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Tied Up in the Basement or Hunted Through the Woods




[image: Images]




AFTERDEATH (2015)




‘IF YOU SEE GOD, TELL HIM TO
GO FUCK HIMSELF.’





In the long line of descent from Outward Bound (1930), most limbo-set movies try to mystify for much of the running time before admitting their characters are – gasp! – dead. AfterDeath gets that bombshell out of the way in the title, then gets on with post-mortem puzzles as recently deceased folk try to suss the rules of their afterlife and face what comes next.


Robyn (Miranda Raison) wakes on a drab beach after dying in the collapse of an overcrowded nightclub. Drawn to a house which resembles her childhood holiday home, she finds jack-the-lad Seb (Sam Keeley) having an impromptu threesome with just-dead clubbers Patricia (Elarica Gallacher) and Livvy (Lorna Nickson Brown). Onie (Daniella Kertesz) has the disorienting habit of phmmphhing in and out of the place – hovering between life and death. When Robyn tries to take charge, Seb diagnoses that she must be ‘in management’, but the others fall in with her efforts to explore their limited limbo, periodically tormented by painful beams from a lighthouse. This pocket universe contracts and attempts to leave only result in being zapped to the other side of the bubble (‘like PacMan’).


Andrew Ellard’s script wittily explains the cast’s good looks in that these phantoms are idealised versions of the people they were when alive – promiscuous and gorgeous Patricia turns out to have been a chubby Christian – while developing a fresh, surprisingly radical vision of merciless judgement. Since the beginning of mankind, nobody has been adjudged sin-free enough to get into Heaven, but if one sinner makes it through the whole system will reset. Seb is hauled over the coals when Robyn remembers he was once accused of rape; the women laugh when he is violated by a smoke demon.


There are secrets and mysteries (not all solved) for each character, including a sub-plot about what exactly happened at the club to land these people in a house where each room is plucked from an inmate’s memory with significant additions like a painting of the suffering damned replacing a Predator poster from Seb’s student flat. Co-directors Gez Medinger and Robin Schmidt balance ensemble drama – everyone here is good, with Gallacher and Keeley standouts – with ominous, creepily surreal use of a desolate beach as a shore of the afterlife.




ALREADY DEAD (2007)


This ‘bottle show’ follows the Reservoir Dogs/Cube/Saw template for high-impact low-budget cinema: set mostly inside a single location (a derelict industrial building), with story twists, shifting loyalties and shocks (including the popular tied-to-a-chair-and-tortured bit).


Banker Thomas Archer (Ron Eldard), a hollow man since the murder of his son by a home invader, is referred to psychiatrist Dr Heller (Christopher Plummer) by The Detective (Patrick Kilpatrick) who has been taken off the dead-end case. Heller introduces Archer to a shadowy, high-priced organisation (cf: Seconds, The Game) which claims to be able to get justice. After handing over a bundle of cash, Archer is ushered into a room where a man (Til Schweiger) is bound and gagged. A Hostel-like array of cutting tools are available. Archer is told The Man is his son’s killer and he can do what he wants to him. No sooner has he started on torture than he remembers an identifying detail (a tattoo) never mentioned to the police which strongly suggests that the Man isn’t the guilty party. When the gag comes off, The Man is persuasive, but also hints he’s not exactly innocent. Is the organisation offering Archer a chance to purge his need for vengeance while offing another criminal or is this all a scam to get the money? Archer and The Man wind up fighting the conspiracy’s hooded minions, squirreling through the usual ventilation ducts and skirmishing in stockrooms.


Script – by director Joe Chappelle (Halloween The Curse of Michael Myers), from a story by Robert Lynn and David Alford – and performances carry the movie. The resolution is neat, but several of the other available endings would have been stronger.


AQUARIUM (2004)


Six people wake in a small, white-walled room with no visible doors or windows. A piped-in voice (Pierre-Luc Scotto) explains rule infractions are punishable by ‘execution and removal’. Middle-aged lawyer Georges (Michel Robin) tries to mediate between younger guys – naturally angry Vincent (Julien Masdoua) and arrogant journalist Alex (Abel Divol) – but cracks up and smashes a camera. Knockout gas floods the room and Georges wakes to find his forefinger amputated. Then, the game begins in earnest, with – it is implied – only one live winner possible. The sextet play ‘Simon Says’ (Jacques Dit in French), raising an arm and a leg, holding the pose for too long, failing. Director/co-writer



Frédéric Grousset tries for economical, claustrophobic mystery-horror a la Cube. The first act works, but the film loses patience, too-quickly removing half the cast and giving the women (Karen Bruere, Capucine Mandeau, Sophie Talon) too little to do.


At the 55-minute mark, a game of Russian roulette resolves the storyline. Then, a survivor blunders onto a Paris rooftop for twelve minutes of tacked-on befuddlement. The explanation is oddly beside the point, but this isn’t a social experiment or a gameshow but an act of anti-corporate art-terrorism (the apparently unconnected strangers work for branches of one company). Given the enclosed setting and limited cast, we get to know the victims too little – they don’t work out their connection, which the survivor has to be told (‘You mean this is because of my job?’). The games are familiar (even Russian roulette) in comparison with other essays in the tiny but aptly crowded trapped-in-a-room-with-sadistic-puzzles sub-genre (Saw, The Experiment, Exam, etc.). The subsequent Breathing Room feels like a larger-scale Aquarium, with more contestants and a bigger room. Co-written by Jean Mach.


AS GOOD AS DEAD (2010)


This thriller offers two possible outcomes. Since the one we’re nudged towards is far less interesting/cool than the other, the twist is predictable.


In a prologue, Reverend James Kalahan (Brian Cox) inspires a follower to massacre a bus full of ethnic people; in reprisal, masked liberal terrorists(?) assassinate the hate-preacher. In the present, nice-guy divorced dad photojourno Ethan Belfrage (Cary Elwes) lives like a slacker, seemingly less mature than his kid Sarah (Emma Kantor). Psycho Aaron (Frank Whaley) and Kalahan’s son Jake (Matt Dallas) invade Ethan’s home and hang him up for torture under the supervision of the rev’s scarred widow Helen (Andie MacDowell). Someone has fingered Ethan as a shooter in the Kalahan killing, and the rev’s followers – notionally bossed by Helen – want him to name the other person. Snake-like, not unintelligent Aaron is willing to murder kids, drugs an innocent neighbour (Jess Weixler of Teeth, uncredited), won’t touch an East Indian shopkeeper’s hand getting change, and is pretty much a complete heavy, while Helen is less convinced of the hatred part of her husband’s teachings and needs to be completely sure of Ethan’s guilt before killing him. Elwes, as in Saw, spends much of the film tied and squirming, grasping for broken glass with bare feet, etc., while trying to talk up rifts among his tormentors.




Well written (Erez Mossek, Eve Pomerance), with an interesting theme in the rift between conservative and liberal America (more sensitively handled than in Red State), strongly acted and decently directed (Jonathan Mossek), this still feels cramped. Like Ethan, it keeps riffing and spinning to distract us from the inevitable.


ATM (2012)


This ordinary, contrived shocker shows the influence of Larry Cohen’s high concept scripts (Phone Booth, Cellular), but writer Chris Sparling (Buried) cheats to keep suspense going. At an office party, stockbroker David (Brian Geraghty), who feels plot-significant guilt about losing clients’ savings, finally nerves up to talk to colleague Emily Brandt (Alice Eve), who is leaving for another job and thus exiting his life. She accepts his offer of a lift home… only David’s infuriatingly cock-blocking pal Corey (Josh Peck), who doesn’t give a shit about ruining anyone’s life or evening, insists David first drive him to an ATM in a near-deserted parking lot. A hulking, menacing dude in a parka (Mike O’Brian) murders a passing dog-walker to show how dangerous he is, and besieges the trio in the little hut. They make dashes for the car or a cellphone, turn on each other, speculate pointlessly about the villain’s motive, try for moments of poignance, desperately kill a parka-clad unfortunate who happens along at the worst moment and generally squirm. The gimmick, illustrated by a montage of diagrams, is that the villain attacks isolated locales after working out the sightlines of security cameras so evidence (glimpses of ATM-cam footage) suggests victims have killed each other. Fair enough, but the trio are so unlikeable (though all three actors are good) it’s hard to care whether they die or not. Directed by David Brooks.


AWAITING (2014)


A small-scale British exercise in the held-in-captivity sub-genre, typified by Misery but with roots as deep as Fanatic or The Strange Vengeance of Rosalie. Like most of these, a slow-burn story has an initially trusting protagonist frustrated by a seemingly reasonable, actually demented host.


Single father Morris (Tony Curran) lives on an isolated farm with his home-schooled,



naïve but not stupid daughter Lauren (Diana Vickers). Arbitrarily, they have Christmas in September, complete with fairy lights, a big meal (of ‘pork’) and presents. Morris brings home Jake (Rupert Hill), a lawyer who has crashed his car in the woods, and treats him as a guest. When Jake wakes, he wants to leave (to propose to his girlfriend), but Morris insists he stay for the holiday. All the usual omens are noted – no mobile phone signal, no landline, no urgency about driving into town – but Jake strikes up a friendship with Lauren. Trying to walk away, he steps into a man-trap and is confined with a Misery-type leg injury which kicks up the horrors as we see just how delusional Morris is, get an idea of his side-business selling stolen cars, and wonder just what happened to Lauren’s mother.


The claustrophobic three-way occasionally lets up as a local cop (Peter Woodward) and Jake’s girlfriend (Sophie Lovell Anderson) investigate the disappearances, but the film mostly sticks to the farm. Not-unexpected Grand Guignol revelations involve the pork and what’s in a basement under Morris’s special shed. Scots character actor Curran – whose varied credits include Red Road, The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen (as the Invisible Man) and Doctor Who (as van Gogh) – does a softly evil Yorkshire accent, playing the mad farmer as quietly wrong rather than all-out insane. Morris even becomes slightly sympathetic as he clashes with his not-very-likeable forced guest, who starts using lawyer skills to drive a wedge between father and daughter. After a gory ending, a coda delivers 1970s-style cynicism as a new generation of insanity replaces the just-splattered old one. Written and directed by Mark Murphy (The Crypt).


BANE (2009)


Writer-director James Eaves’ low-budget British film is an overlong (120 minutes) if absorbing entry in the ‘confined space’ horror cycle. Four contrasting women – whiny Elaine (Sylvia Robson), thoughtful Jane (Lisa Devlin), aggressive Natasha (Tina Barnes) and reticent-yet-obviously-the-lead Katherine (Sophia Dawnay) – suffer from drug-induced amnesia in a makeshift medical torture camp. Tested by sadistic whitecoats, they are also stalked and slaughtered by a bogeyman in bloody medical gear. They struggle to remember past lives and the events which have brought them to this pretty pass, which involve an alien invasion (the one visible monster is good for this budget level) and a desperate scheme to repel bug



overlords. Many answers come too late to be a comfort – Natasha only realises Jane, whom she bullied, was her sister after the other woman has been killed, while Katherine has to cope with learning she’s the scientist who came up with this program and volunteered for it.


BASEMENT (2010)




‘NO ONE KICKS ME IN THE BOLLOCKS AND GETS AWAY
WITH IT, EH!’





Another few-people-trapped-somewhere effort. An opening montage of anti-war protests and a lecture on media manipulation suggest director Asham Kamboj and writer Ewen Glass had aspirations not fulfilled by murky wandering around in the gloom. Folks driving home from a demo stop so Gary (Danny Dyer, subtler than usual) can take a leak. Unwisely venturing down a Lost-style hatch, they get trapped in a catacomb and find a maddened girl (Soraya Radford). After too much poorly written soap arguing, characters start getting killed. At mid-point, we learn Gary has lured the others – Jimi Mistry (trapped also in Exam), Emily Beecham, Kierston Wareing, Lois Winstone – here, though he’s also on the victim list. The bonkers explanation involves clones trained in ruthlessness by a military annoyed that civvy slackers won’t support their wars. Not long, but not good either.


BEREAVEMENT (2010)


In writer-director Stevan Mena’s straight slasher Malevolence, fleeing crooks take refuge in a rambling abattoir and are offed by a persistent psycho. Bereavement doesn’t make a fuss about being a prequel – after all, Malevolence wasn’t exactly a breakout hit – but fills in the backstory of mad killer Martin Bristol. Its premise prefigures Jennifer Lynch’s Chained.


In 1989, six-year-old Martin (Chase Pechacek) is snatched by serial killer/butcher Graham Sutter (Brett Rickaby), who abuses him (though he suffers from



a rare condition and can’t feel pain) while systematically raising him to become the stock monster we met earlier. Cutting away from the farm, Mena introduces Allison (Alexandra Daddario, of Texas Chainsaw 3D and Burying the Ex), lately orphaned and living with kindly uncle Jonathan Miller (Michael Biehn, working hard). Of course, Allison is nabbed and hung up in the barn. Inevitably, Martin (Spencer List) ascends to post-credits mania.


Full of dumb stuff (the heroine telling a child to stay put in a burning house is a highlight), it squirms to set up Malevolence by putting a bunch of suspicious deaths down to the fire. Overlong (103 minutes) and crude (a lecture hammers on nature versus nurture), it’s well acted – though the abducted, tortured and killed thing really didn’t need another run round the yard. Yet again, someone shrieks, ‘Why are you doing this to me?’ and gets no real answer (‘How frightening when it’s your own flesh!’ – huh). With guest crackpot John Savage.


BLACKOUT (2008)


Best of the tiny suspense sub-genre of stuck-in-a-lift films is still Louis Malle’s Ascenseur pour l’échafaud (Elevator to the Gallows), but other decent examples include The Elevator (1974), Abwärts (Out of Order) and Devil. This Spanish-shot picture owes much to these precedents – specifically, the convention that one passenger is fleeing a crime scene in the building and that attempts to climb to safety only make things worse – but its basic pitch is Lost-in-a-lift.


Three apartment dwellers are trapped over the Fourth of July weekend in ‘the Bifrost Bridge building’, while fragmentary flashbacks explain how they got in this pickle. Widowed doctor Karl (Aidan Gillen) turns out to be a sexual sadist and incipient fascist; workaholic asthmatic Claudia (Amber Tamblyn) wants to be at the death-bed of her beloved Grandmother (Mabel Rivera); and sullen, short-fused Tommy (Armie Hammer) is helping his girlfriend (Katie Stuart) escape her violent drunk gambling addict father (Mark Boone Junior). All these people need to get out – Karl to dispose of a corpse from his flat before his daughter comes to stay, Claudia and Tommy to take care of loved ones. They credibly squabble and fail to escape or attract attention before the melodrama goes into screeching overdrive. Karl becomes outwardly monstrous (‘If I don’t get out of here soon, I’m going to cut your fucking throat and I’m going to rape the shit out of that cunt.’). He takes



Claudia’s inhaler and kicks Tommy’s broken leg to gain control over the situation – then comes out as a serial killer, and goes into full-on ranting hatred mode with added stabbing.


Directed by Rigoberto Castañeda, reprising the intense, music-driven approach of his Mexican horror film KM31. Scripted by Ed Dougherty


BLOODED (2011)


Bracketed with newsreel footage about the 2005 legislation which outlawed fox hunting in the United Kingdom, this archly constructed Most Dangerous Game variant is a sketchy addition to the ‘hunter hunted’ sub-genre. In a gambit reused by the ‘My Roanoke Nightmare’ season of American Horror Story, interviews with survivors of a (fictional) nasty experience are intercut with ‘dramatic recreations’ of their ordeal. Each character is played by two different actors and there’s a contrast between grainy ‘found footage’ snippets of an uploaded-to-YouTube chronicle and coolly shot ‘re-enactments’ which are, of course, plain old moviemaking (relying heavily on beautiful Isle of Mull locations).


After the ban is enforced, obsessed aristo Lucas Bell (Neil McDermott, Nick Clark Windo) becomes a controversial figurehead of the pro-hunting lobby. Lucas invites a group – his photojourno brother Charlie (Mark Dexter, Oliver Boot), Charlie’s black American girlfriend Eve (Sharon Duncan-Brewster, Tracy Ifeachor), long-time best friend/sidekick Ben (Adam Best, Joseph Kloska) and ex-girlfriend Liv (Isabella Calthorpe, Cicely Tennant) – to his estate to hunt stag (still legal, as Ben insists). Feints about Lucas’s strained relationships with Charlie and Liv hint he might be an incipient Count Zaroff, so he is the prime suspect when the guests wake up stranded in the wilds in their underwear, stalked by an expert rifle-shot. Actually, as is heavily signposted, the party are targeted by radical animal rights activists who want them to read anti-hunting statements on camera.


There are a few tiny felicities – as the women hide in a barn, a masked sinister figure stalks them in a slasher movie setup, only for the seeming psycho to be distracted by a stag’s severed head and mutter that people who could do this are sick – and a clever suspense mechanism involves the major player who isn’t interviewed. In trying for balance – none of the ‘victims’ are the sort of posh thugs the anti-hunting lobby really hates – it fumbles the mix of editorial and character story, and repeated cuts between actors in peril in their skivvies and other actors earnestly



musing about what they’ve learned tends to expose the shallowness of the concept. Scripted by James Walker, from a story by Walker, producer/actor Windo and director Edward Boase (The Mirror).


BLOODLUST! (1961)


The Most Dangerous Game redone as shoddy exploitation in the style of Teenage Zombies or She Demons: unmemorable juveniles and a few older hams wander pointlessly around a cramped island, with tedium relieved only by a couple of for-the-time gross horror moments. Chubby, goateed Zaroff substitute Albert Balleau (Wilton Graff) – who developed a lust for killing as a sniper during ‘the war’ (no mention which side he was on) – expostulates pompously about fair play while wearing a smoking jacket. His victims are a bunch of alleged teenagers – notably June Kenney as a blonde judo expert and sitcom star Robert Reed. Lilyan Chauvin (Silent Night, Deadly Night) scores second billing as Balleau’s unfaithful, soon-killed wife.


Grue extends to a cave full of stuffed and mounted human trophies, a woman drowned in an illuminated fishtank, a severed foot and the flesh of a head and torso (all rubbery) manhandled by a taxidermist, a minion tossed into an acid vat, another goon sinking into a swamp and bobbing up covered with leeches, gory crossbow bolt hits and a skeleton crawling with rats. The heroes are so bland and Graff such a ridiculous baddie that it never threatens to get exciting. Photographed by Richard E. Cunha (whose similarly rubbish directorial credits are much more fun); written and directed by Ralph Brooke.


BLOOD TRAILS (2006)


It’s never a good sign when an early line of dialogue is, ‘We can spend the weekend at the cabin.’ Shot in Germany but set in the United States, this survival horror benefits from the physical performance of Rebecca Palmer as a toned cycle-messenger, but keeps having the heroine do stupid things to stay in danger. It has the hyper-kinetic editing, sickly-greenish DV look, gurning close-ups and posturing psycho philosophising common in its sub-genre.


After an uncomfortable night of handcuffed rough sex with supposed cop Chris



(Ben Price), guilt-ridden Anne (Palmer) heads off to the countryside with disposable, mild-mannered boyfriend Mike (Tom Frederic). Chris – in studly leathers and crash-helmet, but on a push-bike – stalks the couple, insistent that Anne is his alone. When she explains, Mike is credibly more pissed off that she’s had a one-night stand than worried about the psycho – though he gets his throat cut (by a sharpened tire?) when Chris does a cycle leap across the track. Half-masked with blood, Anne proceeds to do everything wrong. A kindly Ranger (J.J. Straub) has nearly driven her to the hospital when she insists he go back and look for the dead boy, which gets him gutted. She climbs a peak to find a signal on a mobile phone and reaches the emergency services, only to flee when she finds Mike crucified on a giant cross she unaccountably doesn’t cite as a landmark to putative rescuers (they have to triangulate on her phone). She bumps into a pair of creepy loggers (Kurt Rauscher, Johann Daiminger) who refuse to speak (probably because the supply of Anglophone actors has run out) but are helpful until Chris arrives and kills them – cue nasty moment as Anne has to filch the truck keys from a chainsaw-bisected corpse. She fails to run Chris down in the often-stalled truck, then fails to see him off with a thrown axe-head and winds up, as often in these films, duct-taped to a chair by the soft-spoken, it’s-all-for-your-own-good villain.


The best moments come late, in a variant on that old he’s-not-yet-dead trick as the heroine straddles the prone villain with a shard of mirror, waiting for his eyes to open so she can give him a killing thrust. An issue with this sub-genre is a tendency to make torture-happy lunatics into cool characters and make victims look like silly twits who deserve to suffer. Chris blathers about Anne’s will to survive, but his kill-crazy thoughtlessness – murdering everyone who wanders into the film, while calmly ambling along and letting the heroine have chance after chance to escape (not to mention hauling a corpse up a mountain and nailing it up in the one place where it’s sure to be found) – is just hackneyed hokum. Written and directed by Robert Krause.


BONE DRY (2007)




‘BEING BURIED UP TO YOUR NECK IN THE DESERT WILL SURE GIVE YOU SOME ISSUES
ALL RIGHT, BRO.’







Bald, sharp-suited Eddie (Luke Goss) drives across the Mojave Desert and Death Valley, spectacular scenery with a cinema history dating back to Greed (1924). Waylaid by Jimmy (Lance Henriksen), Eddie is forced to head north on foot, with time-outs to be buried up to his neck, pissed on, fed salt water, given instructions on how to make a compass out of everyday items, shot at and (in a Saw-like sequence) handcuffed naked to a giant cactus. The persecutor (cf: Duel, Joy Ride and the somewhat-similar Lost [2004]) mostly manifests as a gravelly voice on a walkie-talkie or close-ups of hat, boots and gun. Eddie is deliberately such a cipher that his sufferings don’t quite make him sympathetic – obviously intentional since a cluttered last act (three extra characters are brought in and killed off rapid-time without affecting the main storyline) reveals the seeming innocent is actually a bastard hit man who once slaughtered Jimmy’s wife and child and left him for dead in this very desert. Goss feels like a second- or third-choice casting: he has physical presence, isn’t a bad actor, and manfully takes a lot of punishment, but can’t carry a whole movie by himself. The busy Henriksen makes limited screen time tell as the calm, hollow, nagging avenger. Billed as ‘A Brett A. Hart Vision’, which is enough to make anyone want to throw rocks. Director Hart co-wrote with Jeff O’Brien.


BREATHING ROOM (2008)


Fragile blonde Tonya (Ailsa Marshall) is deposited in a large, windowless room, joining thirteen others of assorted ages, races and backgrounds. A camp Host (Keith Foster) appears on television and explains strict rules. Two players are already dead, punished for rule-violations (not washing hands). Another is soon despatched for trying to escape. Dynamics shift within the group, murders take place during blackouts, and it is announced that the room contains ‘a rapist, a paedophile and a murderer’. Hero-type Lee (Michael McLafferty) tries to solve the mystery, protect fellow contestants and see a way of surviving within the rules. Others are unhelpful, dangerous or unpredictable – leading to further deaths, either from outright conflict, a possible ‘plant’ within the group or intervention by the controllers.


This low-budget suspense picture is closest to Aquarium and House of 9, but riffs on many similar movies: the abducted test subjects/gamers and limited setting of Cube, the sadistic challenges designed to prompt realisations and revelations from the Saw series (especially the housebound Saw II), the killer collars and Ten Little Indians body



countdown from Battle Royale, the trapped blank slate characters trying to sort out who is who and how they relate to each other from Unknown. Is this a sadistic social experiment, a game show for rich sickos or some other charade? Explanations matter less than what happens in the room.


Writer-directors John Suits (Pandemic) and Gabriel Cowan (Growth) win few points for originality, but the film works. McLafferty is good as the guy who thinks he’s the hero and Marshall interesting as the apparently vulnerable, reticent protagonist. Otherwise, characters hold back: the taciturn, tough ‘Number One’ (Jeff Atik) claims to be a Jesuit but has nothing else to say, prompting the others to assume he’s the culprit and tie him up so he can be stabbed with mirror shards; a hysterical, middle-aged schoolteacher (Terri Marsteiner) is outed as the paedophile but never explains herself; a middle-aged, hardboiled black guy (Kim Estes) is a recovering alcoholic tempted by a bottle of hooch in the room as part of the ingredients for an explosive; the hostile young black guy (Stevens Gaston); the rebel (Brad Culver) who only identifies himself McGoohan-style as ‘Number Six’ comes on like a criminal but is, we find out from a glimpsed file, a police officer; and nerdy, compulsive talker Harry (David Higlen) gets on everyone’s nerves before showing nasty steel as he surprisingly makes ‘the final three’.


The Prisoner reference suggests a grandaddy for the genre of enclosed, playful torment; the TV show invented the recurrent trope whereby folks dosed with mysterious soporific wake up in an unusual prison which evokes a game show set and a torture chamber.


THE BREEDER (2011)


If you combine everything I never want to see in a horror movie again you get this Swiss-German dud. Indebted to And Soon the Darkness (1970), role model for many xenophobic rape-abduction-torture pictures in the early 2000s, it also slots into the ‘dirty deeds in an abandoned totalitarian super-soldier factory’ craze of the Outpost series.


Backpacking in the Caucasus, outgoing (i.e. slutty) Sophie (Julie LeGal) and mousier Amy (Theresa Joy) bicker over the lack of fun to be had in the vicinity and are spied on from the bushes by an ominous heavy-breather. Skinny-dipping Sophie is dragged underground by the breather/breeder and strapped to an operating table for a vaginal exam overlaid with a nonsense philosophy monologue about lost



innocence. Kidnapped as part of a breeding program, Sophie wanders underground tunnels, occasionally with an evil hand reaching out to touch or grope her. At one point, she records a help-me message on her cameraphone and ties it to a pigeon. Meanwhile, drunk on vodka, Amy runs into two alternately sinister and helpful guys. Which is behind the breeding project? At a crucial point, Amy has a gun and has to make a guess.


Piling on weird angles and colour filters doesn’t disguise director Till Hastreiter’s threadbare script and cheap tricks like ogling close-ups of female body parts and strapped-down-and-cut-up sequences. Joy, a real-life former cheerleader, does gratuitous flexible high kicks. The revelation that the baddie is American (overlaid with a voice-over about Vietnam and family history) takes some of the edge off the depiction of gurning evil foreigners, but cliché is reaffirmed as he is hung up by Georgian vigilantes and bled into a bucket.


BROKEN (2006)


With Broken, writer-director Adam Mason progressed from wretched drivel (The 13th Sign, Dust) to competent drivel.


After an instantly irritating ‘based on a true story’ caption, this opens with a Saw-derivative stunt. A young woman is forced to dig out a razorblade sewn into her intestines to cut the ropes tying her to a tree. A shadowy tormentor asks the now literally gutless woman if she wants to continue, then lets her work the trigger on his rifle to end her ordeal. Hope (Nadja Brand) comes home from a blind date where she has met a nice guy who isn’t put off that she’s a single mother, cuddles her cute daughter, and goes to sleep… only to wake up in a wooden coffin. She survives the chained-to-a-tree, razor-in-the-stomach bit successfully and refuses the suicide option, presumably because having a child (whom she guesses is also at a psycho’s mercy) gives her something to fight for. In woods miraculously free of passing birdwatchers or ramblers, Hope is trained as a slave by The Man (Eric Colvin), who dresses like director Richard Stanley.


After attempts at compliance (tending a feeble vegetable garden), escape, survival (seducing her captor) and defiance, Hope is hobbled Misery-style. A girl (Abbey Stirling) in school uniform (she looks in her mid-twenties) is brought on. She screams for days – until The Man cuts out her tongue and throws it on the fire. We’re supposed



to be as irritated by her noisemaking as the villain is and laugh with relief when she’s finally shut up – think on that for a moment. For all its grimness, Broken deploys cheap gimmicks like the victims’ plot-mandated refusal to finish off the villain when they have the chance. Existing to show the protracted torture of women, this has nothing to say about slavery as a sexual or societal aberration. Characterisation is feeble and arty touches pathetic (Hope cultivates a pretty flower, which The Man pulls because you can’t eat it). The sort of film it’s hard to condemn enough (an honest quote from a genre-savvy critic sounds like a twisted recommendation… ‘so depraved it sickened even Billy Chainsaw’).


BURNING BRIGHT (2010)


A simple, effective suspense picture. During a hurricane, teenager Kelly (Briana Evigan) and her autistic brother Tom (Charlie Tahan) are trapped inside a house with a Bengal tiger. The setup involves wicked stepfather Johnny Gaveneau (Garret Dillahunt), a suspect suicide and an insurance policy – so Kelly plays detective even as she tries to avoid the big cat’s claws and get her recalcitrant brother to break his set ways to avoid being eaten. Director Carlos Brooks plays up claustrophobia: we get a sense of the big weather event, but are too concerned with the prowling tiger (who has a reputation for going after ‘the pretty one’) to think about it… until Kelly briefly gets outside and is instantly soaked. She then has to decide whether to go for help or return to rescue a kid incapable of gratitude whom she pretty much has a motive for murdering. Evigan (Sorority Row) is a gutsy heroine, squirming up a laundry chute, and Dillahunt (one of the best villains of his generation) subtly underplays the desperate, avaricious redneck who sits nervously drinking in a bar while he hopes his new pet does his dirty work for him. Meat Loaf doesn’t underplay as the circus salesman who sells Gaveneau the cat, gurning as he explains that the beast is ‘Evil’. The trick is to use a real cat with edible actors, even if a few perspective ruses are transparent safety measures. Kelly, fighting for her life and kin, earns the beast’s respect, but this being a horror film someone’s got to get eaten… and there’s only one really satisfying prospect for the finale. Written by producer David W. Higgins, Christine Coyle Johnson and Julie Prendiville Roux.




CAPTIFS (CAGED) (2010)


In the former Yugoslavia yadda yadda foreigners take an unwise detour blah blah scumbag psycho local abductors yawn yawn captivity and chains and cages not this again organ harvesting oh god please no resourceful survivor girl makes a desperate break here we go again turn the tables escape and chase and brutal confrontation and it’s all over. A prologue establishes doctor heroine Carole (Zoé Félix) has a phobia of attack dogs, which means the arm-wrestling champ will freeze up but find inner fortitude to get past killer dogs during her escape. Being in subtitled French doesn’t make writer-director Yann Gozlan’s film fresher, though he manages one good Fabrice du Welz-style overhead shot in a cornfield, as Carole and another girl lie in one row while the last of the abductors searches in the next.


The villains are the usual characterless Eastern European thugs, foolishly picking on foreigners who are more likely to be missed than the refugees and displaced people they usually snatch (which is why they set up in this region in the first place). Félix represents a 2000s action-horror tradition of gutsy French chicks – desperately drowning the baddies’ housekeeper in her own stew. The most distinctive villain is a non-speaking, sallow doctor (Philippe Krhajac) who doesn’t clean the blood from his operating table before strapping Carole down to harvest her eye. This gruesome touch is his undoing: the slick gore serves as a lubricant to allow the heroine to free a hand and reach for a scalpel to shove in the bastard’s neck. Little is made of the fact that the victims are altruistic medics (rather than the ghastly tourists of Train or Turistas) pitted against capitalist doctors who have turned their training to non-humanitarian evil.


CAPTURED (1959)


This tough army information film from writer-director John Krish (Unearthly Stranger) would be acknowledged as a British classic if it hadn’t been withheld from non-military audiences for decades. Ex-POW Anthony Farrar-Hockley introduces, but the bulk of the film simply illustrates interrogation techniques servicemen could expect if captured in a Korean-type conflict by an enemy who doesn’t observe the Geneva Convention. An old soldier (Wilfrid Brambell) who was in a German POW camp says he knows what to expect, only to be found later in a coffin-like box. Chinese experts who guided the North Korean army refused (or professed to refuse) to recognise enemy combatants



as soldiers rather than criminals and classified them not as prisoners but pupils, to be educated in the virtues of communism. This means medical care, provisions, letters from home, etc., could be withheld as part of brainwashing strategy.


The film’s two acts illustrate different methods. First, a group of prisoners are nagged into turning on each other, ostracising one of their number as a collaborator to such an extent he does passively co-operate… then Daniels (Alan Dobie), an intelligence officer, is caught and subjected to now hideously familiar tortures (stress positions and water-boarding). It has a stark, noirish look – making a miserable stretch of Britain into a believable North Korea – and edgy performances from a pro cast. Made outside the conventional film industry, it’s more horrific than comparable efforts – Hammer’s The Camp on Blood Island came out the same year – and has tougher language (‘effing’ and ‘harpic’ are two terms you wouldn’t have heard in a feature film then).


There is, of course, an irony in making a propaganda film about resisting propaganda, though the grimness of Captured was a problem for the folks who commissioned it: rather than instruct troops not to cooperate with the enemy, soldiers in the audience must have felt anyone would crack under these circumstances and despaired. It might have motivated them not to get captured, though. A cast of familiar British character faces includes Ray Brooks, Gerald Flood, Brian Murray, Bernard Fox and Mark Eden.


THE CELLAR DOOR (2007)


A battered, bloodied woman escapes from a cellar in which an average-looking schlub has kept her prisoner, stumbles around, fails to get a jogger’s attention and is run down by her captor’s car, then wrapped in plastic and buried in the garden. Herman (James DuMont) starts ogling Rudy (Michelle Tomlinson) as she is clubbing with her best friend. He creeps into the girls’ house, steps over the best friend (passed out on the toilet) and drugs Rudy, who wakes up in a wooden cage as his next trophy/ pet/victim. The world scarcely needed another film about a loser who kidnaps and abuses women – but director Matt Zettell (Axe to Grind) and writer Christopher Nelson forged ahead anyway.


Less annoying than Broken or The Girl Next Door (2007), it’s still notches below Captivity, which scarcely rates as a masterpiece. All it brings to the table is hypocritical relish in suffering, with a supposed uplift in the finish as the maniac gets just desserts at the hands (and edged weapons) of his victim. Blaming Rudy for things she ‘makes’



him do, Herman tries to be smarmily affable when cajoling her to get undressed so he can wash her soiled clothes (then shrieks, ‘Show me your tits,’ when she resists). On the surface, it indicts inadequate male attitudes, but the heroine is depicted as a loose-living slut who has invited punishment. Rudy’s behaviour (making a fuss, trying to get round her captor, sulking when thwarted) infantilises her and irritates viewers (even if she’s acting reasonably in plot context). Herman freaks out from time to time and bludgeons a co-worker at a supermarket and a pair of missionaries who show up at his house – mostly to get more murders into the film. The Cellar Door 2: Preymates is still threatened.


CHEAP THRILLS (2013)


A shaggy dog story (‘A guy walks into a bar…’) which turns into a conte cruel, Cheap Thrills has an Alfred Hitchcock Presents premise but a contemporary context as horrors rise from the widening gap between rich and poor in America.


Just laid off, mechanic Craig (Pat Healy) needs a stiff drink before he tells his wife (Amanda Fuller) the bad news. In a bar, he runs into Vince (Ethan Embry), a high school skateboarding buddy who is now a bruised-knuckles debt collector. Vince corrals Craig into a reunion bender, and they are picked up by Colin (David Koechner), a coke-snorting, glad-handing rich guy with a calculating tease of a wife, Violet (Sara Paxton). Colin lays out cash for pranks – offering the hard-up guys hundreds of dollars for slapping a stripper’s ass or punching a bouncer. Back at Colin’s apartment, Vince persuades Craig to attempt a heist which fails because their flabby-seeming host is a martial arts expert. Rather than call the cops, Colin ups the stakes and suggests grosser, self-harming, dangerous or odd stunts with bigger and bigger cash prizes. When Vince sucker-punches Craig to win a hold-your-breath contest, hostility escalates… and goes into overdrive when Craig gets paid to have sex with the detached, creepy Violet.


Underlying it is the fact that the guys have unfairly ended up in the same boat – trying hard at school and having ambitions didn’t earn Craig a better life than loser-from-the-off Vince – and will tear each other apart for cast-off cash (much literally bloody). Some stunts are comically sick (aptly paying back a neighbour whose dog fouls Colin’s garden), but others just cruel (when Colin offers Vince $25,000 to cut off his own finger, Craig underbids him). The ultimate contest – which is perhaps guessable – is capped with a subtle punch line as Colin, having spent hundreds of thousands of



dollars, peels off a fifty to settle a side-bet. Trent Haaga and David Chirchirillo’s script links a brand of exploitative abasement typified by reality TV/YouTube Jackassery to the desperate state of anyone in America who isn’t rich. Koechner, usually a comic boob, is a genial modern incarnation of Roald Dahl’s Man from South America. Healy and Embry don’t descend into caricature as the good guy who goes bad and the bad guy who goes worse. Directed by E.L. Katz.


5150, RUE DES ORMES (5150 ELMS WAY) (2009)




‘EVEN IF YOU GET AWAY AND I DIE, IT WON’T PROVE
I’M WRONG.’





Scripted by Canadian novelist Patrick Senécal (7 Days), this abduction-and-torture item has more in its head than gross-out and ranks among the best of its cycle. Film student Yannick Bérubé (Marc-André Grondin) has a minor bicycle accident on rue des Ormes and asks for help at 5150, home of the Beaulieu family. After happening on a room where a wounded young man is chained, Yannick is imprisoned by patriarch Jacques (Normand D’Amour). The taxi driver/chess master serves God by murdering the ‘unrighteous’ (drug dealers, paedophiles, etc.) and hopes his sulky teen daughter Michelle (Mylène St-Sauveur) will take over the crusade. Maude (Sonia Vachon), Jacques’ simple (but not as simple as she seems) wife, fearfully supports her husband and tries not to know what he is doing, while caring for their backward younger daughter Anne (Élodie Larivière). Because Yannick impulsively helped Anne when bullies tried to take her sweets, Maude – who is attracted to the handsome lad – insists he’s not unrighteous. The plot motor is that arch-psycho Jacques has painted himself into a corner with bogus morality, which means he has to keep Yannick rather than just kill him the way he does other victims. Yannick, who has issues with his own parents, plays chess with Jacques, who has never been beaten, and begins strange relationships with all his captors – eventually persuading Maude to let him go, but choosing to stay to finish the game and prove his point.


The leads are understated, as Senécal lets crazinesses emerge slowly rather than default at once to shrill melodrama. That Jacques uses the corpses of his victims to



make a human-size chess-set allows for a grotesque yet not simplistic finish. The game is finally abandoned, but neither player gets a clear loss – which will probably torture them more in the long run. Director Éric Tessier stages obligatory failed escape attempts and punitive measures powerfully – Yannick gets a Misery-like broken leg and spends much of the film in plaster as well as shackles – and gives some subjective fantasies a white shimmer which get us out of the claustrophobic home-prison.


CLAUSTROFOBIA (2011)


This Dutch horror film has a trauma-which-will-make-a-kid-grow-up-psycho prologue. A girl lures a naïve lad into a derelict morgue, coaxing him into a body drawer with the promise of a kiss and a feel… Naturally, she locks him in and walks off.


Years later, Eva (Carolien Spoor), a diabetic veterinary student who can’t bring herself to hurt a rat and is also a struggling actress, rents a flat mysteriously vacated by a previous tenant who left her books behind. An uneasy atmosphere builds until she wakes handcuffed to a bed in a hidden room under the flat, collected by the grownup loon, Alex (Dragan Bakema). Claustrofobia falls into a rut of thwarted escape attempts, ironies (the staring guy across the road Eva signals to is blind), interlopers (sleazy landlord Rogier Philipoom, handsome cop Thijs Römer) who nearly rescue the heroine but get killed, and mind-games between captor and captive.


It comes up with a fresh rationale, albeit a variant on the revenge and organ-napping premises. Alex tells Eva he wants to transplant her kidney into his comatose wife, only it turns out Lisa (Nienke Römer), the woman upstairs, is the prank-playing little girl grown up. Alex has been exerting long, slow revenge by drugging Lisa so she is immobile but fully aware, and needs to harvest spare parts since the drugs inflict long-term organ damage. Of course, Eva breaks free and turns the tables. Well made and acted, but old news. Written by Robert Arthur Jansen; directed by Bobby Boermans.


THE CLINIC (2011)


An Australian strangers-wake-up-trapped movie. After a brush with a sinister road-hog ambulance, pregnant Beth (Tabrett Bethell) and boyfriend Cameron (Andy Whitfield) are sidelined at a creepy motel. In a Vanishing bit, Beth is spirited away



while Cameron looks for food in a deserted town. The apparent plot of the hero accusing the creepy motelier (Boris Brkic) and getting no help from the local corrupt cop (Marshall Napier) fades down, though it returns intermittently. Beth wakes (no longer pregnant) in a tub full of ice, with suture marks on her stomach. Five other women in a similar state are trapped in the eponymous clinic, which looks more like a derelict factory: one dying with her suture ripped open, a helpful doctor (Freya Stafford), a relieved blonde party girl (Clare Bowen), a mute catatonic (Sophie Lowe) and a murderess (Adrienne Pickering) intent on ripping the women open to find implanted colour-coded tags so, by a process of elimination, she can determine which of the caged babies is hers.


A Pete Walker-style array of villains includes directress Ms Shepard (Elizabeth Alexander), a weird Russian couple (Slava Orel, Inga Romanostova) and a Lennie-like hulking manchild (Marcel Bracks). The absurd reveal is that they run an illicit adoption agency where prospective parents get the baby of the mother who puts up the hardest fight and is therefore blessed with the fittest-to-survive genes. Furthermore, Beth is a grown-up survivor of one of these contests (it’s not said what happens to the surplus babies – nothing good, we assume). Performances and suspense mechanics are fine – but the plot is so contrived (depending on idiot Cameron getting the munchies in the middle of the night) that it’s hard to take seriously. Written and directed by James Rabbitts.


COFFIN (2011)




‘WELL, MONEY IS A DRIVING FACTOR, YES, BUT – YOU KNOW WHAT – I JUST KIND OF LIKE WATCHING PEOPLE
LIKE YOU SQUIRM. IT’S FUN.’





This starts as if it’s going to be a coattail-rider on Buried, but plays a trickier, twistier game. Rona Samms (Sunny Doench) and her lover Sean (Kevin Sorbo) wake up in a coffin with matches, limited air supply and an inbuilt video feed. Wealthy, bald Jack (Patrick Barnitt), Rona’s husband, is visited by a masked, cackling trickster (Johnny Alonso) who claims to have set this all up and runs Jack around town all night as



he desperately tries to raise ransom money. In cutaways, the couple try to escape – eventually triggering an extra peril as water pours in – and cops (Kipp Tribble and Derik Wingo, who also wrote and directed) catch on that something is amiss. Bruce Davison plays Jack’s banker, who gets suspicious about the huge late-night withdrawal. The last reel springs satisfying twists. Performances are okay, given that several characters are dissembling throughout. Weird, Lex Luthor-looking Barnitt goes through several arcs, from guilt-ridden to sadistic.


THE CONDEMNED (2007)


Another dystopian-gameshow action movie. Like the Rollerball remake, this purports not to take place in the future and stages death matches for dark net payper-view. Unethical media mogul Breckel (Robert Mammone) – and how many ethical media moguls are there in films? – buys condemned prisoners from tinpot Latin American countries and former Soviet Republics (but not Texas, which would have been funnier). Fitted with exploding ankle bracelets, they are cast away on an island and must fight until only one hard man (or woman) survives. When a promising Arab maniac is assassinated before he gets in the game, replacement Jack Conrad (Steve Austin) is found rotting in a Mexican jail; Breckel reasons Americans are so hated the worldwide audience will love seeing him killed. Jack is plainly a hero-type undercover operative with a nice family waiting back home. Quandaries are established: How will husband-and-wife murderers cope with the condition that only one survives? Will the alliance between British bastard (Vinnie Jones) and Japanese killer (Masa Yamaguchi) hold? Is the lethal foxy African (Emelia Burns) really sweet on the African-American (Marcus Johnson) or planning to get close enough to pull his ankle-bomb tab?


Produced without irony by World Wrestling Entertainment, The Condemned can’t even compete with Turkey Shoot or Death Race as a hypocritical science fiction gladiator movie. Problem one is Steve Austin aka ‘Stone Cold’ Steve Austin – who doesn’t register as a screen hero. He handles stunts and reads his (few) lines, but has the presence of a ton of walnuts shoved into a blow-up doll. Jones, barely breaking sweat, out-acts Austin in every confrontation. Building a film around Austin probably forced the casting of bland Mammone in a nefarious role which requires a standout ham like Lance Henriksen or Powers Boothe. A heavy handed



message that watching spectacles of violence is wrong prompts cutaways to folks in bars looking guilty after they’ve clicked on the pay-site. However, this doesn’t actually deliver carnage intense enough to force any audience to reassess the wicked predilection for non-stop thumping cut to classic rock. Director Scott Wiper stages a lot of fights; none particularly outstanding. Written by Wiper, Rob Hedden (Friday the 13th Part VIII Jason Takes Manhattan) and Andy Hedden (Clockstoppers). Roel Reiné of the Death Race sequels directed The Condemned 2, with Randy Orton and Eric Roberts.


CORD (HIDE AND SEEK) (2000)


Another Psycho Bitch movie – amusingly, the exact phrase the villainess uses to castigate the heroine when she tries to fight back.


In one of the most contrived premises in an already far-fetched genre, pregnant yuppie Anne (Daryl Hannah) is abducted by a white trash couple who keep her in an isolated Misery-style house. Anne is told ransom is demanded of her husband Jack (Bruce Greenwood, woolly as ever), but fertility lab tech Frank (Vincent Gallo) and his loopy baby-doll wife Helen (Jennifer Tilly) are really after her unborn child. Helen can’t have children after Frank aborted their own baby when amniocentesis showed a deformity which runs in Frank’s family. Frank has told Helen her egg is gestating inside Anne, though Frank – an extremely unlikely character, who attempts to molest Anne because Helen refuses to have sex during ‘her’ pregnancy – eventually admits he has used his own semen and Anne’s egg, prompting an enraged Helen to baseball bat him to death.


Cutaways show Jack failing to believe his wife is dead (a burned corpse is found in a crashed car) as seasons pass, while the familiar escape and recapture gambits are trotted out. As often, the normal couple are stiffs (Hannah, supposed heroine, is utterly bland) so the villains make all the running. A surprisingly restrained Gallo takes an early bath, but value-for-money Tilly goes overboard with the breathy mannerisms which made someone murder her in Bullets Over Broadway. Directed by veteran Sidney J. Furie (The Ipcress File).




CURVE (2015)


Mallory (Julianne Hough), en route to her own wedding, has doubts about fiancé Brad. Driving his car through the Colorado desert, she shifts the seat and finds fliers for escort services. When the car stalls in the middle of nowhere – presumably because Brad didn’t have it properly maintained – handsome stranger Christian (Teddy Sears) hikes by and helps out. With understandable hesitation, she offers the courtly, charming fellow a lift but light flirtation turns sinister when he comes on strong and pulls a knife, insisting she drive to an out-of-the-way motel in a ghost town. Realising how this scenario plays out in the movies, Mallory drives the car into a culvert… and is trapped in the upturned vehicle while Christian is thrown clear. Though a roving serial killer with a creepily moralistic bent, Christian opts not to murder Mallory outright but leave her stuck, returning occasionally to gloat.


The film mashes The Hitcher and 127 Hours with the upside-down heroine fending off rats, ants and flood, making use of what comes to hand (including her trousseau) to survive. A third act gets into a different type of peril, with Mallory in a position to hobble away relatively unscathed but compelled to do the right thing to help her tormentor’s next chosen victim. A tight script by Kimberly Lofstrom Johnson and Lee Patterson finds room for character growth as the ordeal helps Mallory think through pre-marital jitters when her world is literally upended. Hough, physically confined for much of the film (inevitably, she has to ponder cutting off her own leg – though not before she’s eaten a rat and sipped her own urine), gives a gutsy performance, and there are plenty of verbal barbs in her exchanges with the curiously detached yet malign Christian (his full character name is Christian Laughton, suggesting a Mutiny on the Bounty fixation).


In The Skeleton Key, an update of 1970s TV movie woman-in-peril dramas, British Iain Softley showed he could handle female-skewing horror. Here, he again invests material which would once have been a B picture or a 73-minute movie-of-the-week with grit and character. This high-concept/low-cost, unpretentious psycho-thriller sneaks up and bites harder than expected – including very good use of the cliché mantrap left where it’ll do the most damage.




DEATH RACE (2008)


Nominally a remake of Death Race 2000 – though only producer Roger Corman gets credit for the 1975 film (that’s a big fuck you to writers Ib Melchior, Charles Griffith and Robert Thom and director Paul Bartel). In the event, director/writer Paul W.S. Anderson junks all but a few character names in favour of a car-action makeover of twice-remade The Longest Yard (aka Mean Machine). Death Race 2000 is satire – so is The Longest Yard, for that matter – but Death Race plays straight even as Joan Allen as a camp warden and the script advances lunatic notions like a racetrack with optional short cuts.


The original features a transcontinental road race with points awarded for running over pedestrians; champion Frankenstein (David Carradine) rebels to overthrow a corrupt dystopia. Here, the race is held within the bounds of Terminal Island prison though the presence of a causeway to the mainland hints at what’ll happen in the climax. Convict racers are expected to kill other drivers or their navigators – that drivers have navigators is a hold-over from Death Race 2000, though even thickos ought to know how to go round a circle without instructions. Popular masked racer Frankenstein (nostalgically voiced by Carradine) is killed in a crash, but warden Hennessey (Allen) wants to replace him. Disgraced racing champ/laid-off steelworker Jensen Garner Ames (Jason Statham) is framed for murder and sentenced to Terminal Island. Hennessey bullies him into becoming the new Frankenstein, with a backup team including mechanical genius Coach (Ian McShane, taking the cheque) and navigator Case (Natalie Martinez), bussed in from a women’s prison to up the ratings. Frankenstein’s arch-rival is Machine Gun Joe (Tyrese Gibson), a gay badass with a knack of getting his navigators killed. He starts out as a hissable baddie like Sylvester Stallone’s like-named character, but turns into a staunch ally and sidekick – we’re expected to overlook the murders, I suppose. The rest (Max Ryan, Robin Shou, Justin Mader, Robert LaSardo) are barely characterised kooks we don’t mind getting splatted and burned in the many many car-crunching pile-ups.


Death Race 2000 was the first film to inspire a computer game; Anderson (Mortal Kombat, Resident Evil) defaults to game-esque business like symbols on the course which activate weapons in the cars when drivers pass over them. Statham, well cast as the muscles behind another man’s mask, doesn’t get a showcase to match the Transporter films or (especially) Crank. As a noisy, well-choreographed demolition derby with speech balloon dialogue it’s watchable, but it shows how much less vital



exploitation cinema has become since the Corman era. In 1975, Frankenstein wanted to overthrow an unjust society; in 2008, society is still hideous (riot cops show up at the steelyard layoff to start the trouble they’re paid to suppress), but all the hero wants is to escape to Mexico and run an auto junkyard with his gal pal, gay pal and baby daughter. South African sequel specialist Roel Reiné replaced Statham with Luke Goss as another Frankenstein in Death Race 2 (2010) and Death Race: Inferno (2012).


DESYAT NEGRITYAT (TEN LITTLE NIGGERS) (1987)


Ten strangers are invited to a house party on an island, only to be accused by a recording of getting away with murders… then picked off, one by one, in manners relating to a cheerfully homicidal nursery rhyme. This Soviet production is unusual among adaptations of Agatha Christie’s influential, brilliantly contrived story. It’s based on the 1939 novel (Ten Little Niggers) rather than the subsequent play Christie was persuaded to retitle And Then There Were None. On stage and in other film adaptations, the finale reveals two among the party of ten murderers are innocent; the coup in which the apparent heroine shoots dead the leading man is a ruse to expose the culprit, whose scheme for ironic vigilante justice is thwarted. The novel, and this film, carry the premise to a ruthless, genuinely shocking conclusion.


The best film take remains Rene Clair’s waspish black comedy And Then There Were None (1945), but this grimmer, more intense adaptation works. Characters are tormented by guilts which prompt black and white flashbacks or even phantasms of murdered folk, and a febrile, brutal neurosis washes around as murderers turn up dead and survivors suspect each other. Even a newly-written-in sex scene is desperate rather than titillating, showing how locked into their own heads the killers are while persecuted by the mysterious, mocking A.N. Owen (Anon – which works better in Russian than Christie’s U.N. Owen/Unknown). The film gradually shifts from inside the luxurious house to the bare, desolate chunk of seabound rock, stressing the story’s increasing harshness. It has meticulous 1930s costumes, music, décor and cars, but it’s of course odd that characters with names like ‘Justice Lawrence Wargrave’ (Vladimir Zeldin) and ‘Miss Vera Claythorne’ (Tatyana Drubich) speak Russian. The arch, affected performances caricature stereotypical British repression: from a Soviet viewpoint, Christie’s book can be



read as an indictment of privileged, monied, classbound folk. Servants are bullied to keep breakfast coming even as corpses pile up, and the most loathsome victims are dashing Anthony Marston (Aleksandr Abdulov), who cheerily admits to squashing a couple of kids in a hit-and-run drive-by, and puritanical old spinster Emily Brent (Lyudmila Maksakova), who fired a pregnant servant girl and feels no guilt at all for her death. In the light of the implied racism of the title, it’s intriguing that Philip Lombard (Aleksandr Kaydanovsky) – positioned as an affable, adventurous hero – is a colonial officer who left twenty East African tribesmen to die by walking out of a trouble spot.


The novel became the template for many gialli, and director Stanislav Govorukhin evokes an Italianate mood as black gloves intrude into the frame to wield a hypodermic… but, with its surreal viciousness and sense of entrapment, it could as easily be double-billed with The Exterminating Angel as 5 Dolls for an August Moon. Subtitles render the setting as Negro Island and the rhyme is ‘Ten Little Negro Kids’. For the stage, Christie changed her Nigger Island and ‘Ten Little Niggers’ to the marginally less offensive Indian Island and ‘Ten Little Indians’. In 2015, the BBC mounted an And Then There Were None miniseries (which borrows heavily from Govorukhin’s film) and ducked controversy with Soldier Island and ‘Ten Little Soldier Boys’.


DOLAN’S CADILLAC (2009)


A direct-to-DVD feature based on Stephen King’s hardboiled ‘The Cask of Amontillado’ homage. A little padded, it has mechanical, one-contrivance-on-another plotting and lopsided casting, with Christian Slater having fun as an odious gangster spitting out venomous King speeches and Wes Bentley wooden as the ordinary Joe turned fanatic avenger.


In the Nevada desert – played by Canada with colour-processing to leach the green from the grass – schoolteacher Elizabeth (Emmanuelle Vaugier) witnesses Joe Dolan (Slater) and his two-man krewe (the budget shows) committing murder. Though a dead hooker is dumped in her bedroom with a finger sewn to her mouth in a shush gesture, Elizabeth agrees to testify and – leaving her hotel hideout to buy a pregnancy test – is blown up. Shattered husband Robinson (Bentley) loses faith in society, but becomes obsessed. An attempted ambush is thwarted when Dolan’s other enemies spring an attack which gets nowhere thanks to his bulletproof custom



Cadillac SUV. In a sequence a montage doesn’t make credible, Robinson gets a summer job on the highways, betting his precious watch heirloom that he can stay the course, simply to rig a detour on a holiday weekend and trick Dolan into driving into a custom-dug grave so he can bury him alive. Dolan tries to talk his way out of it (‘For the love of God, Robinson…’).


Director Jeff Beesley manages neat moments. Having bought a bigger gun than Dirty Harry’s, Robinson goes into the desert to practice and fires off a single shot which misses the target but brings down a huge rockslide. Slater is creepily funny: in one look, he shows even he is appalled by a subordinate’s suggestion there’s more profit in smuggling child-sized sex slaves but will still go with it. However, there’s a lot of repetition and the paragraphs of talk King likes to write break the momentum. Bentley is never remotely credible and we get the point about how evil Dolan is well before the opening speech about his demonic rottenness is reprised word for word.


DREAD (2009)




‘I WANT YOUR SOUL TO OPEN UP FOR ME, SPREAD-EAGLED LIKE A SPLIT BEAVER SO I CAN
GAZE INTO ITS SECRETS…’





‘Dread’ is odd story out in Clive Barker’s Books of Blood (1984) – a non-supernatural conte cruel with a philosophical bent. A generation on, it seemed a torture porn forerunner and Anthony DiBlasi’s adaptation aptly epitomises grungy, mean 2000s horror. Lank-haired film student Grace (Jackson Rathbone) and confident psycho Quaid (Shaun Evans) interview folk about their greatest fears for a documentary. Grace is hung up on an older brother who died in a drunk driving crash, but Quaid trumps that with his own childhood trauma – an axe-wielding madman killed his parents in front of him. Drawn into the unhealthy relationship are Cheryl (Hanne Steen), an editor abused by her butcher father, and Abby (Laura Donnelly), who has a disfiguring birthmark on her face (and, as it turns out, a third of her body).


Quaid is so plainly bad news it’s hard to see why anyone trusts him enough to open up, and Evans plays him as more annoying than charismatic. It’s no surprise



when he takes to tormenting subjects, purportedly for their own good (‘Face the beast.’), but actually from pure sadism. The torments aren’t as clever as Saw traps, but are memorably cruel: editing a tape of Abby failing to seduce Grace into mocking footage of a portrait being defaced and broadcasting it to ‘every television on campus’, whereupon she gets in a bath with wire wool and bleach and tries to scrub away her marks… locking vegetarian Cheryl up with only a large steak to eat, filming her over many days until she is driven to chew the maggoty meat. It closes with a creep-around in Quaid’s dark house, with a vengeance-seeker accidentally killing the wrong man, and Quaid dumping a corpse in Abby’s cell while wondering ‘how hungry you’ll have to be to get through all that meat.’


It’s beside the point that Quaid’s philosophy is hypocritical/nonsensical, since he’s the movie’s villain – but Barker the director would have made him more than a detestable creep who gives people an unjustifiable hard time.


ELEVATOR (2011)


Trapped-in-a-lift films (Elevator to the Gallows, The Elevator, Out of Order) usually feature someone who’s committed a crime in the building and is stuck while making a getaway. Elevator has a different suspense situation and a unique lift design (no hatches – ruling out usually obligatory shaft-dangling). The trapees do, however, include a regulation claustrophobic – wiseass comic George Axelrod (Joey Slotnick) whines about too many people getting on and keeps up a chatter which irritates everyone, including the brat (twins Amanda and Rachel Pace) who maliciously stabs the stop button to shut him up, only for the elevator to get stuck.


Soap opera complications roll out: Tycoon Henry Barton (John Getz), whose name is on the New York building, is upbraided for financial shady dealing. Pregnant Celine (Anita Briem) confesses workmate Don (Christopher Backus) is the father of her child, which is news to his TV reporter fiancée (Tehmina Sunny). Widow Jane Redding (Shirley Knight) reveals her husband shot himself after losing his savings on Barton’s junk bonds, and admits she is carrying a bomb – then dies of a heart attack, with the bomb still attached.


Things get gory when an arm is severed during an escape attempt (thanks again to the little girl stabbing buttons) and a tactful black comic atrocity has the trapped folk try to cut the dead woman’s corpse with a tiny knife so the part of her the bomb



is wired to can be dropped. Veterans Knight (always good as crazies) and Getz (a classic sleaze) are excellent. Written by Marc Rosenberg (Incident at Raven’s Gate); directed by Stig Svendsen.


THE ELEVATOR (1974)


A sharp little TV movie with a good gimmick premise and a fabulous if frayed cast of soap stereotypes. Alfred Hitchcock often said he’d like to follow up Lifeboat with a film set entirely in a stalled lift – and Carl Schenkel made that picture in the 1980s (Abwärts aka Out of Order); The Elevator has a bit too much going on outside the elevator for Hitch’s taste, but does well by the high concept of eight randomly assembled souls in a stuck elevator in a half-built Los Angeles office building.


Sweaty claustrophobic thief Eddie Holcomb (James Farentino) clutches a briefcase full of stolen money which has the usual faulty catch so it spills out at the worst time. While Holcomb waves his gun in panic, his psycho partner Howarth (Don Stroud), who couldn’t get into the crowded elevator, and sceptical girlfriend Irene (Carol Lynley), who was dubious about the whole enterprise, run about the building failing to be helpful. Also crammed in: Myrna Loy as a garrulous old lady who has a third-act Edward Albee revelation about the wonderful family she keeps going on about; Roddy McDowall as the smoothly duplicitous building manager who cracks and makes a speech about how the whole place is built on lies (he reaches for the emergency phone to find it hasn’t been installed yet); a triangular ménage between competent doctor (Craig Stevens), dowdy wife (Teresa Wright) and glamorous nurse (Arlene Golonka); and the petulant young man (Barry Livingston) annoyed his mother (Jean Allison) keeps his trust fund locked away.


One surprise of the tight teleplay by David Ketchum and Bruce Sheeley is that not all the soap strands are unravelled – the doctor clearly ends his affair and gets back with his wife during the crisis, but they don’t talk about it. Expected cutaways show loose bolts, sparking circuit-boards, screaming wires and falling dust, and everyone looks suitably nervous and harassed in close-ups (scored to fever pitch by John Cacavas). Directed by Jerry Jameson (The Bat People), who specialised in TV disaster (Heatwave!, Hurricane, Terror on the 40th Floor) before hitting the ‘big time’ with Airport ’77 and Raise the Titanic.




THE ENTRANCE (2006)


Despite good ideas and an interesting lead performance, The Entrance is maddeningly vague. It features Saw-style ‘justifiable torture traps’, but takes a metaphysical approach to a horrific elimination game as a dead-inside heroine is ensnared by a demon with an ill-defined agenda. Detective Jennifer Pornhowski (Sarah-Jane Redmond), careworn and no-longer-young, grills drug dealer Ryan James (Michael Eklund), who claims to have escaped from a mysterious kidnapper who snatches random citizens (all guilty of major crimes) and pens them in an anonymous underground parking garage. The abductees are forced to play games to decide who gets to leave and shown films of their greatest sins, which generally makes even the other sleazes in the room sick to look at them. Rather than the contraptions of Saw or the self-destructive tests of Intacto, this slightly pantomime-ish Devil (Frank Cassini) sticks to familiar party games – musical chairs, bingo and a few hands of cards. The cop eventually winds up in the car park, reluctantly involved in the games, and discovers one of the remaining players is the anonymous businessman (familiar pockmarked character actor Jerry Wasserman) who raped her as a teenager. Will she save him or get revenge, and will the script get a grip if she makes a choice? The supernatural element is unusual and brings humour to otherwise grim proceedings. Written and directed by Damon Vignale.


EXAM (2009)


Eight candidates – balanced by sex and ethnicity, though mostly ambitious, besuited twenty-somethings – sit in a room to take an examination. An Invigilator (Colin Salmon) explains they are candidates for a life-changing, rewarding position and that inside this room the only law is the company’s law. He sets rules – no one is to attempt to communicate with him and no one is to spoil their paper – and tells them they have eighty minutes to answer the question, then sets a timer going and leaves. The candidates turn over their papers – which are blank. A woman (Gemma Chan) starts to write on the paper and is mercilessly expelled. The seven remaining applicants start talking to each other. An alpha male self-described as White (Luke Mably) sticks labels on the others – Black (Chukwudi Iwuji), Brown (Jimi Mistry), Blonde (Nathalie Cox), Dark (Adar Beck), Brunette (Pollyanna McIntosh) and, for a jittery Frenchman who seems out of it, Deaf (John Lloyd Fillingham). They bicker as they try to find out



what the question is, waver between co-operation and vicious competition, and reveal dollops of their own (and this world’s) backstory. An AIDS-like deadly condition, kept at bay by a drug devised by the company they all want to work for, has affected the lives of everyone in the room (and, presumably, on the planet).


Written and directed by Stuart Hazeldine, from a story devised with Simon Garrity, Exam is an ensemble-in-a-mystery-room movie (cf: Cube, Unknown, Breathing Room). The pressure-cooker drama means everyone gets to step up and dominate for a spell – though, significantly, the character who seems not to be in the game knows more than he’s letting on. It seems from the opening statement that any extremes, including torture (by paper-cut) and murder, are tolerated or even encouraged by the presiding company, though this is not quite the case. The scenario is obviously a major contrivance: the question which has to be found and answered is snuck in early so that winning the game is just a matter of seeing through a trick rather than, as the drama suggests, demonstrating a particular set of character traits. Projects of this scale tend to look cheap, but this has a relatively lush finish – which ups the glamour content (everyone looks their best, perhaps because they’re trying to impress a prospective employer) and the room itself is odd enough to suggest a stranger world outside.


THE EXPERIMENT (2010)




‘YOU KNOW I ONLY GOT THREE RULES… EAT TWAT, SMOKE POT…
AND SMILE A LOT.’





An American remake of Das Experiment (2001), adapted from a novel by Mario Giordano based on the 1971 Stanford experiment in which student volunteers were arbitrarily assigned roles as guards and prisoners. Though it features two Best Actor ©Oscar® winners and a solid supporting cast, it’s another make-it-again project which screws up almost everything that worked in the original. Director Oliver Hirschbiegel started his German-language film with the division process and allowed only the main character an outside life. Writer-director Paul Scheuring (creator of Prison Break) spends a reel or so on slacker Travis (Adrien Brody) losing a job, getting in a scuffle



at a peace demo and talking with his dippy girlfriend (Maggie Grace). Meanwhile, conservative-suited, supposedly religious Barris (Forest Whitaker) quivers under the lash of a bedridden tyrannical mother. Interviews load other characters with backstory: Chase (Cam Gigandet) is a sex addict, Benjy (Ethan Cohn) a chubby fantasist who wants to be a graphic novelist and is lying about his diabetes (he’s pretty much Piggy in this Lord of the Flies), Oscar (Jason Lew) is a bit gay and Nix (Clifton Collins Jr) doesn’t admit he’s a real convict.


After roles have finally been assigned, mad scientist Dr Archaleta (Fisher Stevens) withdraws to be represented only by swivelling cameras and a red light on the wall which will go on if the ‘rules’ are violated, voiding the experiment. Guard leader Barris, played with atypical twitchy ham by Whitaker, finds hidden reservoirs of cool and cruelty as he enforces discipline, institutes a regime of excessive punishment (the guards mass-pee on the ringleader), plays obnoxious music and pushes the edges of the rules (deducing that violence is actually allowed). Travis becomes the cons’ leader and suffers most (a haircut, that piss-drenching, ‘solitary confinement’ in what looks like a gingerbread oven complete with spy-cam) until the revolution. When fights break out, everyone gurns like Kubrickian apemen (complete with low angles and grunting) and Scheuring indulges in rants about people being animals. Full of silly stuff (Nix rapes Oscar because he can’t jerk off to Club International in his dorm bunk) and ‘significant’ speeches which convey less meaning than tiny moments in Das Experiment.


A conspiracy movie-paranoid-dystopian-science fiction tone undermines the premise. A strength of Das Experiment and the thematically similar Die Welle (based on another American social science experiment) is that neutral projects expose uncomfortable truths; instead, The Experiment offers an evil experiment which seems designed to drive subjects to melodramatic excesses.


THE FACILITY (GUINEA PIGS) (2012)


Inspired by the Northwick Park clinical trial of 2006, which collapsed when unexpected side-effects of a new drug caused scarily extreme physical symptoms. Here, seven volunteers – ranging from hard-up students to professional lab rats (or ‘pharma’s daughters’) – pitch up at a clinic in the middle of nowhere and are given shots of an experimental drug. Jed (Oliver Coleman), an obnoxious alpha male audiences hate because a caption identifies him as an estate agent, ignores medical advice and does



push-ups, which means the drug affects him faster. His face goes red, he suffers extreme pains and paranoia, then becomes violent. On an hourly schedule, the others – perky blonde Carmen (Skye Lourie), desperate student Arif (Amit Shah), lab rat Joni (Alex Reid) and cynical Morty (Steve Evets) – go the same route, though journo Katie (Nia Roberts) and student Adam (Aneurin Barnard), the controls of the experiment, have been dosed with a placebo and stay sane. Some folk die and the dwindling number of unaffected alternately work alongside or try to get away from the others. To ramp up the horror angle, the clinic is locked up, cut off from the outside world and unnaturally dark, and an unseen overseer refuses to intervene until the experimental course is run, no matter how many have to die. Director-writer Ian Clark has a decent cast, but gives them a few too many awkward lines. The premise is strong enough to carry the film through shaky patches, though it devolves into familiar epidemic horror movie territory.


FAULTS (2014)


Once a celebrity cult deprogrammer and author, Ansel Roth (Leland Orser) is reduced to low-paying hotel lounge talk gigs. In a telling vignette, he tries to scam a free meal by recycling an expired voucher. Hawking the second book nobody needs to read (rights to his bestseller are held by his ex-wife), Ansel is in debt to an agent (Jon Gries) who sends a professional threatener (Lance Reddick) after him. Approached by a couple (Chris Ellis, Beth Grant) who ask him to rescue their daughter Claire (Mary Elizabeth Winstead) from a sect called Faults, he is so needy that he signs on without doing a background check. Claire is duly snatched from a parking lot and taken to a motel where Ansel schedules sessions to talk through her cult affiliation and encourage her to return to her family… However, the parents’ odd behaviour, insistent visits from the enforcer and Claire’s unusual reactions suggest this isn’t as simple as it seems.


Writer/director Riley Stearns sets up a one-act-play situation whereby two interesting characters have a long conversation in a motel room. The balance of power shifts between them as Claire – who could be the victim of parental abuse or mistress of her own one-person cult – challenges Ansel’s assumptions, probes his guilt over a previous rescuee who killed herself and generally messes with his head. In mainstream movies, Orser and Winstead tend to get pigeon-holed as one-note shifty or cute players; rising to the material Stearns gives them, they deliver compelling, layered performances. The ending is creepily ambiguous.




FEMINA RIDENS (THE FRIGHTENED WOMAN) (1969)




‘IT’S TOO SOON YET TO KILL ME, ISN’T IT. THERE’S LOTS MORE FUN TO BE SQUEEZED OUT OF ME. IT’D BE A
PITY TO WASTE IT. YOU FIEND!’





A strain of Italian cinema inhabits a limbo between colour supplement art and sadosexploitation (cf: Liliana Cavani’s The Night Porter, Marco Ferreri’s The Future Is Woman, Lina Wertmüller’s Swept Away, even Fellini’s City of Women). This offering from the mostly unknown Piero Schivazappa could equally happily be double-billed with Fellini’s Juliet of the Spirits or Radley Metzger’s The Lickerish Quartet. After playing fetish and bondage games in the manner of contemporary versions of Venus in Furs from Jesús Franco and Massimo Dallamano (or even William Wyler’s The Collector) it defaults to giallo plotting.


Slightly dowdy Maria (Dagmar Lassander), a journalist whose commitment to feminism extends to working at weekends(!), ventures into the fantasy world of wealthy Dr Sayer (Philippe Leroy), who is at once sophisticated and timid, genteel and a sexual sadist (‘You can not imagine the pleasure it gives me to watch a woman in the grip of fear.’). After an interview in which Sayer rants that men will become obsolete if birth control catches on, Maria is overpowered and subjected to sado-masochistic games in the doctor’s private playrooms (he is alone on a vast estate decorated with fetishist works of art), including old favourites like having a firehose aimed at her and a forcible haircut. Evidence suggests Sayer has done this before with other women, and these abductions always end with murder – but Maria doesn’t completely bend to his will.


Schivazappa plays against expectations: the sounds of a beating are heard while the camera focuses on an artfully arranged tulip, but a cut to the action reveals Maria battering Sayer rather than the other way round. The first twist comes when Sayer can’t go through with the murder and admits all his previous encounters have been with paid prostitutes who posed for death scene photos. He claims he’s genuinely smitten with Maria, who arrived by chance in place of a girl (Lorenza Guerrieri) who would have known the goings-on were just extreme roleplay. In a syrupy phase unbelievable on first viewing (it makes sense later), Maria responds to the pathetic Sayer and



enters into a seemingly redemptive relationship (‘You must free yourself from these complexes and fears… Have faith in your own virility!’). When they finally make love (in the swimming pool), Sayer has a fatal heart attack and sinks – and it turns out that Maria is a vigilante serial killer who ensnares and disposes of male authority figures (a priest, a politician).


The film is littered with pop art porn (a suspended and gimp-suited female mannequin, a giant female form with splayed legs and a vagina dentata door) in have-your-cake-and-eat-it manner: all this is trotted out to titillate while script and performances critique male inadequacy, even if the final twist suggests Sayer’s paranoid fantasies about scorpion ladies are justified. An hour of tying women up followed by a dissection of the infantile uselessness of the Italian male might be a slim addition to the debate on the sex war, but Femina Ridens is a well-acted, quirky thriller.


FINAL GIRL (2013)


The pitch for this is La Femme Nikita plays The Most Dangerous Game. It could work as a series pilot, since the ‘mythology’ of the heroine and her world is interesting. In an America where the sort of thing seen in slasher movies happens regularly, a well-funded group take countermeasures. Traumatised child Veronica (Gracyn Shinyei), survivor of a massacre, is given aptitude tests by the similarly bereaved William (Wes Bentley). Years later, teenage Veronica (Abigail Breslin) completes a well-resourced training program. Her graduation exercise involves turning the tables on four preppies who hunt girls in forests near a Lynchian community of ’50s-style diners and the mansions of wealthy maniacs. Dressing to attract prime mover Jameson (Alexander Ludwig), Veronica goes on a Saturday night date with him and his stooges – uxorious Shane (Cameron Bright – like Breslin, a grown-up child actor), goofily grinning Danny (Logan Huffman) and mama’s boy Nelson (Reece Thompson) – which involves ‘truth or dare’ in the woods and then a Zaroff-style chase. Thanks to a flask of truth/terror drug and her training, Veronica easily bests three of her foes, with a nice feint involving a sustained realistic hallucination after two goofily surreal sequences. However, Jameson is a (slightly) tougher nut to crack.


Scripted by Adam Prince (from a story by Stephen Scarlata, Alejandro Seri and Johnny Silver), it’s given a distinctive look and tone by debuting director Tyler Shields.



Everyone is soft-spoken and reasonable under extreme circumstances (though Veronica fakes traditional lady-in-peril panic), the social range of the film is deliberately limited (no cops, almost no sense of community) and characters go through fight-by-night in-the-wilderness business while immaculately dressed in tuxes and bowties and (in Veronica’s case) a Riding Hood-red formal dress (she ditches high heels and steals flats from her first victim). The psychos are characterised in broad, effective strokes: Danny struts with an axe while dancing to Who the Bossman’s catchy rockabilly ‘The Devil and the Duke Ride Out Tonight’, Shane has a girlfriend (Emma Paetz) who’s in the dark about his guy-time activities but knows something’s wrong, Nelson has ice cream with his Mom and wears black gloves. Cheap, but stylish.


GAKKÔ URA SAITO (TOKYO GORE SCHOOL) (2009)




‘HOW CAN YOU CARRY ON WITHOUT BEING INSANE IN
THESE TIMES?’





In the near future, a Japanese law makes available a database of details about every student. This somehow mutates into an after-school activity whereby teenagers are divided into hunters and quarry and battle each other around a depopulated, adult-free city. Winners claim losers’ mobile phones, racking up points which can be spent on expunging personal details and learning the loser’s greatest secret (‘What, you’re a man?’).


Hayato (Yusuke Yamada), a cool teen with a scarf and chiselled cheekbones, looks down on the game but is eventually set on by parkour teens and catches up with what’s going on. A more conventional film might have Hayato learn responsibility in kicking against the system, but here he becomes a more calculating bastard to protect his own secret (he raped a girl who committed suicide) and even manipulates a seemingly nice girl to win the game, using her to draw off the villain’s minions. He’s on the point of snatching her phone for an easy win when she stabs him in the hand and reveals she knows his shame anyway (her secret is that she’s the dead girl’s sister). In the end, the protagonist becomes another pathetic suicide, joining the legion of the losers – learning as he dies that the secret on the site isn’t the one he was worried about but



that he shat his pants in elementary school. In a sub-plot, an earnest fellow forms a self-protective coalition of victims only for them to turn on him and wind up enslaved by the bully gang.


Director Yôhei Fukuda (who co-wrote with Kiyoshi Yamamoto) also tackled a twisted Japanese game in Satsujin Douga Site (Death Tube). The premise is nicely sketched and Hayato’s mix of cool and rottenness is interesting… but other characters are cartoonish, and a few well-staged jumping-over-things stunts don’t make up for the first rehearsal feel of most of the many fight scenes.


A GAME OF DEATH (1946)


This version of Richard Connell’s much-filmed ‘The Most Dangerous Game’ uses most of the script of the 1932 version, with a reel or so of needless complication to pad the running time. The film recycles much of the spectacular jungle chase footage from the older movie, which means actor Noble Johnson plays two different minion roles and Leslie Banks’s beard is sometimes visible on the clean-shaven villain. Directed by Robert Wise with a few Lewton technicians aboard (including actor Russell Wade), this is old-school melodrama rather than the brand of subtle chills Wise managed in The Body Snatcher, but lively enough.


In keeping with the decade, the villain is now German and his black hunting outfit has an SS look. Erich Kreiger (Edgar Barrier) fingers the scar on his forehead (he also has a white streak in his obvious wig) and talks of blinding headaches. ‘Only Pleshke can give me relief,’ he states, puzzlingly since he is referring to a male servant (Gene Stutenroth) who spends much of the film irritated by the heroine (Audrey Long) and her breakfast requests. The suggestion that an injury has driven Kreiger mad rather than that he is pursuing his decadent hobby to logical ends is a cop-out which lets big game hunter hero Rainsford (John Loder) off the hook.


The point of the story was once to teach Rainsford, who claims a jaguar probably enjoys being hunted as much as he enjoys hunting it, a harsh lesson, but here he never gets to take the statement back. There’s still a severed head or two about, but the pre-code lascivious dialogue is toned down (Kreiger seems too preoccupied to rape the girl, though he has the speech about ‘the hunt, the kill, the woman’). The climactic chase is a bit rushed, followed by a serial-style sped-up fistfight between middle-aged leading men.




GUSHA NO BINDUME (HELLEVATOR) (2004)


A Japanese weirdie set largely in one of many elevators which go up and down on a vertical surface in a world (the future?) where all humanity is gathered in a vast, multi-levelled building – though the finale, which echoes THX 1138, has a rebel figure expelled or escaping to a surface which might be contemporary downtown Tokyo (a fillip reprised in We Are the Flesh). A frame story has a cop grilling a sullen teen who wears dark glasses and earphones about a series of incidents in a stuck lift which contains a mix of volatile personalities.


The opening stretch introduces the enclosed world, with an oddly garbed elevator hostess unemotionally calling off floors and commuters (a troop of salarymen with old-fashioned phone receivers plugged into their jackets) coming and going. Trouble starts when two shaven-headed, orange-jumpsuited prisoners (a rapist and a terrorist) are brought aboard by gestapo-look brutal cops who abuse them. An explosion, perhaps caused by an illegal cigarette dropped by schoolgirl Luchino (Luchino Fujisaki), stalls the lift and the prisoners overcome the guards. They terrorise everyone in predictable manner until the girl, apparently the really dangerous passenger, grabs a fallen cop’s gun and executes the terrorist, flashing back to her apparent murder of her inappropriately amorous father. In the bloody aftermath, an apparently meek professor with a caseful of unexplained cash (a familiar character in ‘lift’ movies) kills the rapist, but is overcome with worry this will get him into trouble with the authorities and tries browbeating, cajoling or bribing the others to cover it up even as he further sabotages escape attempts. There are more revelations – a greedy woman pushing a pram turns out to be smuggling food and hasn’t got a baby, the teenager seems telepathically to tell the girl he’s a secret agent and the professor might be a terrorist carrying funds for the underground. More people get killed in mêlées, and finally an orange-suited Luchino is escorted to the surface to be let loose.


Director-writer Hiroki Yamaguchi has an eye for disorienting detail, but performances are all over the place and the violence is ramped up too early for sustained suspense or horror. The script is so concerned with delivering surprises or copping cool, cruel attitudes that the people in the lift seem like bugs on a microscope slide and the incident-packed story becomes dramatically inert. It has a definite look, blurry and nightmarish but with sharp details and only the odd poor CGI explosion to reveal its cheapness.




LA HABITACIÓN DE FERMAT (FERMAT’S ROOM) (2007)


Responding to an invitation in the form of a puzzle, ingenious folks – Pascal (Santi Milán), Galois (Alejo Sauras), Oliva (Elena Ballesteros) and Hilbert (Luís Homar) – convene in an isolated location and are greeted by Fermat (Federico Luppi), who they take for their mysterious host. Receiving a phone call about his hospitalised daughter, Fermat leaves. The walls, powered by hydraulic presses which Galois invented, start to close in… and can only be held back if the group huddle together to solve a series of problems.


Written and directed by Luis Piedrahita and Rodrigo Sopeña, this small-scale, cerebral thriller isn’t exactly a Cube knock-off – but similarly features a well-designed death-trap location and a bunch of supposed strangers who must think mathematically to avoid being mangled. There’s an Agatha Christie feel in the strangers-with-secrets-invited-to-a-remote-locale-suitable-for-murder business as interlocking backstories emerge, tying together the characters and explaining why they come to be in this position. The script has clever misdirection (Fermat, it turns out, isn’t the host, but another victim – the real mastermind is in the room, calculating chances of escape) and a neat segue from personal motivation (revenge for the crippling of Fermat’s daughter in a car accident) to an intellectual feud between the young turk on the point of solving a long-standing problem and an envious genius who has devoted his life to it. The problems are mostly of the old-fashioned ‘How many apples has Johnny got?’ type, and probably oughtn’t trouble these geniuses much.


The room itself, revealed from overhead as a shrinking square, is a well-used central locale – but the film does follow Fermat’s wanderings in the outside world. He is ironically disposed of in a stunning overhead shot when a well-intentioned policeman nags him into putting on a seatbelt which activates a death trap which should have taken him off the board earlier in the game. Contrivance is inherent in the premise, so the way these people hold off admitting if and how they know each other is acceptable, allowing for a pleasing succession of revelations as attempts to halt the Poe-like crushing walls are thwarted.




HOFFMAN (1970)


An odd cross between There’s a Girl in My Soup and The Collector, Hoffman is one of the few film projects Peter Sellers took seriously enough to work hard on rather than breeze through on a talent for funny voices and unleashed chaos.


Secretary Miss Smith (Sinéad Cusack) is blackmailed by meek, middle-aged Mr Hoffman (Sellers) into spending a week of domesticity in his flat, while she tells her fiancé (Jeremy Bulloch) she’s with her gran in Scarborough. At first, the tone is creepy as Miss Smith dreads the terrors of sharing a bed with Hoffman and he mutters darkly about an absent wife in terms which recall Crippen and the brides-in-the-bath murderer. It then switches to poignance. The worst Hoffman does in bed is snore loudly, while the unattainably glamorous woman suffers minor ailments like a bruised heel and night-time constipation, and the relationship between them deepens as the girl comes to understand the half-life Hoffman has been leading.


The script, by Ernest Gébler from his own novel, gives Sellers a lot of funny business, acid lines and whimsical turns, but he plays Hoffman as a repressed soul half-ashamed of his attempts to be funny, telling genuinely good jokes as if he expects no one will laugh. Cusack, more interesting than the expected dolly bird, almost makes the strangely upbeat last reel believable. Directed by Alvin Rakoff.


HOMECOMING (2009)


Small-town girl Shelby (Mischa Barton) still thinks she’s with jock Mike (Matt Long), who broke up with her when he left for a college football career. She has other problems – a bar/bowling alley which is going bankrupt, a bank manager out to take her home, a recently dead mother she nursed through a long final illness (and probably murdered) and a house out in the sticks with the usual stigmata of psychosis (faded old-person décor, with a room-sized shrine to her fantasy relationship). When Mike comes home with new girlfriend Elizabeth (Jessica Stroup), Shelby tries to be smarmily manipulative and break them up by getting her drunk. Contrivances lead to her knocking her rival down on the road and hauling her back to the house to be doped, drip-fed and locked up.


As in Misery, the nurse blows hot and cold with the patient, needlessly ‘setting’ her broken ankle and taking out frustrations on the captive. As in Misery and every other



entry in this cycle, the prisoner tries to get notes out, attract the attention of outsiders, overpower the captor and make slow, painful, awkward breaks for freedom. Suspense is defused by getting away from the house and the two girls too often, spending time with the dimwitted object of their desire, who witters about Elizabeth’s disappearance and foolishly gets close to reuniting with the obvious nutjob. When the friendly cop (Michael Landes) comes calling and hears the muffled cries of the girl in the basement, he gets an axe in the gut and shot in the head (‘Now look what you made me do.’). When Mike shows up and finds out what’s going on, he says more stupid things (‘It doesn’t have to be this way.’) and thumps Shelby so feebly she is obliged to come out of the cellar with an axe for another row/fight (‘You said forever.’). He tries to talk Elizabeth out of revenge, but the heroine batters the loon to a not-very-bloody pulp with a football helmet – only to open her starey eyes in a feeble punch line.


A cut-and-dried melodrama, with obvious performances (token sympathy for the madwoman goes nowhere) and little suspense. Directed by Morgan J. Freeman (American Psycho 2, Piggy Banks). Scripted by Katie L. Fetting.


HOSTEL PART III (2011)




‘THE HONEYMOON ISN’T QUITE OVER YET, ELITE HUNTING CLUB MEMBERS. NOW WHO WANTS TO BID ON
KILLING THE GROOM?’





Yes, there’s a Hostel Part III. Eli Roth scores a ‘based on characters created by’ credit, but makes way for director Scott Spiegel (From Dusk Till Dawn 2: Texas Blood Money) and sequel specialist screenwriter Michael Weiss (The Butterfly Effect 2, I’ll Always Know What You Did Last Summer). Gone are the Euro locations – indeed, though set in Las Vegas, this was mostly made in Michigan – and the only half-recognisable face is guest star Thomas Kretschmann.


In a switcheroo, touristy looking Travis (Chris Coy) checks into a hostel room to find a bald, threateny Ukrainian guy (Nickola Shreli) and his tempting babe girlfriend (Evelina Oboza) exuding sinister vibes… but the Yank is the Elite Hunting operative



and the foreigners get to be victims. Then, it becomes a gruesome riff on The Hangover – which would be awesome if the cast of the Hangover films had signed on to play the same characters – as Carter (Kip Pardue) arranges a Vegas bachelor party for his pal Scott (Brian Hallisay). After exposition with doomed characters – obnoxious party animal Mike (Skyler Stone), sensitive cripple Justin (John Hensley), nice hooker Kendra (Sarah Habel), meaner hooker Nikki (Zulay Henao) – folks are dragged out to a torture facility in the desert.


The format is a bit different, with maimings performed for an audience of high-rollers who play a sick bingo, betting on which pleas victims will make or how long they’ll survive. Turns are slightly more elaborate, yet stupid: Mike has his face peeled off, Nikki is choked with cockroaches while dressed as a cheerleader, Justin is shot full of crossbow bolts by a dominatrix in a ‘Japanese cyberpunk mask’. Woodenly written and flatly played – only Hensley has worthwhile moments, including telling his murderess, ‘It’s all right,’ as he dies – this maintains the series’ contempt for people and devotion to thin female characters and cartoonish villains.


HOUSE OF 9 (2005)


A strangers-wake-up-in-a-confined-space-and-turn-on-each-other horror/suspense/ mystery – coming along late enough to be as influenced by Big Brother as And Then There Were None, Cube, Saw or My Little Eye.


A disparate group of abducted folk wake in a well-appointed, entirely sealed complex. An unseen voice (Jim Carter) reveals that the sole survivor will win five million dollars. A semi-accidental death gets the ball rolling, and soon the cross-section of averagely nasty folks are bludgeoning, stabbing, electrocuting and shooting each other. The roll call: Father Duffy (Dennis Hopper), a priest with a dodgy Irish accent; Lea (Kelly Brook), a chorus dancer who is a) hot and b) not bitchy – so plainly has a good shot at making it; Francis (Hippolyte Girardot), a washed-up French composer on the outs with his once-wealthy wife Cynthia (Julienne Davis); Max Roy (Peter Capaldi), a gay fashion designer who worries about only having one outfit (‘My jacket’s in there,’ he complains when the others lock a loose cannon in one of the rooms); Jay (Raffaello Degruttola), a gun-toting American cop; Claire (Susie Amy), a supposed tennis player who comes on as a doesn’t-give-a-shit party slut; Al B (Asher D/Ashley Walters), a mouthy, defensive



rapper who is first to kill (no black stereotype there, then); and Shona (Morven Christie), a junkie waif on probation with a security anklet. In a neatly grim punch line, the survivor is let out, hugging a big bag of cash, only to face several battered strangers who are clutching their big wins and realise the game now moves up to a champions’ league level.


Only Hopper is poor (and that’s down to trying to do an accent): it might count as misdirection to cast him as a priest then not have him turn out to be shamming decency to cover craziness, but it’s also a waste to employ a great screen maniac and not let him be a villain. Even players who come across as irritating (Amy, D) are plainly supposed to, and Girardot, Capaldi and Christie manage to be subtly creepy as they react in slightly off fashion to the situation (Max becomes obsessed with the food – delivered in bigger portions after each kill). The mausoleum-like lair – all marble, concrete, lush drapes over bricked-up windows and upscale hotel light-fittings and bathrooms – is well used. Written by Philippe Vidal; directed by Steven R. Monroe, who progressed to cut-above-average Syfy schlock (Ogre, It Waits) before doing humanity the dubious favour of reviving the I Spit On Your Grave franchise.


THE HUMAN RACE (2013)


This intense, gloomy, hyperactive science fiction film seems at first like a riff on Battle Royale… a selection of random folks from around the globe are snatched from ordinary lives and wake up near a derelict factory where they are told they must race around a course. They must not step on the grass or allow themselves to be lapped twice… on penalty of their heads CGI exploding. There are more exploding heads here than in the entire Scanners series, with the first suffered by the nice woman (Brianna Lauren Jackson) who seemed to be the protagonist. To up the brutality quotient, peculiarly shaped scimitars are available for contestants to use on each other. Many runners have handicaps, some miraculously removed – a pair of deaf joggers (Trista Robinson, T. Arthur Cottam) find they can hear, but Eddie (Eddie McGee) and Justin (Paul McCarthy-Boyington), the one-legged war veterans who emerge as lead characters, don’t get their limbs back.


A variant on the wake-up-in-a-room horror contest story, but outdoors and with 75 players. Some characters try to help others, but a French cyclist (Fred Coury) is determined to win by running according to the rules – even if it means twice-lapping



a pregnant woman (who dies when her unborn baby’s head explodes!) – while some goons reckon they just need to lie in wait and toss folk onto the grass. Eddie and Justin try to get out of the game by not running and not letting others pass – which means they’ll starve, if without the guilt of offing others – but are dragged into it. The deaf folk fall out when the guy makes the moves on the flirty girl and is rebuffed – he can’t bring himself to rape her, but she can bring herself to kill him and becomes the most ruthless antagonist.


The survivor learns that this is an Outer Limits premise – the winner of the elimination heat will now represent humanity in single combat with a winged alien who has won his own contest by crucifying others of his species. Obviously misanthropic, but writer-director Paul Hough (son of John) deserves credit for non-stereotype depiction of otherly-abled characters.


HUNGER (2009)




‘NOT TO BE NEGATIVE, BUT HOW ARE YOU GOING TO GET THROUGH A
BRICK WALL WITH A TIN CUP.’





Another set of seemingly randomly assembled folk wake in a cellar, forced to participate in an experiment to test the limits of humanity. The subjects – all implicated in the deaths of others (self-defence, mercy killing, etc.) – are walled in a basement dungeon with a clock that ticks off days (suggesting a thirty-day frame for the experiment) and enough water to keep them going for a month while a bearded ‘scientist’ (Bjorn Johnson) listens to classical music and waits for them to resort to cannibalism.


Everyone goes mad in a different way – humane doctor Jordan (Lori Heuring) sticks up for decency despite everything, but crazy chick Anna (Lea Kohl) eventually manipulates psycho teen Luke (Joe Egender) into killing okay alpha guy Grant (Linden Ashby) for food shared with ranting nutcase Alex (Julian Rojas), triggering a body count which goes into overdrive when the thirty days are up and it becomes clear (in a muddy sort of way) they’re still not getting out. The motive, established in flashbacks to 8-track tape days, is that the scientist was trapped in a car with his mother and ate bits of her. He can’t bear to think this isn’t a universal human survival



impulse, making for WΔZ-type conflict with a heroine who is prepared to die for her principles (Heuring is quite good). A happy outcome (heroic music, sunlight, newborn imagery) is more bathetic than uplifting, especially since redemption comes after 101 minutes of misery on the cheap. Written by L.D. Goffigan; directed by Steven Hentges.


THE HUNTERS (2011)


This variant on ‘The Most Dangerous Game’ (urtext of torture/abduction/survival horror) has a gutsy style, a great central location and surprisingly nuanced, unstereotyped characters. Though one big reveal is guessable.


In an overworked trope, a prologue shows bloodied characters screaming in extremis, followed by a ‘one week earlier’ caption and a loop back to calmer times. Teacher Ronny (Steven Waddington), IT drone Oliver (Tony Becker), busboy-boxer Stephen (Jay Brown) and exchange student William (Xavier Delambre) live unappreciated, put-upon lives, but spend their weekends hunting people. Exmilitary cop Le Saint (Chris Briant, who also directed – and does a surprisingly good double job) is barked at by the police chief (Terence Knox) when he talks about investigating the rash of missing persons cases. Le Saint, who has PTSD, meets cute while jogging with Alice (Dianna Agron), a nice girl who figures in the climax, but not as the expected victim/trophy.


Obviously, all the characters collide one weekend at decommissioned Fort Gopin, a wooded area enclosed by a moat, concrete walls and tripwire bombs, with decommissioned bunkers suitable for torture games and a Zaroff-like museum of severed heads. Le Saint arranges to meet a snitch at the fort and, after encountering the hunters, has to go on the run, hindered by a drug-tipped blowdart wound. Alice drifts in, with a doomed boyfriend, just as the hunters are learning the resourceful Le Saint isn’t an easy kill.


The array of killers is interesting, suggesting a crisis of masculinity. Mostly men in undervalued professions who take daily shit from suits and troublemakers, they are ground down, resentful and backed into a corner in daily life, but monstrous when let off the leash. The boxing busboy also has a semi-erotic relationship with the mute stone psycho William, who juggles with a severed head and plays with his prey. While the nastiest of the crew is despised by his comrades for being more



interested in raping than hunting his prey. It looks good, and has decent dialogue – some in subtitled French, since this is less ashamed of its Canadian identity than most Canucksploitationers. Scripted by Michael Lehman.


I-LIVED (2015)


Vlogger Josh (Jeremiah Watkins) posts reviews of apps. i-LIVED, a smartphone life-coaching app, promises to help him attain goals with a series of challenges and rewards: a six-pack stomach, many more followers, a hot girlfriend, getting his nagging landlady of his back, remission for his mother’s terminal illness. Of course, as the app’s reverse-writing name suggests, there’s a sinister downside to self-improvement. The wittiest element of this smart, up-to-the-moment Faust variant is that the soul-selling contract with the Devil is in the ‘terms and conditions’ screed Josh scrolls through to click ‘accept’ without even reading.


In the early 2000s, a cluster of films (the Thai 13 Game of Death and the French 13 Tzameti and their US remakes) had hapless protagonists play games which require they commit an escalating series of crimes to gain an ultimate reward while losing dignity, mind and soul. i-Lived is the Pokémon Go era version of that storyline, with YouTube clips, skype calls, phone alert pings, remote-access security cams and tech frills deployed for horrors. Director-writer Franck Khalfoun (P2, the Maniac remake) and beaky lead actor Watkins (carrying the film with nervous energy) start out light with a zeitgeisty indie comedy about relationships in the age of social media. The app’s first advice is mild and positive (do six good things, be more assertive) and the credibly flawed but likeable protagonist can believe that the change in his fortunes is mostly a coincidence as he hooks up with the slinky, only slightly creepy Greta (Sarah Power) and is offered a corporate sponsor. However, when he impulsively cancels i-LIVED, it all falls apart and eventually he crawls back, even admitting that he’s made a diabolic bargain, and strays well away from comedy territory into darker, torture-porn realms as the missions he’s set (‘Kidnap somebody.’) become crueller and more dangerous. And a mystery man with a black umbrella dogs his digital footprint – a nicely enigmatic touch.


Khalfoun throws in references to earlier generations of devils, with a descending lift from Angel Heart and a smooth Satan (Brian Breiter) posing before strategic antlers in his Devil’s Advocate-look den. The Faust story has been told and retold since the



15th century for very good reasons, as each age finds fresh meaning in it – i-Lived pertinently skewers new digital-age sins alongside age-old cruelties.


THE INCIDENT (1967)


A telling aspect of this suspenseful drama is that its villains display a fiendish sadism which prefigures 1970s exploitation horrors like The Last House on the Left but commit crimes which barely count as misdemeanours. As creeps hassle passengers on a New York elevated train, name-calling, intimidation and jostling seem more upsetting than many a movie killing. Screenwriter Nicholas E. Baehr wrote this first as a 1963 TV drama bluntly called Ride with Terror; the confined setting and the way each character gets grilled in turn evoke the stage-like construction of 1950s live-TV dramas like Twelve Angry Men (1954). It opens with noirish black-and-white intensity as Joe (Tony Musante) and Artie (Martin Sheen) bully the owner of a pool parlour. In a creepy chat, Joe needles Artie – ‘Has anybody ever told you you’re a little nuts?… They’re wrong, you’re a lot nuts.’ – about the fact he has equal enthusiasm for ‘pigeons’ (mugging victims) and ‘broads’, establishing a homoerotic undercurrent to their violent double act. Joe, with vast sideburns and an open shirt, shows off his ratty, feral grin (he’s a talker, using words more cruelly than his switchblade) while Artie mostly chuckles, though he has a nastily intelligent streak, coaxing a victim into accepting a roughing-up by saying he has to put on a show for his crazy friend.


Vignettes introduce other folk going home late on Sunday night, mostly after bad evenings… though hometown soldier Carmatti (Robert Bannard) has introduced Oklahoma pal Felix (Beau Bridges), who has a broken arm, to his lively ethnic family. Ex-alcoholic Douglas (Gary Merrill) brushes off a men’s room pick-up by nervy, unflamboyant gay Kenneth (Robert Fields). Beckerman (Jack Gilford) complains about his ungrateful son while his wife (Thelma Ritter) wishes he’d keep quiet about his resentment of the young. Veiled Muriel (Jan Sterling) rounds on her bespectacled failure husband Harry (Mike Kellin) after a cocktail party. Stud Tony (Victor Arnold) freezes out shy blonde date Alice (Donna Mills), manipulating her into putting out. Militant (or just plain angry) black Arnold (Brock Peters) fumes against his social worker wife Joan (Ruby Dee). Cheapskate Wilks (Ed McMahon) persuades wife (Diana van der Vlis) not to spring for a cab, so they have to cart their four-year-old home on the el. All these people get into the horribly grubby train. Joe



and Artie get boisterous, which makes everyone else look away, then start abusing a hapless, insensible wino. Former-boozer Douglas tells the hoods to leave the drunk alone. When no one backs him up, the rules change. Joe enforces the reasoning that if someone isn’t your friend why should you care what happens to them. Joe shows near-demonic insight into his victims. Rather than accept support from passengers who enjoy watching him make people they dislike squirm, he attacks them too. Arnold enjoys the spectacle of whiteys at each others’ throats, but fumes when Joe lets loose a stream of racial abuse. Arnold seems set to fight back, but he humiliatingly reins in his anger – an explanation comes at the end, when the cops barge into the carriage and instantly cuff the lone black guy on the assumption he caused all the trouble.


It’s terrifically cast. Musante and Sheen – then unfamiliar, dynamic newcomers – have charisma to burn, while all the familiar faces do exceptional work (Merrill and Sterling, especially). Directed by Larry Peerce.


INSHITE MIRU: 7-KAKAN NO DESU GÊMU (DEATH GAME; THE INCITE MILL) (2010)




‘YOU MAY ENCOUNTER IMMORAL AND IRRATIONAL SITUATIONS BEYOND THIS POINT. PROCEED ONLY
IF YOU CAN ACCEPT THIS.’





In a canny mix of And Then There Were None with My Little Eye, ten random folk sign up for a suspiciously well-paid experiment. Locked in a customised subterranean facility (Paranoia House or The Incite Mill) with a ceiling-mounted enforcer robot called Guard, they have the rules explained by a talking Ten Little Indians table-piece. There’s a The Last of Sheila element too: each participant has a card key for a lockbox containing a murder weapon from a famous fictional mystery. John Dickson Carr, Arthur Conan Doyle, Wilkie Collins, Agatha Christie and SS Van Dine are namechecked (though the fireplace poker from ‘The Adventure of the Speckled Band’ was a prop in a contest of strength, not a weapon). Jittery Nishino (Masanori Ishii), who starts the week throwing accusations around, is found shot dead. Since there



are bonuses for being a victim, a murderer or a detective, wiseass med student Yudai (Tsuyoshi Abe) steps up and accuses Iwai (Shinji Takeda), who is confined in a jail area after a vote is taken on his guilt… but the murders continue.


With the second killing, self-harming young Wakana (Aya Hirayama) is shown using a nailgun on older mystery fan Fuchi (Nagisa Katahira) – but that doesn’t tie up the whodunit since everyone (including the robot!) has a secret. Older drunken guy Ando (Kin’ya Kitaôji) signed up because his slacker son was killed during an earlier game, and seemingly nice girl Shoko (Haruka Ayase) is a plant by the organisers. The lead is Yuki (Tatsuya Fujiwara – from the Battle Royale and Death Note films), a spiky haircut nice guy who doesn’t try to be killer, corpse or detective. A brief cutaway shows the netcast game being followed by the usual rich sicko subscribers found in these films. It takes a lot from Christie, with ten easily identifiable, contrasted characters whose interplay ups the tension and a confined setting which is eerie enough even without the deaths. The ceiling-rail-mounted robot is especially cool. Directed by Hideo Nakata (Ringu) and scripted by Satoshi Suzuki from a novel by Honobu Yonezawa.


IRON DOORS (2010)


Another essay in confinement, though the concrete vault – with bank-style huge circular iron doors – in which the unnamed protagonist (Axel Wedekind) is trapped affords more space than the coffin of Buried and is equipped with handier items (cutting and battering tools, a hidden key, edible dead vermin) than the structure of Cube. The lead, a slick businessman who first assumes it’s a gag, rails and debases himself – recycling his urine, eating dead flies (‘At least they’re organic.’) – before working on escape. He breaks into a near-identical chamber where he finds a French-speaking African woman (Rungano Nyoni) in a coffin. They find it hard to communicate, but eventually work together on the wall, sing songs (he favours Bert Lahr’s ‘If I Were King of the Forest’, from The Wizard of Oz – which might be a clue) and even make love. An American movie might have them torture each other, but this German film doesn’t go there… the only menace is imprisonment, which remains mysterious up to and beyond the end (spoiler warning!), when the doors arbitrarily open to disclose an alien (or heavenly) landscape into which this new Adam and Eve wander. The enigmatic punch line raises questions beyond the usual



who-is-doing-this-and-why-is-it-happening business. The performers are good and surprisingly subtle, but Peter Arneson’s script has too much what-I’m-doing-now commentary. Directed by Stephen Manuel.


JUE MING PAI DUI (INVITATION ONLY) (2009)


A basic but interesting Taiwanese torture/game-themed horror movie. Minion Wade (Bryant Chang) is among a select group of regular people offered access to an exclusive, rich folks’ party. In addition to any hard-to-get item they ask for, like a grand piano or a sports car (one girl asks for her childhood teddy bear), they are given a taste of the high-life from fabulous roulette winnings to sex with a supermodel (Maria Ozawa). However, the special guest imposters (they lie to each other, too) are sneered at by the real rich folks, then hunted and tortured by masked plutocrats. There’s a nice contrast between the main villain, Yang (Jerry Huang) – who suffered a traumatic kidnap in childhood and thus at least has a reason for insane hatred of the underclass – and the woman who backs this horrible game-of-death because she thinks her manicurist gossips behind her back. The stalking/torture scenes run from cabaret-style performances observed by well-dressed, jaded audiences – with the heroine Hitomi (Julianne Chu) trying to blend in wearing a formal gown whipped up from curtains – to a car chase involving the prize Ferrari. Written by Chang Chia-Cheng, Carolyn Lin; directed and edited by Kevin Ko.


THE KEEPER (2004)


That Collector-Misery premise again.


Pole-dancer Gina (Asia Argento) survives a brush with a murderous rapist then wakes in a basement cell under the home of sheriff-cum-puppeteer Krebs (Dennis Hopper), who believes in ‘the points system’ whereby the prisoner earns privileges by being ‘good’. A sub-plot has an ambitious agent (Helen Shaver) trying to promote Krebs’ hand-puppet character into a TV franchise and making romantic advances to the cop, who lives alone in a house in the middle of the woods (cue ‘You can scream all you want…’ speech) so he can pursue his hobby. Persistent deputy Burns (Lochlyn Munro) tries to trace the supposedly disappeared witness so she can identify her



original attacker, and confusingly comes across earlier victims who may have fallen prey to the rapist-killer or the mad sheriff. Krebs’ mania has a psychological ‘explanation’ (illustrated with puppets!): his tough cop father killed his stripper mother then himself. Gina freaks out, works out, plays nice, makes the usual botched escape attempts and survives. Argento doesn’t make any acting connection with Hopper, making this a disappointing teaming of two cult players.


Not very suspenseful, it’s directed in the plodding style Paul Lynch perfected on ’80s schlock like Prom Night and Humongous. Written by TV journeyman Gerald Sanford, who’s been around since The Virginian and Night Gallery. Smallness of scale means having to take some things on trust – there’s little sense of the mushrooming popularity of Hopper’s drug-bashing puppet, Deputy Rock. The subsequent, mealier-mouthed Black Snake Moan borrows a lot from this exploitation item.


THE KILLING ROOM (2009)




‘THESE TAPES DO NOT EXIST. THIS
ROOM DOES NOT EXIST.’





Another single-setting, sadistic social experiment (cf: Cube, Exam, Breathing Room), inspired by urban legends of the CIA’s MK-ULTRA program.


Dr Phillips (Peter Stormare) works with potential candidate Reilly (Chloë Sevigny) to supervise one among many focus groups. Four folks – ‘veteran lab rat’ Crawford (Timothy Hutton), down-and-out Paul (Nick Cannon), wiseass Tony (Shea Whigham) and jittery Kerry (Clea DuVall) – fill in forms and hope to earn a few hundred dollars for a day of unknown tests. Phillips shoots Kerry dead in the room, and withdraws, leaving the other three to get through several more phases of testing built around simple questions like, ‘If asked to pick a number between one and thirty-three which do most Americans choose?’ and, ‘How does America rank in the table of IQ?’ Also involved is knock-out gas, a gun with a single bullet, possible interventions, mind games and thwarted escapes. The upshot is an attempt to identify traits which would persuade someone to become ‘a civilian weapon’ (i.e. American suicide bomber).


It’s a decent enough premise, though the film loses tension by switching too often from the room to the observers. A better-than-expected cast deliver good



performances, but the Gus Krieger-Ann Peacock script has a we’ve-been-here-before problem. Director Jonathan Liebesman was between early horror assignments (Darkness Falls, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre: The Beginning) and bigger budget hackwork (Battle Los Angeles, Wrath of the Titans, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles); at that, this may be his best film.


LIVE FEED (2006)


An instance of the ‘premake’ phenomenon, whereby something which looks like a ripoff turns out to have been made before the film it seems to imitate. Examples are The Last Broadcast, overshadowed by The Blair Witch Project, and Return of the Secaucus Seven, forerunner of The Big Chill. A particularly hateful torture-a-thon, Live Feed could easily pass as a cheapskate Hostel… but was made first.


Five know-nothing Yanks on a ‘cocaine and porn’ holiday in China wander into a Triad sex club where sordid private rooms are bugged. Their torture by a masked giant (Mike Bennett), who evokes a character in the worthless 8MM, is videotaped and viewed by the usual nebulous rich sickos. Stressing the title’s double meaning, the corpses are recycled for a cannibal buffet. Japanese dude Miles (Kevan Ohtsji), brother of a murdered undercover cop, intervenes to save the nicest of the crowd (Taayla Markell) and gets vengeance by doing away with the ring of baddies. That’s about it for plot – the rest is party-hearty footage with the usual disgust at dog-eating Eastern degenerates and endless ‘Why are you doing this?’ torture sessions conducted by cackling baddies out of H.G. Lewis or (considering the ‘Yellow Peril’ angle) Fu Manchu.


Stephen Chang beats stiff competition (notably from Hawaiian-shirted Ted Friend as the pretend-innocent) to give the worst performance as the baddie boss whose evil girlfriend insists on eating white man’s genitals as a delicacy (and not in a good way). Directed choppily by Ryan Nicholson, from a script co-written with Roy Nicholson; they have a makeup effects background, so the splatter is more convincing that most ketchup-sloshing cheapies. The hysterical non-performances and written-on-an-old-envelope dialogue are typical though.




THE LOVED ONES (2009)


Though at heart another tied-to-a-chair-and-tortured film, this Australian debut from writer-director Sean Byrne rings the changes on an overworked form, owing more to Stephan Elliott (in Frauds or Welcome to Woop Woop mode) than Eli Roth. Material which is usually filler – comic relief teen hijinx, the police investigation, secondary characters catching on to what’s wrong, angsty family tragedy – is all tied intimately to the central situation, and considerably deepens the black comic ordeal.


In a prologue, long haired teenager Brent (Xavier Samuel) is bantering with his dad while driving home when a bloody figure shows up in the middle of the road. Brent loses control of the car and his father dies in the crash. Months later, Brent has taken to cutting himself and can’t connect with his girlfriend Holly (Victoria Thaine). When wallflower Lola (Robin McLeavy) asks him to take her to the dance, he is more disturbed than touched. Later, while climbing – he seeks out dangerous situations from guilt over his father’s death – he is bagged and snatched by Eric (John Brumpton), Lola’s loving, disturbed father. Brent is tied to a chair (of course) in the isolated Stone house, which is festooned with balloons and party lights. Lola appears in a pink dress, expressing manic glee that shows she’s gone beyond playing with Barbie dolls and dreaming of perfect romance to persuading her father to kidnap hot guys so they can be transformed into her dates by power-drill lobotomy (a prelude to the real brain-boiling process, which involves a kettle of hot water). Eric has already turned Lola’s mother (Anne Scott-Pendlebury) into ‘Bright Eyes’, a lolling zombie, and the cellar is stocked with other failed attempts at ‘loved ones’ (Lola has a scrapbook about them, and chatters callously about their fates). Brent is pinned to the floor by knives through his feet, drugged and dressed up formally, and has a love-heart carved on his chest with a fork, but wisely keeps quiet through the long night as the psychos do all the spieling.


BTK horror has thrown up too many similar restraint situations, but Byrne does more with the familiar material than many an exploitative hack: we get mad tea parties, sawn-through ropes (Brent has his cutting razorblade as a necklet), gruesomely permanent assaults (the drilling is especially painful – a first try skitters off Brent’s forehead because the girl doesn’t put her weight behind it), casual humiliations (Brent has to pee in a glass) and a captive-overcomes-captors finale (Eric’s fate goes back to Dr Moreau’s). It’s not a complete downer and the last-reel heroics hinge affectingly on the way Brent’s ordeal opens him up emotionally (he



really values the loyal Holly, who Lola is out to get). A wide-open-spaces climactic face-off (all great Aussie exploitation films take to the road eventually) ends with a satisfying punch line splat.


THE MAZE RUNNER (2014)


YA trilogies/series are almost as desirable to studios as comic book properties: an inbuilt audience of the books’ fans, casts of youngish characters suitable for just-starting-out (i.e., more affordable than Tom Cruise) performers (especially young Brits who can do Yank accents, for some reason), simplistic yet drawn-out plots with sequel hooks, and premises reminiscent of previous successes. Yet, for each Harry Potter, Twilight or The Hunger Games, there’s a The Mortal Instruments, Beautiful Creatures or Golden Compass. The Maze Runner falls in the middle of the pack – like Divergent, it did well enough not to have the sequels cancelled, but still feels makeshift and derivative. The most expensive cross-section-of-people-wake-in-a-weird-environment-not-remembering-how-they-got-there film, it’s also among the least interesting.


Almost all the characters are teenage boys, with a basic conflict between innovative newcomer (‘greenie’) Thomas (Dylan O’Brien) and conservative semi-bully Gally (Will Poulter) over what to do rather than an all-out Lord of the Flies brutal pecking order. Even throwing a girl (underused Kaya Scodelario) in the mix doesn’t stir things up – though Gally tries human sacrifice to appease the ‘grievers’, giant biomechanical spider-scorpions who police the ever-changing maze which surrounds the glade where the boys are trapped. It turns out to be a science experiment and a recorded sinister matriarch/researcher (Patricia Clarkson) yadda-yaddas about sunspots, billions of deaths, doomed humanity, a plague and essence of young brains being the answer to it all. That comes too late to satisfy as a solution to a setup which always seems more arbitrary than mysterious.


Even the title is weird – why stress running when the main job of maze runners is exploration and mapping? Of course, most of the running is because monsters no one has seen and lived to tell of before the film starts are suddenly all over the place, though ineffective in killing named characters when there are virtual extras to be grabbed and tossed away. Written by Noah Oppenheim, Grant Pierce Myers and T.S. Nowlin, from the novel by James Dashner; directed by Wes Ball.




NERVE (2016)


Like i-Lived, Nerve retools the escalating dare game scenarios of 13 Tzameti and 13: Game of Death for the era of Pokémon Go and brushfire social media crazes. Scripted by Jessica Sharzer (American Horror Story) from Jeanne Ryan’s young adult novel, it benefits from the zeitgeist-surfing enthusiasm of directors Henry Joost and Ariel Schulman, who segued from trend-naming documentary Catfish to a couple of Paranormal Activity sequels.


Smart, shy Staten Island teen Vee (Emma Roberts) has a momentary spat with her more daring best friend Sydney (Emily Meade) and impulsively signs up for Nerve, a smartphone game in which players accept crowdsourced dares for money. The game hooks Vee up with Ian (Dave Franco), a veteran player with a dark past. After she kisses him in a diner and he performs an impromptu song and dance, they go on a wild ride in New York – escaping from a posh store in their underwear, Vee getting a tattoo (a lighthouse in honour of her favourite book, Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse), Ian riding a motorcycle blindfolded at 60 m.p.h. in city traffic, etc. Vee’s nurse mom (Juliette Lewis) is out of the loop, but a crush-nurturing male best friend (Miles Heizer) keeps track of her course. Sydney is annoyed to be outdone by her former sidekick – which leads to an info dump exchange of cruel truth-telling – while Ian is marked by an even more out-there reckless player, Ty (Machine Gun Kelly). Most takes on this theme go dark early, but Nerve lightly skims the surface, playing as a teen meet-cute hijinx comedy with sinister undertones and, unusually, some depth for peripheral characters as Vee’s emerging wild, fun side estranges her from longtime friends.


In the last act, horrors come to the fore as Vee learns there are three categories in the game – player, watcher and prisoner. Snitching to the cops means being reassigned to the latter role, where challenges can’t be refused or a hacker collective will destroy your life. It winds up at an arena where masked anonymous watchers egg a trio of players to murder – and a moral lecture is delivered between plot twists. Roberts and Franco (slightly overage for their roles) have goofy charm to spare and Joost-Schulman frame them with a fast, restless, click-through style which puts this in a league with Unfriended and Open Windows in matching form to trending subject matter. A risk of this sort of thing, of course, is that it’s dated by the time the review embargo expires – it arrived just after Pokémon Go peaked – but a nugget of universal character stuff remains meaningful. Without a Fast & Furious budget for action, it stretches to good suspense sequences involving dangling from high places.




NIGHT DRIVE (2010)




‘IF IT’S ANY CONSOLATION, YOUR SON DIED SCREAMING LIKE A
FUCKING BUSH-PIG.’





This South African production plays the survival horror game with a specific local angle. Instead of recycling American/European tropes (inbred backwoodsmen, torture porn, organ snatching), this is about poachers in a nature reserve. In addition to slaughtering rhinos for horn, they hunt refugees for body parts used in magic rituals (‘muti’). The villains, unseen for most of the film, are associated with jackals, and the script spins fresh mythology about them (a witch doctor who dresses in jackal skins has a boogeyman rep)… though the storyline is standard. Sean Darwin (Christopher Beasley), an undercover cop kicked off the force after a mission gone wrong, takes a wilderness tour guided by his father, Jack (Greg Melvill-Smith), who would rather be fighting poachers, to scatter his mother’s ashes (the family has too much backstory for its own good).


Vignettes establish other tourists… a young, sexy, urban black couple (Antonio David Lyons, Matshepo Maleme)… an embittered middle-aged Afrikaans cokehead and his wife (Brandon Auret, Corine Du Toit)… and a pair of British OAPs (David Sherwood, Clare Marshall) on a fiftieth anniversary trip. In the bush, the tour runs across a woman who has been dissected alive and are harried by the poachers – though the unstable, gun-toting member of the group is as much trouble until he gets killed, and an elderly Brit has a heart attack at a bad time. It picks up on the worst aspects of South Africa and exploits them for horror, but no more than American films caricature poor backwoods folks or misrepresent Eastern Europe or South America. There is some discussion of the state of crime in post-apartheid Africa, with all of the characters having been victims or perpetrators in the past, and the difficulty of shucking off the ‘Dark Continent’ stereotypes. Scripted by Justin Head and C.A. van Aswegen; directed by Head.




NOTHING (2003)


Admittedly, this title just begs for a put-down review. Following his influential debut Cube, Vincenzo Natali specialised in minimalist settings – this stab at nerd-comedy Beckett winds up in a surreally shrinking limbo.


A hectic reel establishes lifelong friends Dave (David Hewlett) and Andrew (Andrew Miller) as losers: Dave is on the point of moving out of the house under a freeway he shares with Andrew to shack up with his girlfriend, but finds she has used him to embezzle from his workplace (where everyone picks on him) and framed him; Andrew is an agoraphobic shut-in whose argument with a girl scout has escalated into molestation accusations. The pair, who argue all the time, are besieged by cops and city officials who want to knock down the house. They manage to ‘hate away the world’, stranding the house in a white, rubbery void where the duo find they can hate away their few remaining objects (including mental or physical aspects of themselves), but, crucially, not create anything. After wandering about, turning on each other and a final duel of hating, they are reduced to bouncing severed heads racing for an indefinite point, followed by their only friend and companion, a tortoise.


Hewlett and Miller, holdovers from Cube, carry the whole film, as unappealing characters who never quite reveal the depths of pathos or feeling which might make their situation involving. The void is a daring effect, reminiscent of 1960s Doctor Who, and the film brief enough not to get too repetitive, but it feels like a protracted short rather than, as with Cube, a simple idea thoroughly explored. There are, however, funny ideas: when Andrew hates away neuroses which have inhibited his creativity, Dave follows suit without improving as a drummer, then simply hates away the fact that he cares about being useless.


OCTOBER MOTH (1960)


The sole film directed by John Kruse (screenwriter of Hell Drivers, Revenge and Assault), this stark, pared-down British B could have been made as a silent, but also prefigures the abduction horrors of later years (a key thread is reminiscent of The Living and the Dead).


On an isolated farm, Finlay (Lee Patterson) – a childlike grownup given to tantrums and whims – is cared for by his sister Molly (Lana Morris, so good you wonder why



she didn’t go further) and haunted by memories of his evil drunkard father and saintly mother. One night, while attracting moths to a lantern, Finlay makes a car swerve off the road and brings home an unconscious woman (Sheila Raynor) he claims is his mother and won’t be persuaded to take to hospital. Molly, leery of having doctors or police around for fear Finlay will be institutionalised, asks a passing telephone lineman (Peter Dyneley, doing a good Yorkshire accent) for help, though Finlay assumes he is Pa come back to torment him and reaches for a shotgun.


Kruse writes well, with the scenes between the siblings credibly on edge, and Finlay is an interesting menace. Not stupid, he argues like a clever, annoying child, pulling facts out of the sky and blankly refusing to be swayed. His mental impairment is not sentimentalised, and he becomes frightening when on the rampage, while co-dependent Molly is credibly trapped by a need to feel needed. It doesn’t spell everything out – rare in A pictures of the era, let alone a 55-minute quickie. Though mostly shot in cramped interiors, a few night scenes make good use of the desolate moors.


100 FEET (2008)




‘MIKE DID THIS TO ME.’ ‘MARNIE, MIKE’S DEAD.’ ‘YEAH? WELL, HE’S TAKING
THE NEWS BADLY.’





Though 100 Feet has a more interesting ‘house arrest’ premise than Disturbia, it similarly defaults to business as usual by the finale. Marnie Watson (Famke Janssen) is just out of prison after serving a brief term for killing her abusive husband Mike (Michael Paré), a cop whose angry partner Shanks (Bobby Cannavale) is responsible for supervising her house arrest. She has to wear an ankle-alarm and stay inside her large-ish New York apartment, which is haunted by the seriously pissed-off, still-violent Mike (‘You know that line “till death do us part”? Well, it’s a crock of shit.’). The haunting starts with glimpses, flying crockery and reappearing bloodstains, but soon becomes gruesomely physical. Marnie’s delivery boy lover (Ed Westwick) is battered to death by an invisible presence, outlined Hollow Man-style when splattered with the victim’s blood.




The ‘rules’ are that the ghost lingers because things he owned are still on site, giving Marnie the problem of throwing away her husband’s clothes when she’s not allowed to cross the street to hassle the garbage man. Janssen, onscreen throughout, is good as a tough woman in an extreme situation, as angry as she is terrified. Director/writer Eric Red (The Hitcher, Near Dark) keeps inventing ways for the ghost to force her to set off her alarm so she looks guilty when the cops come round. As in many non-supernatural stalker movies, the build-up – an innocent pushed further into a corner by an enemy who can’t be touched – is more effective than the third act when the monster drops all pretence of subtlety and goes into monster mode by flinging Shanks around and starting a flaming holocaust in the building.


Red, who stayed out of prison on medical grounds after a conviction for vehicular homicide, pretties up his own record by making his heroine entirely not culpable; it might have been better drama if the original murder weren’t so justifiable. Mostly manifesting as a white-faced lurker with black eyeholes, Paré – the werewolf uncle in Red’s Bad Moon – makes a decently scary spectre.


OPEN HOUSE (2010)


Another chained-up-in-the-cellar film, with a slightly different (if implausible) angle. Alice (Rachel Blanchard) puts her minimalist home on the market. During an open house viewing session, David (Brian Geraghty) slips downstairs and hides, emerging to murder a dinner guest (Anna Paquin, sister of writer/director Andrew Paquin) and collect Alice. Lila (Tricia Helfer), David’s elegant partner in crime, shows up and they settle in, murdering cleaners, estate agents and Alice’s estranged husband (Stephen Moyer, husband of Anna Paquin), then stashing dismembered bits in boxes in the garage. The couple’s MO involves repeatedly usurping a home, holding a dinner party which ends in an orgy of violence, then moving on… The glitch is that David wavers in his commitment to Lila and keeps Alice alive (albeit chained and occasionally whipped) as a potential replacement psycho sweetie. Naturally, it doesn’t end well. Paquin tries for a low-key style to match the décor, with Geraghty playing buttoned-down and Helfer going all-out for femme fatale, but the pile of never-questioned corpses (doesn’t anyone miss any of these folks?) and lack of interest in supposed normality-figure Alice make the plotting implausible and defuse attempts at will-she-make-it-and-what-will-be-left-of-her? suspense.




OTIS (2008)


The Abbott and Costello Meet… dictum states any given sub-genre becomes obsolete when parodied. This comedy take on the survival/abduction/torture cycle is also nasty enough to pass as just another hateful, unlovely film about captive women abused by a slobbering maniac. Despite a talented cast, the would-be comic tone means the extreme knockabout sequences fall into the Troma do-they-really-think-this-is-funny? category rather than the Takashi Miike/John Waters I-can’t-believe-they-just-did-that! approach.


Blubbery forty-year-old Otis Broth (Bostin Christopher) chains abducted girls in a basement, and batters and shocks them into playing along with his high school fantasies in which they are called Kim (after a sister-in-law we never meet) and he’s the football hero who has sex with her in the car on the way home from the prom. When the girls disappoint, they wind up dead, dismembered and dumped. Otis, a pizza delivery man, snatches Riley Lawson (Ashley Johnson) and puts her into his scenario. The kitsch décor and teen movie roleplay signals black comedy (prefiguring the more successful The Loved Ones), but the bruises Riley sustains whenever Otis knocks her out to deal with his bullying brother Elmo (Kevin Pollak) are in no way funny. Scenes in which Otis punishes Riley until she answers to ‘Kim’ or telephones her parents with tormenting details of what he’ll do to her after the prom are authentically upsetting, and farcical treatment suggests want of feeling on the part of the writers (Erik Jendresen, Thomas Schnauz) and director (Tony Krantz of Sublime) rather than an attitude. As Riley suffers, her absurd family – dad (Daniel Stern), mom (Illeana Douglas) and trouble-making kid brother (Jared Kusnitz) – fret through the crisis, which is mishandled by a comedy idiot FBI agent (Jere Burns) whose Get Smart antics unbalance the movie. When Riley escapes, Mom insists she not identify Otis to the FBI so they can take The Last House on the Left revenge, which they screw up by catching the wrong Broth Brother and torturing Elmo to death in a slapstick manner (involving electric wires shoved up the ass and a too-short flex, with the possibility of a fingers-and-toes smoothie). The Lawsons realise their mistake too late and the film dawdles without any resolution.


Christopher is an inflated version of the psychos Pruitt Taylor Vince plays in Captivity and Identity; he has presence and menace, but it’s too much of an ask to sympathise with Otis as a bullying victim when he’s such a nasty piece of work. Stern and Douglas are broad but effective as self-involved liberals who become squabbling



torturers, while Johnson is excellent in unworthy surroundings.


PAINTBALL (2009)


A hardcore paintball krewe are dropped in a forest somewhere in Eastern Europe – which should warn them something’s wrong – to battle another team for a mystery championship. Assigned ranks and specialties, they are ordered to capture flags and open boxes containing useful gadgets. When the first box has a flak jacket, even more alarm bells should ring.


Yes, it’s a game of death and someone is firing real bullets. It takes the green-team folks too long to catch on, even when they find an electrified fence and a fried orange-team member clutching the wire. The fully armed Hunter (Felix Pring), who uses night-sight heat-seeking goggles even in daylight, works for ‘the Organisation’ – who observe the kills from an underground bunker. The anonymous psycho refrains from taking easy shots early to string out the game, but soon goes off the books. The paintballers are thinly characterised: the ‘final girl’ (Jennifer Matter) accidentally kills an opposing team member with a machete, and needs to redeem herself; the team leader (Brendan Mackey) is a selfish baddie happy to off his own mates for reasons which remain vague.


Director Daniel Benmayor (Tracers) favours long shots of people squabbling or running in camo gear, which makes it hard to tell characters apart. Gamers cling to their useless paintball guns, pointing them as if they were real long after it’s clear that the rules have changed. An odd, Sin City-ish frill is that the most gruesome moments are seen through goggles, rendering splats of blood as pure white paint. The rationale – social experiment? internet snuff? mercenary training? – is vague, the action not up to much and the no-name cast uniformly shrill. Written by Mario Schoendorff.


PERFECT STRANGERS (2003)


This starts out as a Misery-style captivity picture, then takes another, odd direction. Melanie (Rachael Blake), a fish and chip server in a New Zealand coastal town, is ragged on the one-night-stand scene. A handsome stranger (Sam Neill) picks her up in his boat, but the evening takes a strange course as she slumps asleep and wakes in a shack on an island with the nameless obsessive who has been stalking her. The abductor alternates fairy-tale metaphors and mild violence, then Melanie stabs him



in the gut and they form a relationship as she nurses him… partly because she needs his instructions to get the boat back to the mainland, but also because she becomes strange and cracked too. The attempted escape goes wrong when The Man dies and the boat founders, leaving Melanie alone on the island with a corpse in the freezer. Former suitor Bill (Joel Tobeck) shows up late in the day, and the film again seesaws from menace to romance, as Melanie batters him with a spade and locks him up then marries him, though she’s pregnant with The Man’s baby and haunted by his imaginary presence. The leads are fine, even if director Gaylene Preston’s script is reticent about where Neill’s character is coming from. Preston (Mr. Wrong) is very good with actors: Blake, less familiar than Neill, is excellent, credibly appealing to a stalker but also looking like she’s had more than a few rough years. Unusually, it suggests a creepy psycho lover ought to get some points for the genuine devotion that’s part of the madness.


PET (2016)


On his regular bus to work at an animal shelter, lonely schmoe Seth (Dominic Monaghan) makes clumsy attempts to woo Holly (Ksenia Solo), a pretty blonde who was at high school with him. He researches her tastes (roses, seafood) on social media and rehearses pick-up lines, but his stratagems rebound because Holly, a would-be writer working as a waitress, is too fixed on her own complicated life even to notice him stalking her. After a bruising encounter with Holly’s bartender ex (Nathan Parsons), Seth devises a fresh plan. He drugs Holly and cages her in a disused basement at work, intent on ‘saving her’.


The first reel seems set on being another derivative of John Fowles’ The Collector – often imitated since the 1965 William Wyler film but oddly never remade – but screenwriter Jeremy Slater (The Lazarus Effect, the ill-fated 2015 Fantastic 4) shifts tack as the balance of power in the basement changes. It turns out that the prickly Holly is by no means as ordinary as she seems, with a possible multiple personality – she has imaginary conversations with a best friend (Jeannette McCurdy) as she works angles to get out of the cage – and a maniacal streak which suggests the mild-mannered kidnapper may not be the most dangerous person in the room.


Pet depends on complex performances in initially standard-seeming roles from the leads – who are alone onscreen for much of the film. Monaghan manages a balance



between creepy and pathetic, as a weak antagonist fated to become as much a captive of the situation as the girl in the cage, while Solo sells a series of far-fetched twists as a strange heroine with dark secrets and a long-term escape plan which sets up an ending that goes beyond the expected table-turning to deliver a Tales From the Crypt-ish nasty chuckle. Directed by Carles Torrens (Apartment 143).


PRESERVATION (2014)


Though basically a The Most Dangerous Game riff, complete with the obligatory moment where someone steps in a man-trap, writer-director Christopher Denham’s neat, sharp little film has an interesting dynamic.


Wit Neary (Wrenn Schmidt), a citified vegetarian but not a dolt, is taken to a wildlife preserve by her yuppie husband Mike (Aaron Staton) and his PTS-suffering veteran brother Sean (Pablo Schreiber). The brothers, survivors of a tough childhood and uncomfortable with each other, want to return to a woodland where they once played… though the area is chained off, its tourist centre abandoned and vandalised. Aimless, simmering Sean envies the cell phone-addicted Mike’s career and beautiful (just pregnant) wife. He also doesn’t want to talk about why he was discharged from the services. After a night camping, the trio wake to find their shoes and supplies stolen and an unknown enemy stalking them… but Mike half-thinks his brother has staged this to show off survival skills.


The interesting drama is among the central trio, but masked hunters are in the game, tormenting prey with torture-by-hope stunts like water bottles hung over concealed traps. In Deliverance-Southern Comfort style, the most capable is killed and the others have to find the resources to survive. When, in a talk about hunting, Wit says she doesn’t think she could ever kill anything, it’s a tipoff that she’ll eventually be put in a situation where she has to. The second half is more familiar as the heroine fights off the silent, masked Zaroffs – who text each other (and their victims) and turn out (when one takes a phone call from his mom) to be regular-seeming, preppie teens slightly older than the kids from El Rey de la Montaña but just as hung up on realising fantasy kill-games. There have perhaps been too many of these scarcely plausible bad seeds (cf: The Strangers), but Preservation makes more of its credible, complicated prey than the cliché hunters.




RAZE (2013)


A blunt, contrived entry in the cycle of films about folk abducted by rich sickos and forced to murder each other for entertainment. Films on this model (even Gladiator) share a problem: the scripts condemn villains who stage such spectacles (here, unarmed women fight each other to the death) and despise jaded audiences who get off on them… but the films pander to roughly the same base instincts. Snatched from her home, Jamie (exec producer Rachel Nichols) wakes up in a well-like stone walled room with Sabrina (Zoë Bell), only for the apparent viewpoint character to be killed in the first bout (an onscreen ‘Jamie vs Sabrina’ caption sets a convention not always followed). The tournament of ‘maenads’ is run by grotesque baddies: stick-thin Joseph (Doug Jones, looking like Evil John Waters), plump but glam Elizabeth (Sherilyn Fenn) and brutal guard Kurtz (Bruce Thomas). Fifty women have been snatched (with replacements for wastage, fifty-two are used – though we don’t see all of them) and motivated by threats to assassinate loved ones.


Writer Robert Beaucage (who devised the story with Kenny Gage and director Josh C. Waller) finds variations on the woman versus woman scenario, with friends and enemies alike pitted against each other, some given full backgrounds, others just anonymous. Tracie Thoms, Bell’s sidekick from Death Proof, and Bailey Anne Borders are the most sympathetic victims, while Rebecca Marshall goes over the top as a gangling, snarling sociopath who enjoys this whole game and is set up to take on Sabrina in a final bout that turns out, in a film with too much repetition, to be just a preliminary for a final final bout and a payback coda (Sabrina vs Everyone) capped with a ’70s-style cut-down-from-afar depressing punch line. Bell is impressively physical in the repetitive fights – how many face-punches or headlocks does a film really need? – but doesn’t sell Sabrina’s cardboard character (an ex-POW fighting to save a daughter she gave up for adoption) or show the appealing personality displayed in Death Proof. Rosario Dawson, another Death Proof alumna, rather surprisingly pops in as one of the many brought-on-and-killed-off women. It offers sparse sets, uniform costumes, little humour (one gag about an Aussie guard happy that ‘the Kiwi bitch’ lost a fight is thrown away), drab visuals and unlimited misanthropy.




REDD INC. (INHUMAN RESOURCES) (2012)




‘LET’S GET THIS CLEAR. I AM NOT A MURDERER – I AM A
REGIONAL MANAGER!’





An inventive bunch-of-people-trapped-in-a-room movie, with several twists and an unusual degree of thematic consistency.


Caught literally red-handed in an office building lift, standing bloodied with an axe over the decapitated corpse of a CEO, Thomas Reddmann (Nicholas Hope) is convicted of being ‘the head hunter’, a serial murderer specialising in high-end execs. After a spell under the care of the unethical ‘Dr Lansdale’, he escapes – his scheme involves cutting off his own arm, which is then replaced with a scratchy hook – and kidnaps various parties (judge, cop, witnesses, psychic, lawyer) he blames for his conviction. Chaining them to a row of desks with terminals, he play-acts as strict boss, slicing marks on foreheads for infractions, supervising their meaningless tasks before revealing that their job is to go over the evidence again and find the real killer. Annabelle (Kelly Paterniti), a stripper who thought she already had the boss from hell, shows most gumption in seeking escape opportunities, but also gets enthusiastic about sleuthing when she realises the maniac was indeed innocent of the head hunter killings… Of course, a telltale wheeze reveals that one of the other abductees is the serial murderer and she finds herself trapped between the two maniacs.


A vein of office drone paranoia figures often in 2010s horror, though most economic desperation pictures focus on downsizing (Axed, The Glass Man) rather than doing anything, no matter how painful, to stay chained to the desk. Shot in Australia but set in America, it has slightly wobbly accents and an unfamiliar cast, but Brit Hope is solid as the mad boss (wearing a Patrick Troughton wig to cover the lobotomy scars), bringing conviction (even pathos) to the comic monster. Paterniti is an interesting, unconventional heroine who prospers in adversity, as shown by an extended coda when the killers show up again on the day her book about her ordeal is launched; the punch line has her stagger bloodied up to the podium at the book party to ask, ‘Questions?’ It has a Saw-ish vibe, especially when picking on the culpable – a bogus psychic (Hayley McElhinney), a shortcut-taking



cop (Alan Dukes). Tom Savini has a bit-part probably shot on another continent. Scripted by Jonathon Green and Anthony O’Connor; directed by Daniel Krige.


EL REY DE LA MONTAÑA (KING OF THE HILL) (2007)


A spare Spanish The Most Dangerous Game variant. Quim (Leonardo Sbaraglia), an everyman motorist (cf: Dennis Weaver in Duel), meets hot in a gas station rest room with Bea (María Valverde), a mystery woman he glimpses shoplifting. They have a passionate quickie – after which she takes off with his wallet and cigarette lighter, but considerately pays for his petrol so he isn’t stranded in the middle of nowhere. When he spies her car on a road off the main highway, Quim takes the turn (always an ominous moment) and drives up a desolate track into unpopulated nowhere, only to become the target of a sniper. Quim and Bea, who has had a tire shot out, get together, run down a gunman (but don’t look too closely at the corpse) and call the cops from an abandoned restaurant, summoning unhelpful, suspicious Guardia who arrest Quim for breaking and entering. Then the cops also become targets.


The bulk of the film is wilderness survival, with Quim becoming viciously competent as he fights a mostly unseen enemy, rugged terrain and his ambiguous fellow prey. When Quim breaks a genre rule, leaving an injured companion behind to be killed while making a run for it, the film pulls a viewpoint shift – the survivor becomes the shadowy presence and we meet the trackers, a pair of casually rifletoting teenagers (Thomas Riordan, Andrés Juste) out with their yappy hunting dog. As the title suggests, they are playing a game (their dead friend lost), bickering over how many points deer rack up as opposed to people. For most of the film, we get the occasional sniper-view-through-telescopic sights, but once it’s revealed that the killers are kids, the camera adopts the first person shooter perspective (jogging along with the gun in the frame) of computer games (subliminally suggesting, perhaps, how the little monsters got desensitised).


Of several 2000s films (Ils, Eden Lake, The Strangers) about homicidal young ’uns, this is the most convincing (if not necessarily scary). When the film is with the victims, the persecutors seem ruthless, efficient and sadistic (wounding, harrying and tormenting to draw out the hunt); when the chillingly amoral hunters are onscreen, they are credibly inept and bickering. The climax, in an



abandoned village which suggests a local breakdown, hinges on the believable turn that a child who can kill from a distance hesitates when a prospective victim is up close and personal, while the embittered, surviving adult has no qualms about despatching underage tormentors with bare hands. Sbaraglia and Valverde (especially) are good, projecting a lot without much dialogue. Director/co-writer Gonzalo López-Gallego (Open Grave) delivers suspense and action, but also some depth and thought. Co-written by Javier Gullón (Hierro).


RIARU ONIGOKKO (TAG) (2015)


A standing joke among SF magazine editors was that they’d regularly receive amateur submissions about the last survivors of an apocalypse or two astronauts landing on a new world with the punch line being that their names are Adam and Eve (Rod Serling even seriously put this on as a Twilight Zone episode). Since the 1980s, this scenario has been eclipsed by stories in which protagonists fight through enormous odds – say, a space fleet battling ground defences – only to come up short at the end with a huge sign in the sky reading ‘Game Over’. Sion Sono’s Tag, based loosely on a previously filmed novel by Yûsuke Yamada, is essentially this story. After an exciting, inventive sprint through the first three acts, it gets awkward when it comes to explaining this has all been taking place in a future where a mad genius has brought his favourite classic game to life and is playing it with a body-switching heroine across parallel worlds.


Sono one-ups the mass schoolgirl death scenes of his Suicide Club with a bravura opening in which an entire busload of uniformed girls is sliced in half by an evil wind which bisects everyone at the midriff … except Mitsuko (Reina Triendl), who has been bending down to pick up a pen. Mitsuko flees the invisible killer, which scythes down cyclists and passing hikers (all teenage girls). She changes her bloody sailor suit for a different uniform (with an unfeasibly short skirt) and walks to a school. A complex set of friendships and enmities go out the window when the teachers (all women) turn into maniacs with machine guns. Running from this fresh massacre, Mitsuko transforms into Keiko (Mariko Shinoda), a bride in full gown who appears at a church with an all-female congregation and finds herself fleeing a howling mob and her literally pig-headed monster bridegroom (the first man sighted in the movie). Showing off martial arts moves, she shifts again and becomes Izumi (Erina Mano), a runner with a team of deftly sketched (and doomed) mates. She is pursued again by another killer team,



before morphing back into Mitsuko and shuffling through several more universes – one a cave populated by what look like the spectre from Ring and one an all-male world that contrasts the all-female ones hitherto seen – eventually appearing before her maker, who has two bodies (a venerable one and a sleekly muscled stud literally created to have sex with her), then hitting on a way out of this cycle of chase, escape and survival, even as all around her are casually mass-murdered.


Yuki Sakurai is interesting as the heroine’s perennially in-the-know best friend, who manages to get out enough of an explanation to keep her running but is also a doomed NPC in every universe. The trio of lead actresses (the player can switch protagonists at the touch of a button) manage the trick of being the same person in three different forms mostly by keeping on the move. Colourful, often funny, often imaginative, and less exploitative and grue-heavy than most Japanese schoolgirl mutant pictures (cf: The Machine Girl, Vampire Girl vs. Frankenstein Girl, Tokyo Gore Police). The short skirts, leering visuals and all-babe cast are explained by the fact that this woman’s world has been created by men; Sono (and presumably Yamada) seem willing to take the blame shouldered by the film’s sort-of pathetic creator character.


ROOM (2015)


Angel-faced five-year-old Jack (Jacob Tremblay), who has never had his hair cut, lives a rich, varied, seemingly unlimited life with his mother Ma (Brie Larson), who used to be called Joy, in Room – a fortified shed sometimes visited by Old Nick (Sean Bridgers), who abducted Joy as a teenager and keeps her imprisoned as a sex slave. Inspired by appalling true crimes, this unusual riff on the captivity narrative tells its story from the viewpoint of a child who has never known freedom and doesn’t even understand the concept of imprisonment.


The first half of the film is a miracle of suggestion, with astonishing performances from young Tremblay and Larson as the loving, battling son and mother who are (obviously) never out of each other’s company. Art direction is used for storytelling: repurposed bits of packaging used to decorate the soundproofed walls, the open toilet tank (because Joy once tried to bludgeon Old Nick with the lid) in which homemade toy boats float, the ill-tuned TV set and discussions of what’s real and what’s just on TV (‘Dora’s only a drawing.’), the skylight that shows the weather. The dull ritual abuse takes place out of Jack’s sight but not earshot, and the abductor is banal evil



personified, whining about the cost of keeping the power on and his captives fed now he’s been laid off. Old Nick’s capricious, barbed generosity extends to giving the boy a remote-controlled toy car which makes a noise designed to irritate any adult within earshot. Ma tells stories to Jack as a way of teaching and entertaining him. Now he’s five, she changes what she’s told him about their situation as part of a long-term escape plan – early on, she recounts the story of the Count of Monte Cristo, and her grand scheme is a modification of Edmond Dantès’ break from the Château d’If.


After a brilliantly staged escape, which requires Jack to act intelligently while overwhelmed by the unimaginable largeness of the world (an ordinary Ohio suburb), a second act has Jack adjusting to new circumstances. In an effective what-happens-after-the-happy-ending drama, Joy is taken aback to find her parents divorced and her father (William H. Macy) unable to see her son as anything other than the child of a monster rapist. She is also latently furious that her mother (Joan Allen) raised her to be so nice she fell into Old Nick’s trap when he asked her to help with his sick dog (Jack later also has an imaginary dog) – a negative inspiration to the way she has of-necessity raised her own son to escape from her as much as from Old Nick. Tremblay, after a scattering of kid actor credits in the likes of The Smurfs 2, is astonishingly good in a taxing role. Like any five-year-old, Jack can be dogmatic, fanatical, tantrum-prone and foolish. He doesn’t even know he lives in a world where all these traits are dangerous for him and his mother… but his sense of wonder has made Room bearable for Joy by seeing it as a magical place where each fitting has character and purpose (‘Toilet’s the best at taking away poo.’). Scripted by Emma Donoghue from her own novel; directed by Lenny Abrahamson (What Richard Did, Frank).


ROVDYR (MANHUNT) (2008)


This elementary, short Norwegian backwoods horror is among the first pictures influenced by 21st century movies which were in turn influenced by 1970s classics: an early plot thread about a desperate girl who hitches a ride with a busload of kids (and gets killed as soon as her point has been made) is lifted from the remake of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (also recalled by the use of the ’70s as a period setting) and the use of a David Hess song on the soundtrack evokes Eli Roth rather than The Last House on the Left. A xerox of a copy, and stuck with thin, one-note victim characters, and even more insubstantial villains, it might still have been reasonably effective if it weren’t



hobbled by overfamiliar suspense sequences and the tactical error of killing the most engaging character too early in the ordeal. The short-term shock doesn’t make up for the fact we’re thereafter stuck with folks we can’t care about.


The villains are apparently ordinary huntsmen, who signal each other with eerie horns as they track their young prey. Seen too often and too close to be as menacing as, say, the barely-glimpsed trucker in Duel, they aren’t allowed to reveal why they pursue this sadistic pastime like the hunters in The Most Dangerous Game or Open Season. If there’s a constant supply of prey (two lots are shown here), how do they evade the authorities? If there isn’t, what would they have done this weekend if no vanload of kids showed up? Directed by Patrik Syversen, who co-wrote with Nini Bull Robsahm and went on to make the interesting minor vampire film Prowl. The widescreen Norwegian woods are ominous and a couple of sequences play the riffs adequately, but it lacks the extra value of the equally formulaic but just plain better Cold Prey.


RPG (REAL PLAYING GAME) (2013)


An awkward Portuguese science fiction film which crossbreeds The Sorcerers with The Hunger Games, this is also a group-wake-in-a-remote-area-with-amnesia-and-have-to-sort-out-who-they-are drama. In the future, billionaire Steve Battier (Rutger Hauer) cruises up to a chic science facility in a sleek car with cool lights and is greeted by sinister Mr Chan (Chris Tashima), who has gathered ten wealthy old folks and promised they can inhabit the brains of hot young types for a limited time. Part of the deal is an elimination game: Steve wakes up as a young guy (Cian Barry) in a derelict Portuguese estate with a group of model-look types who struggle with dialogue. Complex rules mean that not only does someone have to be killed every hour, but that afterwards the killer has to touch the hologram of the oldie they guess to be the alter ego of their victim… If they guess wrong, they combust. It’s so complicated even the grasping characters have to sit down and puzzle out the premise, let alone who is who (a cross-sex incarnation is in the mix). The character types sound interesting – a Catholic dictator, a screen star, a Russian superspy/killing machine, a new-age singer and a rebel princess – but the pretty people turn out to be interchangeable. It hasn’t got much action, though is nice to look at. A flurry of twists at the end doesn’t quite make clear the nature of the scam. Written by Tino Navarro, who co-directed with David Rebordão.




SATSUJIN DOUGA SITE (DEATH TUBE; MURDER SITE) (2010)


Various people log onto a rarely active website and witness real murders, then black out and wake in rooms where a computer avatar of Pon-Kichi – a cute toy bear with a sugar-plum fairy theme tune – forces them to play life-or-death party games. After a round or two, longer-lasting contestants are let into a corridor where gun-wielding goons in plush bear costumes bully them to play more games. The tasks aren’t especially ingenious: an It’s a Knockout obstacle course involves eating doughnuts dangling on strings, blundering through a slippery patch (which doesn’t look that slippery, prompting displays of strained falling-over) and carrying blocks to the finish line. Festooning the set are banners with contradictory instructions, asking unwilling contestants to co-operate in one game and compete in the next, adding to the sadistic thrills for the unknown organisers and their internet audience.


Protagonist Inouye (Shôichi Matsuda) contacts his fiancée to ask for help and she’s assaulted by a bear-headed thug. Then he has to answer a yes or no question about whether he loves her the same way now she’s been raped, with the lives of all the players forfeit if he answers wrongly. Other intrigues involve a wheedling guy who convinces Inouye that another contestant is a manipulative serial killer – a thread with a predictable punch line. The amateurish script overemphasises some elements – one victim signals his doomedness by mentioning his pregnant wife, and after he’s dead everyone laboriously remembers this detail – and it runs tiresomely to nearly two hours. A new touch is onscreen comments from crass, evil, bloodthirsty internet fans (‘This game sucks, no one’s going to die, might as well go for a pee.’). The bears are horrible cheery villains – but their outfits are so hampering that, guns or no, contestants ought to be able to rush the bastards and overwhelm them.


It’s obviously cheap, shot on video on very few sets, and – to set up the late-in-the-day who’s-the-killer bit – the contestants show little individuality. While My Little Eye, Saw and Cube are obvious precedents, it owes as much to those cruel Japanese elimination/ordeal quiz shows which had an odd vogue when glimpsed in ’80s joke documentaries about weird foreign TV. Directed by Yôhei Fukuda, cinematographer of the controversial but banal Grotesque, who ran this horse into the ground with Satsujin Douga Site 2 and the similar X Gêmu which, confusingly, was also released as Death Tube.




SEASON OF THE HUNTED (2003)


Though it toplines Muse Watson, a minor icon thanks to the I Know What You Did Last Summer films, this crossbreed of Deliverance and The Most Dangerous Game feels like an amateur film. Note: repeated fades between scenes, the brutal truncation of (terrible) heavy metal underscore tracks (as if the needle were lifted off the record), clumsily staged gore and action, murky exterior photography and hilarious ‘Vietnam flashbacks’. Moustached Viet vet Frank (Watson), sensitive buddy Steve (Timothy Gibbs), a couple of quickly killed stooges (Lou Martini Jr, Wass M. Stevens) and annoying asshole Charlie (Tony Travis) drive into the woods to a lodge run by a pack of whiskery, moonshine-drinking, cackling hillbillies. The two groups uneasily spend a night with no bathroom facilities, and split up to go bow-hunting the next morning. As has been obvious, the whole thing is a scam – the locals turn the city slickers loose to hunt for sport (there is even a speech about ‘the most dangerous game’) then cut up for food. Of course, Frank uses his jungle fighting skills to fight back. In several scenes, folks pull arrows out of their bodies; it may signify something that city characters remember to unscrew the arrowheads first but the rednecks don’t. Written by Phil Faicco, directed by Ron Sperling. NB: anyone with a working bear trap mounted on their kitchen wall isn’t to be trusted.


SENSELESS (2008)


Clean-cut businessman Eliott Gast (Jason Behr), snatched on a trip to Europe, wakes in an antiseptic white suite, with ever-present cameras. Masked, aggressive-jovial Blackbeard (Joe Ferrara) tells him he’s being punished as a representative American imperialist, while veiled Nim (Emma Catherwood) seems to empathise with his suffering. After a reel of menace with political footnotes, torture begins in earnest.


Not in the Hostel grue league (mostly cutting away when the screaming starts), it does involve an electric iron applied to the tongue, ruptured eardrums (torturers play a message of support from the victim’s wife just as they deafen him) and possible eye-gouging with a coffee spoon. Almost everything Gast is told is provisional – Blackbeard harps on about ratings and the outside world controversy about his sufferings, but it’s not even clear that the charade really is being live-streamed. Though a staunch, hero-type guy, Gast has lingering guilts from his childhood which set up slightly needless flashbacks. He admits his business (expediting debts to underfinanced third



world countries to force them to cooperate with American foreign policy) is basically ‘like giving college kids credit cards’. Roping politics to torture porn, this also avoids getting too specific about the perpetrators. The ending has a 1960s spy-fi TV feel as Gast discovers his prison is a big set inside a warehouse and his persecutors have just wandered off. Behr is solid, though Gast is a flatly conceived everyman imperialist; Ferrara and Catherwood underplay, which makes a change from cackling and ranting. Written and directed by Simon Hynd, from a novel by Stona Fitch.


THE 7TH HUNT (2009)


A cheap Australian hunting humans/torture porn quickie. Elite sickos stage nasty games whereby they abduct, stalk, torture and kill random folks. The Mastermind (Chris Galletti) seems to be conducting a social science experiment, but his associates have other motives: The Inquisitor (Sarah Mawbey), his daughter, punishes arrogant men; The Hacker (Darren K. Hawkins) gets jollies cutting off the fingers of victims trying to get round his firewalls; and The Knife (Malcolm Frawley), a serial killer, hates pretty young girls. In a relative novelty that might draw on a twist from Hostel Part II, The Hand (Tasneem Roc) and The Sniper (Jason Stojanovski) are survivors of former hunts who have joined the killing circle. The victims are a goth chick (Cassady Maddox) who winds up being tortured by The Hand, her deaf athlete sister (Imogen Bailey) who is stalked by The Sniper, a princess (Olivia Solomons) who gets cut up by The Knife, a misogynist creep (Matthew Charleston) battered by The Inquisitor and a hacker (Kain O’Keeffe) who gets finger-snipped. As usual, indictment of horrible things people do to other people is couched as a gloating celebration of the same – slightly complicated by a range of attitudes among the killers, from semi-vigilante to outright sado-bastardy. Shot in one disused, semi-institutional, not-very-interesting building. Awkwardly directed and bluntly written by Jon Cohen, with overly insistent performances.


SHUTTLE (2008)


If Speed was Die Hard on a bus, Shuttle is Hostel on a bus. A well made urban nightmare, it straggles a little before getting to its cruel payoff. Just back from a weekend in Mexico, gal pals Mel (Peyton List) and Jules (Cameron Goodman) are tempted by



a cheap airport shuttle. The Driver (Tony Curran) reluctantly also picks up horndog Seth (James Snyder) and his sensitive friend Matt (Dave Power), along with wound-too-tight family man Andy (Cullen Douglas). Leaving the freeway for dubious reasons, the shuttle tours a bad, depopulated part of town. Things get worse: a dark car buzzes the bus, a burst tire needs changing, Matt loses his fingers when the jack slips. A suggested trip to the hospital stalls when the Driver reaches for a street guide (always discomforting) and pulls a gun out of the book (worse). As escapes are thwarted, it becomes clear this is about more than jacking credit cards and luggage. Mel is forced to dash round a supermarket picking up odd items (kitty litter, water, torch) and one of the passengers turns out to be a sadist in on the scam.


Taking a break from rich sickos into torture (The Most Dangerous Game, Hostel) or organ harvesting (Turistas, Train), this is about human trafficking, as revealed when the girls realise the driver, though careless with male lives, sees they come through physically unscathed because they’re worthless with injuries (‘…even your ass, he bandaged it, right? He wanted it to heal.’). Like Taken, Shuttle features sex slaves stolen from affluent white American families, which – in terms of realism – puts it on a level with the racket in Thoroughly Modern Millie. Written and directed by Edward Anderson (Flawless), it has good performances (List, especially) and infallible queasy suspense – though there are two or three too many failed escape attempts or moments when heroines have guns or knives and don’t kill or cripple their remorseless persecutor. A similar story is told from a different viewpoint in the British movie Hush.


SIL JONG (MISSING) (2009)




‘I WASN’T MYSELF WHEN I SHOT HIM, BUT I WAS DEFINITELY MYSELF WHEN I FED HIM
TO THE GRINDER.’





A Korean tied-up-in-the-cellar movie, loosely based on a true crime. Farmer Jang Pan-gon (Moon Seong-geun) adds ground-up people to his chicken feed, so his hens lay excellent eggs. After murdering a sleek film director who has taken a starlet Hyun-ah (Jeon Se-hong) out into the country in the hopes of copping off – the



cheesewire garrotte breaks, and he has to finish the job with his chicken-beheading axe – Pan-gon keeps the girl in a dog-cage, hoses her down, throws her a party where the cake has three candles because she’s his third ‘guest’, rapes her (using the cake icing as lubricant), reacts to her biting his dick by taking pliers to her teeth and eventually turns her into feed. Then, Hyun-jun (Chu Ja-hyeon) – Hyun-ah’s Vera Miles-type older sister – shows up, annoys the uncaring local cops and investigates. Tough enough to shove a nail through the killer’s hand, she also winds up in the cellar but endures and finally gets hold of a gun. Moon is good as a misogynist killer who treats women like animals. Quietly hateful rather than demented (he gets into a flowery shirt and performs a self-penned song to his victim), he becomes more fiendlike in the climax as he nags the heroine into killing him (‘One more thing: she was still alive when she went through.’). It’s a moot point as to whether another analysis of male rottenness is required, with the camera ogling the trim, citified victims just as the sullen doltish villain does. The real case involved a fisherman, and a tasteless-in-context coda has two leggy girls hitching a ride on the boat of a wary, hungry looking old fisherman… with a cackle over a fade to black. Directed by Kim Sung-hong.


STEEL TRAP (2007)




‘YOU GUYS ARE INSANE. ANY GAME THAT STARTS WITH A ROTTING PIG’S HEAD IS NOT GOING TO END WITH
A GIANT TEDDY BEAR!’





A German-made slasher mystery, directed and co-written by Luis Cámara with a mostly British cast putting on reasonable American accents.


During a New Year’s party on the top floor of an empty skyscraper (‘Isn’t this a scream? A party on top of an abandoned building. It’s sort of post-apocalyptic… Let’s hope no one decides to blow it up.’), a group of minor celebs – agony auntie Nicole (Julia Ballard), rocker Wade (Mark Wilson), venal exec Pamela (Joanna Bobin), TV chef Kathy Kane (Georgia Mackenzie), crass stud Adam (Adam Rayner), groupie Melanie (Annabelle Wallis) and pissed-off boyfriend Robert



(Pascal Langdale) – get texts summoning them to a more exclusive party on a lower floor. Fun turns sour as invitees find insulting labels (‘two-faced’, ‘heartless’, ‘loser’, etc.) on place settings in a balloon- and tinsel-strewn room and are stalked (and slashed) by a tall guy (Frank Maier) in a sinister mask which gets even creepier when splashed with luminescent fluid.


In a cross between And Then There Were None and The Last of Sheila, horrible people are punished for sins they can barely remember by being forced to solve riddles, play party games, die appropriately (the two-faced woman has her head bisected with an axe, the heartless one gets her heart ripped out) and clamber down lift shafts. The cast bring appropriate venom and the dialogue is full of tough, cynical, unrealistic-but-entertaining backbiting; Mackenzie is especially enjoyable in the home stretch when she becomes simultaneously final girl and psycho diva (‘Living well’s pretty good, but I’d say killing people is the best revenge.’). Co-written by Gabrielle Galanter.


THE STRANGE VENGEANCE OF ROSALIE (1972)


This has an odd art-exploitation pedigree, with director Jack Starrett (Cleopatra Jones, Race with the Devil) working from a script by Anthony Greville-Bell (Theater of Blood, Perfect Friday) and producer John Kohn (Goldengirl, Shanghai Surprise) based on a novel (The Chicken) by English author Miles Tripp. An abduction narrative in which a woman keeps a man in her power by breaking his leg, it is occasionally footnoted as a precursor to Misery – though Stephen King acknowledged John Fowles’ The Collector (which Kohn also adapted) as his specific model.


Virgil (Ken Howard), a clean-cut travelling salesman, picks up hitchhiking Rosalie (Bonnie Bedelia), a half-Indian/half-white trash teenager raised by her just-dead grandfather in a shack in the middle of nowhere. She has set out to trap a man to replace her grandfather, which she does first by sabotaging Virgil’s car and locking him in a shed, then by hobbling him. Much of the film is back-and-forth between the leads, with Rosalie alternately monstrous and possessive and Virgil trying everything from abuse to cajolement to get her to free him. Things are complicated by larcenous/ lecherous biker Fry (Anthony Zerbe), who comes by and makes things much worse, turning the drama into a three way battle of wits. For Starrett, it’s oddly unexploitative: Bedelia is remarkable as the dirty faced, surprisingly inventive urchin (as much waiflike



as monstrous), but Virgil is disturbed when the underage girl snuggles against him for warmth (he smells better than her granddaddy) – a refreshingly credible response in an era when too many films took human baseness for granted (though Zerbe’s flamboyant villain has all the expected vices).


For all its desert vistas (it was shot in Spain) and physical grime, it has a theatrical feel, privileging dialogue and performance over action.


TERRITORIES (CHECKPOINT) (2010)


So many confinement/torture movies allegorically touch on Guantanamo Bay, it seems redundant to go head-on at the subject… but director-co-writer Olivier Abbou takes a shot anyway. A few stretches – long interrogations with damned-if-you-do-damned-if-you-don’t questions – are relatively unfamiliar, but it’s mostly overfamiliar chained-in-cages material.


A car-load of thinly characterised young-ish folks (in their thirties, mostly, which makes a change) drive back to the US from a wedding in Canada. On a lonely road, they are pulled over by aggressive customs officers Torrance (Roc LaFortune) and Sotos (Sean Devine). After a small bag of weed is found, the detainees are hooded, rectally probed, caged in the open, starved, stripped, branded with code-numbers, put in a soundproof shed and bombarded with light and noise. Under harsh questioning, they begin to doubt each other and themselves (a strong idea, not pursued). It becomes clear that the imposters are running the checkpoint as a sadistic hobby – with a profitable sideline of putting stolen goods on ebay.


Odd scenes try for sympathy with the abductors, traumatised Iraq veterans who were once Guantanamo guards. Mostly dour, it has one out-of-place gross silliness: a girl with an infected tooth gets a swollen head as if she were in a Troma movie and is treated with pliers. The initial story runs out after an hour, so a third-act development involves grizzled hippie private eye Rick Brautigan (Stephen Shellen) – an interesting character, but a feint blatantly modelled on the Martin Balsam subplot in Psycho. The notion of bogus border officials is potent, but LaFortune mostly riffs on R. Lee Ermey’s mad sheriff in the Texas Chainsaw remake. Co-written by Thibault Lang Willar.




TERROR TRAP (2010)


Though about good old-fashioned live snuff theatre rather than new-fangled video or internet nonsense, this is a pretty slavish clone of the by-no-means-original Vacancy.


Squabbling city folks Don (David James Elliott) and Nancy (Heather Marie Marsden), driving through the middle of nowhere at dead of night, are sideswiped and run off the road. A slob sheriff (Jeff Fahey) gives them a lift to the nearest motel, run by an obviously creepy night man (Andrew Sensenig). Despite blood on the walls, the couple settle in. Nancy nags Don into telling the couple in the next room to keep the noise down, misinterpreting the sounds of torture for rough sex. A group of scumbags – an upscale businessman, some trucker types, a scary chick – pay to peep through one-way mirrors, augmented by spy-cams, as guests are taunted and then killed by a gang of masked killers… Only Don happens to be an ex-Marine and not as sissified as city folk usually are.


The basic setup is confused by a dangling plot-thread about a vanload of Eastern European sex slaves whose abductors are killed by their ostensible customers. We keep going back to the motel, as the heroes are tempted to leave the relative safety of the room to be menaced. Fahey and Michael Madsen are value-for-money guest star villains, but their freeform eccentric patter wears thin. It takes writer-director Dan Garcia reels of contrived argument to establish the rottenness of Don and Nancy’s marriage, which they heal via the shared experience of fighting off a horde of silly-masked, frankly inept killers.


THAT COLD DAY IN THE PARK (1969)


This obscurity is an early Robert Altman directorial credit, but the writing pedigree is also interesting. The script is by Gillian Freeman – who wrote the novel The Leather Boys and worked on the screenplays of Girl on a Motorcycle and I Want What I Want – from a book by Peter Miles, who scripted They Saved Hitler’s Brain(!) and (as Gerald Perreau) was a child actor in Who Killed Doc Robbin? and The Red Pony.
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