Howling III: The Marsupials

Just when you thought it was safe to go down under!
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Awards/Recognitions

Honourable Mention for 300 Worst Movies of All Time – Eopinions.com

Interviews with Production/Cast

An e-mail interview between Digital Views and Philippe Mora can be viewed at http://wyith.ch/home/digital-views.net/mora.htm.  It takes place in September of 2001, over a dozen years after Howling III: The Marsupials was released and focuses mainly on his Mora’s more well known and recent films.  Nonetheless, Howling 3 is briefly referenced.  

Otherwise, no interview or recorded account could be located by any of the remaining cast or crew regarding Howling III.  It simply was not a popular movie and no one seems particularly interested in talking about it, especially since four more installations have been made since The Marsupials.  

Reviews from Newspapers, Journals, Books

The Washington Post, reviewed by Desson Howe on December 4, 1987.

The Washington Post, reviewed by Richard Harrington on December 5, 1987.

The New York Times, reviewer unknown on November 13, 1987.  

On-Line Presence In Web Literature

Despite Howling III’s lack of popular recognition from credible film critics, it commands an impressive internet following due almost entirely to its wildly popular predecessor, the cult favourite original Howling I.  Accordingly, Howling III has amassed quite an online presence and many reviews or informational websites can be found.  Unfortunately though, due to the film’s low budget, poor reviews and relative obscurity, no website is solely devoted to either the feature film or to any of the cast/crew.  

Using the search engines Google and Yahoo!, I easily found a handful of online reviews from a variety of movie websites.  Few delved very far into this mistake of a film, most seemingly content to comment on its general absurdity and lack of fright-inducing moments or laughter provocation.  Admittedly, the odd reviewer found delight from the light airs of self parody and reviewed Howling III as semi-decent.  

Otherwise, very little information anywhere exists on Howling III: The Marsupials.  I do think it is quite significant to note that this film was largely ignored by all but the most extensive movie websites or horror aficionados.  Neither the Australian Film Commission nor the Australian Film Institute nor Urban Cinefile nor Movieguide.com had any reference of Howling III.  Even IMDB and Rottentomatoes significantly lacked much information on the film.  A search on the Movie Review Query Engine yielded 14 results, but nine were dedicated solely to the review of the recently released DVD.  The remaining five, including noteworthy others from the web are as follows:

And You Call Yourself a Scientist http://twtd.bluemountains.net.au/Rick/liz_howling3.htm
Shade.ca

http://www.shade.ca/getarticle.asp?i=212
Zombiekeeper.com

http://www.zombiekeeper.com/reviews/howling3.html
Badmoves.org

http://www.badmovies.org/movies/howlingiii/index.html
Sci-Fi, Horror and Fantasy Film Review

http://www.moria.co.nz/horror/howling3.htm
Horror-Asylum.com

http://www.horror-asylum.com/frameset.asp?page=http%3A//www.horror-asylum.com/database/reviews.asp%3Fitem%3D393
Horrorwatch.com

http://www.horrorwatch.com/modules/news/article.php?storyid=643
Obscurehorror.com

http://obscurehorror.com/horror566.html
Plot Summary:


As Howling III: The Marsupials shares little more than a titular similarity to the previous two films in the series, we are initially introduced to a cast of brand new characters.  First we meet Professor Harry Beckmeyer, an eminent anthropologist specializing in the unexplained whose grandfather once studied werewolves in Australia.  After reports come in from Washington and the Kremlin about possible werewolves, he is sent to Australia to check out some peculiar happenings, citing “They have all sorts of natural freaks [down there].”  


We are then introduced to the movies first romantic development, that of a runaway teenage werewolf-girl named Jerboa Jerboa and an assistant director of a horror film named Donny Martin.  They quickly fall in love and have unnecessarily sweaty (but normal) sex despite Jerboa’s marsupial characteristics.  As one might expect, Jerboa becomes pregnant.


Meanwhile, two clans of werewolves are desperately trying to continue the existence of their species.  A Russian werewolf dancer, Olga Gorki, is captured by Beckmeyer and his colleagues but then escapes in Australia to find her astrologically appointed mate, Thylo, who just happens to be Jerboa’s step-father.  


At this point just about every viewer should be shaking their heads in confused bewilderment because the movie has not explained a bit about itself, so Philippe Mora allows all the werewolves to be captured so Beckmeyer and crew can hypnotize them into a little bit of explaining.  Apparently werewolves came from the beautiful mating of a man and his beloved wolf, and the marsupial variety stem from the now extinct Tasmanian wolf.


Being the kind-hearted scientist that he is, Beckmeyer feels compassion for his new shape shifting friends and helps Thylo and Olga escape imprisonment.  The president had decided that all werewolves should be executed, due in part to a Papal Edict from 1910 saying that they were satanic abominations.  They flee to the bush and meet up with Jerboa and Donny, also on the lam.  

After two prayer induced wolf-spirit embodiments, Thylo and a friendly aboriginal named Kendi honourably sacrifice themselves for the good of the remaining tribe, eliminating the hunting parties in the process.  This allows Jerboa, Donny and their newborn son to more or less live happily ever after in the bush with their neighbours, the new couple of Beckmeyer and the now widowed Olga.  

Fast forward 15 years.  Professor Sharp finds Beckmeyer and Olga to tell them that the witch burning crusade against the werewolves is over and they can safely return to society.  Jerboa and Donny have already left years before and are now living and working in LA under different identities.  The movie ends with Jerboa accidentally transforming on stage at the Academy Awards, much to her dismay.
Critical Review:


Since it is my firm belief that we should be grateful for everything that is good in life, I will begin with the (admittedly few) positive aspects of this film.  First, Imogen Annesley was well cast.  This is not to say that she is a terrible actress befitting of a terrible film, but she is decidedly wild looking and could certainly pass for a werewolf if the situation called for it.  Secondly, Philippe Mora does examine the serious topic of societal unacceptance and prejudice against outsiders and the often horrific consequences of witch burning.  It may not rival The Crucible but the point was clear, and from my point of view, well received.  Thirdly, no fart jokes.   

As for the less appealing aspects of this film, I think most will find their roots in the main underlying problem: Howling III: The Marsupials cannot decide what kind of film it wants to be.  Although the romance vs. comedy and the sci-fi vs. horror genres have been successfully and popularly melded, the parody-horror-comedy-social commentary-werewolf-romance flick has not.  If one had viewed only the first scene, it might lead you to believe that the remaining 90 minutes were of a fairly serious, dark matter.  Yet no more than 2 minutes later, the President of the United States is talking into the camera for cheap (unsuccessful) attempts at humour not unlike the popular teenage star Zach Morris from TV’s Saved By the Bell and wide angle camera lenses are (also unsuccessfully) employed to create some sort of bizarro monster-vision.  


Furthermore, the movie truly does try to take itself seriously at times, but is simply unable to hold the course.  At points, the cold war, anti-communism and the Catholic influence on society are all referenced, but nothing is additionally developed.  Furthermore, when we first meet Jerboa, she is fleeing from her step-father because he has tried to rape her.  This of course would be of real concern to the audience because rape is never funny and should never be humorized.  Yet by the end of the movie, that relationship is left unexamined, unresolved and unexplained.  In fact, Thylo has become a bit of a comic relief character and he is all of a sudden one of the good guys due to his friendship with Beckmeyer.  Yet he’s a rapist?! 


My last comment regarding the directionless aspect of this film is its apparent abandonment of the original intent.  From what I gather, the original Howling I was a traditionally loved horror film for its frightening scenes, its serious dark demeanour and its violence.  Yet Howling III has none of these critical elements.  For a movie to be scary, it needs to be realistic.  Of course we are talking about the realm of fantasy here, but dozens of people were killed during this film and not a single drop of blood was present.  In fact, the “gruesome mauling” deaths were so ambiguous that twice I considered that maybe the big bad werewolf simply knocked the person unconscious or somehow put them to sleep.  Continuing on: it is always daytime, there is no menacing music, no one turns into a werewolf, silver bullets are no where to be found and at no point during the film does anyone or anything howl!


In summary, I wish Philippe Mora had simply chosen one direction or another.  A movie about two young lovers haunted by society’s closed minded prejudice could have been great, as might a tongue-in-cheek look at a kangaroo-wolfman trying to survive big city Sydney, but not both.  I have nothing against scary moves that are funny or funny movies that are scary but this is neither, so what was the point?  It just shouldn’t have happened.  

Contemporary Review and Comparison:


As stated before, Howling III: The Marsupials was not well received by particularly anyone.  Howling III and Howling II, also directed by Philippe Mora, made Eopinions.com 300 Worst Movies of All Time.  In an online review our hapless director was referred to as “the man responsible for the two worst films of all time”.  Accordingly, most of the film critiquing population has swept this film and others like it under the carpet.  Save as joke fodder, one cannot imagine any reason for studying, referencing or analysing this confused 94 minute film.  


And unfortunately for Philippe Mora, his choice of movies does not seem to have improved much.  Not long after Howling III, he directed another comedy vs. serious film called Snide and Prejudice about a humorously mentally ill Adolf Hitler.  In 1994 he tried his hand again at shape shifting human/monsters, this time with Pterodactyl Woman from Beverly Hills, with the same unsuccessful results.  He tries one last time to combine water and oil with Mothers Little Murderer, a 2004 comedy/fantasy/horror about a deranged gynaecologist in search of immortality at the expense of his patients.  


Mora’s greatest successes have come from two movies that stayed more true to one film type.  In 1988 he directed Communion, a spooky alien flick starring Christopher Walken which almost topped the USD $2 million mark and is still fairly popular today.  Ten years later in 1998, his Joseph’s Gift, a remake of an Old Testament story, saw less commercial success but was appreciated by Bible fans everywhere.  

As An Australian Film:


Situate the film in relation to Australian cinema as a particular type of film and as belonging to a genre or genres


Classifying this film requires no further exercise than critiquing.  In the review I commented on Howling III’s apparent lack of clear direction and that is precisely what will be analysed in this matter as well.  


First, let us begin with what it is famous for: being a horror film.  A minimalist but satisfactory definition of a horror film would be one whose “principal aesthetic aim [is] - 'to horrify'” (Neale 92).  And although the ferocious wolf-thing on the box cover might make some people think otherwise, this is absolutely not a movie that intends to horrify.  As previously stated, there are no frightening moments, no chilling thoughts, no gruesome deaths, no blood drenched fangs nor even screaming damsels.  Neither are so many of us still afraid of the dark, but we all sense a pang of anxiety every time our hero or heroine is forced to wander the forests alone at night.  Unfortunately again for the horror fans, the fact that this never happened is truly the smoking gun.  It would have been too dreadfully easy for Mora to film frightening scenes at night, but instead all “scary” bush wandering was done in the full sun without so much as even a scary spider in sight.


A slightly better chance for genre classification would be the Australian gothic style.  The primary reason for this is both the all inclusive and Australian labels of gothic cinema often point to a degenerate present state, something on which Howling III comments often.  Also, many of the original gothic novels were a sort of social parody, and there are many fitting reasons why moments of Howling III could be considered one of those.  Unfortunately, apart from the degenerate present state of witch-hunting and social prejudice, the correlations fall apart.  David Thomas stated that Australian gothic films usually have a “well developed and identifiable source of malevolence”, and this film totally lacks all of those things.  Fred Botting notes that “psychological rather than supernatural forces became the prime movers”, and this is again not the case in Howling III as the driving force behind the film are the purely fantastic marsupial werewolves.  


The last option for clear classification might be the comedy.  Although one of the hardest to conceptualize, it is also one of the simplest to define.  According to Garry Gillard, comedy is “simply what gives rise to a humorous reaction, to amusement, and often to laughter”.  Unfortunately for Howling III, it fits none of these classifications. So to say it is a comedy I would amend the definition ever so slightly first.  

As the horror genre aims to horrify, comedy is what aims to “give rise to a humorous reaction…”, regardless of whether the film succeeds.  In this light, Howling III should be included as a comedy, of the satirical/parodical (yes, this is a real word I looked it up in the dictionary) variety.  It may be the worst comedy in history (as it never produced even the slightest of grins), but its aim remains true: neither to disturb nor to horrify but to cause humour while lightly referencing some of society’s problems.  I will not go so far as to say that Mora intended to teach the 1987 Soviets and the Americans a bit about acceptance from this film…but there is always a chance.  

And so Howling III seems to be best viewed as a pathetically failed attempt at comedy.  Thematic elements might group the film closer to the Horror/Sci-Fi direction, but as we have studied thus far in this course, thematic elements are often the least reliable indicators.  Especially considering the gravely conspicuous lack of frightening scenes and the mildly noticeable attempts at social commentary, the choice becomes even clearer.  
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