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Director's Statement

I was never a wrestling fan.  In fact I didn't even know that women wrestled as far back as 1939 when Gladys 'Killem' Gillem first stepped into the ring as a circus sideshow.  I started doing research into their world, after a friend told me about these women.  Vintage girl wrestling soon became a blooming obsession, connecting all of the elements I hold precious as an artist. Strong, flamboyant girls with street smarts, living complex 1950's teenage lives, employing every tactic imaginable, for a chance at a 'way out'.  Their naiveté, physical beauty and strength made them a duality of powerful and powerless in a fierce man's world.

I had to meet Gladys and the others to see if there was film to be made. After having met them, I was inspired to make two films, the first of which is this documentary- their stories in their own words.

These girls, (as they still refer to themselves) are survivors in the truest sense.  Sixty years later, tinged with colorful bravado and wistful glamour, they look back upon their own lack of opportunity, objectification and physical beating with proud and bitter nostalgia. Anxious for the rest of the world to acknowledge their contribution to sports history, they allowed me access into their lives, but in a larger sense, what they gave me was a window from which to view some of the greatest feminist practice of the World War II generation.

Gladys, Moolah, Mae, Penny, Ella and Ida are some of the most stunning, un-self-proclaimed feminists of sports entertainment history.

· Ruth Leitman 2004

Synopsis

LIPSTICK & DYNAMITE, PISS & VINEGAR: THE FIRST LADIES OF WRESTLING shines a spotlight on the forgotten first ladies of the ring. Gladys 'Killem' Gillem wrestled women, men, alligators and bears. At 18 Ida May Martinez took to the road to flash the only thing she knew - how to kick, punch, and defend herself. Narrowly escaping a date rape at 16, Penny Banner trained for survival. Still kicking butt at 80, The Fabulous Moolah and Johnnie Mae Young live together with midget wrestler sidekick Diamond 'Lil, and continue to take bumps with World Wrestling Entertainment.

Each woman reflects on her own remarkable life with fond and bitter memories, reconciling a wild, flamboyant youth with the reality of getting older and fading away. LIPSTICK & DYNAMITE follows Moolah, Johnnie Mae and the girls 60 years, many bumps and falls later as they discuss the money, the old days and what it's like to be a 'lady' in today's favorite guilty pleasure: spectator sport.

The girls are taking all comers.  Are you ready?

RUTH LEITMAN

Director's Bio
Ruth Leitman was born in Philadelphia and graduated from the University of the Arts in Philadelphia in 1984.  In her first documentary WILDWOOD, NEW JERSEY (1994), teenage girls reflect on lost virginity, life's impossible dreams and fist fights.  It screened at SXSW, Pacific Film Archive, Dallas Video Festival, Philadelphia Festival of World Cinema and The Atlanta Film Festival, where it won the Audience Award.

Leitman received a 1997 Rockefeller Fellowship for ALMA (1998).  A Southern Gothic documentary film in the story-telling tradition of Tennessee Williams and Flannery O'Connor, ALMA is an unflinching examination of family secrets, love and abuse.  

ALMA has been included in the International Documentary Film Festival Amsterdam, International Documentary Film Festival Munich, Women in the Director's Chair, HOT DOCS!, Thessaloniki Documentary Festival, Australia Documentary Conference and won the Documentary Feature Jury Prize at The Hamptons International Film Festival.  It screened at the Directors Guild of America in New York City and The Whitney Biennial 2000.

Leitman completed the documentary film, WELCOME TO ANATEVKA (2001), a verite' film that follows a group of adults with developmental disabilities staging a musical. 

Her fiction projects include a feature screenplay, entitled THE WIND CRIES MARY and recently completed script THE PIN-DOWN GIRL, a girl-wrestling story, set in the 1950's.

Leitman teaches documentary filmmaking at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago.
