‘sordid, outrageous pulp’, even at this early stage he champions Ferrara for ‘a warmth and humanity (that) somehow manages to rise from all this anguished ugliness with a sense of gutter integrity that’s unique’ (1981). 

Another remarkable account of an early Los Angeles screening of the film gives an alternate angle on  Ms. 45’s initial reception. Early Ferrara collaborator (and brother of composer Joe Delia) Francis Delia told Brad Stevens an astonishing anecdote about seeing the film at a session where  The Omen director Richard Donner was in attendance: 

‘Donner was chomping down on a Whopper when the dark 89
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red blood from Peter Yellen’s ostensibly hack-sawed corpse started drip, drip, dripping onto the  New York Times. Donner gagged, stood up, said ‘That’s it … that’s enough’, flung open the screening room door, flooding the darkness with noontime Hollywood glare, and strode out.’ He continued, 

‘Abel, stunned, went running after Donner, shouting, “What about   The Omen? That was grisly!” Donner kept walking, saying “Not like that!”’ (2004: 63). 

As noted earlier, both  Repulsion and  Death Wish are key texts in any consideration of  Ms. 45, but the latter particularly would prove a key reference point for Ferrara’s film from 1981 onwards. Myron Meisel’s suggestion that  Ms. 45 

‘applies a twist and variations to the familiar  Death Wish formula of rampant vigilantism’ (1983) would become typical of the critical readings of the relationship between the two. 

Certainly at least some cinemas at the time of  Ms. 45’s initial release were aware of this connection: for instance, as the May 25 issue of  New York  Magazine that year indicates one cinema – the Hackenback Fox in Bergen County – even played the two films as a double bill on  Ms. 45’s initial release in late May 1981. 

In large part, the tagline of the original poster for  Ms. 

 45 – ‘It’s no longer a man’s world’ – can be understood as a reply to  Death Wish.  Richard Meyers has suggested that the iconic  Ms. 45 poster was partially responsible for the original success of the film (1983: 45). As Rikke Schubart has indicated, the placement of the tagline above an image of a red fingernailed, gun-holding hand dropping a plastic bag containing a man’s hand contains the intrinsic suggestion 

‘that it  was  a man’s world until Thana came along’ (2007: 93). 

In tension with this image of strong, sexualised femininity is the shrewd comparison Danny Peary makes with the design of another poster for the film (seen on the cover of this book) to a traditional James Bond film poster – the position 90
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of the legs and gun implying both not just dominance and power, but also the Bond association evoking a familiar set of genre tropes (Peary 1983). As discussed in the previous chapter – and as shall be expanded further in the next one 

–   Ms. 45 knowingly adopts the key codes and conventions of the rape-revenge category in particular, providing genre-savvy audiences with myriad entry points into the film, while at the same time challenging and deviating from the generic norms in crucial ways incisive enough to provide the film with serious thematic and ideological clout. 

SILENCING THANA: CENSORSHIP

The critical attention  Ms. 45  received on its initial release in large part donated to the enigma that surrounded the film during its lengthy absence from widespread access in its uncut form.   Ms. 45 is a film that until its re-release in 2013 

was difficult to find uncensored. While its initial 1983 video release was uncut and there was a full-length French DVD 

available for many years, all other releases were until recently substantially edited. Interference by censors at the time of the film’s initial release also made it difficult for Ferrara to release a version he was happy with. 

These issues were in large part related to a number of cultural and technological shifts at the time. As Beth Accomando observed, ‘ Ms. 45 came as video and cable TV 

was sounding a death knell for grindhouse theaters’ (2014), and although it arguably found its broader cult audiences in the United States at least through these media, it too was fraught:  Ms. 45 was distributed in the United States at one stage by Saul Shiffrin of Rumson Films, who found the movie difficult to sell to cable television networks as they found it 

‘too intense for the average viewer’ (Peary 2014). Differing formats demanded different edits, and it is only very recently 91
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that a widely accessible uncut version became available to the US market. In late April 2008, a less hacked version of the film was released in the US market, although still reducing it by one minute and 22 seconds. According to the film censorship website MelonFarmers.co.uk, this version also cut the two rape scenes, and ‘the murder of the guy in the yellow T-shirt at the Halloween party shoot-out is now offscreen’. The 2013 

release of  Ms. 45 by Drafthouse Films will be discussed further in the final chapter of this book, but suffice to say at this stage it is now unarguably considered the authoritative version. Until this release, the 2008 French DVD release through Aquarelle was broadly considered the only uncut version of the film available, although an accidentally released full-length version on VHS through UK Warner Bros. Maverick Collection imprint gained almost immediate subcultural and economic value as it was hastily removed from sale once the error had been identified (as the Melon Farmer website notes, the authenticity of particular release is identifiable through a duplication code: 082897). 

Yet this was merely the tip of the iceberg of  Ms. 45’s fraught release history in the United Kingdom, where it was left in distribution limbo on a national scale until it secured a limited cinema release in 1984 after substantial cuts by the BBFC. Of course, 1984 is a crucial year in the history of British film censorship, a key moment in the so-called Video Nasties controversy that has gone down in cult film history as a watershed moment where trash film cultures stood in direct opposition to that deemed culturally acceptable by government policy. The term Video Nasties refers to a list of films banned by the Director of Public Prosecutions in relation to the notorious 1984 Video Recordings Bill, which required the British Board of Film Classification to consider video cassette classifications based on the assumption that children would have access to the films in question. This 92
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period. As Myron Meisel (1983) notes, according to Ferrara himself distribution was stalled in light of this in Britain, and the version that received limited cinema release in 1984 (and a later VHS release in 1986 under the alternate title  Angel of Vengeance) received substantial cuts.2 Although an uncut release was never released specifically for the region, the 2014 Drafthouse Films DVD is, at time of writing, still readily available on Amazon.co.uk as an import, and it screened in London’s iconic repertory Prince Charles Cinema in late 2014, amongst other venues. In territories such as Australia, the cut film had a far reach on VHS, and the legacy of its reputation alone also propelled cinema screenings in 2014 at specialised cult film nights such as the Cultastrophe series at Melbourne’s Cinema Nova. 

There is therefore some irony in the fact that the 2013 

re-release of the uncut Drafthouse Films version of  Ms. 45 

occurred only a year before Ferrara found his most recent controversial film  Welcome to New York on the receiving end of strategic cuts made against the director’s wishes. 

This response to his Gerard Depardieu-fronted reimagining of the Dominique Strauss-Kahn controversy provoked Ferrara to issue a passionate cease-and-desist letter (Abrams 2015). 

As Simon Abrams at  The Dissolve noted, ‘Ferrara’s anger is tempered by pragmatism: He knows the odds are against him’ (2015). After the censorship controversies surrounding The Driller Killer and  Ms. 45, however – and, in particular, the more than thirty years that it took for an uncut version of the latter to become widely available – one can surely forgive Ferrara these frustrations. 

SALVAGING THANA: TRANSCENDING TRASH

In the UK at least, Ferrara’s association with the Video Nasties controversy would have a lasting effect on his cult reputation. 
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So determined is Johnstone in particular to legitimise Ferrara’s name, to lift it out of what he clearly perceives as the misconstrued sewer where his earlier works may have erroneously been positioned, that he goes to what at times are extraordinary, almost aggressive lengths to present his case. For instance, so sceptical is he that Ferrara could have been involved in the production of hardcore pornography that he comes close to outright dismissing  9 Lives of a Wet Pussy as having anything at all to do with the director. In his defence, Ferrara both directed and starred in the film under a pseudonym (Jimmy Laine), and at the time of writing his book in the late 1990s access to the movie was certainly far more limited than it is today. Yet, as noted earlier, there is enough evidence in Ferrara’s films themselves – both  The Driller Killer and  Ms. 45 in particular – where the body genres of pornography and horror arguably collide. What is intriguing about Johnstone’s rejection of the movie as a true ‘Ferrara film’, however, is how it speaks to distinctions between lowbrow and highbrow that permeate Johnstone’s broader defence of the director’s work: ‘If this porn film is indeed his work, then it’s deliberately separate from Abel Ferrara’s work’, he said. 

‘If it is indeed Ferrara’s work, then it is a bit of fluff … the purpose of this book is to appraise Abel Ferrara’s outstanding body of films. This film, which he has never discussed in any interview, is therefore not a film he considers to be part of his work (if it is indeed his work)’ (1999: 8). 

With the benefit of hindsight, of course, we know it is a Ferrara film – very much so. Ferrara himself has since explained why he has in the past been uncomfortable talking about the film in any great detail: ‘I’ve got kids, so I’m not about to broadcast the fact that we were doin’ hardcore films, but it’s also the fact that they weren’t that good to begin with. We were still learning to make movies’ (Gregortis and Speiser n.d.). By 2013, he was speaking about it more openly,4 and some critics 96
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more than others have gone to great lengths to work analyses of  9 Lives of a Wet Pussy into their auteurist considerations of Ferrara. For example, according to Maximilian Le Cain, the earnestness of Brad Stevens’ exploration of  9 Lives  of a Wet Pussy  in his book  The Moral Vision is so excessive that it ultimately feels like an attempt to ‘make excuses for’ Ferrara’s involvement in pornography (2005). 

Johnstone is not the only critic who has demonstrated discomfort around Ferrara’s dalliance in hardcore porn-ography. 

In 1997, for example, Jonathan Romney at the  Guardian was comfortable confirming the film was Ferrara’s feature debut, although he calls it simply  Nine Lives, and does not make reference to its pornographic nature (1997: A8). Johnstone’s clear discomfort with the notion of a great auteur dabbling in hardcore pornography reflects his broader determination to elevate Ferrara purely to the domain of highbrow art cinema, a position made almost gratuitously obvious with his unrelenting namedropping of key figures in European art cinema as a primary point of reference. For instance, the first paragraph of his introductory chapter alone explicitly seeks to place him amongst directors like Polanski, Fassbinder, Bresson, Godard and Pasolini, the latter of whom is privileged with the opening quote of the chapter. Godard is also an unrelenting point of reference. This agenda is pushed un-selfconsciously, a pattern of phrasing revealing the author’s highbrow aspirations for Ferrara – quarantining him from the domain of the lowbrow, an area Johnstone is clearly uncomfortable with – as he draws explicit parallels between Ferrara and those from the European art film canon: phrases such as 

‘like Pasolini’ (1997: 1), ‘like Fassbinder’ (1997: 3), claims that his work ‘recall(s)’ Godard (1997: 2) are sprinkled generously throughout the first few pages alone, and if this is too subtle, he makes his task to elevate Ferrara’s reputation explicit in the second paragraph:
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The first half of his career places him somewhere between Martin Scorsese pre- Raging Bull and Roman Polanski. The second, more mature half of his career has seen him re-position himself somewhere between Jean-Luc Godard and Pier Paolo Pasolini (1999: 2). 

The strategic removal of Ferrara from an exploitation context is even more apparent in Johnstone’s consideration of  Ms. 45: he credits the decision for Thana to be a mute, for example, as a reference to Wim Wenders’ 1978 film  The Wrong Move (1999: 10), with no mention of the strong tradition of mute avenging women in the rape-revenge category (as discussed in the previous chapter). Likewise, in his 24-page examination of the film, the rape-revenge category does not come up until the very last paragraph, where his attention is solely focused on clarifying how it  deviates from – rather than being aligned with – the trope. Once again, Johnstone continues his efforts to align Ferrara with more highbrow cinema, opening the section with a quote by Godard, and littering the chapter with ceaseless comparisons to filmmakers like Polanski, Bresson, Hitchcock, Scorsese, and David Lynch, with Godard again privileged as a key influence, even privileging certain shots as 

‘pure Godard’ (1999: 63). 

To highlight Johnstone’s bias towards the highbrow is not to dismiss Ferrara’s broadly documented passion for and knowledge of diverse types of cinema, and particularly his affection for (and the undoubted influence upon his work of) directors such as Godard, Pasolini and Polanski in particular. 

And certainly it is not a tendency displayed by Johnstone alone: Peter Lehman also notes a similar tension at play in the taste distinctions made in Leonard Maltin’s entry for  Ms. 

 45 in his  TV Movies and Video Guide (1993: 23). Choosing to position it amongst films like  Psycho,  Carrie and  Repulsion rather than earlier rape-revenge films (notably exploitation 98
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titles), Lehman notes that in the Maltin guide ‘the grouping of it with a variety of earlier, prestigious films is curious’, noting Maltin – like Johnstone – seeks to ‘further contribute to this phenomenon of separating  Ms. 45 from its exploitation context and conferring art status upon it’ (1993: 23). 

This is a useful entry point to reflect upon Joan Hawkins’ 

foundational work on the intersection of trash cinema and art film – and low and high culture more broadly – that so compellingly argues that consumers of the former are also quite likely to be the American audiences most familiar with the latter.5 John Cline and Robert G. Weiner have expanded on this claim, arguing that these kinds of films (particularly avant-garde and horror films) ‘are often similar, not only in terms of subject matter or transgressiveness, but also in their technique’ (2010: xvii). In a later profile on Ferrara’s vampire film   The Addiction (1995), Hawkins turned her attention to how this intersection of high and low culture manifests specifically in the case of reception to Ferrara’s  oeuvre. 

‘Abel Ferrara occupies an unusual niche within the American underground,’ she claims; 

Although the edge of his work has continually appealed to downtown underground audiences … he has also garnered more mainstream acceptance than the other underground filmmakers to whom he is frequently compared in the alternative press (Nick Zedd, Amos Poe et al.). For this reason, his work – or at least its reception 

– highlights many of the tensions surrounding the dividing line between avant-garde, underground film and the cinema derisively labeled ‘indiewood’ by downtown cinema fans (2002: 13). 

Likewise, Nicole Brenez has also considered Ferrara through a far more holistic critical lens, emphasising cult film directors 99

CULTOGRAPHIES

John Carpenter and George A. Romero as just as useful – if not more – points of comparison for Ferrara as oft-cited fellow Italian-American directors like Martin Scorsese ‘for they, too, through the codes and the iconography of the genre film, elaborate remarkable anti-capitalist, anti-imperialist pamphlets that contest the denial of history’ (2012: 133). 

While certainly not rejecting the explicit influence of a diverse range of filmmaking practices on Ferrara and his work, a more relaxed approach to  Ms. 45 that is less uptight about distinctions between high and low cultures is arguably a more productive path to a full, deep appreciation of the movie. As Brenez indicates with her emphasis upon Romero and Carpenter, cult film auteurs are still auteurs, worthy of the same kind of privileging as the pantheon of European art filmmakers beatified by Johnstone in particular.  Ms. 45 

‘is important because it shows that exploitation can come from the heart as well as the gut, brain and wallet,’ Richard Meyers wrote in his book  For One Week Only: The World of Exploitation Films; ‘An exploitation film does not have to be brainlessly brutal – it can have moral backbone that makes all the violence that much stronger’ (1983: 44). Likewise, Myron Meisel considered the film an exploitation masterpiece in his 1983 assessment, and observes that ‘art thrives on adversity, and poverty of means need not yield poverty of expression’ 

(ibid.). As for Ferrara – at least in this early part of his career 

– he has been explicit about the exploitation influences on The Driller Killer at least, noting that they sold the film in large part on the example of  The Texas Chain Saw Massacre and its ability to succeed at the box office (Gregorits and Speiser n.d.). Yet as Ferrara told Mahohla Dargis, the lines between art and exploitation may not be so distinct: ‘Every film is an exploitation film,’ he said. ‘Tell me one film that’s not an exploitation film, one film that’s made where they don’t care if they get the money back’ (Dargis 1993: 71). 
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 POST MORTEM – BEYOND  MS. 45

The final chapter of this book explores  Ms. 45’s more long-term legacies and influences, particularly in regards to both the rape-revenge film category more broadly and the domain of women’s cult film fandom. Its contemporary status as a cult film is considered in terms of the 2013 re-release of the movie in cinemas and on home entertainment, introducing the film to new, younger audiences. In particular, women cult film fans have embraced the film upon its re-release, raising important questions about the place and role of women in cult film fandom more broadly. The responses to the film from a number of women from a diverse range of age demographics, cultural contexts and backgrounds who identify as  Ms. 45 

fans are considered, allowing insight into how its significance has both shifted and been maintained over the past thirty-five years. Before this, however, it is worth looking in-depth at the rape-revenge film category specifically, considering how  Ms. 

 45 fits into it and the complexities involved when women’s cult film fandom turns to this difficult and controversial cinematic tradition. 

101

CULTOGRAPHIES

PRECEDENTS: MS. 45 AND RAPE-REVENGE

By the time  Ms. 45 was released, rape-revenge was a long-established category. Brad Stevens has suggested the film is 

‘is among the earliest explorations of the revenge for a rape theme’ (2004: 59), which although not technically true,1 does not invalidate the importance of Ferrara’s film. Although one of the most famous and critically discussed rape-revenge films ever made, even a brief synopsis of the film indicates how  Ms. 45 stands apart from much of the category: Thana’s killing spree is not directed at the men who assaulted her, but rather the entire male gender. While she does kill her second rapist, it is unpremeditated, and it is significant that the first rapist played by Ferrara escapes unscathed and unpunished. 

For Shaun Duke, this is a notable distinction and he argues that it stops  Ms. 45 from being a rape-revenge film  per se: Ferrara’s efforts to convey the horrors of PTSD via flashbacks, slow motion, and visual distortions produces a dizzying effect, so much so that I sometimes felt disoriented by Thana’s desperation to maintain hold on 

‘normal’ life. It’s for this reason that I think of Ferrara’s Ms. 45 less as yet another rape revenge fantasy; this is actually a superb exploration of the trauma, rage, and fear women experience in a blatantly and relentless sexist culture (2015). 

As discussed in the last chapter, at stake here is an explicit desire to elevate  Ms. 45 above the assumption that rape-revenge can  only be ‘seedy‘ exploitation, championing Ferrara’s film by emphasising how it deviates – rather than intersects – with rape-revenge film traditions. Yet letting go of these more highbrow aspirations, it is precisely Ferrara and 102
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Tamerlis Lund’s interrogation of what Duke identifies here as 

‘the trauma, rage and fear women experience in a blatantly and relentless sexist culture’ in  Ms. 45  that make it such a powerful   example of the trope. Rape acts as the trigger to spark in Thana a desire for violent retribution: that it is against the entire male gender for broader notions of oppression and abuse than it is her rapists for two specific attacks in this context is, frankly, splitting hairs. 

Which leads to the thorny issue of definition: surely a rape-revenge movie features rape (or many rapes, or an attempted rape) and a parallel act of vengeance. A rape-revenge film is therefore one where a narrative-propelling rape is punished by an act of revenge, either by the victim or an agent acting on her behalf (a member of the police force or the judiciary, or – most commonly – a family member or loved one).2 The distinction between these two variations in the rape-revenge movie for Sarah Projansky contains fundamental ideological significance:

In these films, sometimes the revenge is taken by a man who loses his wife or daughter to a rape/murder, and sometimes the revenge is taken by women who have faced rape themselves. The films in the first category depend on rape to motivate and justify a particularly violent version of masculinity, relegating women to minor ‘props’ in the narrative. The films of the second category … can be understood as feminist narratives in which women face rape, recognize that the law will neither protect nor avenge them, and then take the law into their own hands. (2001: 60)

The impact of the rape-revenge scenario lies within the intensity that rape (or the threat of rape) maintains over the movie as a whole. Sexual violence from this perspective 103
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does not necessarily need to be shown explicitly, and in fact in some films the decision to include off-screen rapes has distinct narrative and thematic value: the rape is famously shown only at the end of Jonathan Kaplan’s  The Accused (1988), while the rape is not shown at all in films such as the Australian movie  Shame (Steve Jodrell, 1988) or the British film   Straightheads (Dan Reed, 2007). The words ‘rape’ and 

‘revenge’ themselves provoke connections between serious acts of physical violence with equally weighty emotional, psychological and ethical responses. No matter how clumsy, rape-revenge films attempt to make explicit the idea that a rape is something that triggers a desire for retaliation. Taking these qualifications into account, in a rape-revenge film sexual violence is not incidental: narratively speaking, it must be the fundamental action that prompts an act of vengeance. 

But do the movies that fall into this category adhere to such an orderly definition? Many woman-centred rape-revenge films are irrefutably sensational attempts to profit from a regressive desire to watch rape, while other rape-revenge films are critically championed: think, for example, of movies like  The Virgin Spring or  The Accused.  Ms. 45 is an important example because it has fallen into both camps at different times. 

If there is a widespread confusion culturally regarding how we should approach rape-revenge movies, it is because the films themselves replicate a more widely held confusion about the politics and ethics of sexual violence. This is precisely why these movies have proven so difficult for critics to contain: when the diversity of rape-revenge films is taken into account, many of the most famous examples are united only because they demonstrate that conflicting attitudes to rape have and continue to co-exist. This echoes the crucial work of art historian Diane Wolfthal, whose 1999 book  Images of Rape examines the so-called ‘heroic’ rape imagery of Ancient 104
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brief glance through a tiny, controlled fictional window into the real horror of sexual violence and its lived experience. 

Regardless of how distressing some of these movies are, there are inescapable ethical complications embedded in the fact that ultimately what we see is ‘only a movie’, a phrase that became the very tagline to Wes Craven’s notorious rape-revenge film  The Last House on the Left (1972). 

Additionally, at the heart of  Ms. 45 and many other rape-revenge movies lies a critique of institutionalised methods of seeking justice for rape survivors. Trudy Govier noted that ‘human societies develop legal systems and seek to establish the rule of law’ (2002: 8) in order to transcend the 

‘exaggerated, unreliable and anarchic tendencies of personal revenge as a strategy of retribution’ (2002: 2). The premise that these systems are broadly understood to be incapable of providing justice for rape survivors underscores numerous instances of the rape-revenge movie category: in these films, rape survivors (or their agents) regularly take justice into their own hands when the law proves incapable, unable or disinterested in punishment. 

Cinematic revenge is rarely more complex than when it is triggered by sexual violence. Writing about even fictional representations of rape is formidable, the ideological terrain a minefield of emotional and subjective responses. In the past, critics frame discourse with far more delicacy than the usual disclaimers that are generally deemed necessary in discussions concerning screen violence. In  Watching Rape: Film and Television in Postfeminist Culture, Sarah Projanksy detects a ‘feminist paradox between a desire to end  rape and a need to  represent (and therefore perpetuate discursive) rape in order to challenge it’ (2001: 19). In this context, even the act of watching on-screen sexual violence is loaded ideologically: ‘Graphic representations of rape 

… can be understood to express hatred for and violence 106
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against women and thus can potentially increase anxiety and discomfort for many spectators […] Paradoxically, even texts that explicitly articulate an anti-rape perspective can also inadvertently contribute to these backlash representations’ 

(2001: 95). While wishing to step away from risking the latter is commendable, there is simply far more going on in these movies to ignore: as Tammy Oler’s noted so eloquently in  Bitch Magazine, ‘rape-revenge films are at once contributors to and reflections of real-world beliefs and attitudes about rape and violence’ (2009: 34). From this perspective, it is even  more urgent that  all images of cinematic rape (including graphic and exploitative ones) are placed under the microscope. 

Choosing to look at vicious and exploitative examples of the rape-revenge category – a category that, as uncomfortable as some Ferrara defenders are to admit it, absolutely includes Ms. 45 – should therefore obviously not be taken lightly. 

Carol J. Clover’s work offers a valuable precedent for the critical urgency in addressing rape-revenge films like  Ms. 

 45. Examining Meir Zarchi’s  I Spit on Your Grave  as a key case study to support her wider claims for cross-gender identification in horror, for Clover, ‘the only way to account for the spectator’s engagement in the revenge drive is to assume his engagement with the rape-avenging woman’ 

(1992: 152). In response to this, Jacinda Read’s monograph The New Avengers: Feminism, Femininity and the Rape-revenge Cycle  considers rape-revenge to be less a genre or subgenre as much as a narrative structure. Yet while Clover and Read are in agreement that rape-revenge narratives manifest across genres, Read rightly contends that it is not only a horror-based phenomenon.3 

Yet while the relationship between rape-revenge and genre is contested, less debatable is the fact that rape is a commonly deployed plot device in contemporary screen cultures. Rape is so ubiquitous on screen that for Projansky, it 107
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‘seem[s] always to be available to address other social issues’ 

to heighten the seriousness of subject matter other than rape (2001: 61). Sabine Sielke has made a similar observation, observing that when ‘transposed into discourse, rape turns into a rhetorical device, and insistent figure for other social, political and economic concerns and conflicts’ (2002: 2). 

Cinema of course has a lengthy history of using rape as both a source of spectacle and a narrative device: consider, for instance, films such as D. W. Griffith’s  Birth of a Nation (1915) and  Broken Blossoms (1919) and  Rashomon (Akira Kurosawa, 1950). Even as early as the 1920s, rape and screen culture were irreversibly linked with the controversy surrounding 

‘Fatty’ Arbuckle, who was tried for the rape and murder of fellow actor Virginia Rappe. The case played a key part in the public association between Hollywood and dubious morality, leading to the implementation of the strict censorship that marked film production of the period, linked to Joseph Breen, Will Hays and the 1934 Production Code. 

The Pre-Code Hollywood period provided space for subject matter like rape to be explored, as seen in films like William A. Wellman’s  Safe In Hell (1931) and  The Story of Temple Drake (Stephen Roberts, 1933). Later films such as  The Blue Gardenia (Fritz Lang, 1953) and  Outrage (Ida Lupino, 1950) indicate that sexual violence was not absent from Classical Hollywood cinema, with  Johnny Belinda (Jean Negulesco, 1948) being one of the more famous examples, an important ancestor to  Ms. 45: utilising the mute woman protagonist from Robert Siodmak’s  The Spiral Staircase (1945), as discussed in the previous chapter the silent protagonist would become an enduring motif in the rape-revenge category, a tradition Ms.45  appears to be consciously referencing. 

 Ms. 45 is a privileged film in what can be loosely conceived as the rape-revenge movie canon. This category is perhaps an unusual one to conceive initially, considering critics such 108
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as Neil Fulwood have dismissed rape-revenge as outright 

‘seedy’ (2003: 40): surely such films cannot be deemed 

‘canonical’ as such? Yet even Fulwood inadvertently deems such a hierarchy possible by the lavishing of praise onto Sam Peckinpah’s  Straw Dogs (1971). Fulwood acknowledges that some rape-revenge films are better than others (if not for their progressive treatments of sexual violence as such, then at least just for their notoriety). Janet Staiger has suggested that canon formation stems from pure ideological intent in terms of what films are privileged, and which are ignored (1994), and the rape-revenge movies that have lodged themselves in the popular consciousness support this position. Movies as seemingly contradictory and as diverse as  The Accused and Thriller: A Cruel Picture indicate just how broad the category is. Crucially, these films have been consciously privileged above other titles; as Jonathan Rosenbaum reminds us, it is important to treat ‘canon formation as an active process of selection rather than a passive one of reportage’ (2004: xii). 

And identifying and articulating precisely what has granted Ms. 45  its enduring allure – as both a rape-revenge film specifically, and a feminist cult film more generally – is in large part the project of this book. 

ACCOMPLICES: MS. 45, FEMINISM AND WOMEN AUDIENCES

If, as explored in the previous chapter, taste distinctions between high and lowbrow have been a thorny factor in  Ms. 

 45’s critical reception, the rape-revenge aspect makes its gender politics even trickier to unravel. In a passing comment in an interview with Ferrara for  Empire magazine, David Morgan noted that the film ‘appealed to both feminists and gore-house fans’ (1993). Implicit here is the assumption that the two are mutually exclusive:  Ms. 45 can appeal to you as a feminist  or a ‘gore-hound fan’, but the two are distinctly 109
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separate categories. Published a year later, Clover’s  Men Women and Chainsaws with its game-changing notion of the Final Girl – a critical concept that reconfigured the assumed regressiveness of modern horror into something surprisingly progressive – had yet to hit the mainstream. 

But even Clover herself bases her central argument about a cross-gender fluidity in identification in horror on an assumed male audience: the idea that women might watch and find pleasure in these films (let alone that they might identify as both feminist  and gore-hound) was not broadly considered. 

Rape-revenge film fandom – particularly of  Ms. 45 – throws a further conceptual spanner into the works. As Tammy Oler so eloquently pointed, many women watch and enjoy rape-revenge films, rejecting the ‘conventional wisdom’ that rape-revenge is ‘nothing but misogynistic schlock designed to titillate male audiences’; rather, films like  Ms. 45 have led to a point where ‘feminists and film critics alike now grudgingly recognize that the films are doing more complicated cultural work’ (2009: 30, 34). 

The assumption that cult film fandom is a predominantly masculine domain – particularly in the case of ultraviolent categories such as rape-revenge – seems a given. As both Jacinda Read (2003) and Joanne Hollows (2003) have suggested, cult film fandom (and the academic criticism surrounding it) is governed by problematic gender distinctions. Stemming from critical work on subcultures, Hollows contends that ‘fan practices in cult are constructed as masculine, and can also work structurally to exclude women’, with the entire notion of ‘subculture’ itself arguably 

‘naturalized as masculine’ (2003: 36). Rather than suggesting anything as simplistic as cult movies being necessarily a male genre or that the films that fall within this taxonomy are by default masculine (although such assumptions have been made about rape-revenge4), Hollows instead focuses 110
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on the consumption practices so central to fandom as simultaneously privileging male audiences and excluding women. In order to step away from such essentialist readings, Hollows anecdotally offers a brief autobiographical detail of her own initial encounter with cult film: ‘My own adventures to “alternative” cinemas to see “cult movies” as a teenager in the early 1980s were very much motivated by a desire to distance myself from the mainstream “girly” tastes of my friends’ (2003: 39). Yet as she notes, ‘although girls may opt to be “one of the boys,” this does little to challenge the power relations which sustain a position in which there are few opportunities to capitalize on femininity within cult movie fandom’ (2003: 40). Just as the grindhouse cinemas typical of the locales where  Ms. 45 was originally screened evoke heavily gendered images of the male spectator tackling the 

‘city’s underbelly’ (2003: 41), so too Hollows argues that even the rise of VHS culture and the overtly illicit branding of cult film videotapes saw it act as a challenge to the emphatically feminised domestic space intrinsically linked to that mode of exhibition (2003: 43). 

This climate has placed women who self-identify as fans of violent cult films in a curious position, particularly in regards to rape-revenge film. In the media effects tradition which provided much of the rhetoric surrounding the Video Nasties controversy that so significantly marked the UK reception and distribution of Ferrara’s early work, Annette Hill has noted a general dismissal of violent film fans as vulnerable innocents or unhinged deviants (1997: 135). In her fascinating analysis of women fans of violent movies ‘“Looks Like It Hurts”: Women’s Responses to Shocking Entertainment’, Hill identified what was then a hidden fan community of women who found that their affection for violent movies resulted in a sense of isolation from their intended – assumed male – 

demographic. Hill was led to this research purely from her 111
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own taste for the types of movies in question: ‘I told myself: I like to watch violent movies; I am not a psychopath (trust me on this); there must be more people like me who want to talk about watching shocking entertainment. I was right’ 

(1997: 135). She continues: ‘My taste in violent cinema is often interpreted by other people as “odd”, particularly by other women who shake their heads in confusion and ask me “why would you want to watch something like that?”’ 

(ibid.). Focusing particularly on what she calls the ‘new brutalist cinema’ of directors like Quentin Tarantino and films like  Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer (John McNaughton, 1990),  Man Bites Dog (Benoît Poelvoorde, Rémy Belvaux and André Bonzel, 1992), and Ferrara’s  Bad Lieutenant, Hill poignantly sought to bring light on the relationships between women fans of this type of cinema. Her discoveries were particularly revealing about the role gender is assumed to dictate in our reception of this type of film, assumptions that lead to a widespread association between violent movies and masculinity. This  assumption,  however, does not gel with the experiences of Hill’s many interview subjects, one of whom told Hill, ‘I don’t know a woman who wouldn’t go and see these movies but I know plenty of women who would, who wouldn’t think it was odd, they shouldn’t be watching it or they shouldn’t be exposed to it’ (ibid.). 

Hill admits that for some of her subjects, the violence was not so much a draw card in the particular types of films in the 

‘new brutalist cinema’ category, but was rather ‘negligible’: likewise, many were drawn to these films particularly for how they deviated from mainstream Hollywood action films (1997: 137). For a number of these subjects, however, the very fact that they are gendered male is precisely the attraction: watching these films as a woman and enjoying them on their own terms is in this sense framed as a form of feminist activism. Says one subject, Angela: ‘I think there 112
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talk about the more cathartic aspects of watching violent films in relation to their own sense of vulnerability, particularly in terms of gendered violence and sexual assault. For Hill herself, working through her decision to watch the vicious rape scene in  Man Bites Dog for instance had concrete value: ‘I certainly felt satisfaction that I had challenged my fears of rape’, she said. ‘The challenge, for me, was in the choice to watch or not watch a scene I knew I found disturbing’ (1997: 141). One subject, Alison, highlighted for Hill that ‘there is a case to be made that boundary testing and self-censorship can be related to personal experience’ (1997: 142). A film like  Reservoir Dogs for Alison – who was ‘attacked in real life’ (1997: 142) – holds a particular challenge for the subject, who described the act of watching violent films as a terrain to re-establish a sense of control: ‘I wish I could have fought back and so if I see things like a rape scene I think – wouldn’t it be great if she could just do something violent, do this and do fucking that’ (ibid.). 

As Hill notes, Alison ‘chooses to watch other scenes which depict violence towards women in order to relive her attack in such a way that she is no longer the victim’ (ibid.). 

Alison’s experience as someone who survived an assault finding an important post-traumatic outlet in violent cinema is made even more explicit in BJ Colangelo’s extraordinarily frank article, ‘“You Just Don’t Understand It”, or Why I Love Rape  Revenge’. Outlining a high school crush that turned into a violent, abusive relationship, Colangelo writes candidly about the rejection she suffered after the assault, and her experience of being a young woman who felt she had nowhere to turn for help: ‘I didn’t know what to do, so I didn’t do anything. I signed up for counseling, but nothing seemed to work’, she says. ‘My friends kept telling me how sorry they felt for me and treated me like a fragile family heirloom. My school guidance counselor gave me pamphlets but I could see the pity all over her face’ (2013). The honesty with which 114
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Colangelo describes her self-image during this period is extraordinarily moving:

I was damaged now. Useless. I was now something that needed to be handled with care. The perception everyone who knew had of me was now something of a weakened individual; a bruised fruit, a cracked egg, a loose tooth (2013). 

Yet the turning point for Colangelo came from  Ms. 45, in an event that directly contradicts the ‘conventional wisdom’ 

identified by Oler above that deems rape-revenge film fundamentally exploitative and masculine. To avoid any risk of speaking ‘for’ Colangelo, it is worth quoting her discovery of the film at length:

The local video store had been working me through the classics from childhood, and I started to dip into exploitation somewhere around my sophomore year. I’d weaseled my way through cannibal films, Blaxploitation, Giallo, and more slashers than I could count, but the cover for  Ms. 45 stared me in the eye like a wolf in heat. 

Her spread legs exposed a man holding a cane while she stood with smoking gun in hand and the tagline screaming, ‘It will never happen again!’ I smuggled the film under my jacket, fearing judgment from the video storeowners that had become a second family to me, and brought it home for viewing. 

She continues:

The nun thing may have lost me a little, but I couldn’t help but cry throughout a majority of the film. The content was triggering and everything about the film felt so ... wrong. 
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The situations were unnatural and the costuming was all done purely for shock value. It was an exploitation film, sure, but it felt so wrong for a film to poorly cover subject matter so real to so many people. At the same time, I was transfixed on this woman who couldn’t speak, but understood that this didn’t have to be the end for her. 

(2013)

The last point here for Colangelo was key, who eloquently articulates a spectatorial dynamic at stake here well beyond simple revenge fantasy:

Look, I’m never going to track down my rapist and murder him, but  I Spit on Your Grave and rape-revenge movies like it showed me that he didn’t have to destroy me when absolutely nothing else in my life told me otherwise. It showed me that I don’t have to be a victim, and that being a survivor of sexual assault doesn’t render me this weak, fragile, or damaged creature. I’m still here, and I’m still strong, and no amount of therapy could ever show that to me … but a horror movie could. 

For Colangelo, then, rape-revenge and her identification as a cult film fan played a concrete part of her determined construction of herself as an assertive survivor of trauma. 

When her taste for this kind of movie is assumed to be somehow deviant, her response in the context provided by her short but powerful article is clear: ‘Whenever people tell me how much they hate rape-revenge movies and think I’m a freak for liking them … I just look at them and say, “You just don’t understand it, and I hope you never will”’ (2013). 

Anecdotal accounts by survivors like Colangelo and Alison effectively demonstrate the complexities at work in staking a claim in women’s fandom of these kinds of movies. Yet as US-116
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based film curator Nina Riddel remarked upon the re-release of  Ms. 45, the broader ubiquity of sexual threat for women highlights that Thana’s desire for revenge, while triggered by rape specifically, was focused on a much broader notion of gendered violence. ‘It shows how awful it is to be catcalled all the time,’ she said. Yet what makes Thana such a powerful figure is, for Riddel, that ‘she’s a sympathetic serial killer. Her downfall eventually is that she won’t kill a woman. She’s got principles’ (Dollar 2013). 

VERDICT: MS. 45 TODAY

In the final section of this book, the significance and influence of  Ms. 45 is considered, particularly after the impressive – 

and long awaited – uncut release by Drafthouse Films in 2013. It explores the cult appeal of the movie to the many fans that identify as feminists, noteworthy because of the broader domination of men and masculinity in cult film cultures, as explored above. I know this first hand: through Ms. 45, I learnt how to carve a niche for my own pleasures in what I assumed   to be boys-only terrain. That others share my experience – and that this shared experience has such a vibrant and diverse history – is  Ms. 45’s legacy, and lies at the heart of its continuing appeal to many others and myself. 

The legacy of  Ms. 45 and films like it can be felt across a broad range of movies today. So ubiquitous has the rape-revenge structure become that it is often today identified as less of a defining category as simply a widely deployed plot device, from  Dogville (Lars von Trier, 2003) to  The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo (Niels Arden Oplev, 2009 / David Fincher, 2011), Baise-moi (Virginie Despentes and Coralie Trinh Thi, 2000) to Death Proof (Quentin Tarantino, 2007). As demonstrated by popular television shows like  Law and Order: Special Victims Unit with their rape-of-the-week structure, sexual violence 117
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and the search for justice has become a common aspect of contemporary screen culture. And just as  Ms. 45 was inspired by films like Roman Polanski’s  Repulsion and Michael Winner’s   Death Wish, so too Ferrara’s film would influence those directors in their later work. In an interview with Laurent Vachaud from  Positif   in April 1995, Polanski noted that the character of Paulina is what drew him to Ariel Dorfman’s play Death and the Maiden that he adapted for the screen in 1994; when talking of his protagonist Pauline (Sigourney Weaver), Polanski noted ‘Even if she’s been a victim in the past, she’s holding the gun now, so to speak. She reminds me of the heroine in Abel Ferrara’s  Ms. 45’ (2005: 158). Likewise, Michael Winner’s  Dirty Weekend (1993) referenced Ferrara’s film in a sequence where his protagonist Bella (Lia Williams) goes on a similarly structured violent transformation: leaving her meek persona behind, she adopts sexy clothing to go on a widespread misandry-driven murder spree, sparked by on-going sexual violence. At one point, Bella even mimics Thana’s adoption of stockings and a suspender belt, and play-acts a shootout. 

Just as importantly, however, is the impact that  Ms. 45 

has left on its admirers. A number of women film critics from around the world have spoken passionately about their connection with the movie and why they think it has maintained such an enduring allure. Emma Westwood is an Australian writer, critic and author of  Monster Movies (2008) and an upcoming monograph on David Cronenberg’s  The Fly, and she noted ‘there is something air-punchingly exhilarating about Zoë Lund’s character trajectory in  Ms. 45.  To  witness this young woman – a social underling, quite literally seen but not heard – turn to violent action to speak (nay, shout!) louder than words is somehow immensely satisfying whether you like it or not.’ Says Westwood, ‘It’s a movie that stains you’.5 Likewise, Alison Nastasi – an artist and journalist from 118
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New York City, and the weekend editor for  Flavorwire – also privileges Thana as key to the film’s ongoing attraction: Set in a city at a time when every rat trapped in a cage was howling from the gutter,  Ms. 45 is an awakening and a rebellion. Zoë Tamerlis’s Thana, an angel of death prowling the diseased streets of Manhattan, hails from this violent desperation. Abel Ferrara’s film is a mythical weapon that Tamerlis exploits to refashion herself in her own image. Thana fills Ferrara’s canvas, a bloody scrawl that continues to evoke an infectious destructive zeal.6

Another vocal  Ms. 45 fan is Emma Gray Munthe, a freelance film journalist who currently writes for one of Sweden’s biggest dailies,  Aftonbladet, having written in the past for   Glamour   and   Variety,  co-hosting a film programme on Swedish public television and editing various projects for the Swedish Film Institute. She writes:

A mute gets a voice, goes from mouse to mighty – on her way to killer in a nun’s disguise Thana revenges everyday sexism, catcalls and rape and gives the term photo shoot a whole other meaning. This in a film without the uncalled for nudity or ‘sexy’ and sleazy rape scenes that are so often used in the genre.7

‘ Ms. 45 is a feminist masterpiece’, she continues, ‘and by far the best rape revenge film.’

It is not only professional film critics that have been marked by  Ms. 45. Sarah Horrocks and Katie Skelly are US-based comic artists, critics and film fans: they both contribute to  The Comics Journal  and together co-host the remarkable film podcast  Trash Twins. An episode from late August 2015 featured a lengthy analysis of  Ms. 45, and in an 119
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email interview they elaborated upon their own relationship with and response to the film.8 Both Horrocks and Skelly discovered the film on the back of the 2013 Drafthouse Films re-release: Horrocks through home entertainment, and Skelly at a cinema screening at Brooklyn’s BAM Cinematek. At this event, Skelly recalled, ‘a woman yelled at the audience that we were all scum for laughing at the end of the screening’. 

She continues, ‘What was remarkable about that experience to me is that this was an exploitation film that was likely older than she was. The shock of it persists in a very real way.’ For Skelly, there is an aspect of dark humour for the film that has a potent ideological function:

Both of the screenings I’ve attended were sold out, with what one could consider to be very ‘enlightened’ 

Brooklyn audiences, who laughed during the appropriate parts but stayed respectfully silent when necessary … 

 Ms. 45 presents the ultimate taboo, which continues to challenge and entice audiences: it’s a funny rape-revenge film. But it’s not funny about rape.  Ms. 45 compels us to laugh at Thana’s mission to dismantle the patriarchy that violates her and every woman in the film by taking men out one-by-one. But isn’t Thana’s solution really the simplest and most direct way? Is that what we ultimately laugh at, the idea of a one-woman vigilante executioner who’s going to stop sexism? Or is it a knowing, sad laugh that these efforts will never disable an insidious hegemony? 

For Horrocks, ‘Ferarra filming in 80s NY is completely magical. 

The music with the horns. The nun costume. It’s quite stylish.’ Again, however, Tamerlis Lund is the primary draw card: ‘Even without speaking, her performance in that role is something you never forget. Her intensity, malice, and the arc 120
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her character goes through as her revenge goes unsatiated by her violent choices … is really impactful’. She continues: I also think it has some of the best literal examples of how women have to navigate space within a patriarchal society. And seeing Lund actively go into male spaces tilts the movie slightly from just a rape revenge film, to being a kind of anthemic feminist revenge film. She undoes the spell of these spaces being male spaces simply because of the right of being a man – she asserts that they are male spaces because of the level of violence men are willing to rise to, to hold their space 

– and by matching their violence, she takes their space 

– irrespective of her gender. Which is, I think a powerful condemnation of what we’re actually talking about when we are talking about a patriarchal society – the rules of that are enforced through violence, specifically towards women, for the purposes of male dominance. 

Skelly agrees that there is an urgency to  Ms. 45’s gender politics that are just as relevant today as they were at the time of its production. ‘I think as the topics of rape and women’s sexual agency continue to finally break into everyday discourse the interest in  Ms. 45 will continue to grow and evolve, from those who see it as heartless exploitation, to those who see Thana as their doomed crusader.’

But Thana’s legacy has spread well beyond fan and critical film culture. Even before the long-awaited 2013 rerelease, Thana’s cult presence had wormed its way in to the subcultural imagination, particularly with women. Long before the rise of Internet culture, for example, iconic all-girl grunge band L7 paid tribute to  Ms. 45 in a song of the same name. While not technically part of the original wave of Riot Grrrl like Bikini Kill or Huggy Bear, L7’s unapologetic 121
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and aggressive brand of woman-empowered rock certainly aligned them with the representations of strong women that marked women’s music production in the 1990s alternative rock scene more broadly, from PJ Harvey to Björk, Kathleen Hanna to Tori Amos. Although L7’s formation predated Riot Grrrl, they too were explicitly involved in feminist activism: for example, they spearheaded the ‘Rock for Choice’ benefit concerts in North America between 1991 and 2001, a pro-choice series that rallied support for abortion rights. For vocalist and songwriter Donita Sparks,  Ms. 45 was clearly a significant influence in L7’s early years. The final track ‘Ms. 

45’ on their debut self-titled album – recorded in 1987 and released the following year – included the following lyrics: She walks the streets at night

And they think she’s a whore

She’s gotta deal with you

She’s gonna even out the score …

They don’t let you

She’s gonna make them pay

Now her right is it

You won’t get away …

She’s got a big gun

She’s gonna make those assholes pay

You fuck with her

She’ll blow your ass away

While lyrically a loose sketch of the film’s action, when combined with the gritty, punk-styled guitar and Sparks’ aggressive vocal style, L7’s ‘Ms. 45’ is less a musical plot synopsis than an empowering celebration of its violent misandry. From this perspective, the song acts in some ways to unite the film with radical feminist calls for violent action with artifacts such as Valerie Solanas’s notorious 1967  SCUM Manifesto. 
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In the 1990s,  Ms. 45 was also the name of an Australian feminist zine that – while less about the movie specifically or film more generally – referenced it as a launchpad to position itself in an assertive, aggressive way against patriarchal dominance. On John Weeks’  Quick Draw blog, he discusses spending time with the zine’s creator, ‘Barbara’, in Melbourne, noting that the ‘ Ms. 45 zine is based on the movie poster, not the film itself. Barbara hasn’t actually seen the film. She’s not enthused about the subject material’ (2002). Yet for better or for worse, the name alone means the influence of ‘Barbara’s’ 

zine is linked closely with the film. Now archived in the State Library of Victoria’s rare books collection, the zine provides a fascinating window into subcultural pre-Internet feminism in Australia. Vanessa Berry’s book  Ninety9 features an affectionate recollection: ‘It was angry and hilarious and reading it felt like overhearing the kind of conversation I might stay on the train past my stop just to listen to more’ (2013: 78). 

With the rise of the Internet, images of Tamerlis Lund’s iconic nun-with-a-gun have become staples in cult film fandom circles on social media sites, particularly Tumblr where animated gifs, screen caps, fan art and movie posters focused on Thana especially are abundant. There is perhaps a certain irony that while attaining an uncut version of the film outside of Europe has until very recently been a challenge, Ms. 45 has regardless proven a readily identifiable visual motif in the broader pop cultural imagination. For example, the fashionable youth online clothing store  Blood is the New Black in Los Angeles used an image of Thana on a t-shirt in their Internet advertising on major websites like eBay before the 2013 re-release of the film, designed by LA-based filmmaker and graphic designer Jesus Rivera under the moniker Demonbabies. In keeping with the religious overtones of Tamerlis Lund’s image in that famous final scene, it seems only appropriate that her image of the nun-123
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Films restored the movie from original uncut negatives, and transferred it to Digital HD (Axmaker 2013). In what was effectively a ‘passion project’ for Drafthouse Films, creative director Evan Husney championed  Ms. 45 as a film that straddles both art and thrilling exploitation. ‘This movie was always marketed as a sleazy 42nd Street exploitation movie,’ 

said Husney in an interview with the  Wall Street Journal  in 2013, ‘but it actually has shades of films like Roman Polanski’s Repulsion and other European psychological thrillers. You can see the groundwork of a great filmmaker in there’ (Dollar 2013). In  Fangoria,  Husney further noted that ‘one of the primary missions with Drafthouse Films is to build a selection of films which destroy the barriers between “art-house” and 

“grindhouse” … and Abel Ferrara’s work embodies just that’. 

He continued, ‘ Ms. 45 is one of those fringe ’80s films that has been somewhat marginalized as pure exploitation, so we are beyond thrilled to reintroduce it to a new audience of cinephiles’ (Gingold 2013). 

On the back of the Drafthouse Films re-release, Death Waltz Recording Company also released Joe Delia’s soundtrack for the first time. Stuart Wright noted that  Ms. 45 was Delia’s third feature-film score, a project that presented the musician unique challenges. ‘He had the tough job of jamming out the real sounds of New York, as well as making up for the glaring silence of our mute anti-heroine’ (2014). Despite working with Ferrara previously, Delia found  The Driller Killer difficult because the content was so ‘over the top’, and in that film he was not convinced ‘there was anything really happening artistically’. But he felt a shift with  Ms. 45,  and has noted that 

‘I don’t think it was until  Ms. 45 that he made what I think to be a watchable film’. Due to budget constraints, the creation of the soundtrack was a ‘very fluid process’, often with just Ferrara and Delia at a piano. Says Delia, ‘he would infuse the whole scene with Abel energy’. Regardless of the scale of the 125
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production, for Delia it was always Ferrara who would make 

‘the performance come to life. It put this almost manic vibe in the air, and I think that happened with all the music I did … it was always his energy that made it work.’9 With customised artwork by designer and illustrator Alice X. Zhang, the Death Waltz release of the  Ms. 45  soundtrack – like the Blu-ray and DVD that resulted from the Drafthouse Films restoration – 

have privileged the film with a high-quality material presence, cult film artifacts whose value is only heightened by the film’s decades-long scarcity. 

Ferrara himself enthusiastically promoted the 2013 rerelease of the film, and recent interviews with the director concerning his 1981 cult movie are abundant both online and in print. ‘It’s cool that they’re actually putting it in a theatre like that,’ he told  Gawker (Juzwiak 2013). For Ferrara, the opportunity to watch  Ms. 45 in a cinema is fundamental to the viewing experience: ‘The traditional movies are a communal experience bigger than life’. He continued, ‘When a real film is projected, shot at 35, projected in 35, it’s more of a dreamlike experience. More of a shared dreamlike experience’ (Juzwiak 2013). 

 Ms. 45’s long-awaited second coming simultaneously brought the film to a new audience and returned it in crisp, polished form to its older one. What has remained constant across the film’s remarkable history as a cult film is the fundamental lure of Tamerlis Lund and her unequalled performance as Thana: for a film championed by many of its women admirers as a key feminist cult film, it is only appropriate that it is Tamerlis Lund’s imprint that still remains one of the most powerful aspects of the film. Time and time again, critics return to the magnetic allure of the 17-year-old’s movie debut: ‘Why  Ms. 45 continues to be a fascinating portrait of a young betrayed woman more than thirty years after its debut can be boiled down to the mesmeric, startling 126
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and courageous performance by lead Zoë Tamerlis’ (Khan 2014). Likewise, for Kier-La Janisse at  Indiewire, ‘the film’s lingering impact owes a great deal to the alternately frantic and calculating performance of Zoë Lund’ (2013). As sacred a text as it is in the annals of serious Ferrarian cinephilia,  Ms. 45 

is simultaneously a testament to the power of Tamerlis Lund’s performance, driven by a fundamental belief in the capacity for film to inspire radical ideological change.  Ms. 45 matters because in 1981, Tamerlis Lund embodied like few others the raw potential for actions to speak louder than words. 
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INTRODUCTION

1  Zoë Tamerlis Lund appeared in the film under the name ‘Zoë Tamerlis’, and later took her ex-husband Robert Lund’s surname. 

Using Wikipedia as a loose guide, she will be referred to in this book as Zoë Tamerlis Lund to avoid confusion – this acknowledges both names. 

2 

As I explain at length in my book  Rape-Revenge Film: A Critical Study (2011), I consider the cross-generic (and cross-cultural) reach of rape-revenge to be so broad as to forbid a consideration of it as a genre or subgenre (as argued by Carol J. Clover in her foundational book  Men, Women, and Chain Saws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film  (1992), or as a cycle (as suggested by Jacinda Read’s,  The New Avengers: Feminism, Femininity and the Rape-Revenge Cycle (2000)). Accordingly, in reference to my earlier work on the subject I refer in this book to rape-revenge as a category or trope. However, a recent consideration of rape-revenge in relation to genre is Claire Henry’s excellent  Revisionist Rape-Revenge: Redefining a Film Genre (2014). 

3 

According to Nicole Brenez, ‘Ferrara also reappears twice in the final ball scene, in a mask and a hat, alongside the seemingly secondary character of Laurie (Darlene Stuto) in order to signal her real importance.’ See: ‘A Critical Panoply: Abel Ferrara’s Catholic Imagery Trilogy’,  in   Film Trilogies: New Critical Approaches, eds. 

Claire Perkins and Constantine Verevis (Basingstoke: Palgrave: Basingstoke, 2012), 132. 
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4 

See, for example: Rosemarie Tong, ‘A Millennial Feminist Vision’, in   Controversies in Feminism, ed. James P. Sterba (Lanham, MD 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2001), 173–196

5 

Zoë Lund, ‘The Ship with Eight Sails (and Fifty Black Cannons)’. 

This essay, written in July 1993, was first published in the January 2001 issue of  New York Waste with an introduction by Robert Lund. 

Reprinted at:  Senses of Cinema 22 (September/October 2002), archived at http://zoelund.com/filmvid/SensesOfCinema/ship.html CHAPTER 1

1 

Tamerlis Lund’s boyfriend at the time, Brian Lang, told Brad Stevens in  The Moral Vision: ‘according to Zoe, Ferrara tried to get Divine to play the landlady to cinch the film as a cult favourite, but he/she wanted union scale’ (2004: 60). 

2 

As stated on the Wikipedia entry for the film as of March 7, 2016 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ms._45. In an interview on the Drafthouse Films home entertainment release, creative consultant Jack McIntyre said: ‘I think the budget for  Ms. 45 was about 60 or 80,000, we turned out films a lot more expensive looking than the money we spent on them.’ James Lemmo, the film’s cinematographer, quoted $100,000 in his interview with Brad Stevens in  The Moral Vision (2004: 60). The second figure here is from Myron Meisel’s  The Virgin Film Year Book (1983), republished at ZoeLund.com (http://zoelund.com/filmvid/ms45/faces.html) CHAPTER 2

1 

A brief but succinct summary of gun-as-phallus in cinema can be found in Nicholas Chare’s essay ‘Encountering  Blue Steel’ in  Visual Politics of Psychoanalysis: Art and the Image in Post-Traumatic Cultures,  ed. Griselda Pollock (London: I.B. Tauris, 2013), 195. 

2 

For example, as I note in my 2011 monograph  Rape-Revenge Films: A Critical Study the rape scene in Meir Zarchi’s  I Spit on Your Grave (1978) is 25 minutes long (2011: 36), while that in Gaspar Noé’s Irreversible (2002) is a single unedited nine-minute long take (2011: 168). 
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3  See, for example, Christy Lemire, Sheila O’Malley and Susan Wloszczyna, ‘On “Ms. 45” and Revenge Movie Feminism’,  Balder and Dash, December 10, 2013 www.rogerebert.com/balder-and-dash/on-ms-45-and-revenge-movie-feminism 4 

Susan Wloszczyna states: ‘I think he was saying men are creepier and more offhandedly predatory than they think. Just take a look at Thana’s boss. She turns the tables on them. Using a phallic symbol of a gun. It is funny that the first time she kills it is an iron and an apple. A housewife and Eve.’ 

5 

These are the films discussed by Read in her book; however I expand this in  Rape-Revenge Films to include the Lina Wertmüller and Piero Cristofani co-directed spaghetti-western  The Belle Starr Story (released under the shared alias of Nathan Wich), and Al Adamson’s  Jessi’s Girls (1975). 

6 

Although notably, this is not the case with the 1973 Abel Ferrara short,  Could This Be Love. 

7 

An image, incidentally, resurrected more recently in films such as Robert Rodriguez and Ethan Maniquis’s 2010 grindhouse homage Machete with Lindsay Lohan wearing the habit. 

CHAPTER 3

1 

 Ms. 45 also appeared next to many action and horror films in its first New York City run. For instance, In Manhattan’s Essex cinema on Grand Street, the film was on a double bill with  Sweet Dirty Tony,  aka  Cuba Crossing (Chuck Workman, 1980), a Fidel Castro assassination action film with Robert Vaughn, Stuart Whitman and Sybil Danning. It also played alongside films including early bullet-time action spectacle Ivan Hall’s  Kill and Kill Again (1981) and the slasher film  New Year’s  Evil (Emmett Alston, 1980). See the cinema listings in  New York  Magazine  (May 18, 1981), 77. 

2 

According to Phil Russell, ‘ Ms.45 was cut by one minute and 42 

seconds by the BBFC. The first rape loses shots of Ferrara undoing his trousers and then pulling down Thana’s panties. The second rape loses shots of the intruder bashing his gun against the floor as he ejaculates. Shots were also removed from the scene where Thana dismembers his body in the bath tub, including an expression of pleasure on her face while she does it. The use of nun-chucks 130
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was removed from the scene with the gang of would-be rapists’, Beyond the Darkness, 437. 

3 

Quite from Roger Ebert, ‘Blood Is the Drug in Abel Ferrara’s “The Addiction”,’   Chicago Sun-Times,  October 27, 1995. Cited in Jamie Sexton, ‘US “Indie-Horror”: Critical Reception, Genre Construction and Suspect Hybridity’,  Cinema Journal 51.2 (2012), 74. 

4 

See, for example: Simon Abrams (2013) and Mancini (2013). 

5 

See, for example, Hawkins’ work: ‘Sleaze Mania, Euro-Trash, and High Art: The Place of European Art Films in American Low Culture’, (1999–2000);  Cutting Edge: Art-Horror and the Horrific Avant-Garde (2000). 

CHAPTER 4

1 

Even in terms of 1970s American cinema alone the rape-revenge category was in full swing, making it difficult to label  Ms. 45 an early example. Other examples include:  Hannie Caulder (Burt Kennedy, 1971),   The Hunting Party (Don Medford, 1971) , Straw Dogs (Sam Peckinpah,    1971),  Chato’s Land (Michael Winner, 1972), The Last House on the Left (Wes Craven, 1972),   Black Alley Cats (Henning Schellerup, 1973),   Death Wish (Michael Winner, 1974),   

 Rape Squad (Robert Kelljan, 1974),   The Black Gestapo (Lee Frost, 1975),   Soul Vengeance (Jamaa    Fanaka, 1975),   Lipstick (Lamont Johnson, 1976),   Revenge for a Rape (Timothy Galfas, 1976),   

 Deadbeat  (Harry Kerwin, 1977),   Fight For Your Life (Robert A. 

Endelson, 1977),   Kid Vengeance (Joseph Manduke, 1977)   and  I Spit on Your  Grave (1978).    And this is just in the United States: although not labeled ‘rape-revenge’ as such, the category of course made its most famous earlier appearance in Ingmar Bergman’s Academy Award-winning  The Virgin Spring in 1960s. See the “Introduction” 

to my book  Rape-Revenge Film: A Critical Study for a more in-depth prehistory of rape-revenge. 

2  While there are of course rape-revenge films where men are positioned as victims, the female victim-avenger model is arguably far more prolific, and certainly offers enough examples to construct its own viable category. I discuss this further in  Rape-Revenge Film, 3–20. 
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3 

See: Clover (1992:   115); Read  (2000: 25). 

4 

Both Carol J. Clover and Peter Lehman – amongst many others – 

assume rape-revenge films are made for a purely male audience and do not take into consideration the fact that many women take pleasure in watching this kind of film. 

5 

Email to author, 25 January 2016. 

6 

Email to author, 29 February 2016. 

7 

Email to author, 18 February 2016. 

8 

Katie Skelly is a New York-based cartoonist and creator  of Nurse Nurse,  Operation Margarine,  Agent 8/9/10 and  My Pretty Vampire, and recipient of the Emerging Artist Award at Cartoon Crossroads Columbus in 2015. Sarah Horrocks lives in Oklahoma, and her comics include  Hecate Snake Diaries Vol. 1 and 2,  Leviathan, Goatlord and  The Leopard. These interviews took place in February 2016 via email with the author. 

9 

Taken from an interview with composer Joe Delia included in the Drafthouse Films 2014 home entertainment release of  Ms. 45. 
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a5  ‘witdh’: a curious moral juxtaposition with Thana's nun
costume. Meanwhile, lfing Thana's dress, Albert discovers
her gun. Thana removes i, forcing the shadow of rosary
beads to fall over her upper thighs: surely one of the most
iconic images of the 'sexy nun trope in all exploitation fim.
Delia’s pumping party music stops as Thana shoots Albert
off-screen: in  way, this s the execution that the fim has
foreshadowed the most {and one of the most satisfying ones
from a spectator’s position), so the decision to not show it
is an important one in terms of denying the audience the
full satisfaction of that vengeance. Hearing the gunshots,
number of people - Laurie included ~ un towards the stairs
as Thana alights, voices distorted and slowed down as they
scream Thana's name. One by one Thana singles out the
men in the room, relying heavily on the gendering of their
Halloween costumes. Two men in costumes that involve
them wearing suits are executed, particularly notable for

»
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Thana leams the wordsister from 2 man sexually harassing her on
thestreet. Credi: Rochells FlmsPholofest & Rochelle s

gender difference s therefore revealed n this moment - the
privileged instance where Thana finally speaks - to not be
one borne purely from Thana's own traum or from within any
kind of organised feminist resistance (ihis is notably absent
inthe fim), but it i a mindset and a linguistic term she picks
up from one of the men whom she sought to punish. Thana
encountered men that taught her in violent, horrifc,lterally
unspeakable ways that there are power imbalances governed
by gender diference, framing her vision of the world as
essentially us-and-them. By default, then, her insanity-fuslled
trauma forbade her from noticing points of diversity and
difference beyond biclogical gender.

This challenges claims that Laurie’s stabbing of Thana
‘goes down as one of the most heartbreaking womanly
betrayals in cinema history' {Khan 201). Through her
cormupted education by the men who oppressed and violated
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fominist’ has different kind of connotations for me. The
whole women's iberation movement was something
very real to me and the girls | was with, and being in
university at the time, and all that. Zog was like 10, 12
years younger than me or whatever, so it had a whole
i oodsell 2014)

'Zo8 was the ulimate feminist; he continued. ‘Shed talk all
day and night about the feminismin this movie. | mean, listen,

was witten by a guy, it was directed by a guy, but it was
acted by her (bid). For Ferrara, Tamerlis Lund embodied the
film' ideology, and that ideology was linked to her gendered
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‘Abel Frrara appearing as an unnamed rapst andThana Credi:
Navaron Fllms /The Kobal Coletion

herself has described her discovery as somewhat ‘baral' the
young exmusical potégée was at an avant-garde gig in New
York City. She described what followed to Nicale Brenez and
Agathe Dreyus:

At that moment someone gave me a card, a card about
2 box of fims (it was not Abel). Since | wasn't an actress
I had very litle interest in al that but | said ‘K, it was
just for fun. But | went to an audition, | did the thing.
1 dic't have a headshot. so | went to 42nd Street to
make photos, a stip of six shots and | handed them in.
1 thought it was over, forgotten, | forgot all about this
cinema story. (Brenez and Dreyfus 1996)

‘At the same time Ms. 45was in preparation, she continued.
“Some friends came with me to the audition ... But it wasnit
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‘Gondr Npping Tax!Drver (Martn Scoses, 1876 You talki' to me?”
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parancia. This combines with an increased coverage of the
body part discovery in the media.

Albert’s lecherous behaviour towards Thana continues at
work, and he invites her to the company’s Halloween party.
Thana's desire to punish men expands beyond the men who
raped her specifcally, and from this point onwards follows
her misandiist kilng spree: few are spared (even, it seems,
Phil the dog). Thana's dramatic transformation is marked not
only by her behaviour, but also by her physical appearance as
she shifts from a meek, nervous girkchid to a vampy femme
fatale.

Atter her icoric homage to Taxi Driver (Martin Scorssse,
1978) as she poses with her gun in front of her bedroom
mirtor in mute imitation of De Niro's “You talkin’ to me?"
routine, Thana famously appears s a sexy nun at the
fim's climactic scene at the Halloween party. Mrs. Nasone
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money for the next movie’ (Tabias 2002). The Driller Killrs
notoriety in large part stemmed from its involvement in the
British Video Nasties controversy (discussed elsewhere in
this book). The film follows the strugling artist Reno, who
lives with his bisexual partner Carol (Carolyn Marz) and her
lover Pamela (Baybi Day). Driven by financial stress and
the intensity of his impoverished urban environment, Reno
explodes in a frenzy of violence as he murders a number
of people with the power tool so central to the fim's
titl. Marked by its loi aesthetics, raw violence and purk
is seen by Femara himself less

The Drier Kiter
(Abet Ferrar, 1979),
Creatt: Navarory
The Kobal Collecion
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‘Schaster

with-3-gun has almost transcended its original context

Yet the recent resurgence of nterest n Ms. 45 was sparked
by the 2013 re-release by Drafthouse Films, the distribution
wing of Texan cinema chain Alamo Drafthouse. Linked closely
to cult film culture, the Alamo Drafthouss is involved with the
SXSW Film Festival and has its own annual Fantastic Fest the
largest genre film festival in the US), both key events on the
independent genre film festival circut. As noted previously,
Ms. 45 had been out of print on DVD for many years (in uncut
form outside the United States, and in any form within it and
it was therefore difficult to screen theatrically. Drafthouse

o
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Despite ts association with the broadly disparaged rape-
revenge category, Abel Ferrara’s Ms. 45 is today considered
one of the most sgnificant feminist cut films of the

1980s. Straddling mainstream, arthouse and exploitation
film contexts, Ms. 45 s a potent case study for cult film
analysis. At its heart les two figures: Ferrara himself, and
the movie's star, the iconic Zbe Tameris Lund, who would
further collaborate with Ferrara on later projects such as Bad
Lieutenant. This book explores the entwining histories and
contexts that led to Ms. 45 creation and helped establish
its enduring legacy, particularly in terms of feminist cult il
fandom and the film's status as one of the most Important,
influential and powerful rape-revenge films ever made.

ALEXANDRA HELLER-NICHOLAS Is a film critc, writer,
broadcaster and an editor of the journal Senses of Cinema.
Sheis also currently a researcher at the University of
Melbourne.

CULTOGRAPHIES is dedicated tothe wird and wonderful
World of cul inema. This new seres provides a comprehensive
introduction to thase ims which have attsined thecoveted status.
of a cult classc, focusing o thic artcula appeal,the waysin
i they have been concelved, constructed and ecelved, and
their lace inthe broader popular culturlandscape.
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coni transformaions In M. 45 (1981, Credit: Navaron Films/
“The Kobal Calisction

Greek and Roman mythology in canonical artworks from the
Renaissance and Baroque periods. Looking beyond Itaian art
during this period and at depictions of sexual violence that
manifested across art throughout Europe more generally,
Wolfthal claims "o inear chronological development emerg-
es ... Rather, depictions of sexual violation reveal strikingly
different attitudes’ (1999: 23). She concludes, ‘diverse no-
tions coexisted contemporaneously’ (1999 162
Consequently, rape-revenge movies spark a diverse range
of idealogical debates pertaining to genre, cultural context
and, of course, gender. As Ms. 45 indicates, at its most
powerful, rape-revenge fim can collapse and expose basic
assumptions about the moralty of rape and its on-screen
representation, and seeks to remind viewers that what we.
see on the cinema, television or computer screen is only a
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‘Thana as avenging nun: a rapeevange fim con. Crecit: Rochelle
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is a difference between the way men and women react to
violence and  think a ot of itis a confioned response’ (1997:
140). Hil notes of Angela's position that ‘although society
may expect her to be squeamish about representations of
violence, she challenges this view of herself as a moviegoer”
(ibid). This aspect of seffawareness is a vital aspect to
how and why the women in her study attain pleasure from
‘watching these kinds of violent movies: for Hil, the very fact
that these women are deemed because of their gender to
not be a "natural audience’ for this type of film necessarily
leads to a cognizance about how women do watch scenes
of violence' (ibid).

In the case of Ms. 45, this becomes particularly poignant
‘when thinking through the role of womenints strong fan base.
Whils Hill does ot speak about Ms. 45in particular, many of
the responses of the women in her focus group specifically

n
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resulted in extraordinary powers being granted to the Home
Secretary and the Director of Public Prosecutions over what
was deemed legally to be an abscenity, with a key figure
in the crtical discourse surounding the era, Martin Barker,
likening it to state censorship in the ther-active Communist
USSR (1984)

The offcial sensitivity to Ms. 45 from within the British
‘governmentwas keenly attuned to The riller Killer, one of the
most notorious films of the Video Nasties era. As John Mertin
has noted, the film ‘became an early and permanent fixture
on the "video nasties” list due to ifs uncompromising sleeve,
‘which featured a bearded derelict being treated to a obotomy
~ without the aid of an anaesthetic ~ by some powerdil
wielding maniac' (2007: 117). The spectre of The Diiller Kiler
was almost inevitable when it came to the Brtish release of
Ms. 45, Ferrara’s name itself 2 key word n the heated tabloid
frenzy surrounding the climate of film censorship during this

Zo#Tamerls Lund - then Zo& Tamerl - I Abel Fertara's s, 45 1981
Credit Rochele Fims/Photofest © Rochalie Fims.
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Mark Jancovich has noted that once a fim was put into this
category including The Driler Kife -t ‘not only atracted a
strong fan folowing but also was championed by opponents
of censorship’ (2010: 177). Ms. 45' explotation origins lign
neatly with Ferrara’s contemporary status as indie-fim bad
boy, a filmmaker who rose from trash origins to become one
of North America’s most revered outlaw auteurs. Roger Ebert
once described Ferrara as one of the great indvidualists of
moden movies' (1995, and books such as Nick Johnstone’s
Abel Ferara: The King of New York and Brad Stevens's Abel
Ferara: The Moral Vision go to great lengths to stake a claim
for the director as a “tue’ auteu, to be taken as seriously
as JeanrLuc Godard or John Cassavetes. When considering
responses to The Driler Kiler at least, there is 2 degree
of ifony to these claims: as Ferrara himself has noted on
numerous occasions, the scathing Variety review of the fim's
Kansas premiere stated Abel Ferrara makes Tobe Hooper
ook ke Federico Felini (Tobias 2002: Anderson 2006).
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feminist critics’ (1986: 113). In The Virgin Film Year Book in
1983, Myron Meisel agreed that its initial critical reception
was positive.

Ferrara himself has also given typically slippery versions
of the inital critical response, and this has changed over
time. In 2014, he told Calum Marsh ‘that movie was a big
hit, critics were f**king big-time into that' (2014). Matthew
Hayes noted that the film received steady praise in 1981, yet
over the years it became ‘alandmark’, prompting from Ferrara
the response ‘Yeah | guess it took a while ... but the cream
always fises to the top, y'know what 'm saying?' (2001)
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