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Screening Guide: I Spit on Your Grave (1978)

1. How does the film establish itself in the opening scenes? What dominant themes and motifs emerge? Do you recognize any images from other films we’ve seen this term?

2. From Clover’s essay, we learned about some of the conventional tropes of slasher cinema, from the Terrible Place to the Final Girl to the issues of cross-gender identification she describes. How does this film engage those ideas?

3. This film was originally released as Day of the Woman, but it bombed; when the title was changed to I Spit on Your Grave, it became a success. What does this tell you about audience tastes?

4. Think about the way the film uses the camera. What are the chief “modes of seeing” this film deploys? When does it deviate from those chief modes? Why?

5. Why do you think the main character is a writer? How is she characterized? What about the rapists? Describe the structure and identity of their group. 

6. Note the use of sound in this film. What strikes you as significant? 

7. In his 1980 review for the Chicago Sun-Times, Roger Ebert describes the film as “a vile bag of garbage” “so sick, reprehensible and contemptible that I can hardly believe it's playing in respectable theaters, such as Plitt's United Artists.” The film is “without a shred” of “artistic distinction” or “craftsmanship,” and the story is told with “moronic simplicity.” Responses?

8. In that same review, Ebert describes the audience he attended with as “vicarious sex criminals”:

How did the audience react to all of this? Those who were vocal seemed to be eating it up. The middle-aged, white-haired man two seats down from me, for example, talked aloud, After the first rape: "That was a good one!" After the second: "That'll show her!" After the third: "I've seen some good ones, but this is the best." When the tables turned and the woman started her killing spree, a woman in the back row shouted: "Cut him up, sister!" In several scenes, the other three men tried to force the retarded man to attack the girl. This inspired a lot of laughter and encouragement from the audience. // I wanted to turn to the man next to me and tell him his remarks were disgusting, but I did not. To hold his opinions at his age, he must already have suffered a fundamental loss of decent human feelings. I would have liked to talk with the woman in the back row, the one with the feminist solidarity for the movie's heroine. I wanted to ask If she'd been appalled by the movie's hour of rape scenes. As it was, at the film's end I walked out of the theater quickly, feeling unclean, ashamed and depressed.

How would you describe Ebert’s responses as a film critic?

