TERROR VISION

Ms .45

After being sexually assaulted twice in one day, Thana, a non-speaking
seamstress, is left terrified and traumatised. Arming herself with the .45 caliber
pistol of her second attacker, Thana soon embarks on a killing spree in which
NnO man is safe. To some this is a feminist cult classic, to others a seedy
exploitation pic, but whatever your take, there’s no denying this iconic rape-
revenge shocker is a visceral, unforgettable piece of work.

Contains scenes of sexual assault that some viewers may find distressing.
bfi.org.uk

While it is undeniably true that the splatter/nasty genre, in its treatment of
female flesh as meat to be carved, tends to exhibit a particularly unpleasant
brand of sadistic sexism, the form does contain possibilities for militant
feminism unmatched even by the likes of A Question of Silence or Born in
Flames. In | Spit on Your Grave, the leader of a gang of degenerate rapists is
allowed to express to the heroine the theory that, by wantonly displaying her
body, she has ‘asked for’ her violation. His uncharacteristic intellectualising of
the issue is immediately undercut by the most physical retort possible — the
girl castrates him in the bath and leaves him bleeding to death. With

The Driller Killer, his first feature, Abel Ferrara acknowledged the sexism of the
splatter movie by explicitly avoiding it, presenting a psycho whose preferred
victims were not desirable young women but undesirable old men. In Ms .45
(a film whose very title has proved too much for many audiences), Ferrara,
aided by the presence of the extraordinary Zoe Tamerlis, gives a rigorously
feminist reading of the always problematic revenge-for-rape genre.

The film signals the seriousness with which it will tackle the subject in its
treatment of the initial rapes. While the incidents are profoundly shocking, they
horrify mainly because of their abruptness (at least in the currently available,
slightly trimmed version) and the monstrosity of the performances. Ferrara,
who appears as the first rapist under his Jimmy Laine pseudonym and pops
up throughout the film in nightmare flashes as the incarnation of masculine
evil, presents the two unconnected assailants as merely less restrained
examples of the attitudes espoused, not only by the chattering street people
who proposition every passing woman, but by the smooth-talking
photographer, the paternally lecherous Albert, and the shoe salesman who
proudly admits that he reacted to the discovery of his wife’s bisexuality by
strangling the cat. With such a relentless parade of unsympathetic male
characters, the film has little need of explicit sexual violence to make its
points. The complete absence of nudity, and the remarkably soft-pedalled
violence, compare strikingly with [ Spit on Your Grave — which drags out the
rape sequence for over half its running time — or even with such mainstream,
male-oriented versions of the same basic story as Hannie Caulder, Death
Weekend and Sudden Impact.

A Polanski connection suggested by the decaying rabbit in The Driller Killer is
furthered here by a few clutching hands and a body in the bath out of
Repulsion, and by Tamerlis’ resemblance to the Nastassia Kinski of Tess.
However, while Polanski cannot refrain from making fetishes of his striking



heroines, Ferrara presents Tamerlis’ Thana as a neutral figure whose power
over her victims derives from her ability to inspire and then contradict their
fantasies of femininity. In the case of the shoe salesman, who pours out the
story of his marriage to the mute girl in a bar, the moment of Thana's failed
attack on him coincides with his own dawning awareness of his
shortcomings; hypnotised by her silent reproach, he acquiesces in his own
execution.

The usual escape clause in the genre has the raped woman turning into an
avenger by assuming masculine qualities (Raguel Welch learning gunfighter
skills in Hannie Caulder, Brenda Vaccaro exhibiting her un-womanly technical
aptitude in Death Weekend, Sondra Locke competing with Clint Eastwood in
Sudden Impact). But Ferrara has Thana become more seductively feminine in
appearance as she transforms into a feminist vigilante. The reductio ad
absurdum of this process — and indeed of the whole genre — finds Thana
murdering such varied male stereotypes as Count Dracula, a cowboy and a

drag bride, while incarnated as a furious, gun-toting nun.
Kim Newman, Monthly Film Bulletin, November 1984

Abel Ferrara on Ms .45

‘We were aiming at a cold sexuality, a violent tone. Roman Polanski is an
influence on all my work. Thana isn’t clearly defined. At times | think her
sympathetic, and at other times fascistic. It shook people up to see an
innocent person like themselves suddenly become a wanton murderer. She
starts out being a little waif who's afraid of everything and then, when the
worst happens to her, she thinks— yeah, | can deal with this, | can turn it
around, I'm no victim. We weren’t influenced by feminism, we were influenced

by women’.
Monthly Film Bulletin, January 1988
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Stanley Timms (pimp)
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Michael Chin, Gerry lgarashi (couple kissing)
Edward Eisele (man from Georgia)

Evelyn Smith (bag lady)

Patrick Loughran, Eileen Trotta (couple on desk)
Bobby Weismann (party host)
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