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For Agnès




 INTRODUCTION

The first monster that an audience has to be scared of is the filmmaker. They have to feel in the presence of someone not confined by the normal rules of propriety and decency.

Wes Craven

 

 

 

THE MOANS of a woman in pain echoed down the hallways of an office building. Then came the lewd roar of a man enjoying himself. It was Times Square in the early seventies. High above the traffic of Broadway, inside a cramped editing room, a baby-faced director, Wes Craven, huddled over a television screen staring at his first feature film, The Last House on the Left. Sean Cunningham, his producer and friend, sat nearby, worrying. This is sick, Cunningham thought, but is it good sick?

Cunningham had worked backstage Off Broadway and shot soft-core pornography. He was not naive. After a few years making cheap movies peddling cheaper thrills, he developed a feel for exploitation, for tapping into the desires of sweaty men in trench coats without alienating the other crucial demographic of teenagers necking at drive-in theaters. So when he told Craven he wanted him to make an extreme exploitation movie, he was thinking of some nudity, a splash or two of blood, and maybe even a bit of sadism to satisfy the perverts. But this film, this was, well, what exactly?

What he saw was a curly-haired maniac named Krug, wide-eyed and scowling, sitting on the chest of a girl in the middle of the woods. Her face was a mask of terror and disgust. Krug carved the word “Love” into her chest. A crowd of hooligans cheered. With a half-crazed sneer, Krug, holding a knife, stared lasciviously at the struggling girl. Then he drooled all over her. This wasn’t scary movie stuff that would make your girlfriend cuddle up on your shoulder. This would send her running out of the car. Cunningham didn’t know what to make of The Last House on the Left, and he couldn’t believe that Craven had directed it. A father of two kids who left his job upstate as a literature professor, Craven was shy, cerebral, and very, very mellow. Rarely angry or overly emotional, Craven betrayed the habits of a small-town academic whose mild rebellions included long hair, pot smoking, and avant-garde theater. He was more likely to make a terrible pun than to offer a harsh insult. He hardly seemed to fit the part of the bomb-throwing provocateur.

Craven asked one his former students, Steve Chapin, to drop by to discuss working on the music for the movie. When Chapin came in and saw what was on the screen, it made him think of the mayhem caused by Charles Manson, whose recent murder trial had made him the most famous criminal in America. “It’s a thriller,” Craven told him. “Tough stuff.”

Chapin, who had the laid-back affect of a downtown folksinger, watched Krug carve his initials into the body of his victim. There were no cutaway shots, no suggestion, just a graphic, vile assault, shot with the discretion of a snuff film. “You guys sure about this?” Chapin said in a thick Brooklyn accent. “Are you allowed to do this? Are you allowed to do this in America?” Maybe he didn’t really know Craven after all.

Trying to reassure him that everything was respectable, or at least as much as such entertainment usually is, Cunningham said, “Don’t worry: it’s just a joke.” For him, the point was shock value; Chapin later asked to be removed from the credits.

Cunningham struck out into movies when there were not many independent feature companies operating out of New York. He was a natural showman, and his great insight as a promoter was in his advertisements  subverting the usual puffery (“Scariest Film of All Time!”) that no one believed anymore. Instead, he told the audience to stay away—for their own good. “Not recommended for persons over 30” the poster for The Last House on the Left warned. For those brave enough to attend, the ad urged: “Just keep telling yourself: It’s Only a Movie. It’s Only a Movie.” Craven, however, was not interested in offering such comfort. To him, the point was to make the horrific violence look so real that you might entertain the thought that maybe this isn’t just a movie. Wes Craven was serious.

He wasn’t the only one. On the West Coast, around the same time, another few aspiring filmmakers were watching a maniacal-looking man with scraggly hair wield a knife over a young girl. Dan O’Bannon, the actor playing the sweaty brute with an authentic-sounding southern accent, appeared at first in shadow, a dark shape walking down a hill. The director cut to a virginal babysitter sitting in the living room by herself when she answered the phone. She hears only heavy breathing. Silence. The phone rings again, more breathing. “Is this one of your jokes?” she says, the television blaring in the background. Suddenly the perspective shifts to a shaky camera shot outside the suburban house where the potential victim appears through the window. The phone rings again, but it’s the operator this time: “The killer’s inside the house!” The lulling tone shifts into hectic cuts and a synthesizer sound track as a silent madman races after the victim, ending in police gunfire and death.

The story of the killer stalking the babysitter from inside the house was an old urban legend, but it had yet to become a movie trope. Screened at the USC film school, the fifteen-minute short Foster’s Release was later shown at the Edinburgh Film Festival, and largely forgotten. Its director, Terence Winkless, a soft-spoken student with experience acting on television, didn’t care much about horror. He saw it as a lark, and the thought of expanding this movie into a feature did not occur to him.

When Winkless moved on to create something closer to his heart, Wallflower, a soulful meditation about the challenges of being an artist,  he received written criticism from his classmates, mostly anonymous, except for one pointed assessment. “I don’t know anything from the ending. Nothing happens one way or the other,” it stated brusquely. “Cutting was at times very effective but you kept coming back to that side medium shot.” The critic signed his name JHC, the initials for John Howard Carpenter.

John Carpenter would go on to direct his own heavy-breathing stalker babysitter movie less than a decade later. Halloween became one of the most commercially successful and artistically influential horror movies ever made. Winkless worked on a few films, including cowriting The Howling, but his career never took off. The way he describes it, Foster’s Release could be considered the Rosetta Stone of modern horror. “John took it from me no question,” Winkless says with no bitterness in his voice. “But I don’t blame him. He was smart. I was too much of a purist to turn Foster’s Release into something bigger. That’s fine: I have a good life. I just don’t have his kind of money.”

The year after Halloween opened, inspiring countless imitations with similar masked serial killers prowling outside of houses, Dan O’Bannon’s screenplay for Alien, a movie that he had been thinking about since his film school days, revolutionized the monster movie. The success of these two movies, which can be traced back to the USC film school in the early seventies, completed the horror genre’s transition from queasy exploitation fare to the beating heart of popular culture.

This book tells the unlikely story of how John Carpenter, Wes Craven, Dan O’Bannon, and several other innovative artists over the course of about a dozen years invented the modern horror movie. In the 1960s, going to see a horror movie was barely more respectable than visiting a porn theater. You watched scary movies in cars or in dirty rooms with sticky floors. Critics often ignored the genre, and Hollywood studios saw its box office potential as limited. Religious groups and politicians sometimes protested, but more often, mainstream adult audiences didn’t pay attention. These young filmmakers revived the genre, and  the results of their work can be seen almost every weekend when a major horror movie opens.

Magazines and television channels are now dedicated to horror movies. Popular video games are based on movies like Alien. Universities teach exploitation cinema. Museums curate festivals of low-budget movies that were picketed when they opened. In terms of the box office, zombies and vampires are as close to a sure thing as there is in Hollywood. Relentless serial killers have become the subject of Oscar-winning productions such as The Silence of the Lambs and No Country for Old Men.

The publishing industry has long relied on that indestructible commercial artist Stephen King, but now Twilight helps drive the business, and the undead have brought a new generation to the stories of Jane Austen in the bestseller Pride and Prejudice and Zombies. Some of the most popular shows on television include serial killers (Dexter), demons (Supernatural), zombies (The Walking Dead), and vampires (True Blood). A-list actresses such as Jennifer Connelly and Naomi Watts now are scream queens. Pop stars like Lady Gaga are just as likely to dress in gothic style and strike zombie poses as to project a bubble-gum image. Horror has become a billion-dollar industry.

Even our politicians communicate in language created by the horror film. In early 2008, a thirty-second advertisement appeared on televisions sets across the country, commanding the focus of the nation, and for a moment, it seemed to shift the momentum of the Democratic presidential primary. It began with a two-story suburban house in an ominous shadow. The glow of the windows stood out like twinkling eyes through the darkness. Someone was home. The frame of the picture moved unsteadily, swooping downward in a rush, bobbing back and forth, approaching, retreating, suggesting that a threat is out there, staring at the house. The screen dims to black and the telephone screeches. It keeps ringing. Shots of a little girl sleeping inside the house flash for a second, then a close-up of a peaceful baby. “Someone is out there,” a gravelly baritone says. Where? The phone rings louder and louder and  louder until the music swells, a shock of light intrudes on the screen, and a new voice announces calmly: “I am Hillary Clinton, and I have approved this message.”

In the subsequent controversy over the ad, no commentator noticed what was stunningly obvious: Hillary Clinton had made a horror movie. Not just any horror movie, either; this potent short video borrowed conventions that can be traced back to a very fertile cultural moment when John Carpenter put the audience in the perspective of the killer in Halloween.

Horror has become so pervasive that we don’t even notice how thoroughly it has entered the public consciousness. It’s on television, in the movies, and in the show that goes on in our minds when we go to bed at night. The modern horror movie has not only established a vocabulary for us to articulate our fears. It has taught us what to be scared of.

In the late sixties, the film industry was changing. Rules about obscenity and violence were in flux. The “Midnight Movie” was reaching a young audience that embraced underground and cult films. Starting in the second half of 1968, the flesh-eating zombie and the remote serial killer emerged as the new dominant movie monsters, the vampire and werewolf of their day. A new emphasis on realism took hold, vying for attention with the fantastical wing of the genre. Just as important was how the writers of these movies shifted the focus away from narrative and toward a deceptively simpler storytelling with a constantly shifting point of view. Movies were more graphic. The relationship with the audience became increasingly confrontational, and that was a result largely of the new class of directors who were making low-budget movies for drive-in theaters and exploitation houses across the country.

This cultural shift took place at the same transitional period when some of the most ambitious Hollywood movies in history were being made. Many of the adventurous mainstream directors who belong to what is known as the New Hollywood got their start in horror. Francis Ford Coppola, Steven Spielberg, and Peter Bogdanovich refined their craft on low-budget scares before moving on to what most people in the  movie business considered more mature work. At the same time, another class of directors more committed to genre was getting started. George Romero, David Cronenberg, John Carpenter, Wes Craven, and Tobe Hooper reinvented the conventions of the horror films outside of Hollywood, while William Friedkin, Brian De Palma, and Roman Polanski smuggled more prestige horror productions into the studio system. Never in the history of the movies had so much talent been put to work frightening audiences.

Movies like The Last House on the Left and Night of the Living Dead rarely received sustained and serious consideration from critics, and while that has changed in the decades since they opened, the source of their inspiration often remains misunderstood. Alfred Hitchcock is usually cited as the godfather of the genre, but his relationship with the younger horror directors is much more complicated and tense than assumed. Comic books, monster movie magazines, and the short stories of H. P. Lovecraft had an equally significant impact on the directors of the era. And while these movies typically told their stories in a highly cinematic language, the influence of a new school of drama on scary movies has been underestimated. To explain the success of these movies, you need to begin by examining the background and artistic intentions of their creators. But you can’t end there, for these movies, besides being in some cases made almost by accident, were the product of a specific cultural context.

Beginning after the end of the restrictive Production Code in 1968 and before special effects took hold of the genre in the early 1980s, these scary movies benefited from coming of age when there was increased artistic freedom but enough technical limitations to keep control in the hands of the director. Their energy focused not on effects, but on the best way to scare an audience. On that question, they shared many ideas. Their intellectual influences were much more diverse than those of future generations of horror makers. This broadened their visions. While most of the directors did not socialize with one another—this was before horror conventions and film festivals became popular—they  kept close track of what the others were doing, borrowing good ideas and generally working in a kind of long-distance collaboration. As a result, a direct line can be drawn from Rosemary’s Baby to The Exorcist, from The Last House on the Left to The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, and from Night of the Living Dead to every horror movie since.

The key horror movie artists of this era had very different sensibilities but remarkably similar personality types: outsiders, insecure and alienated, frequently at odds with their parents and other authority figures. The men (and they are exclusively men) are a surprisingly mildmannered group. They generally dress in rumpled clothes, have broad senses of humor, and rarely seem on the verge of knocking you over the head with a blunt instrument. It’s hard to imagine a less threatening group of people. “The truth is that we are sweet,” confesses George Romero, who has probably dreamed up more ways for a zombie to eat a human being than any man alive. “A bunch of us back then were stoners, but that’s about it. No capes or fangs or anything. Steve King says we don’t have nightmares because we give them all away.”

Most of the artists who make horror movies got started because of an interest in and, often, a joy in being scared when they were kids. The scares of childhood are generally much more varied and intense than those we experience as adults. These directors recall them most vividly. They hold tightly to them. Many grew up in remote parts of the world and with a set of common assumptions about what things went bump in the night; they dipped into the same small pool of menacing literature, theater, and film. As a consequence, the movies during this period not only addressed the same questions, but their answers had enough in common with each other that a cohesive form of the genre developed by the end of the 1970s, when Ron Rosenbaum described this school of scary movies in Harper’s Magazine. He called it the “New Horror.” Horror, he argued, “seems ready to supplant sex and violence in the hierarchy of mass sensation-seeking.”

The popular narrative about the rise of the mainstream studio directors of the New Hollywood is that through the strength of their ideas  they defied the bottom line to make something personal. The success of New Horror also depends on the personal visions of a few artists, but the best films were not merely victories by art in its endless battle against commerce. The best horror movies were products of compromise and dispute, stitching together spare parts and tweaking old, fraying conventions. The making of these movies has usually been seen through the narrow prism of one director. That ignores the essentially collaborative way most of these movies were made. After hundreds of conversations with the leading directors, writers, producers, actors, and executives as well as critics and members of the MPAA ratings board, it’s clear to me that these movies need to be seen first in the context of genre and then as a product of a struggle between antithetical sensibilities.

Rosemary’s Baby pitted the Old Horror tradition of the producer Bill Castle against the new art house ideas of Roman Polanski. The crafty commercial instincts of Cunningham and the confrontational philosophical bent of Craven provide the central artistic drama of The Last House on the Left. In Sisters and Carrie, Brian De Palma was not stealing from Hitchcock; he was in dialogue with him, and De Palma often disagreed with the master. The making of The Exorcist was a battle between the virtues of faith and those of more secular values. The aesthetic of Alien melded science fiction rooted in real-world technology with a gothic surrealism.

The tensions behind the making of these movies are not only reflected on-screen. They are essential to why they proved so scary. The disputes made the intentions of the filmmakers more inchoate and at times even incomprehensible. What the New Horror movies share is a sense that the most frightening thing in the world is the unknown, the inability to understand the monster right in front of your face. These movies communicate confusion, disorientation, and the sense that the true source of anxiety is located in between categories: fact and fantasy, art and commerce, the living and the dead.

Fear is personal. Whether it is heights or rats or failure, what frightens us is as varied as what makes us laugh or what we find beautiful. Taste matters. So do experience and culture. But just as there are some paintings that are simply beautiful regardless of context, certain scares transcend the particular phobias of time and place. When we see a sharp knife approach an eyeball, our response is reflexive and even primal. Who has never been afraid of the dark? Then there are the images that not only instantly frighten but endure, sticking in the subconscious and reappearing in dreams. The artistic task for these directors was to locate these enduring scares, the ones that, in a way, we all share.

Death may be the one thing that binds together all horror movies, but its role in scaring audiences is overrated. It’s not just that so much violence on-screen desensitized audiences. To some, dying seems rather simple and finite. There’s a reason that Hamlet can debate both sides of “To be or not to be” for an entire soliloquy. Dying is terrifying, but the confusion of life can be worse. That may be why some of the most horrifying images of the New Horror—the monster busting out of a man’s chest in Alien, the devilish baby carriage in Rosemary’s Baby—examine the beginnings rather than the ends of life.

We will never understand what a baby is thinking emerging from the womb. But try to imagine the shock of one world turning into another. Nothing is familiar and the slightest detail registers as shockingly new. Think of the futility of processing what is going on. No wonder they scream. One of the central pleasures of getting scared is that it focuses the mind. When you experience extreme fear, you forget the rest of the world. This intensity fixes you in the present tense. Overwhelming terror may be the closest we ever get to the feeling of being born. To put it another way, the good horror movies make you think; the great ones make you stop.




CHAPTER ONE

 THE DEVIL’S ADVOCATE

Ladies and gentlemen, please do not panic! But scream! Scream for your lives!

Dr. Warren Chapin, The Tingler

 

 

 

WILLIAM CASTLE was in bed sweating. This was a good sign. It meant that Rosemary’s Baby had done what it was supposed to do. But that was not all it did. At first glance, the novel appeared to him to be the usual nonsense about a young woman possessed by Satan, hocus-pocus that has spooked audiences since a three and a quarter-minute French silent film called The House of the Devil premiered in 1896. The book’s author, Ira Levin, was a comic playwright whose previous three Broadway shows had bombed; his last play opened that year and closed in a week. This potboiler was about a woman pregnant with the Antichrist. Castle had directed this kind of thing many times before and he was looking to stop.

Once Castle started making his way through the first few chapters, however, he recognized that this was also slick, hard-driving storytelling. He was also impressed with how Levin rooted his tale in the real world of contemporary Manhattan. It was about issues that people could relate to—the nervousness of entering the real estate market; struggling in a faltering, sexless marriage; and the yearning, desperate search for  fame. The book puts you in the position of Rosemary imagining what it’s like to become isolated from your spouse, the world, and, possibly, your sanity. Levin was also playing on anxieties that ordinary people understand: meddling neighbors, doctors with all the answers, and the frightening uncertainties of your first pregnancy. At the heart is a joke that even critics would appreciate: Rosemary’s husband, an actor, sold their child to Satan in exchange for a role in a Broadway show.

It was also clear that this was a book that could turn into a film very easily. The novel was mostly dialogue. Castle began putting the pieces together in his head. His friend Vincent Price would star as the creepy neighbor who sells Rosemary’s husband on the plan. That would bring in the horror crowd. The rest of the cast could be filled out with younger actors to appeal to kids. Put the whole thing in 3-D and it would be huge. He saw only one problem: the Catholics would go berserk. The film was after all about a sympathetic believer who lost her faith, moved to New York, gave birth to the Devil, and then learned to make the best of it. And she’s the hero! Castle’s wife, whom he trusted, read the script and told him he was going to have push-back from the Church. Then again, controversy sells. “Even if they ban it,” he told his wife, “Catholics will go.”

Only one day earlier, when the galleys first crossed his desk, Castle had passed on it right away. “Rosemary’s Baby is not for me,” he told the agent over the phone. “The bottom has dropped out of horror films.” Recent box office numbers backed him up. Only a handful of major new horror movies opened in 1967. With the exception of Wait Until Dark, a thriller that benefited from the buzz produced by its star Audrey Hepburn, they were all disappointments. Hammer Productions, the English company that revived interest in the old gothic standbys Dracula and Frankenstein, was running out of ideas, producing a flop in Frankenstein Created Woman, the fourth in its series starring Peter Cushing. Castle’s The Spirit Is Willing, a ghost story starring Sid Caesar, could have been made in the thirties. The most interesting new spin on the old formula that year might have been The Fearless Vampire Killers,  an uneven and slowly paced spoof of Hammer films by a young director named Roman Polanski. Despite compelling camerawork, the movie never struck the right balance of laughs to scares, baffling audiences looking for comedy and horror.

Castle lost money in 1966 on Let’s Kill Uncle, a silly series of scares set on an island where a broken-down haunted house sits next to a pool filled with sharks. Of the four proposed endings, Castle chose the most nonsensical one where the murderous uncle develops a heart. While he was known for advertising campaigns that sold outrageousness, he never really planned on delivering it. When it came to his movies, Castle was happy right behind the curve. He was a master thief with a knack for picking which houses to break into. They were usually the ones built by Alfred Hitchcock. Castle directed, but his genius was in promotion. He took out an insurance policy at Lloyds of London for $1,000 for any audience member who died of fright at his 1958 revenge film Macabre. The next year, he jerry-rigged buzzers to the seats that would vibrate during scare sequences in The Tingler, a monster movie about creatures who live inside our bodies that began with Castle’s personal warning that the way to protect yourself from the tingling sensation of fear was to scream.

These tactics brought the audience into the movie, gave them a role to play, made everyone a scream queen. Castle played a crucial part as one of the main attractions, putting himself in the ads just like Hitchcock did—a cigar-chomping, rotund ham who impersonated the role of a big-shot Hollywood producer that he never truly was. Castle started with an ingenious marketing campaign, but just as important was the appeal of being a part of a community of tremblers, sitting in a room with other people and freaking out together. His gimmicks turned the movies into interactive events but they also told you something about them. They were often not good enough to stand on their own. They needed something extra.

A publicist at heart, Castle knew enough about the power of image to understand that his could use some improvement. He made movies  for excitable teenagers, but he yearned for the approval of critics and award committees and serious artists. That was not going to happen as long as his showman persona was more famous than his movies. Image matters, but when a new audience of serious-minded film buffs were flocking to new-wave cinema and daring counterculture fare, Castle could tell that he was becoming known as someone out of touch: Hitchcock without the talent. He was looking for a project that could deliver him an Oscar. So after some lobbying by its agent, he took a copy of Rosemary’s Baby home, because, well, he didn’t have any better options. When he started to sweat, he decided to take a risk.

After contacting the agent the next day, Castle bet everything on the book: he sold his house and bought the option himself for $100,000, plus another $50,000 if it became a bestseller, which it did, and 5 percent of the net profits. Since he had a contract with Paramount to make cheap shockers, he submitted the idea to an executive. In a few days, he received a phone call.

Speaking in smooth, dulcet tones, Robert Evans, the thirty-six-year-old vice president of production at the struggling studio, laid on the charm. Evans had never cared what Castle had done before. But Evans saw the same thing that Castle did. Rosemary’s Baby was a new spin on Old Horror. Looking beneath the surface, Evans noticed a movie about the perils of domesticity. Rosemary had made the choices of a very deferential good girl from the 1950s. She wants a child, stays at home, and defers to her husband’s career, follows the advice of her older neighbors and doctors even though it makes her unsure of herself. She’s polite, kind to friends, and hesitant about challenging her husband. When he rapes her in her sleep, she is shocked, but forgives him. And for all her attempts at being the perfect wife, what does that get her? The movie expressed an au courant attitude about the evils of conformity, youth culture, and the sexual revolution. Now that’s something you can sell. But Evans knew it wouldn’t work with Old Horror gimmicks.

The last time studios took a big chance on horror movies was during the Depression, when Universal Pictures produced its classic monster  movies. The 1931 premiere of Frankenstein, the chilling story of the misunderstood monster based on Mary Shelley’s novel, was shot in an expressionist style that was in the same spirit of emerging surrealist artists such as Salvador Dalí. Opening the same year, in the midst of a global economic collapse the depths of which had never been seen before, Dracula presented a vision of more uncompromising evil. Both stories exist in a world of shadows and odd sounds, strange creatures and flights of fancy. They transported audiences somewhere far away.

By the next decade, horror had been relegated to low-budget departments, given scant finances and little respect. Producer Val Lewton made the best horror films of the 1940s with modest Freudian films such as Cat People that turned the shadows on the wall of a room housing an empty pool into a terrifying hint of a monster. Lewton and a few others could turn these boutiques into a laboratory for great movies, but few in the studio system got behind supernatural horror. It was kids’ stuff. In the fifties, a new monster movie craze took hold, along with a science-fiction boom, but horror remained marginal. The classic Universal monster movies—Frankenstein, Dracula, The Wolf Man—began regularly appearing on television. That cut into ticket sales.

Paramount was doing poorly so it had little to lose. Anticipation was already building for the new Warner Brothers movie Bonnie and Clyde, which reinvented the gangster drama as a counterculture fable with two killers as glamorous and sexy antiheroes. Evans wanted to do the same thing for horror—update it for a young crowd. But he knew that would not happen with William Castle as the director. Evans imagined the result: workmanlike cinematography, a low-rent cast, standing under dark shadowy lighting on a studio lot waiting for a payoff with a man in red pajamas and a pitchfork. There would be organ music, perhaps, and a spectacular advertising campaign that included no lack of exclamation marks and promises of extreme terror. Vincent Price would probably be involved.

Evans understood showmen like Castle because he was one himself. Through force of will, he transformed himself from a clothes salesman  in New York to a golden-skinned lothario, a studio executive who understood the counterculture, and a populist who traded in art. He knew that you needed someone with more class to turn Rosemary’s Baby into a hit. He called Charles Blühdorn, the head of Gulf and Western Industries, which had recently bought Paramount, and made his case.

Four days later, Blühdorn and Castle hammered out a deal. After shaking Castle’s hand, Blühdorn walked back behind his desk and asked what was not an innocent question. “How old are you, Castle?” The producer knew what that meant. At fifty-three years old, he was considered almost over the hill. “Have you heard of Roman Polanski?” Blühdorn said, making the case that Castle did not want to hear. “A genius. And thirty-two years old. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if Polanski, with his youth, directed Rosemary’s Baby and you, with your experience, produced,” he said, sticking in the dagger. “You could teach each other so much.”

Castle’s heart sank. He had seen movies by Polanski and there was no questioning his talent. But Rosemary’s Baby was his chance at respectability. Ever since he left school to work as an assistant to Bela Lugosi, Castle had imagined mainstream success, but the wait had been too long. Castle stood up and angrily resisted. “Look, Mr. Blühdorn, the reason I bought Rosemary’s Baby with my own money was to direct the film,” he protested. “It’s going to be an important motion picture, and I’m not going to miss the opportunity of directing. I direct Rosemary’s Baby or no deal!”

It was an empty threat—and they both knew it. Paramount could tie up his film forever, and with all his savings in the book, Castle couldn’t afford to have it languish. Backed into a corner, he did the only thing he could do: agree to terms and sign up as a producer who would monitor shooting. It was a decision that would haunt him. Even though his name was on the film—and he even made a cameo, showing up outside a telephone booth—Castle was given little power over the artistic direction of the movie, and even less credit for it. While the hiring of Roman Polanski seemed like another example of the kind of backstabbing and  office politics that went on in Hollywood, it represented something more than that: a passing of the torch from the Old Horror to the New.

It took a producer from the Old Horror to recognize the potential of a book about the Antichrist, but a new kind of director to shake all the dust out of the story. The man who would modernize the Devil was, pointedly, an agnostic Jew. Roman Polanski did not believe in the supernatural. But he did believe in the existence of a certain kind of evil. He had seen the effects of the Holocaust firsthand growing up in Poland. His mother died in a concentration camp. He and his father escaped. After a stint in France, he moved to London, where he developed a reputation for stylish clothes, a prodigious sexual appetite, and movies with dark, anxious subject matter. Hollywood, to him, meant success, glamour, and fun. Robert Evans sold him on Rosemary’s Baby with the promise of following it up with a movie about skiing. Polanski agreed and started planning a project based on the idea that straddling the line between real and fake is much more dangerous than jumping to one side.

 

 

THE DEFINITION of the horror film was fairly narrow in the late 1960s. It almost always involved the supernatural. In one of the first serious histories of the genre, An Illustrated Guide to the Horror Film, published in 1967, the critic Carlos Clarens gives only brief mention to movies about human killers. In a short appreciation, he describes Psycho not as a horror movie but as a “pathological case study.” He also argues that the purpose of the horror movie was not merely to scare, but to sublimate those fears. “The more rationalistic a time becomes the more it needs the escape valve of the fantastic,” he writes, arguing that horror films allow man to curb his natural tendency of violence.

At the time, the most important figures in the genre were actors. Horror directors were largely unknown and considered easily replaceable. Stars like Christopher Lee, Peter Cushing, and Boris Karloff were the main attraction. But no one in horror was bigger in the sixties than  Vincent Price. Speaking with a slightly fey, mellifluous ghost story voice that provided a steady sound track to several decades of movies that made little kids shake, Price would play, in movie after movie, a man haunted by the past. As the star of a series of Edgar Allan Poe adaptations directed tastefully by the prolific independent producer Roger Corman, he specialized in ominous characters frightened by the dead and surrounded by the putrid, crumbling buildings of a gothic world that no longer existed. There was something sneaky about his performances, a sexual ambiguity and camp humor on display. He seemed on the verge of a wink, his eyebrows ready to arch. This style made him a popular talk show guest. In July, around the same time that Castle discovered Rosemary’s Baby, Price guest-hosted an episode of The Mike Douglas Show. The subject was horror movies.

Douglas might have been the least frightening man in America. He flashed an easy smile that had a brightness matched only by the white set of his television show. The generation gap didn’t exist in this happy world of canned gags, silly sketches, occasional songs, and glib, sunny banter. Nor did any political discord or any of the cultural divides of the sixties. Douglas was for everyone, parents as well as kids—or at least that was his goal. When asking Price to describe the essence of the genre, he sounded like a bemused nineteenth-century anthropologist looking to explain an exotic indigenous tribe to a civilized nation. At the start of the show, the host posed this question: How do you make a scary movie?

Price responded with a little, mischievous smile, the kind he was known for. “An essential part of any horror film is a cape, preferably blood-red,” he told Douglas, stressing that costume is key. Cobwebs are important. The atmosphere must be gloom and doom, including rain, lightning, and thunder. Then he sang a song, punctuating the rhymes with a theatrical scowl. Price telegraphed what he thought many people already believed—this whole genre was absurd. In other interviews, Price would say that he didn’t like the word “horror,” which connoted,  he felt, something insubstantial. He preferred “gothic melodrama,” but his banter served a promotional purpose. Horror needed a makeover.

To show that the violence and scares of the genre were nothing for parents to worry about, Price emphasized that horror was pure escapism. Its appeal was not in confronting demons, but in making them go away. After the actor made his case, Douglas introduced the German psychiatrist Fredric Wertham. For horror fans, there was no scarier monster than this slight old gentleman. He had built a career as a popular scold arguing that certain kinds of irresponsible popular culture led to juvenile delinquency. His most famous accomplishment was demonizing the horror comic book, especially the beloved EC Comics, in the 1950s. After he testified to Congress about its dangerous effects on children, shining a light on the blood-soaked stories of a human head used as a baseball or served on a platter, the industry was forced to censor itself, and the era of violent comics came to an abrupt end. Now with a new book to sell, he had turned his sights to horror movies. That he was sitting next to Vincent Price made this a clash of the titans for horror fans.

Strolling onstage, Wertham looked frail and formal when attempting to make casual conversation, paying Price a few mild compliments. But he appeared to grow in stature after going on the attack. “He has done incalculable harm to American children,” he said of Price in a thick accent that made him seem like a villain from a World War II comedy. He described how the worst horror movies are shown in cities that have been wracked by violence and riots, casually implying a connection. “Horror shows teach cruelty,” he said soberly, “that it’s fun to kill and choke a girl.”

Price chuckled, uneasily. He clearly didn’t expect the severity of this ambush. This doctor took horror films very seriously; and Price, to engage him, would have to get serious himself, which is exactly what he didn’t want to do. Price was more ambivalent about the genre than he let on. Tired of playing the same old monsters, he had grown increasingly  unhappy with the quality of his films, stuck in a contract that kept him appearing in cameos in teen films that he felt were beneath him. Price would have liked to do other kinds of movies and plays, but the audience wants what it wants. So he would remain Mr. Horror. Instead of firing back, Price collapsed. “I don’t condone them,” he said, “but as a matter of fact, in most of them I don’t play the meanie.”

After presenting the horror movie as harmless fun full of silly capes and goofy costumes, Price contradicted the image and made a pitiful concession, absurd on its face. Of course he played meanies. In front of all his fans, Price confessed his sins to the genre’s worst enemy. It was evidence of the irrelevance of the horror movie in 1967. Even Vincent Price couldn’t defend horror! After regrouping, Price did offer one defense that focused on what would become the central divide of the modern horror film. The real horror, he said, is not the fantasy at the movies, but the real world of violence and war. The studio audience applauded.

In other words, how can you get worked up about vampires and werewolves when kids are dying in Vietnam? Price added there was more murder in Medea than in any horror movie. Wertham returned fire immediately. “Fantasy and reality are not separate,” he countered. “One spills from one to the other.” The serene confidence of the authoritative doctor stunned Price into an awkward silence and inadvertently made one of the arguments for the New Horror. Price made pure fantasy—or at least it was a kind of fantasy where the line between the real and the unreal was clear. Audiences knew that what they were watching was fake, obviously, so showing them terrifying violence would do no harm. But what if they didn’t know? Or more to the point, what if they could be fooled, ever so briefly, into suspending their disbelief?

 

 

ROMAN POLANSKI knew this deception was the key to Rosemary’s Baby. He had been strongly influenced by R. L. Gregory’s Eye and Brain: The  Psychology of Seeing, which argues that our ideas about reality are based on perceptions shaped by memory, that we see what’s in front of us much less than we think we do. Polanski made the movie strictly from Rosemary’s perspective and maintained that it must be always possible for all the supernatural elements she starts to believe in to be a series of coincidences. His goal was to create an anxiety about reality itself. There would be no Vincent Price or any 3-D. Otherwise remaining faithful to the novel, he did make a few departures from the script in the casting. The book called for a “strapping all-American” woman, and he originally favored his wife Sharon Tate’s friend Tuesday Weld for the part. Jane Fonda was also asked to play the role and turned it down. The studio settled on Mia Farrow, who was married to Frank Sinatra and a star on the TV series Peyton Place. Polanski thought her delicate quality would project vulnerability, so he cast her even though she wasn’t exactly the heartland type described in the book. Polanski knew he needed a central performance that could tempt his audience to indulge in paranoia, the sneaking suspicion that everyone is out to get you. In Repulsion, his 1965 film that takes place in the mind of a mad Catherine Deneuve, the suspense hinges on finding out whether the bizarre things happening (arms coming out of walls, etc.) are real or the product of delusion.

Rosemary’s Baby is also about a lonely, isolated woman unsure if she can trust her own mind. Could her husband really be in cahoots with the Devil? How could that be possible? What’s really unnerving in the film is not the Devil, but that one can be so fragile as to even believe in such a thing. It’s a movie about the terror of neurosis. As such, Polanski told his crew and actors, establishing a strict ambiguity about just about everything was important. He showed only parts of the action, often keeping the camera away from the people talking; motivations are hinted at, but rarely explained.

The movie starts with the young couple, played by Farrow and the director John Cassavetes, buying an apartment in Manhattan. Production designer Richard Sylbert suggested the Dakota, an Upper West  Side apartment building known for its famous residents, as a stand-in for the haunted Bramford from the novel. The couple falls in love with the apartment right away. He’s a hungry, desperate actor, and she’s an innocent. No shadows or ominous messages. It’s a scene notable for its banality. But the mundane quickly turns absurd.

Polanski loved Waiting for Godot and in the sixties in France had met Samuel Beckett, who had always wanted to be a filmmaker and was interested in Polanski’s mounting an adaptation of Godot. The plans never went anywhere, but Polanski’s ideas about terror, like those of many of his peers in film, were shaped by the theater. He lived in London in the sixties when Harold Pinter, Edward Albee, and Beckett were all the rage. In 1966, Kenneth Tynan, the legendary critic then working at the National Theatre, wrote the then artistic director Laurence Olivier, advising that he give Polanski a short-term contract. “He has exactly the right combination of fantasy and violence for us,” he wrote.

Trained at the Lodz film school in Poland, Polanski displayed his agility with the camera in the unorthodox way that the stars of Rosemary’s Baby were shot. Farrow is frequently seen in profiles, her face sliced in half. Other times he showed us her back. When she talked, the audience sometimes saw only the person who was listening. Breaking with the conventions of most Hollywood movies, he stayed on location to root the fantastical story in a hard, tactile realism. Against the wishes of Bill Castle, he shot on Fifth Avenue during the lunch hour: “I want realism, Bill, it can be done,” he insisted.

The first death took place right on the streets of the Upper West Side. Rosemary found the girl’s body splayed on the sidewalk after she jumped out of a window. Polanski shot the scene during midnight and insisted on veracity. “Blood is phony, does not look real,” he shouted at his production team. For a movie about the Devil, Polanski insisted on a faithful portrait of contemporary New York. While shooting on Park Avenue, he asked Mia Farrow to walk into actual traffic to get a shot of the pregnant Rosemary that looked authentic. “Nobody will hit a pregnant woman,” he assured her.

Polanski wanted the details of the environment to be very specific. He called Ira Levin to ask which issue of The New Yorker was referred to in the book. Levin had to confess that he just made it up. But even though Rosemary’s Baby established right from the start a much more modern, realist style, it proceeded to undermine this repeatedly by alternating the scenes of domestic naturalism with snatches of dreams and the bizarre. We first see this when Rosemary has a dream where a nun scolds her before the voices of the next-door neighbors intrude.

“All she has to be is young, healthy, and not a virgin,” squawks her neighbor Ruth Gordon. Here is the movie in essence, the targeting of Rosemary, a Catholic girl who lost her faith to become an agnostic, and the sound of the real world bleeding into her dream. An even more surreal series of images flashes in montage when she is impregnated by the Devil—including one on a yacht with John F. Kennedy, who tells her the cruise is “for Catholics only” when she asks about her friend Hutch, who warns her against moving into the new building, supposedly haunted by a coven of witches. Even the supernatural elements display human weakness and flaws. Polanski insisted that the old witches be nude, causing headaches among the brass at Paramount.

This psychedelic dream may be the most dated-looking scene of this film. Years later, Polanski, who drew on his experiences with a bad trip on LSD, said he wished he could shoot it again. Its hazy look is in stark contrast to the crisp cinematography of the apartment. “We prefogged the film for that scene,” says the cinematographer William A. Fraker. “We exposed the film to light and then ran it through and put it in the camera. We were trying to do new things.”

The scene ingeniously hinted at what was really going on without wasting time on a clunky expository monologue. It also reflects the mental state of the heroine, who begins to question her own faculties. Everyone seems to be lying. Guy tells her she looks great when she clearly is gaunt and sickly. Her doctor thinks she’s delusional. The older next-door neighbors are untrustworthy. But she also thinks it might just  be paranoia. The movie has the groovy feel of a paranoid bad trip. “This is no dream!” she shouts. “It’s really happening.”

Polanski often used a wide-angle lens to make the environment of the Dakota as much a part of the movie as the actors. The floors creaked and the dark elevators made for a gripping central character. “When you use a wider lens, you are always aware of the set around her. If you go long, the focus becomes only on her,” said Fraker. “Roman wanted the focus to be on the house.”

Rosemary’s Baby was something relatively new: a horror film for adults. Not surprisingly, it ran into conflicts from the studio. When filming slowed down and costs rose out of control, there was talk inside the studio about firing Polanski. Evans held firm. He also earned brushback for opening the movie in June, traditionally the time for family fare. The advertising departments wanted to sell the stars, the shocks. Instead, Polanski went with a subtle, iconic image—a baby carriage with the tagline hovering over it: “Pray for Rosemary’s Baby.” Then there was the phone call from Frank Sinatra demanding that Evans let his wife Mia Farrow out of the contract to appear in The Detective, a film that Sinatra was to star in. Evans dodged the issue. After he called a meeting with Farrow, and made the argument that if she stayed on with Rosemary’s Baby she could win an Oscar, she told Sinatra to wait. That made him angry. He served her divorce papers on the set and she never won the Oscar.

As the shoot came to a close, one major issue remained to be resolved: what to show in the final images. The whole film had built to this moment. Rosemary, pale and sickly, had suspected that her pregnancy has gone terribly wrong, that her husband and her neighbors are not to be trusted. So she flees to the doctor who promptly sedates her and she goes into labor. When she wakes up, Dr. Sapirstein tells her the baby has died but she doesn’t believe him. She walks into Castevets’ apartment, where she finds a coven hovering over a bassinet. Walking toward her child, Rosemary holds a knife, trembling, with a hint of a smile. She discovers that this is the Devil’s son and when the  moment comes to decide what to do with him, her maternal instinct takes over.

She decides to raise the baby—a good, conservative girl to the very end, she can’t abandon her own, even if he is the son of Satan. By pitting the values of the family against those of religious purity, Levin hit upon an ironic finish that refused to resolve itself with the defeat of the evil force as in a typical monster movie. The Devil wins. In this final passage of the book, Levin describes the claws of the baby. Rosemary, as Stephen King would write, “has given birth to the comic book version of Satan.”

Polanski decided to eliminate it, offering only a quick glimpse of a sinister pair of eyes. Castle couldn’t believe it. The title is Rosemary’s Baby. Where was the payoff? The audience would be furious. But Polanski insisted. Castle pleaded: Let’s at least shoot another scene just so we could have an option. At this moment, Evans’s decision to hire Polanski paid off. The Old Horror, the kind where the seats buzzed when the monsters appeared, required the payoff, but this film was never about the Devil. By not showing us the cartoon devil, Polanski removed the last traces of childish comedy, the final gimmick.

 

 

IN MAY OF 1968, right before Paramount released the film, Polanski attended the first premiere at the Regency Theater in San Francisco. A team of studio executives sat in the back listening carefully to the audience. The reaction was muted. Evans waited at the door when the crowd filed out. One woman walked up to him and pointed a finger: “You should be ashamed of yourself.” Evans smiled and thought to himself: This is going to be big. The movie opened in June of 1968 to huge box office, and controversy. The Catholic League protested. On August 8, a theater manager in Vermont banned the movie from four theaters after the Burlington Roman Catholic Diocese said it distorted religious beliefs and appealed for Catholics to stay away. If they did, their absence wasn’t reflected in the box office, which brought in over $33 million.

When the National Catholic Office for Motion Pictures gave the movie a condemned rating, a representative from the office told The New York Times, “the very technical excellence of the film serves to intensify its defamatory nature.” Many reviewers compared the movie’s ambition unfavorably to Polanski’s earlier work. You could sense the dismissive attitude toward the horror genre in the review by The New Republic’s Stanley Kauffmann, who wrote: “Only a director satisfied with ephemera could have lavished his gifts on the whole project.”

One of its harshest critics was Charles Champlin, the respected chief reviewer of the Los Angeles Times. After praising the performances and the direction of Rosemary’s Baby, singling out Farrow and Polanski, he wrote:Having paid my critical respects, I must add that I found Rosemary’s Baby a most desperately sick and obscene motion picture whose ultimate horror—in my very private opinion—was that it was made at all. It seems a singularly appropriate symbol of an age which believing in nothing will believe anything.





Whatever you might think of his conclusions, Champlin noticed something about this film that many critics missed—that its carefully maintained ambiguity was a break from the past. “Traditional horror films turn on an agreed dichotomy of angel and devil, right and wrong,” he wrote. “Its surfaces are too accurate and Miss Farrow’s anguish too real to let us be comfortable in some never-never land of escape.” Champlin wrote a follow-up story called “Toward a Definition of Good Taste in Movies” that argued his point with a refreshing candor. Simply, for a horror movie, the movie was “too well done.”




CHAPTER TWO

 THE PROBLEM WITH PSYCHO

You know what they call my films nowadays. Camp. High camp. My kind of horror is not horror anymore. No one’s afraid of a painted monster.

Byron Orlok, Targets

 

 

 

ON NOVEMBER 4, 1965, Alfred Hitchcock wrote a curt telegram to Bernard Herrmann, his longtime collaborator who had written music for seven of his movies, including Vertigo and Psycho. It was an incredibly fruitful relationship, perhaps the greatest ever between director and composer. But you wouldn’t know it from the tone of this message. It had become increasingly common for studios to release a single with their movie, hoping to exploit the growth of the music business. Songwriters were replacing composers, but Herrmann refused to follow this trend in his work for Hitchcock’s new thriller Torn Curtain. Pressured by Universal Pictures to deliver a hit song, Hitchcock, still smarting over the failure of his last movie, Marnie, was not pleased that Herrmann did not deliver a catchy tune ready for the pop charts. “We do not have the freedom that we would like to have because we are catering to an audience that is why you get your money and I get  mine,” he wrote after expressing his displeasure. “The audience is very different to the one we used to cater.”

The irritated message anticipated the ugly fight that would follow. Hitchcock eventually fired Herrmann from the movie, and they never resolved their differences. There was a silver lining, however, since Herrmann moved on to lend moody scores to movies by the next generation of directors such as Brian De Palma (Sisters), Larry Cohen (It’s Alive), and Martin Scorsese (Taxi Driver). But the episode revealed that Hitchcock was worried he was losing his hold on his audience.

Through most of his career Alfred Hitchcock was a reliably popular entertainer who the critics carped was not willing to address themes worthy of his talent. Many of his classic movies received harsh reviews. The New Yorker described Vertigo in 1958 as “farfetched nonsense.” By the mid-sixties, his reputation as a hit-maker had started to suffer. Torn Curtain opened in 1966 and was a flop. Three years later, Topaz was another disappointment. The irony is that at the same time that he was losing the mass audience, he was gaining cachet in elite opinion.

A concerted effort by European critics that started in the fifties, which was later picked up by their American counterparts, led to a reevaluation. Hitchcock became known as the ultimate misunderstood mainstream artist. He was a studio showman who, his admirers argued, smuggled his own distinctive visual style into canny entertainments. This was always a slight oversimplification, since Hitchcock worked within a system that helped guide his vision. But the image of him as a powerful, single-minded auteur who made his movies through an uncompromising force of will reached a crucial turning point in 1967, when the French critic and director François Truffaut published a booklength interview with the master. Treating his works, even the minor ones, with the seriousness afforded a major painter in a museum retrospective, the book became essential reading for students of film and aspiring directors. Among other notable elements, Hitchcock laid out his theories about scaring audiences, which would become tenets of moviemaking.

He articulated his famous distinction between “surprise” and “suspense,” illustrating it by comparing two scenes. In the first, characters are sitting at a table when a bomb goes off. That’s surprise. In the other, there is a shot of the bomb under the table and then another of people having a conversation above who do not know the bomb is there. The audience waits for the explosion. That’s suspense. In outlining these two strategies, Hitchcock implied that more artistically serious movies, such as those he made, employed suspense, while cheap ones tried surprise, a distinction that hardened into a common wisdom. But most of the finest scary movies, including some by Hitchcock, have both.

Hitchcock also popularized the term “Pure Cinema,” which became something of a religion among horror directors. French avant-garde artists from the 1920s first used this term (or cinéma pur) to describe a kind of film language that transcends story and character, but many American moviegoers learned about it through Hitchcock. Communicating information visually became a goal for most of those who made horror movies after Hitchcock. Once the province of talky Victorian ghost stories, horror, in large degree thanks to Hitchcock, evolved into one of the most cinematic of film genres.

Hitchcock had a long career, but among the new generation of horror fans, two movies had the biggest impact, and they premiered during a fallow period for the genre. Psycho revolutionized the then small subgenre of serial killer movies in 1960. Three years later, The Birds became the most potent example of an evergreen brand of horror—when nature attacks—that exploded in the early seventies. Rats (Willard), snakes (Stanley), frogs (Frogs), and even bunnies (Night of the Lepus, starring Janet Leigh) stalked innocent humans before animals calmed down for a while, only to be roused again by Jaws in 1975. As much as The Birds, starring Tippi Hedren as the blond survivor, inspired these movies, however, it did not have the impact of Psycho.

Hitchcock shocked audiences throughout the world by violating one of the oldest rules of Hollywood: the star, good or bad, does not die until the end. The setup of Janet Leigh as an ordinary woman caught  up in a crime, stealing money so she can elope with her divorced boyfriend Sam Loomis, worked hard to put the audience on the side of the criminal. She may be stealing and running away, but it’s out of love. Then forty minutes into the movie, she takes a shower and, in a series of hectic cuts, is killed by the stiff-arm of a character in shadow holding a knife aloft like a torch. This murder took one week to shoot and lasts less than a minute. There was no gore, but blood did swirl down the drain. Norman Bates did not just murder a woman. In the context of the movie, he does something even more dramatic: he kills a plotline.

Hitchcock’s influential ideas repeatedly appeared in horror movies of the sixties and seventies. Not just his shots and visual tropes, either. John Carpenter cast Jamie Lee Curtis in Halloween to exploit the fact that her mother was Janet Leigh. Tobe Hooper patterned the madman in The Texas Chain Saw Massacre after the same serial killer who inspired Norman Bates, whom the school in Brian De Palma’s Carrie was named after. De Palma, who would cast Hedren’s daughter Melanie Griffith in Body Double, was probably Hitchcock’s most persistent imitator. He fell in love with the way Hitchcock manipulates the audience through a shot from a character’s point of view. “There’s nothing like it in any other art form,” he explains. “You’re seeing exactly what the character is seeing. It puts you right in their position. It’s unique to cinematic storytelling and that’s why Hitchcock is such a master—because he developed it.”

As influential as he was, the notion that Hitchcock is the inventor of the modern horror genre is overstated. The relationship between Hitchcock and the younger generation of genre directors was sometimes even hostile. They borrowed some ideas, but rejected others. The French critics loved Hitchcock, but appreciating him was slumming. American students and exploitation artists couldn’t afford to do that, and in several crucial ways, their movies represented a pointed backlash against the style of Hitchcock. They respected the elder statesman but also felt the need to rebel.

The directors of the horror movies of the late sixties and seventies  wanted more sex, gore, rock music, ambiguity, and political thrills than they got from Hitchcock. Personally, Hitchcock was not a natural father figure. At best, he was the competitive kind who had no interest in revealing his secrets. Hitchcock, a private man, had little interest in mentoring directors. He scoffed at a screening of De Palma’s Dressed to Kill, another homage to Psycho.

“He was personally insulted because in the ads, all the critics said that the movie was Hitchcockian,” says John Landis, who showed Hitchcock the movie in a screening room on the Universal lot. “He was going on and on and being very nasty. And finally I said: ‘Wait a second, Hitch. He’s not stealing from you. It’s an homage.’ Taking a breath, he said: ‘You mean fromage.’”

The most serious grudge that horror directors hung on to was that Hitchcock ruined Psycho when he explained the madness of Norman Bates in the final scene. Much of the movie attempted to see life through the eyes of a psychotic, but when the police caught Norman and locked him in a room for questioning, Hitchcock returned to a more comforting point of view—the safety of a diagnosis from the medical establishment. By contrast, most New Horror directors thought that ambiguity and confusion are not only scarier than certainty, but also reflect the reality of a world where the Vietnam War and Watergate are in the headlines.

Even in his movies that owed the most to Hitchcock, such as Sisters, which killed off its star early on and used a score by Herrmann, Brian De Palma did not pay homage to the last scene, refusing to put the audience at ease. Instead of order restored, he more often added a disorienting dream sequence as a coda. William Friedkin, whose movie The Exorcist includes long scenes where doctors are unable to explain the problems of a troubled little girl, calls the last scene of Psycho the masterpiece’s major flaw. “If you took the scene out and you end on just Norman Bates, with Bernard Herrmann’s music, it would have iced people in a way that it did not,” he said. “Most intelligent people do not want simple answers.”

Hitchcock also had a teasing style that handled murder and crime with a dry sense of humor. He made films when the Production Code mandated a certain morality. He got around the censors through suggestion and subtle manipulation of point of view. By the freewheeling seventies, such subterfuge seemed about as relevant to some young horror directors as Tennessee Williams’s old winks at homosexual subtext. Immorality was fair game now and you could joke about almost anything you wanted. To the new generation, Hitchcock’s movies could seem stuffy. “Psycho was kind of restrained I always thought,” Craven says.

Hitchcock surely knew about this criticism, and he mounted a defense of himself in one of his most underrated films, Frenzy. His penultimate movie, the 1972 thriller had a typical Hitchcock suspense plot involving a mistaken identity and a detective trailing a killer, wrapped inside a piece of film criticism.

Telling the story of a serial killer who murdered London women by strangling them with a necktie, the movie includes one notorious oncamera rape and the murder occurs at the beginning of the film. The camera pauses on the woman’s face as you wait for Hitchcock to turn it away, to shift to a quick-cutting sequence as in the shower scene in Psycho. It never happens. Instead of building suspense through indirection and clever pacing, he plants the camera in front of a brutal act of violence and then gets closer and waits. The tenor of the horror film changed. It wasn’t enough to titillate or direct the audience. Now you had to assault them. Later in the movie comes the real shock.

After following the killer upstairs to the room of another victim in what appears to be a murder, the camera this time, right at the moment of confrontation, backtracks down the hall, through the stairs, and out the door. It sits there watching foot traffic, discreetly standing outside, while the audience waits for the inevitable scream. In a quintessentially meta-cinematic joke, Hitchcock is telling us something with these scenes—that he can do rape and torture and mayhem with the best of them, just like the young guns, but the worst crime on camera does not compare with the hint of one offscreen.

IN THE SIXTIES, most scary movies still left much to the imagination. This opened up a niche for the unabashedly hard-core violence pioneered by the low-rent auteur Herschell Gordon Lewis, the director of drive-in gross-outs such as A Taste of Blood and Scum of the Earth! He didn’t cut away from a sliced neck or a gaping wound. He showed it to you, again and again. In doing so, he invented gore. The impetus, he claims, was Psycho. “I thought it cheated,” says Lewis. “Hitchcock showed the results but not the action because he couldn’t risk getting turned down by theaters who wouldn’t accept his product. We didn’t care.”

After leaving a secure position as an English teacher at Mississippi State College, to the chagrin of his mother, Lewis, a pragmatist, tried his hand at business, stumbling into advertising, shooting commercials, and eventually making some short, sexually suggestive films whose main purpose was to get scantily clad women to cavort on a beach. Teaming with the producer David Friedman, a Barnum-like promoter with extensive ties to the worlds of freak shows and carnivals, Lewis made several movies in the early sixties featuring topless girls that were part of the genre of “nudie-cutie” movies. When they did so-so business, the duo changed tactics and made a trilogy of movies with women getting limbs chopped off, brains and intestines dribbling out, and blood pouring from open wounds.

Three years after Psycho opened, Lewis presented Blood Feast, a terribly acted horror film made in four days for $24,000 without a script or much of a clue. The main idea was that bathtubs of blood would be spilled in an effort to portray an Egyptian meal cooked with the bodies of virgins and a tongue ripped out of a woman’s mouth. For the watershed last effect, the moon landing for gore films, an actual sheep’s tongue was used. Lewis knew he needed something slithery, disgusting, and real so he imported the body part from Tampa Bay. Everything else in the production was found locally. But Lewis took this tongue very seriously.

Although he did care about a few aesthetic matters—the movie must be in color, the better to see the red blood—Lewis basically made his film based on one principle: show the audience something that they could never see in a mainstream movie. Lewis did not have much talent as a storyteller or a handler of actors (the style varies from effusive hamming to comatose mumbling) or a creator of images or really much of anything having to do with the art of movies. But when it came to really gruesome blood and guts, he had the market almost all to himself. Word got out fast.

On the first night of Blood Feast, thousands of mostly young audiences arrived to a sold-out drive-in in Peoria, Illinois, looking to see something outrageous. The advertisements promising “Nothing so appalling in the annals of horror” got people’s attention—or at least certain kinds of people. “Our audience was ninety percent men,” Lewis says. “If a woman showed up, she was dragged there. Anyone under thirty-five howled with pleasure. Anyone older than fifty-five, simply howled.”

The press took notice. “A blot on the American film industry” roared the Los Angeles Times. Before long, the movie became a hot property. Friedman, who had a background in advertising, upped the ante in his following movies such as Two Thousand Maniacs!, which showed the nipples of a woman cut off, milk dribbling out of the holes in her breasts. It wasn’t the same. The shock was never as great, and Lewis knew he would never get good reviews or a large audience. He would never top that tongue.

At the other end of the artistic spectrum of the low-budget horror genre in the 1960s was the Italian director Mario Bava, the shy son of a cameraman from the silent film era whose stylish movies repeatedly proved the endless variety of startlingly elegant ways you could brutally kill a woman. Bava managed to be artful and gruesomely graphic. “He was the first to be very mean with his horror,” says his son Lamberto, who continued the family business. “The American movies were more fantastic, atmospheric. He got more directly to the point.”

The same year that Blood Feast sickened small-town American movie audiences, The Girl Who Knew Too Much premiered in Italy, inventing the subgenre that would become known as the giallo (meaning yellow), referring to a kind of cheap pulp novel. It was typically characterized by dark stories of deception, voyeurism, and betrayal, involving a masked man who committed a series of elaborate murders that the police struggle to figure out. The Girl is a twisty tale of a foreigner who thinks she witnesses a crime but is helpless to stop it. The next year, Bava refined his technique with the stunning Blood and Black Lace, a meticulously composed and flamboyantly bloody cinematic Grand Guignol about a maniac wearing a white mask killing fashion models.

Bava sets up a traditional detective plot but makes little attempt to respect it, paying cursory mind to whodunit mechanics as he builds his movie around a half dozen elaborately composed murder scenes, designed with startling splashes of color and swirling, theatrical camerawork. Early on, the killer, wearing black gloves, which would become a staple of the giallo, strangles a woman on the street with a wire, leaving her undressed, with a face lined with streaks of blood. Other beautiful women meet equally nasty ends, eyes gouged out by a claw, faces burned, and another suffocated by a pillow, her curved legs kicking in the background. But the quintessential Bava death might be the last one, when the two killers hug, pull each other into an erotic embrace before a gun goes off, one shooting the other in the stomach. No director tied sex and violence together as tightly as Bava. The dual skewering of a couple in the middle of sex in A Bay of Blood was the apotheosis of his brand of violence, imitated numerous times, most famously perhaps in Friday the 13th, Part 2.

With the possible exception of Hitchcock, no director working in the sixties had more influence over the horror genre than Bava. Since he dabbled in many genres, including westerns and science fiction, his impact on subsequent genre artists has been far-ranging. Yet he was underappreciated in his own country. Blood and Black Lace, for instance, earned back only half of its $150,000 production cost. By the sixties,  independent companies such as American International Pictures, home of Roger Corman’s Edgar Allan Poe movies, had started moving aggressively into buying films abroad, making deals from sales agents at festivals, which turned into enormous markets. It singled out Italy as the first stop to find cheap foreign product, in part because Bava placed American actors in lead roles.

“Most of the Italian pictures used a washed-up American name,” says William Immerman, the former lawyer for American International Pictures, in his office in Los Angeles. “The guy who got arrested as a drunk and couldn’t work would go to Italy to resuscitate his career. Jack Palance, and Aldo Ray and Dana Andrews, virtually everyone with an alcoholic problem who couldn’t work in the studio would go to Italy. It didn’t matter that they didn’t know their lines because they were dubbed.”

Bava had trouble in the States, too. Incredibly, American International Pictures turned down Blood and Black Lace for distribution, and when it was released in the United States (many of his movies were mangled in dubbed American versions) the critical response was not generous. The New York Times dismissed it in under 120 words that began with this insult:Murdering mannequins is sheer, wanton waste. And so is “Blood and Black Lace,” the super-gory whodunit, which came out of Italy to land at neighborhood houses yesterday sporting stilted dubbed English dialogue, stark color and grammar-school histrionics.





More generous reviews of the film saw Bava’s interests as similar to those of Lewis. “Bava is simply trying to titillate a very specialized segment of his audience,” Carlos Clarens writes. In some regards, that may be true, though not the way that most people read it. Bava was more of an artist than a sadist, but he also didn’t feel that you had to choose.  Bava’s vision was more visually ambitious, but in the sixties, it didn’t matter. Gore films were simply not taken seriously.

 

 

THAT CHANGED when a black-and-white movie made in Pittsburgh opened at a few drive-in theaters to admiring reviews in the summer of 1968. It told a bare-bones story about a town overrun by flesh-eating zombies who meet their match in a defiant African American hero who is mistakenly gunned down by a local policeman. The movie combined the bloodletting of Herschell Gordon Lewis with what looked to be a hip political message about race relations and mindless conformity. “When it came out, Night of the Living Dead was powerful shit,” says director John Landis (who paid homage to the movie in Michael Jackson’s video Thriller). “When the law enforcement show up at the end and say ‘Shoot him in the head,’ it was very real and current.”

The horror genre was hardly known for exploring issues of race. And in the late sixties, most liberal Hollywood movies preferred to portray African American characters as strong stoics who triumphed by maintaining their dignity in the face of racism. The hero in Night of the Living Dead was a man of action. He was going to survive no matter what and didn’t care how it looked if he slapped a white woman as long as it helped save lives. That he died fighting invited comparisons to other fallen civil rights leaders of the era.

This political subtext was a revelation to horror directors. Wes Craven saw Night of the Living Dead in a theater in Times Square and describes it as the first horror movie that wasn’t shackled to a sense of decorum. At around the same time, John Carpenter saw the movie while attending film school at USC and Dario Argento, then a film critic, enjoyed the film in Rome. Chomping, lurching, and drooling their way across the country, George Romero’s zombies became popular in Europe, where they were interpreted by some critics as a searing indictment of American warmongering and racial prejudice. The influential French film journal Cahiers du Cinéma, which championed obscure or underappreciated American movies, praised the movie as a political rallying cry about American racism. Argento, an Italian film critic turned director, who built on Bava’s legacy to make even more surreal and dreamlike giallos, raved about Romero to his friends. As a critic, Argento celebrated him in print, and invited him to screenings in Italy, before starting his own horror movie career.

Night of the Living Dead was also proof for a generation of directors that you didn’t need the support of a studio, big or small, to make an effective horror film that would attract large audiences. You didn’t need money, much experience, or stars. You didn’t even have to leave Pittsburgh. Film students noticed. Night of the Living Dead might never have received a huge national release, but it ran for years at small movie theaters and inspired countless directors to pick up a camera. It did for horror what the Sex Pistols did for punk.

The movie itself, however, was actually much more rooted in the past than the reviews of the day would have you believe. Unlike Polanski, Romero didn’t look down on the old traditions of horror. Growing up in the Bronx, Romero was a precocious kid whose loving parents encouraged his artistic interests even though they wouldn’t allow him to bring scary comic books into the house. His amiable, laid-back style hid a single-minded drive and dedicated love of fantasy films. As a teenager, he told his parents he was going to the prom, dressed up in a tuxedo, and instead went to Times Square to see a movie. “In my mind, horror wasn’t the poor relative,” he said. “It wasn’t the penny dreadful. It was legit.”

What he was less excited about, however, were the films of Alfred Hitchcock. As a teenager Romero worked on Alfred Hitchcock’s North by Northwest as a volunteer on the set. His responsibilities were mainly limited to fetching things, but he did pay attention to the director and noticed his chilly demeanor. But it wasn’t just his imperious manner that bothered him. He thought the movies were mechanical. They didn’t have the gleefully bad taste of his favorite comic books or the goofy fun  of monster movies. He found Hitchcock’s suspense sequences overly technical. “Take that scene in The Birds, when the birds are in the cage and they’re on the windy road,” Romero says, describing a relatively mundane scene that adds to the ominous mood. “He obviously just wanted that shot. He often does some effect just so he can get a shot and it often takes you right out of the story. You got to respect the guy, but it’s a lot about him.”

Night of the Living Dead has a more spontaneous feel. It wasn’t the work of a control freak so much as one who understood that things could easily get out of control. Chaos was at hand, and the movie reflected that in content, style, and even the process by which it was made.

The movie was a backup plan for Romero. When he couldn’t get funding for “Whine of the Fawn,” a Bergman-inspired coming-of-age film set in the Middle Ages, he tried something more commercial. “We didn’t know anyone who had any horses, so a western was out,” says the producer Russ Streiner. “And we didn’t live by the water, so we couldn’t do a beach movie. That left horror.”

Night of the Living Dead was made in the spirit of the hippie communes of its era, shot by a group of recent college graduates who smoked pot and tossed some ideas around. Romero was not a dictatorial auteur, and he gave little thought to how to position himself for a future career. He was just having some fun. The stakes were very low. Romero and nine of his friends put up $600 each to make the movie—which eventually cost a little more than $100,000—and then, in good democratic fashion, opened up the floor for debate over the question of who would direct. There were several candidates, but Romero made the most persuasive case, which rested on his experience making industrials and working in TV news for years. Romero had even made short movies for Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. “One of my first films was ‘Mister Rogers Gets a Tonsillectomy,’ ” Romero says. “Possibly the scariest film I ever made.”

Even though he was the director, many of his friends had input and the movie was a collage of different styles and ideas. At the beginning  of Night of the Living Dead, two young siblings, Johnny (Russell Streiner) and Barbara (Judith O’Dea), laugh in a graveyard looking for their father’s grave. Johnny tries to scare his sister, playing up the joke of getting a case of nerves walking in a graveyard. Two vanilla protagonists, they speak in the capital-letters gee-whiz style of science-fiction movies from the 1950s. The acting was out of a low-budget monster movie, but the camerawork had a grainy documentary feel.

Romero worked in commercials, which is reflected in the quick, clean, accomplished editing of Night of the Living Dead. His stark sense of light and shadow was greatly influenced by Orson Welles, and the apocalyptic story of survivors holed up in a house was taken from the Richard Matheson novel I Am Legend, about vampires on the prowl. Romero didn’t want to use vampires again, so he made them deceased cannibals, like the lurching undead from the EC Comics that Romero grew up loving.

Romero insisted the movie take place in real time and that it have absolutely no explanation for why the zombies arrived on the scene. He argued that it would be scarier that way, more real. But as the movie shoot came to a conclusion, this became a subject of controversy among the filmmakers. One of the collaborators and stars, Karl Hardman, spoke up, arguing that this would be too unusual: “All horror films have a reason for the thing and that was a necessary element,” he told the entire group. What he was referring to is the standard scene that appears in almost every fantasy film where the scientist explains that he was dreaming of making a spectacular breakthrough that led him to bring in the monster for testing; or when a mystical old woman reveals the legend of a supernatural creature in hushed tones; or when the detective reveals the secret motivation of the killer. This explanatory scene was an essential genre convention. Romero conceded the point, adding a news story about a probe to Venus gone wrong.

Romero did not have the personality of an ego-driven fighter, and he did not want to reinvent the wheel. In fact, he repeatedly looked to the  past for inspiration. Even the fact that the movie popularized zombies was an accident. Romero says he didn’t even think the flesh-eating undead were zombies. He just thought of them as cannibals. “I didn’t even use the word ‘zombie’ or hear it used until the reviews came out,” he says. There had already been a long history of zombies in film, including the 1932 Bela Lugosi movie White Zombie, but these tribal figures usually were the victims of some voodoo or trance and looked threatening in the way that ghosts were. You could tell they were bad news, but exactly how was unclear.

Romero cleared this up. You need to be afraid of his zombies for a very simple reason: they wanted to eat you and chew on your bones. More to the point, they wanted to eat everyone. They were going to take over the world. And when they ate, it was messy. One of the original investors in the movie was a meat packer, and the buckets of animal innards that he donated to the production were put to extensive use. The zombies feasted on human flesh with a passionate abandon. They looked like they were in heat, and Romero was very smart in using the extreme gore to punctuate a scary scene. It was a cheap trick, but it gave audiences something to groan about. “Gore to me was a slap in the face. A wake-up, an alarm clock,” Romero says. “You’re romping through the film and then—whop!—it stops you.”

The image of a child feeding on her father and a mob of undead carries obvious political implications, even if it was not intentional. “We were young bohemians, so in that sense we were automatically against authority,” Romero says inside his modest Toronto apartment, while flashing a childlike grin that seems at odds with his severe black glasses and intimidating height (almost six and a half feet). “But I didn’t think it was that political.” John Russo, who wrote the script, is blunter about the suggestion that the movie had a point to make about the times: “All that stuff’s bullshit.”

So why was Night of the Living Dead taken so seriously as a social commentary? It helped that it was shot in black and white, which made  it appear arty to certain audiences. Most horror by that time was in color. But the political readings of the movie and its resulting success were mostly due to the fact that it was one of the rare movies of the day with an African American hero. Duane Jones plays the defiant Ben with the dignity of a civil rights leader. Fighting off an army of the recently dead before being gunned down by a white mob, he stands erect and proud in the face of madness. In the original screenplay, the race of the hero was entirely incidental. To the extent that Romero thought about the character in any depth, what was in his mind was a white truck driver, but when Jones auditioned, plans changed. “He simply gave the best performance,” Romero says.

Jones may have distrusted Romero’s motives, suspecting he was exploiting his race. He insisted on playing a proud man who stole a truck to escape as opposed to a crude truck driver. Romero allowed him to change the script, but they did argue over the scene where Ben slaps the blond Barbara to calm her down. “Duane said: ‘You’re asking me to hit a white woman. You know what’s going to happen when I walk out of the theater?’” Romero says. “We kept saying: ‘Come on, it’s a new day.’”

Romero reconsidered this argument while inside a Ford Thunderbird convertible on his way to New York to try and sell his movie. He had planned to start with Columbia Pictures, make a tidy profit, and then concentrate on films that he really cared about. But his calculus changed after a bulletin came on the radio that reported that Martin Luther King Jr. had been assassinated. Immediately Romero thought about the white men who gunned down his black hero as he considered the fallout of this terrible assassination. The newspapers would be full of headlines about racism and apocalypse and random, senseless violence. As a liberal, Romero was devastated. But as an aspiring director, he thought something else: “Man, this is good for us.”

 

 

PETER BOGDANOVICH, the critic, cinephile, and aspiring auteur, was sitting at home in Los Angeles watching television when the news broke  that Martin Luther King Jr. was dead. Staring at the screen dumbfounded, he figured this was the end of his movie. He had recently finished his debut, Targets, which juxtaposes the story of the retirement of a fading horror movie star with that of a Vietnam veteran who randomly guns down audiences at a drive-in. American International Pictures turned it down because the idea of a movie about a sniper at a drive-in seemed like a preposterous thing to screen at drive-in theaters. Bogdanovich sent the reel to Robert Evans, who picked up the movie for Paramount. “[After the assassination] half the studio wanted to kill it,” Bogdanovich says, “and the other half wanted to release it immediately.”

Paramount ended up releasing it but on only a few screens, adding a self-serious disclaimer about the importance of gun control. After the murders of John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King Jr., the country was traumatized by the prospect of mysterious killers in the crowd. Targets, an almost clinical portrait of a killer that anticipated movies like Taxi Driver, did nothing to help people looking for answers. With a chillingly matter-of-fact style, the movie followed the sniper as he bought his bullets, practiced his shot, kissed his mother, cheerily chatted at the dinner table, and went about the mundane task of preparing to commit his heinous crimes. It was not a hit, but Targets was a fresh, incisive horror movie that anticipated the future of the genre in some ways even more than Rosemary’s Baby and Night of the Living Dead.

Unlike Romero, Bogdanovich refused to obey the convention to explain the monster. The reason, again, had to do with Psycho. Bogdanovich, an admirer of Hitchcock, disliked the end of Psycho so much that he revolted against it.

Bogdanovich was one of the great talkers of the movie generation. To him, you were defined not by what you said but by what movies you liked. Or more specifically, which directors you worshipped. He wrote long essays on their work for the Museum of Modern Art and film magazines. “All the great movies have been made,” he was fond of saying, a line that found its way into his first movie. As for horror movies, well, they were a way to get into the business, nothing more.

As a child, Bogdanovich was bored by Dracula and Frankenstein. After attending the first press screening of Psycho in 1960, Bogdanovich stumbled out of the midtown theater near noon thoroughly rattled. “I felt raped,” he says. Half a year later, he bumped into Alfred Hitchcock and told him that the movie was one of his worst. The master told him that he didn’t get the joke. Bogdanovich not only thought horror movies were dumb, but the way they glamorized violence bothered him. “I was convinced that violent movies do have an impact on people,” Bogdanovich says. That didn’t stop him from doing what so many hungry young exploitable men in a hurry did: he moved to Los Angeles and made a violent horror movie for Roger Corman.

Corman, a trim, perpetually youthful optimist in a business full of dour shysters, may not have been the best moviemaker of the fifties and sixties, but he was almost certainly the fastest. Along with William Castle, a frequent tennis partner, he flooded the American horror market with cheap, quick shockers that exploited the rich vein of anxiety surrounding the teenage years. Castle specialized in a camp sense of humor, and Herschell Gordon Lewis relied on a willingness to show everything. Corman, by contrast, had artistic pretensions, but he usually kept them to himself. His directors were not auteurs. They were hired help, working on a budget. So even though Bogdanovich had made no films, he let him work on a biker picture and then gave him the chance to work on his own movie—as long as he lived up to a few conditions.

First: He needed to use twenty minutes of film left over from a previous shoot of a mostly ignored Boris Karloff movie called The Terror (this was eventually trimmed down considerably). Second: Karloff must star, but he could shoot him for only two days. As for the rest of the movie, he had ten days. Bogdanovich gasped. “I’ve shot whole pictures in two days!” Corman countered. “Are you interested?”

Of course he was. Still, this was a puzzle with major obstacles. The Terror, for starters, was one of the most laughable films of all time, mostly  notable for its incoherence and the most terrible performance of Jack Nicholson’s career. “I remember thinking that Nicholson was a bad actor because of that movie,” Bogdanovich says. Mostly, though, there was the problem of the star. Corman underpaid Karloff on The Terror, and when his agent complained, he renegotiated, on the condition that he would get two more days of work from the star. Karloff was the most famous horror actor working. But for Bogdanovich, that was a mark against him. Karloff represented the cobwebs of a spooky castle, cheap advertising campaigns, the lurching monster—in other words, the Old Horror. He was reaching the end of a long career with two bad knees and a long, wrinkly face far too familiar to shock anyone.

Although best known as the wordless monster in Frankenstein, Karloff’s greatest gift as a performer was his baritone, refined after years in radio and on Broadway. As his body deteriorated, he was introduced to young fans in the sixties as the voice of the title character in the cartoon of Dr. Seuss’s How the Grinch Stole Christmas and the host for the television series Thriller. This voice work kept him employed, but it also emphasized how dated his brand of scares was. He sounded spooky, but when the camera pointed toward Karloff, he looked like a dignified, elderly gentleman who had begun to waste away. How would that scare anyone?

“Corman kept focusing on Karloff being a horror character, a scary figure,” Bogdanovich says, sitting in a hotel in Los Angeles. “But he was just an old man, and he didn’t seem very scary to me.” No horror star did. Most of them were either dying (Lon Chaney, Boris Karloff) or fading in popularity (Vincent Price, Peter Cushing). Their day had passed. New Horror would belong to the director, and his challenge, as Bogdanovich saw it, was to figure out how to make an obsolete genre, one that no self-respecting cineaste had any interest in, relevant. Bogdanovich asked himself: “What is modern horror?”

Targets begins with a self-conscious joke, a long clip of The Terror that showcases the trappings of Victorian horror: a bat, a castle, and a  spooky knock at the door. After over three minutes of this film playing during the credit sequence, the screen goes black, and the camera pans to the grim, beaten-down face of a bespectacled Boris Karloff, neatly attired in a formal suit. As Byron Orlok—named for the vampire in Nosferatu, the kind of film reference that pleased Bogdanovich—he flashed a look of someone with too much dignity for this job. An aging stage actor, he sighs. Orlok has become the scariest thing possible in Hollywood—out of date.

With this clever opening scene, Bogdanovich, who plays a young director trying to break into the business, found the solution to the problem of how to use Karloff without making a cheesy B-picture. Bogdanovich made a horror movie about the death of horror movies. He took all the elements of the Corman horror movies and reversed them. Corman told his actors and crew that he never wanted to see “reality.” The acting should be larger than life and the design always out of the ordinary. Bogdanovich made a rigorously naturalistic horror movie. Corman’s Edgar Allan Poe adaptations (usually starring Vincent Price) used pop psychology. Bogdanovich wanted to make a movie about a killer with no inner life. And he would do it by making Karloff, the greatest monster in Old Horror, the hero.

Orlok retires, leaving the young director without a star (he threatens to replace him with Vincent Price). “I feel like a dinosaur,” Karloff’s character says at one point. “I know how people think of me these days. Old-fashioned, outmoded.” This is good dialogue, but it’s also fine film criticism. Karloff was troubled by his role, worried that he would be seen as a joke, even asking Bogdanovich if he could tone down some of the character’s self-loathing. The director resisted, assuring him that this speech would get the audience on his side. Karloff was worried that the film was making fun of him, but it actually was flattering him with a kind of role that he hadn’t pulled off since Frankenstein: the misunderstood monster.

Bogdanovich paralleled this fake horror with the real kind: a blond, blue-eyed sniper who kills for no reason. His murders are random and  passionless. He buys bullets like other people buy socks. And when he guns down his victims, he doesn’t even smile. He goes through the process of his terrible murders, but while the movie closely tracks this character, he remains oddly remote. The narratives of the young killer and the old actor alternate for most of the movie before they intersect at a drive-in theater where Orlok has come to introduce one of his movies. The sniper fires from behind the screen, and Bogdanovich puts the camera in the perspective of the killer. The audience sees the victims through the target. By having them in the crosshairs, the movie puts us in the position of the gun.

The shooter picks off one audience member after another, sitting in their cars, ignorant of the horror surrounding them. It was a metaphor of alienation and the ways that moviegoing can dull the senses. Stuck in their own cars, separated from one another, the audience is the ultimate monster. They cheer the violence on-screen, overlooking what is going on right next to them. And the beauty of this killing, the ping of the gun and the pop of the windows breaking, makes it even more palatable. The gore is kept minimal. Targets was an attack on horror as harsh as anything from Fredric Wertham, suggesting that horror movies disentangle moral questions from acts of violence. In an insightful essay in The New York Times, Renata Adler called the movie “perhaps the most film-critical film ever made.”

Each of the major horror movies of the summer of 1968 was a response to the Old Horror. Rosemary’s Baby rejected it; Night of the Living Dead paid homage. But Targets did something that seemed a little rarefied: it provided a eulogy. It had an artificial quality that bothered critics who seemed to judge the film by the standards of a piece of realism. “Why?” Howard Thompson began his mostly favorable review in The New York Times. “The invariable question of today’s headlines about the random sniper-murder of innocent people is never answered in ‘Targets.’ This is the only flaw, and a serious one.” But why does it need to be answered? The movie wasn’t attempting to explain the killer. The horror of the murders was, in part, their randomness.

Penelope Gilliatt was even tougher in The New Yorker, arguing that by keeping the character oblique, the movie encouraged a kind of sadism. “It seems to me a fantastically foolish picture,” she writes. “How intellectually chaotic to make a gun-control parable that is so empty of any sense of the people in it that the only response left to an audience is to recline with a bag of popcorn and lust after a manly score of assassinations.” Neither of these reviews considered the lack of motivation as an intentional choice. They missed what became one of the most important philosophical ideas of the decade in horror film. Being in the dark about evil: that is the real horror.




CHAPTER THREE

 BLOOD BROTHERS

Last week was my birthday. Nobody even said “Happy Birthday” to me. Someday this tape will be played and then they’ll feel sorry.

Pinback, Dark Star

 

 

 

IF YOU wanted to direct horror movies in the late sixties, you could borrow money from your family and friends; beg an independent company to give you a shot; or hope to win the lottery in the studio system. But you almost certainly did not apply to film school. The idea that you needed to go to class to make a monster movie was patently ridiculous.

The USC film school, the more practical-minded alternative to UCLA, was best known for training filmmakers for the army and navy, but by the late sixties, a new breed of aspiring directors were interested in socially relevant drama. The war was raging and student strikes and demonstrations were a part of daily life. The big man on campus was O. J. Simpson, who won the Heisman Trophy in 1968 but was ignored by most of the film students who generally weren’t interested in football.

Everyone smoked pot and grew their hair long and hung around commune-like group homes, taking advantage of the new availability of  the Pill. One gifted student named Charles Adaire, openly gay and from small-town Georgia, stood out by starting to make a zombie movie. “No one wanted a horror film, but Chuck did something inspired by Night of the Living Dead,” Dan O’Bannon says. “It was about a woman living alone in a farmhouse who was attacked. He never finished it.”

The film program was sober and rigorous, starting first year when students were required to make short, silent films every two weeks. They were screened and critiqued, sometimes brutally, by peer review. In later years, they made longer and more expensive movies, creating a divide between those who could afford to direct and those who needed to join a crew. “It was like a microcosm of Hollywood,” said Terence Winkless, who had directed O’Bannon in Foster’s Release. “Nobody makes it without friends, but everyone is still trying to beat each other.”

One required class was film history, taught by Arthur Knight, who invited the most famous directors in Hollywood to discuss their new work. Orson Welles cantankerously informed the students that there was nothing taught in film school they couldn’t learn in two weeks in the real world. John Ford was soft-spoken. But Roman Polanski got attention for bringing along his blond wife, Sharon Tate, an actress who had gone topless in The Fearless Vampire Killers. The students were impressed.

By 1969, Polanski had transitioned from an art house director to a hotshot Hollywood player and fixture in gossip columns. Rosemary’s Baby was a sensation among young audiences. The controversy that the movie generated only increased its credibility. But after screening the film for the class, Polanski did not discuss horror or Satanism or the line between fantasy and reality. He had been troubled by the flood of threatening letters he received from people angry about the film’s supposed religious message, but the response was not mentioned either. That kind of thing was for journalists.

Polanski focused on the nuts and bolts: lenses, angles, editing. Polanski explained that Rosemary’s Baby was shot with handheld cameras  and on the street, far away from a studio lot. It was important, he said, to keep the shots moving, and to use a wide-angle lens that slightly expanded the faces of his actors and the screen so he could sneak the horror into the corners of the frame. The oddness of this view could be exploited. He also said that he made sure to shoot a little askew. Characters’ faces would be cut off. Only half of the action would be revealed, adding to the sense of unease. The scares would hover at the edges. Polanski explained that when using wide-angle there is a certain distance from an actor that still won’t distort their face. It was a master class in the technique of horror. “From Polanski I realized,” said John Carpenter, a student in the class, “you really have to know what the fuck you are doing to make movies.”

Carpenter stood out at school as someone going places, a rising star. It helped that he had a laconic, quiet presence that always seemed a little distant, not in a cold way so much as businesslike. There was a mystery about him. He had a swagger that commanded respect. His melancholy short film The Resurrection of Broncho Billy, about a lonely, alienated kid from the city who loved westerns, made his reputation at school. Wasting time in his bedroom wallpapered with posters of heroes from the silver screen, the main character dreamed of riding into the sunset with the damsel he saved from distress. In the final scene, he is beaten up by bullies, but finds salvation in his imagination. It earned praise from teachers, was distributed by Universal on a double bill, and even won an Academy Award in 1970 for Best Live Action Short Film.

Carpenter’s roommate Brian Narelle recalls watching the announcement of Carpenter winning the Oscar for best short film at his apartment, where several classmates lived. The student producer delivered the acceptance speech standing next to the head of the film school, Bernie Kantor. “Right now it really doesn’t matter that I got a B for this picture. But no hard feelings, Dr. Kantor,” he joked. At the commercial break, Narelle walked to the kitchen where, to his surprise, he found Carpenter grabbing a Coke from the refrigerator. What was more startling  than the fact that he was home was his cool reaction: “I shook his hand,” Narelle said. “He said ‘Thank you.’ Very calm, cool, and I went back to the bedroom. That’s what he’s like.”

Carpenter was born in Carthage, New York, and moved to Kentucky at age six. He was raised by a whimsical mother who loved movies and a cerebral father who taught him to challenge authority. “You’ve got to start questioning me,” he told his son. “You shouldn’t take everything I say as gospel.” In his discussions about philosophy and music, Carpenter’s father communicated a trust in reason and logic. Everything was fair game. Carpenter loved genre movies since seeing the 1953 adaptation of a Ray Bradbury story, “It Came from Outer Space,” in 3-D. He was five.

Three years later, he borrowed his dad’s 8mm camera and made his first film, Revenge of the Colossal Beasts, the story of giant aliens who land on earth and send mankind into a panic. By the time he was fourteen, he had made several short films with attention-getting titles like Terror from Space, Gorgo vs. Godzilla, and Sorcerer from Outer Space. Carpenter moved to Bowling Green, Kentucky, when his father got a job as a music professor. As a transplant from the East Coast, he felt out of place and sunk himself into his movie obsession, making sure to see the best westerns and monster movies that would show up in theaters. He became increasingly drawn to the manly visions of John Huston, Howard Hawks, and John Ford, who imagined isolated rebels standing stoically against the evil of the world. The rugged all-American image of John Wayne also appealed to him. He wanted to make movies like that. After a year of Western Kentucky University, he transferred to USC.

Young people entering film school had watched the riots on a hot night in Chicago when police clashed with protesters outside of the 1968 Democratic National Convention, and they wanted to make movies that could fight back. Fantasy movies were not popular, and horror was hardly discussed at all. “It was viewed as something that nice girls don’t do,” Carpenter recalls, explaining in part why a macabre silent  black-and-white film first captured his attention. Bloodbath was Dan O’Bannon’s first movie.

It began with a close-up of a young man’s eyes darting back and forth. Then a series of shots of a bearded melancholy man smoking a cigarette, slumped over a bed, surrounded by beer cans and trash. He mumbles nonsensically, strung out, coughing, tired of the same old routine, like a character out of Beckett. He grouses about his filthy apartment before drinking his mug of coffee, only to have his cigarette dangling from his lips tumble into it. His glance suggests a “What the hell” exasperation that brought laughs from the students in the screening. This was not a dainty man. “My face looks like an armpit,” he said. The voice-over, not the performance, was Dan O’Bannon’s. “My mouth tastes like the inside of a locker room.”

The audience, perhaps nervous at the strange, offhanded style of the film, continued tittering at the Underground Man–style stream-of-consciousness narration. It seemed like a setup to a dark joke. O’Bannon felt his heart swell. They really liked it—or at least they did up until a point. Instead of a punch line, the bedraggled misanthrope slit his wrists and bled to death inside a bathtub. The students watching became silent, uncomfortable, and even angry. As they filed out, O’Bannon heard one woman shout: “That’s not fair!”

Most students saw the turn to violence as a ghoulish shock, a sudden shift from light to dark, but the movie was more twisted than that. The grumbling character cut his wrists by accident, a mistake shaving, then mumbled something about how his veins will just probably close up. Instead he keeps bleeding and bleeding and bleeding until he sits in a bathtub and we see the red liquid swirl down the drain, an echo of the shower scene in Psycho, before shifting into an ominous flashback of a towering shadow figure standing under a clear landscape. In the moments before dying, he almost seems to enjoy the warm feeling of blood dripping down his legs. “Mmmm, sexy,” he says before dying.

“Most people were like ‘How disgusting,’” Winkless recalls. “But for  Dan, he meant it as an entertainment and he was amused and befuddled by the reaction.”

Carpenter loved it. He had discussions at school about whether you really need character motivation and personal history at all. He preferred the shorthand of archetypes. “When John Wayne walked on-screen, you didn’t need to know who his parents were or what his motivation was,” he said. “You knew all you needed to know.” This movie achieved its impact through images and a few stray quips. That was enough. In this short film, he saw an artist with a dark point of view who understood the appeal of being scared in the dark. Describing the experience in a magazine interview years later, Carpenter said it was shattering: “I’m telling you, the audience walked out of there shaken, limp.”

Carpenter approached O’Bannon after the screening and told him how much he liked the movie. O’Bannon was flattered. Short, bearded, and as insecure as Carpenter was tall, shaggy-haired, and confident, O’Bannon explained the idea for his movie began with the suspicion that blood splattering on white tile could be a beautiful thing. For O’Bannon, a former art student, the horror began with an image, or an interest in exploring the possibilities of the image.

Once they started talking, Carpenter and O’Bannon discovered that they had much in common. They both loved Howard Hawks’s movie about a bloodthirsty creature discovered in Antarctica, The Thing from Another World, and grew up reading the weird tales of H. P. Lovecraft. They each loved Alfred Bester’s futuristic novel The Stars My Destination. Alienated and ambitious fantasy fans, they had read monster magazines and as children shared a common fascination with the wonder of outer space. Carpenter proposed making a movie together.

His model was a low-budget science-fiction movie directed by the star of a previous class: George Lucas. He proved that you didn’t need elaborate special effects and studio money to create a convincing vision of the future. Lucas’s THX 1138, a stylish tale in the style of 2001, employed sleek white backgrounds, an almost abstract visual palette, and  a resourceful design that employed household objects to create control panels and vehicles from the future. It won the national Student Film Festival in 1968, and Warner Brothers and Francis Ford Coppola’s company, American Zoetrope, released it theatrically in 1971.

Carpenter had seen Lucas at parties, standing in the corner shyly. He admired how he managed to get the attention of Hollywood for a student work. “John had a nose for power,” said Nick Castle, who cowrote Broncho Billy with him. “He knew he had to have a film coming right out of film school.”

Carpenter had a similar instinct to the one that Robert Evans had with Rosemary’s Baby: take a popular genre and remake it with a counterculture edge. Set in the twenty-second century, Dark Star follows a young space crew flying around the galaxy looking for unstable planets to destroy. Time passes slowly, and the astronauts go about their daily routines in a state of almost lifeless boredom. Echoing some of the reports back from Vietnam of military operations that go bad due to tedium, this group of men in uniform slowly crack up, bickering, wrestling with each other, and accidentally setting off bombs. It’s almost as if the violent meaninglessness of the enterprise has driven them mad. Carpenter told O’Bannon it would be “Waiting for Godot in space.”

Carpenter, O’Bannon, and their friends thought of themselves as rebelling against the realism of the time, as more counterculture than the counterculture. “We were counterrevolutionary,” explains their classmate Nick Castle, who worked on Dark Star. “The revolution was the new wave and experimental film, but they are all influenced by American genre pictures. We just skipped the step and went right to the source.”

 

 

BERTHA O’BANNON had gone into labor early in the morning of September 30, 1946. Her husband Thomas drove her to the hospital, helped her to the waiting area filled with pregnant women. Bertha was calm,  remarkably so. She had read every baby book, planned on training the baby to sleep alone, and studied feeding times. She took every precaution and knew exactly what to expect. She was ready for motherhood.

One thing she didn’t count on was that Thomas would take her calm as a sign that he could leave the hospital to see a matinee movie. The delivery room was no place for men and, well, it was the Marx Brothers. By the end of the movie, Daniel O’Bannon was born and his father rushed to the hospital to meet him. What he found was a room of babies behind a glass window, and he later wrote about the scene this way:I looked over the selection of newly-formed humanity in the glass room and picked out the prettiest one I could find. “I’ll take that one,” I told the nurse who was on duty. “That one,” however, had already been spoken for. The only one available was a tiny, wrinkled, red-faced little monster with the crookedest legs I had ever seen. I accepted him.





Thomas O’Bannon was not a Father Knows Best type. Hailing from an old Ozarks family that fought in the Revolutionary War and on both sides of the Civil War, he was blind in one eye after an injury sustained in World War II. He referred to his son as “the brat” and had a habit of poking through his personal belongings. But he also had a mischievous streak. One of his favorite pranks was cutting rings in the grass and calling the press to tell them he spotted a UFO.

The O’Bannon family ran a curio shop called Odd Acres in Winona, Missouri, off Highway 60. Near the shop were small cabins that sold themselves to cars driving by as a sideshow featuring large-scale optical illusions including a stream that ran upward. In one, a room was built on a slant so if you took a photo, it could appear that you were hanging off the wall. It sat in front of a sign that announced “IMPOSSIBLE HILL.”

Daniel was closer to his mother, a nurse who met her husband taking care of him after the war. She was convinced her son had potential since he scored high on IQ tests. But while she wanted him to read literary  classics, he would always sneak science-fiction stories and comic books into his book bag. She called science fiction “an evil substance.” O’Bannon didn’t have a telephone until he was ten, and since there was no library, he had to send away for books. At his dinner table, movies and art were off-limits. So was religion. The topic day in and day out was money—to be more specific, why they didn’t have any. O’Bannon, an only child, didn’t need anyone encouraging him to challenge authority. It was plain to him that teachers and parents and the police were not to be trusted. “I was from these origins, but not of them,” he says. “They were so wrapped up in their own dysfunction that I think they barely perceived me.”

The irony is that Thomas O’Bannon was the first person to fully see the eccentric talent in his son. He also probably nurtured it, in his own cockeyed way. Many kids imagine themselves outsiders misunderstood by their parents, and while it’s usually very difficult to know what was in the mind of a father in southern Missouri in the early fifties, Thomas O’Bannon left behind some rather elaborate clues in the form of an eighty-page journal describing the first ten years of his precocious son’s development: describing every report card, his interest in art, his relationship with other kids. Written in an irreverent, self-mocking style that despite its occasionally clinical tone betrays a clear affection, the journal shows that he spotted traces of a brilliant imagination that would eventually change the direction of genre movies. He called this document “The Book of Daniel.”

This morning we were discussing green cheese and the man in the moon and kindred subjects. During the discussion the boy came up with the startling information that the man in the moon so loves green cheese (of which the moon is composed) that he eats up the whole moon every twenty-eight days or so and has to order a new one. So far as I know this little notion is original with him. He says he never heard it anywhere. Not bad, huh?



Two years later, there is the first mention of the macabre when Danny tells his father that he had an idea for a horror play. “Then nature asserted itself and he had to go to the toilet,” Thomas wrote of his son. “I’ll tell it to you while I’m on the toilet. Don’t tell me when you’re not listening. I want to talk on anyhow.”

Dan O’Bannon was a chatterbox. His elementary school teachers liked him but with some reservations. Every year, they would praise his intelligence and artistic talents but lament his lack of effort. If he worked hard, Thomas suggested, he would become just like the three or four other top students in the class. “On the other hand, in the role of the bored genius he stands out alone,” he wrote of Daniel at ten years old. “As an artist he is the unquestioned head of the class.”

It was this need to be alone in the spotlight combined with a paranoid fear of failure that helped define O’Bannon. And while his father saw this early, O’Bannon until the end of his life blamed him for a difficult childhood. “My father was a hillbilly,” he says. “And he was unstable.”

O’Bannon enjoyed social interaction but was not very good at it. Graduating from high school in 1964, O’Bannon left home for art school, one of many worlds where he discovered that he did not fit in. He hated the teachers, thought the students self-involved and smug. At the school paper, he wrote film and theater reviews, including a treatment of John Frankenheimer’s Seconds that argued that directors use mocking self-parody to cover up their mistakes. “If you take yourself seriously, you better be good.” He also demonstrates interest in the drama of Edward Albee and describes the heroine of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? as “disgustingly sexual.”

Besides coming to the realization that visual arts would not pay well, O’Bannon had begun looking more seriously at other media. After reading an advice column in Playboy that suggested film school, he saw his future more clearly. At USC, O’Bannon was a hippie in style more than substance. Rallies were not his thing; nor was pacifism. When the  criminals came to get him, he wanted to be prepared. He sympathized with the protesters at the Democratic convention, but his days as a liberal ended when he discovered gun control. O’Bannon loved his firearms. He considered anarchism.

O’Bannon didn’t have enough money to make his own films, so he worked with other directors. First he worked as an editor on a socially conscious movie about race directed by David Engelbach called Street Scene, about a white woman whose car breaks down in the ghetto only to see a black man become the victim of bigoted violence. O’Bannon was not impressed. “The story is tendentious, a good example of a political opinion from someone who doesn’t know enough to have one,” he says. Then he tried to get on the crew for a movie based on Charles Whitman, the sniper who killed sixteen people from the top of a tower on the campus of University of Texas. Its director Nick Castle informed him that all the jobs were taken, so he instead joined Terence Winkless on Foster’s Release.

Winkless discovered that O’Bannon was so unusual early on, after walking into his room and finding a gun sitting on a stack of porn. That was not the kind of thing that you would expect from a film student in the sixties. Another time, Winkless went to a restaurant with O’Bannon, who ordered a cup of coffee, a tea, and a Coke. The waitress assumed this overdose of caffeine was a joke, and when she didn’t bring it to him, he flew into a rage. Dan could be tough to handle.

That’s why some of his USC friends were surprised when Carpenter approached him to collaborate on Dark Star in 1970. They were very different types. O’Bannon, wound-up and intense, delivered a steady stream of bile, provocations, and paranoid theories. Carpenter was by contrast aloof and easy-going. “John was very subdued and quiet and gentle. He’s got this soft Kentucky manner to him,” says Brian Narelle, who starred in their film. “O’Bannon was a bit crazed.”

Even if they seemed an unlikely team, Carpenter knew what he was doing. “Dan and I initially bonded over science fiction and movies,”  Carpenter says. “We probably learned from each other. Dan had enormous confidence in his own imagination, and I think maybe I learned to have some amount of courage in my own.”

O’Bannon, a master at the bull session, had a head full of wild thoughts, sometimes inspired, other times crazy, often both. To take one example, he made his own board game called Poverty, whose object was for a player to get $300 and five gas coupons to escape the ghetto. Once you did that, you were supposed to exclaim, in the style of Yahtzee, “I got it made!” Then there was a riot and everything was up for grabs again. The kind of person who could dream this game up could be very helpful.

An artist with a strong vision, Carpenter also proved to be a natural father figure for O’Bannon. “I didn’t have a lot of friends,” O’Bannon said. “I needed a friend, a mentor.”

O’Bannon and Carpenter both felt out of place. O’Bannon’s favorite work by Poe was a poem called “Alone” that begins: “From childhood’s hour, I have not been as others were.” Carpenter recalls always feeling like an outsider in the South after his family moved to Kentucky, or as he puts it, “a stranger in a strange land.” Growing up a little eccentric in conservative small towns, science fiction and horror fans studying in a school that did not value those kinds of films, these young men did not feel part of the zeitgeist. In monsters and mayhem, they saw an escape. They brought a certain shared philosophy that was not the same as the reality-blurring ideas of Roman Polanski. To them, horror was sentimental, even romantic, the stories of outcasts and weirdos managing to survive in a dark world. For them horror was a state of mind.

 

 

SIGMUND FREUD wrote an essay in 1919 called “The Uncanny,” about a certain psychological category that described a feeling of unease created when something seems familiar and foreign at the same time. Freud was building upon the work of a German doctor, Ernst Jentsch, who thirteen years earlier had explained how the uncanny operated in stories by  macabre writers like E. T. A. Hoffmann to create confusion and leave the reader in a terrifying uncertainty. This idea helped shape our understanding of the strange unease and dread evoked by zombies, robots, or even twins. They don’t need to be aggressive to make us feel unsettled. Martin Heidegger later approached similar territory in his discussion of “angst” in Being and Time. He explained that it was rooted in a vague threat rather than a concrete one. A man chasing you with an ax inspired fear, but the paranoid notion that someone might be around the corner with an ax is angst.

Carpenter and O’Bannon were hardly experts in Freud or Heidegger, but they understood the importance of the vague, elusive power of an unseen horror through another source: the stories of H. P. Lovecraft, the reclusive misanthrope and literary godfather of the modern horror genre who wrote fevered tales with brilliantly self-contained mythologies. His brand of terror he referred to as “cosmic fear.” Fear by itself can be unpleasant, but cosmic fear evokes an almost spiritual sense of wonder, of awe that is quite distinct from the shocks of cheap monster movies. Lovecraft made no apologies for horror. In fact, he treated those who didn’t see its value with an elitist disdain, a sneering sense that they were too stuck in their regimented worldview to appreciate truly fantastical art.

O’Bannon discovered Lovecraft at the age of twelve when he read “The Colour Out of Space,” a story about a meteor falling to Earth sparking an ecological disaster. He was hooked immediately by the overheated imagery, the overblownness of it all. No writer he read had ever communicated that feeling of an incomprehensible madness. His favorite tale was “The Outsider.” It gives a first-person account of an unhappy narrator living in a dark, crumbling tower far away from any human contact. How he got there is never explained. Nor is how long he has been there. The story is his escape, climbing to the top of the tower, exiting, and finding a room full of people having a party until they see him, scream, and scatter. Our narrator is the monster. O’Bannon related. He also felt that the world was remote and alien, and usually the  conclusion he drew was that he was the strange one. But the mechanics of the tale also made a deep impression. It’s a deeply self-pitying story, one that associates death with “the other.”

In Lovecraft’s stories, humans are powerless and pitiful, bit players in the drama of the universe who “live on placid islands of ignorance in the midst of black seas of infinity.” In the face of the overwhelming power of the monster, humanity appears helpless. This misanthropy is reflected in mood more than story. The atmosphere itself is as murky and hard to decipher as a foggy sky in Scotland.

Lovecraft does not summon up an image so much as the lack of one: the tower hanging above the “endless forest” into the “unknown sky.” Everything is negative: endless, unseen, incomprehensible, and indistinct. The past is impossible to remember, and the future is a mystery. The portrait in this story is of a mind paralyzed by a world so vast that it’s frightening. He would prefer to stay in his tiny room and rot. This is a work of fantasy, but it felt true to O’Bannon. When you are young and green, what you do not know is terrifying. Most horror fiction relies on sudden surprises, men transforming into monsters, dead bodies rolling out of closets. But Lovecraft’s stories didn’t try to startle so much as to slowly envelop you in a kind of dream. His stories were about awe, not shock.

In his essay on the history of the macabre, “Supernatural Horror in Literature,” Lovecraft began with what might be the bedrock idea of the genre for most of the directors who came of age in the sixties and seventies: “The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown.” Lovecraft went on to place horror in the context of great literature from Charles Dickens, Poe, and Nathaniel Hawthorne and explained how we remember pain and menace much more vividly than pleasure. O’Bannon and Carpenter each found solace in the seriousness with which this writer took his favorite genre. Most people are stuck in the mundane moment-to-moment dreariness of real life, but Lovecraft preached that only the truly sensitive souls can allow their imaginations to wander to  the fantastic—and that this must be rooted in realism. “Inconceivable events and conditions have a special handicap to overcome, and this can be accomplished only through the maintenance of a careful realism in every phase of the story except that touching on the one given marvel,” Lovecraft wrote.

The virtue of the unknown, the setting of an indistinct mood, and the necessity of rooting the magical or supernatural in a palpable realism—these were powerful ideas that O’Bannon and Carpenter built upon when they made their movie. Dark Star began with the mundane. It contrasts the excitement of space travel with banal banter you might hear around a college dorm room. These space travelers are smaller than life. They look bored. They happen to be exploring new planets, but they could just as easily have been a group of kids passing the time at a temp job. This unglamorous portrait of space was a major departure at the time from the romance and heroism of the tight-shirted multicultural space travelers of Star Trek. Such motley teams would soon become commonplace in movies like Star Wars and Alien.

The wandering plot followed a spaceship going on bomb runs, and on the second one, an explosive gets stuck in the exterior of the ship and one of the crew has to crowbar it out. O’Bannon immediately saw the possibilities for dark humor and some intellectual gamesmanship. O’Bannon proposed the perfect ending for an absurdist science-fiction epic. “What if it’s a talking bomb and he has to argue it out of exploding?” O’Bannon proposed. Carpenter laughed. He thought movies worked best when they are emotional, not intellectual. But it was better than anything else they had, so he agreed.

With a computerized voice that evoked HAL from 2001: A Space Odyssey, the bomb says it will explode in minutes. Then in a flight of fancy, the crew attempt to talk the bomb out of it, engaging in a duel straight out of Philosophy 101. “How do you know you exist?” Lieutenant Doolittle asks the bomb, trying to undercut the point of exploding. Eventually, the bomb, confused, doubts its own mission and retreats, only to decide for relatively random reasons to explode anyway.  O’Bannon’s eccentric satiric sensibility pushed the movie in a more comic direction until it became something closer to a spoof.

At the time, Dan was sleeping with Diane Rasmussen, an irreverent, beautiful, and married blond assistant to a dean at the school. She received plenty of attention from boys at school, even O. J. Simpson, who approached her inside a supermarket with a bunch of friends, tossing a come-on in her direction. When she showed off her wedding ring, the whole group yelled “Awwww!”

Diane was more interested in the film students, partly because she was married to one and occasionally acted in films. Many at USC were a little surprised that she then gravitated toward O’Bannon. “It seemed kind of like he was a vampire taking advantage of this beautiful woman,” Narelle jokes. But Diane’s marriage was growing distant, and as the daughter of a man who worked at NASA, she was also drawn to the beyond. She was infatuated with O’Bannon’s dark sense of humor and loved spending evenings laughing wickedly. One time when they were lounging in bed, Dan took a felt-tip marker and drew a tattoo on her butt that read PROPERTY OF HELL’S ANGELS. She thought it was hilarious and decided as an experiment not to wash it off. “I won’t shove it in my husband’s face,” she explains, “neither will I hide it: let’s see if he notices it. Well, the sad fact was he didn’t go there, and I knew my marriage was a dead dog.”

Another time in bed she recalls O’Bannon discussing his struggles with Carpenter, which often resembled the quarrels of sibling rivals. As they worked together on the script, some tension developed between the two friends. Carpenter and O’Bannon could be competitive. Diane remembers O’Bannon telling a story of sitting at a restaurant with Carpenter with a bowl of hot pepper in between them. O’Bannon picked one up and popped it in his mouth, and despite the fact that it burned, he boasted that it was nothing, challenging his friend to try two. Carpenter did and gasped. That made Dan laugh.

But on set, they worked beautifully. Carpenter played the stoic leader while O’Bannon threw out ideas feverishly, working as a one-man  brainstorm and utility man. O’Bannon acted, did sound design, edited, and created the futuristic design with almost no money. He turned a box of Styrofoam into a space suit, ice cube trays into control panels. A tool to learn French pronunciation became a very convincing wheel for the spaceship. Carpenter had an eye for composition and spent much of his time setting up shots. O’Bannon concentrated on making the technology appear real, with sophisticated-looking space controls and even an approximation of official astronaut uniforms. And while they both aimed for an absurdist style, O’Bannon’s sense of humor was more offbeat. Carpenter really cared how the shots looked, how the camera moved. He loved wide, sweeping views of space.

O’Bannon played a version of himself in the movie as Pinback, a bitter, angry, bearded eccentric who delivered rambling monologues to the camera in a spirit similar to Bloodbath. But he spent most of his time working on the production. O’Bannon loved drawing sketches of spaceships and faraway planets and aliens, but his ideas about what made effective designs evolved due to a friendship with Ron Cobb, a local illustrator at the Los Angeles Free Press whom he sought out for help with Dark Star. Cobb, a political cartoonist and devotee of Isaac Asimov, fell in love with the space program and believed strongly that science fiction needed real science to remain relevant.

In general, very little effort was made in movies and television shows at this time to approximate what real space travel was like. The consoles in Star Trek looked flimsier than the stuff in NASA photos, the rooms too big, and the problems of gravity never figured into the plotlines. O’Bannon and Cobb collaborated on some of the computer-animated displays that managed to give the movie a remarkably high-tech-looking control panel. To get people to believe in the fantasy, Cobb argued, the movie “needs to have a sense of where technology is going. We need to do real science to reclaim a sense of awe and wonder without resorting to the supernatural.”

Carpenter also insisted on a level of detail in design. His friends occasionally blanched at the intensity of their two leaders. Winkless, for  instance, was recruited to help re-create the starry background of space using a black, shiny paper that unfurls on huge rolls. His crude special effect did not fool anyone; when someone opened a door and a gust of wind flew by, the paper flopped around. Carpenter was furious. “He wouldn’t talk to me for years,” Winkless said. “I would see him and he would refer to it, needling me.”

Carpenter and O’Bannon got along because they were both perfectionists, intensely so, and by the end of the shoot, they were proud of the film. Even if it wasn’t 2001, it could kick-start their careers, which they were both mapping out. They talked about making a similar science-fiction story set in a spaceship where a crew discovers a menacing alien, inspired by The Thing from Another World. O’Bannon actually wrote the first half of a script. “While we were in the midst of doing Dark Star I had a secondary thought on it,” he said. “Same movie, but in a completely different light.” This movie was a Lovecraftian vision of space, and O’Bannon would direct. This half-finished screenplay would become Alien.

Along with their colleagues, they saw themselves as part of a new movement to legitimize fantasy films. Carpenter and O’Bannon couldn’t wait to take what they learned working together and start making movies. “Working with John was a lot of fun. It was a terrific experience. It was afterward that things fell apart,” O’Bannon says, adding, “He didn’t have disdain for me. It’s just that he had no personal interest in me. I was an object—like a toaster. I was someone who was willing to work real hard and then when the toast was done, he was through.”




CHAPTER FOUR

 ASSAULTING THE AUDIENCE

I think it’s crazy—all that blood and violence. I thought you were supposed to be the Love Generation.

Estelle Collingwood, The Last House on the Left

 

 

 

WES CRAVEN was convinced he was going to Hell. Growing up in Cleveland, he learned about horror at home. Money was tight. Craven was only three when his father died on a loading dock of a company that made parts for airplanes, and the memory that stuck was of his boiling temper. “It was the first thing that ever scared me,” Craven says.

Outside his house there may have been chaos and sin, but inside was a very different story. His mother, Caroline Craven, ran the place like a totalitarian state: information flow was closely monitored, and order maintained through strict rules enforced by the threat of punishment—the eternal kind. A Baptist pessimist with a ninth-grade education, she had a sad, rigid mouth hardened after a lifetime of tough luck and difficult men. Her anxiety found its expression in her constantly twirling thumbs.

Caroline took care of her husband, who drank heavily and left her right before he died. The rest of her family was filled with heavy drinkers, so she was used to taking care of difficult men. She never remarried or even dated, and instead poured all her energy, love, and moral rectitude into her children, including the delicate youngest child, Wes. To him, her watchful gaze was always disapproving. Battling sin was a fulltime job—it required vigilance. Suspicion swirled around that house, a sense that Catholics were idolaters and outsiders. No cursing! No sex! Forget the movies! Caroline watched Disney cartoons. That was it.

Dan O’Bannon’s father could be scary, too, but he had a wandering, curious mind. The house that Craven grew up in was more constricted. His mother refused to talk about race or sex or politics or anything unpleasant. These taboo subjects, particularly sex, fascinated Craven, but he played the good son and kept quiet. On his mother’s insistence, he went to Wheaton College, a strict Christian school that only reinforced his paranoia. Craven stayed away from movies and attempted not to think of sex. He went to chapel every day. In his first year of school, at the age of nineteen, he suffered a viral infection in his spine that temporarily paralyzed him from the chest down. It hospitalized him for two months, and in that time, his life changed.

His plan to enter the army and become a fighter pilot was abandoned, and he started writing poetry and short stories, some with dark themes. He adored Kafka. It was during his hospital stay that he met his future wife, Bonnie Broecker, a redheaded nurse, who shared his fundamentalist background. When entering his room for the first time, she remembers his mother sitting, sternly, with a downturned mouth, thumbs spinning. Craven plucked at a guitar nearby. He looked fragile, her idea of a sensitive bohemian. She could tell, however, that the mother was trouble.

After dropping out of school, Craven began dating Bonnie, a Wheaton alum with a better attendance record. Soon after they began seeing each other, he was accepted into the Johns Hopkins master’s program in literature, where he studied under Elliott Coleman, a deacon who told him that he needed a more expanded idea of Christianity. Coleman encouraged Craven’s writing, telling him, at one point, that he displayed  a “visual” style that would make a great screenplay. Coleman also gave Craven romantic advice, telling him that if he wanted to fulfill his potential, he couldn’t let his long-distance girlfriend get in the way. Craven, under his sway, called her and broke up. Weeks later, he realized his mistake and proposed marriage. They had known each other hardly a year.

Craven seemed different from other boys, and different was what Bonnie was looking for after a life steering clear of sin and obeying her parents. If he had problems with his family, she could fix those. The important thing was to get married and have kids. So they eloped.

As soon as he graduated from Johns Hopkins in 1964, Craven found work as an assistant professor of literature in a small town in Pennsylvania, before moving to a similar job at Clarkson, an engineering school in Potsdam, New York. It was a conservative campus, resistant to the kinds of protests that were exploding at big-city schools throughout the country. Still, Craven managed to find a group of like-minded freethinkers: artists, musicians, and poets who were sympathetic to the antiwar movement and dreamed of making it in New York. Most of his friends were students, including Steve Chapin, the youngest of four brothers who would go on to have success in the 1970s in the folk music scene, and David Cameron, an aspiring painter. Craven was the novelist of the group.

Tall and lanky, when he entered the classroom for the first time, he tried to dress the part, wearing corduroy jackets with leather elbow patches, and a loose tie. “He was conservative with fine features,” says Chapin, who spent hours smoking pot and jamming on the guitar with Craven. “There was something Englishy about him, like a slightly seedy lord.” Craven developed the cultural pursuits of a Europhile aesthete, seeking out films by Bergman and Fellini and plays by Beckett.

His first directing assignment was an intimate staging of No Exit, the 1944 play by Jean-Paul Sartre about a cowardly man who discovers the afterlife is nothing more than being stuck in a room with two strangers. Craven had a dark side, but it wasn’t something that he always  revealed. Continuing to write dark stories and a novel, he told Bonnie that by the age of thirty he wanted to be on the cover of Time magazine. That didn’t seem to be in the cards. Instead, Bonnie became pregnant and had a boy named Jonathan and then a girl named Jessica. As her family grew, she became increasingly concerned about the culture war simmering inside her marriage. Bonnie was ready for a settled life, but Craven had not exactly grown up yet.

The fact that he even had kids and a wife seemed a little odd. “He always treated it like it was a kind of accident,” Cameron says. One time Craven, fascinated by abandoned houses, insisted that they move into one with the kids. Bonnie played along at first, but when she saw that there was a hole in the kitchen and no running water, she refused. Craven went anyway, leaving home for a week.

Craven rejected the ideas of his childhood, but he was still searching for something to replace them with, leading to confusion and dark spells. “I had so much rage as a result of years of being made to be a good boy,” he says. “I think when you’re raised to be within such rigid confines of thought and conduct, what that does to a person is you think you are terrible if you violate the rules. It makes you crazy. Or it makes you angry. I’m surprised I never climbed to a tower and [shot people].”

Craven stayed in touch with his mother, who would come visit and bring an entire meal, clean the house, and wash all of Wes’s shirts. Craven was driven by competing impulses—to make his mother happy and to rebel against everything she stood for. Wes and Bonnie would occasionally visit Caroline’s home in Euclid, Ohio, a small house with a white picket fence and a lawn. When Craven entered his old house, his mom would lay into him: “Why do you live in that city, Wesley?” He hated when she called him Wesley. “Why don’t you do something different with your life?”

Craven was also becoming frustrated that he was not fulfilling his artistic potential, and his marriage became increasingly strained. “He felt that the atmosphere at Wheaton had really damaged Bonnie,” said  Cameron. “He could shake it off and live a bohemian life. But he was aggravated that she could not.”

They planned a cross-country trip by motorcycle to patch things up. This was the era of Easy Rider, and setting out on the road was the epitome of hipster chic. They left the kids with a friend, jumped on a Honda, and went from Provincetown to Chicago to San Francisco. At one point, they stopped in the desert of Nevada to get something to eat. Waiting by the street, Wes noticed an arrow zip by his ear and a group of three young men in a pickup truck approached, threatening, eyeing his long hair. “We don’t like hippies,” one shouted. Wes said if they touched him, he would sue. One member of the ragged gang responded that if they wanted to kill him, they could throw his body in the salt mines and no one would ever find it. That stunned Craven; with the vulnerability of an urban kid in the middle of nowhere, he was absolutely terrified. The feeling of weakness stuck with him. So did the idea of being lost in the desert, which found its way into his second (and perhaps scariest) horror movie, The Hills Have Eyes.

Becoming a filmmaker was far from Craven’s mind, but when a group of his students asked him to supervise a movie they were making, he thought he would give it a try. It was a short spoof of James Bond, but Craven took an active interest, enough to make the head of his department concerned about it being a distraction from his scholarship. He called him into his office for a chat. “It’s time to get serious about your work,” he said sternly. Instead Craven quit in the summer of 1969 and moved his family to Brooklyn, New York.

His plan was to try to sell his novel, “Noah’s Ark: The Journals of a Mad Man,” about a sensitive, troubled son of the caretaker at a New York cemetery, and then get into movies. His mother was perplexed. As soon as he launched his next career, it ended almost immediately. Craven couldn’t find work. The economy was weak and Hollywood studios were closing, pressured by low ticket sales. With his money running out, he was forced to teach high school and moonlight as a cab  driver to support his family. He was starting to feel a little bit like his dad.

Craven wrote a friend from college in May of 1970, saying that he was just aiming for “pure survival.” The letter gives a picture of his state of mind, the seeds of his horror movies emerging:Summer has settled onto the city. According to the news the carbon monoxide level yesterday passed the unhealthy mark and simply left the edge of the graph. The noise is incredible now. The windows of the subways are all thrown open for air and the screaming of the steel wheels is a knife to the ears. Outside there is a continuous clot of traffic, construction and demolition everywhere with hundreds of drills and jackhammers going like hell all the time.





Bonnie was unhappy. She did not see this as an environment in which to raise kids. Craven moved out, sleeping on couches in the Lower East Side while the bills piled up. His credit cards and driver’s license expired. He fell off the grid. Slowly, he even fell out of touch with his mother. “She didn’t understand me. She never tried to,” he says. “I think something about the way my mother looked at me, behind her eyes was the sense that her son was crazy. The word ‘crazy’ came up all the time.”

Craven had given up the old religion, but Hell still seemed close at hand. He had lost his family and his dreams appeared out of reach. But by the next spring, his life would turn around. It began with a porn film.

 

 

ADVERTISED IN NEWSPAPERS as a mainstream feature, Together, a sex film under the guise of an educational documentary about sex, featured an ad line that played on anxieties about the generation gap: “Look for yourself! Judge for yourself! See what your children can show you about love!” It was just the kind of soft-edged provocation that Sean Cunningham loved.

Wearing an easy smile that telegraphed a gregarious personality, Cunningham would become a pioneering horror director with the Friday the 13th series. But in the summer of 1969 when he met Craven, he had just made the transition to producing drive-in movies. This first collaboration—Cunningham produced and directed, Craven helped with editing—launched careers that would dominate the genre in the following decade.

Charismatic, confident, and always hustling, Cunningham talked a great game. All he wanted to do was scrape up enough cash to make his movies, which he would hand-deliver to the theaters. Craven recognized Cunningham’s business savvy. “Sean was somewhere between a mentor and a friend,” Craven says. “He was a much more practical guy and had an aversion to putting on any intellectual airs. We’re very different.”

Cunningham sold his film, which starred Marilyn Chambers, the adult movie star who eventually gained notoriety in Behind the Green Door, to Hallmark Pictures, one of the many small exploitation companies littering the film landscape, providing a steady stream of smut and brutality to grind-house theaters. The company owned over one hundred of its own theaters in Boston, giving it a level of independence. Their executives saw potential in Cunningham’s movie. “It didn’t have hardcore, but it did have one thing that I thought was the key ingredient,” says George Mansour, a buyer for Hallmark who made a deal for $10,000. “It had a white woman having sex with a very handsome, extremely well-endowed black man. She was very, very white and he was very, very black and she has a scene in which she traces a flower—I believe it was a dandelion—along the shaft of his dick and it gradually rises. That was the great scene. That sold me. Black dick always sold me.”

Hallmark specialized in importing foreign movies and brought some of the work of Mario Bava to the United States market. Twitch of the Death Nerve, a giallo in which teenagers are killed in various creative ways near a bay, was one of its great successes. The crucial insight of Hallmark’s marketers was that you can get away with anything if you  do it in the name of art. And nothing telegraphed artistic seriousness like European cinema.

Hallmark booked Together in shopping malls and suburban complexes. Free screenings were held for local police and civic groups. It opened in August 1971 and it ran for thirty-one weeks at the Rialto Theater in New York. By February of the next year, Craven had gone from overseeing a student film to occupying the spot right beneath the new Bond film Diamonds Are Forever on the box office charts. Together proved that porn could go mainstream, setting the stage for the blockbuster success of Deep Throat. Cunningham’s goal was to do the same thing with horror.

Cunningham agreed to produce a bloody horror movie that would be shown in only a few theaters. The point was to make a quick buck. Seeing some talent in the college professor who helped in the editing room, Cunningham asked Craven to direct. Craven told him he had hardly seen a horror movie, let alone knew how to direct one. “You were raised fundamentalist,” Cunningham assured him. “Use it!”

 

 

WES CRAVEN felt the forbidden in society needed to be explored, the sins of the fathers exposed. Cunningham wanted to see lots of blood—up to a point. Their clashing personalities are part of what made The Last House on the Left such a strange mongrel: a mix of canny marketing and confrontational art, escapism and provocation, exploitation and political statement. Its dramatic center was an excruciating rape scene.

Rape has long been a theme of horror films, usually lurking right below the surface. At the intersection of sex and violence, the precise spot where the most disturbing horror films operate, anxiety about rape is on the minds of many audience members watching a young woman being chased on a dark night. It has often been a subtext in the vampire genre. By the early seventies, it became more explicit in movies like A Clockwork Orange, Straw Dogs, and Deliverance. Rape is, at least in part, being used for shock, to show off a certain edgy taboo-pushing attitude.  The worst examples aim for titillation, and other dispiriting ones adopt a clinical distance.

In an effort to recapture the youth market that it was losing to exploitation movies in the early seventies, Hammer Film Productions producer James Carreras insisted that a rape scene be added to Frankenstein Must Be Destroyed, made around the time that Last House was filmed. Hammer had always been known as the tasteful horror company. So in response, Terence Fisher, the most seasoned and respected director of Hammer’s stable, walked out. Eventually a compromise was struck, but the assault remained in the film and seems completely out of place in an otherwise standard costume drama. “It was horrif ying,” says Veronica Carlson, the veteran horror star playing the woman being attacked. “I never did another Hammer movie again.”

The original script for Last House included rape fantasies and a scene where the killers open up the victim’s body and feast on her intestines. The final script follows a gang of escaped killers who abduct two middle-class girls in the woods. They tie them up, spit at them, and, in a scene that lingers, take turns raping one girl before killing them both. In an absurd coincidence, the killers seek shelter with the parents of one of their victims, who discover the identity of their guests and take savage revenge.

 

 

BY TURNING toward real-world worries such as real estate, childbirth, and going to the city on your own, the New Horror provides an outlet to indulge anxieties in the anonymity of a dark theater before laughing at your fear on the way home. These movies began with countercultural attacks on authority and a rejection of the frivolity of fantasy, but by the seventies, their sensibility was changing to reflect the darkening tone of youth culture. They reflected the grievances of their time: paranoia about government power and mocking nihilism about the power of the American dream. They invited audiences to distrust authority and, most of all, to steer clear of the outside world. Those aliens are not friendly.  And scientists who want to save the world have ulterior motives. Bad things happen in the city, or the country, or wherever else you do not live.

Horror, many defenders argue, provides a catharsis. You see this argument clarified in extreme circumstances, such as times of great tragedy. Before his second tour of duty in Iraq, an American soldier named Adam Bryant told me that horror movies were particularly popular among the military abroad. He said most of his chain of command owned Eli Roth’s Hostel, but it’s telling how soldiers who had seen the most graphic of terrors in person reacted to torture porn.

We saw Hostel in an air base in Balad when we were I guess you would say taking a breather. And we were driving in our Humvee and we drove past a kind of makeshift theater that was built and I had seen pictures of Hostel and read about it online. So we stopped off and watched it. During a lot of the torture scenes I would look around to see the reactions and a lot of people were horrified turning their heads and looking at the ground. When the DVD came out we were at the air base and naturally I bought it. I brought it back to the [Forward Operating Base] that night and a friend of mine came in during the scene when the girl got her eye cut out. He covered his mouth and walked out. This is the same guy who has seen a lot of shit over there.



As Bryant describes it, the soldiers were visibly disgusted by the movie and then they went out and bought it. “We know what’s real and what’s pretend,” he explains. And since in the real world, a good soldier is not supposed to panic and turn away when confronted by death, the movies provide catharsis. This position assumes the audience identifies with the victims, but Hitchcock famously puts the audience on the side of the killer in Psycho and repeatedly in the position of the voyeur. He was hardly the first.

If audiences were identifying with killers, then how does that change our understanding of horror? One disturbing conclusion that received a boost with the popularizing of Freudian analysis of dreams is that scary movies allow audiences to express their repressed sinful thoughts through the monster. We like movies about killing because on some subconscious level we want to kill. If that is the case, then these films indulge sadistic tendencies.

The tension between the sadistic and masochistic appeals of horror was reflected in the divide between Cunningham and Craven. The producer saw Last House as an escape, an outlet for some dormant pain. As it happens, he also knew that allowing the audience to feel like a monster could make some money. But Craven, raised in an evangelical household, had a much deeper feel for the allure of self-sacrifice, of seeing abuse and brutality as transcendent. When people went to church, they were not merely escaping pain. They were brave enough to confront it, and that gave them a certain feeling of triumph. The trick was to find what scares could trigger a response from a secular audience looking for the pleasure of masochism. The Last House on the Left challenged one of the most basic assumptions about the relationship between the audience and the filmmaker—namely, that people go to movies to enjoy themselves.

Craven ruthlessly held down costs by keeping salaries low and staying, along with the young cast and crew, at Cunningham’s mother’s house in Connecticut. Inspired by documentary films of the day, Craven did not object to his star David Hess’s method-style brutality as Krug, the heartless leader of the criminal gang. Hess performed with a coiled, maniacal aggression that was as terrifying as it was unsettling to watch. On the set, it was equally uncomfortable, which he readily admits. “I was very mean to the girls, so when it came to the rape scene [Sandra Cassell] didn’t have to act,” he says, referring to the costar who played one of the victims. “I told her, ‘I’m really going to fuck you if you don’t behave yourself.’ They’ll just let the camera run.”

Craven was fascinated by the philosophy of cinema verité—the increasingly popular documentary form that insists you never turn the camera away from the action. But his movie was far too haphazardly made to stick to one style for long. A strange subplot about local law enforcement bumbling around to a sound track out of a three-ring circus reveals a silly sense of humor at odds with the rest of the movie. Horror films often use comedy to release the tension, but that’s not what was going on here, mostly because Craven was blissfully unaware of the conventions of the genre. “I had no background in horror,” he says. “I didn’t even know what a horror film was—in some sense, I kind of made it up as I went along.”

The story was a spin on Ingmar Bergman’s The Virgin Spring, hardly the usual source material for exploitation films. No director connoted European artistic seriousness as much as Bergman. Made only two years after his classic The Seventh Seal, The Virgin Spring is based on a medieval ballad about a virginal girl abducted in the woods on her way to church. She is raped by three goatherders after her half sister invokes a pagan curse. Craven begins with the same story but instead of going to church, the young girls head to a kind of secular church for young hipsters, a rock concert in the East Village. The band performing was called Bloodlust. Craven ups the ante on the violence by making the film less about assault than about a kind of beastly humiliation.

The killers don’t just rape the girl. They make her friend watch. Last House focuses on the faces of the victims with an unbearable realism. The killings in this film are not suspenseful or elegantly shot. They are amateurish, designed to maximize the most horrible primal fears. At one point, Krug forces his victim to pee on herself. The next year a little girl does the same thing in The Exorcist, a movie that would reach (and upset) far more people. “I had sensed that it was one of the most humiliating things that happens to people,” Craven says. “There’s a really deep shame in peeing on yourself. To have someone make you do that, I knew it would be chilling, and when you do something like that, you are announcing: This is not your parents’ Pontiac. This is about nastiness on a very deep level.”

Cunningham says the in-your-face violence was a reaction to movies like Straw Dogs and Dirty Harry that use bloodshed to titillate. Precisely shot storms of bullets and blood are romantically choreographed to reveal a minimum of suffering. Not only are murders clean and quick, but they are accompanied by a variety of moral loopholes. Dustin Hoffman guns down invaders, but he is standing up for his wife; Clint Eastwood’s vigilantism is at the expense of criminals.

Craven, by contrast, claims the graphic murders were a response to the media’s delicate treatment of the Vietnam War. Since Night of the Living Dead, horror films often showcased a political subtext. Craven, like Romero, was not an overly political artist, but because of the radicalism of the counterculture, such themes were unavoidable. The Virgin Spring, adapted for the Bergman film by a Christian writer named Ulla Isaksson, was a more meditative movie, somber and discreet and littered with religious imagery. The father, yawning in church, seems barely interested in Christian religion. When he learns of the murder of his daughter he questions his faith. His brutal killing of the three rapists is presented as a traumatic act for the entire family. He is redeemed in the final scene when he returns to the place of the original crime and promises to build a church. When a spring bubbles up over the dead girl, we see Christian redemption.

There is no such miracle at the end of The Last House on the Left. In a godless world without redemption, it includes no struggle with faith. Instead, the senseless evil inspires just more senseless evil, adding up to a nihilism that invites no happy endings.

The movie contrasts the savage, criminal gang with a bourgeois civilized family and reveals that they share more in common than you think. The marauding criminals began as a kind of parody of a parent’s worst nightmare, but in these early scenes, Craven makes a point of showing us the dynamics within the gang to humanize them. Krug’s son Junior desperately wants his attention, and he appears stunned by his cruelty. When the family of misfits enters the well-appointed house of the Collingwoods, the parents of the victims, they immediately sense  the limitations of their class. They don’t know proper etiquette at the dinner table. They are uncomfortable. Craven generates a sneaky sympathy for the killers.

The movie ends with more of a question mark than an exclamation point. We are left wondering what the director was exactly trying to say. Night of the Living Dead is a movie about a survivor battling hordes of zombies that ends on a note of nihilistic defeat. What made Rosemary’s Baby such a radical break from the past was that unlike almost every other film about the battle with the Devil, there was no fight to the finish at the end. Who knows what happened to the survivors of the zombie attack or to Rosemary after the movies end? What’s clear is that things are more uncertain than they were in the science-fiction movies of the 1950s. What connects Last House to the terror of Night of the Living Dead and Rosemary’s Baby is moral ambiguity. That point was made emphatically in the final scene.

Once they discover the terrible crime, the Collingwoods do not do the civilized thing and call the police to get the killers arrested. Instead they take the law into their own hands, attacking and killing each member of the gang in increasingly brutal ways. A character is slashed to death by an electric boat fan. One of the most humiliating scenes in Last House on the Left features the victim’s mother, played by Cynthia Carr, castrating one of the killers while giving him a blow job. Carr had it written into her contract that she would not actually have to perform fellatio on-screen.

The movie winds down to the climactic face-off between Krug and the victim’s father, the battle of the patriarchs. Craven imagined Krug to be killed with a scalpel, since the father was a doctor. Cunningham disagreed. With perfect exploitation instincts, he insisted on a chain saw. After killing Krug, the father slumps to the ground, stunned, shocked at the extent to which he had gone to avenge the death of his daughter. If the movie appears to invite the audience to revel in vigilante justice, this final shot, according to Craven, complicates it. The respectable parents have become what they most despise. The insanity of the criminal family was not so different from that found in the normal one. The original script of Last House started with this quote from Yoko Ono: “Violence is just one of those feelings that come when you’re unable to communicate. Art is communication.”

Most audiences who first saw this movie thought they were going to see a trashy good time, a few dead bodies to laugh at. But they discovered that this was a movie that was very difficult to enjoy without guilt.

To Craven, the revenge at the end of Last House was designed to leave audiences disgusted, not exhilarated. It was the reverse of the morally cleansing conclusion of The Virgin Spring. The revenge was evidence that we all have a savage side and there was nothing to learn from that but that violence begets more violence. Not everyone bought this interpretation. Most critics saw this violence as merely appealing to the basest dreams of teenage male thrill-seekers. Part of the reason for this tension lies in how the movie was made. Cunningham thought it was too angry, disturbing, and difficult to enjoy. Horror, to him, is “a roller-coaster ride.” When you design a roller coaster, you want something sturdy, tested, and reliable. It has to scare people but not so much that they won’t feel safe. “In [Craven’s] mind, the parents had become that which they were trying to eradicate,” Cunningham says. “I’m not so sure. I think for most people it was just revenge.”

Cunningham was concerned about exhibitors rejecting the movie. When it started getting picked up by theaters, moving from city to city in short runs, he tried to cut out some of the more disturbing scenes to satisfy local theaters unhappy about the content of the movie. “Sean had very different opinions about the movie in general,” Craven says. “Once it was made, Sean thought it was disgusting and that we shouldn’t have done it.”

Craven stood by the film, defending it among friends. But he wasn’t always sure of himself. “It’s not an easy place to be—to write a horror film,” he says. “It’s hard. You go down the stairs to the dark to find these characters. It’s not a place that anyone can go, and sometimes it’s not a place that you want to go.” More than any other director of the era,  Craven returned to this dark basement again and again, not just kicking off his career in horror, but building one in it.

The Last House on the Left shifted the horror movie away from children’s entertainment and toward extreme adult scares. It was treated as a genre movie, but it was something much more personal. It’s probably a good thing that Caroline Craven never saw The Last House on the Left, or, for that matter, any of the rest of her son’s scary movies. “For all her genuine love toward me, I never felt like she loved who I really was,” Craven says, looking back, glassy-eyed. “Maybe Last House was just flying in the face of my mother’s judgment. You want to see violent? You want to see sick? Here it is!”

Reviewers were apoplectic and often didn’t treat the movie as horror at all. In the early seventies, the most disturbingly violent movies belonged to other genres. Sam Peckinpah’s highbrow rape-revenge movie Straw Dogs and John Boorman’s survivalist tragedy Deliverance were dark dramas that did not traffic in the fantastic but suggested that the essence of man, in extreme circumstances, reverts to something beastly.

There were very few prints of The Last House on the Left, and it traveled from town to town, leaving controversy and splenetic reviews in its wake. The Hartford Courant called it “a horrible, sick film.” The critic from The Boston Globe didn’t even show up. The New York Times reviewer walked out. “We even had a bomb threat,” Cunningham says. “‘This film was so violent that we’re gong to bomb your theater.’”

When Craven told people what movie he had directed, cocktail party conversations abruptly ended. Even his cast was embarrassed: Jeramie Rain recalls seeing the movie and thinking it “was the worst movie ever made.” David Cameron, Craven’s old student, refused to see it. After Harry Chapin, the brother of Steve, read the script, he called up Bonnie and asked: “All I want to know is this: what was your sex life like?” Bonnie was herself deeply horrified. Later on, she would go to a college reunion after she and Craven had divorced and the question she heard from an old boyfriend, a missionary, rankled her: “What was it like to be married to Wes Craven?” She had no response, but her son  did. “I remember in school a kid making fun of me because my dad was on a double bill with I Drink Your Blood,” Jonathan Craven says. “But I thought it was cool.”

The only major critic who detected a seriousness of purpose was Roger Ebert. Early in his review of the movie, he clings to a notion of horror inextricably tied to the world of ghosts and goblins. “I don’t want to give the impression, however, that this is simply a good horror movie,” he writes. “It’s horrifying, all right, but in ways that have nothing to do with the supernatural.” In his mind, what made this something new was Craven’s uncompromising intent to go as far as he possibly could. “The violence in ‘Last House on the Left’ is not exhilarating,” he wrote. “It does not act as a catharsis. It is not escapist . . . it is just there, brutal and needless and tragic. I still believe ‘Last House on the Left’ is a movie of worth, of a certain dogged commitment to its unsavory content.”

Despite his praise for The Last House on the Left, Roger Ebert did not always embrace horror. In a story for Reader’s Digest in 1970, he wrote that he had not seen a horror film in a decade, revealing just how peripheral the genre was to the cultural menu. He goes on to describe a matinee performance of Night of the Living Dead as a parent’s nightmare. Children screaming and crying, families walking out. “I don’t think the younger kids really knew what hit them,” he wrote. “They were used to going to movies, sure, and they’d seen some horror movies before, sure, but this was something else. This was ghouls eating people up—and you could actually see what they were eating. This was a little girl killing her mother. This was being set on fire. Worst of all, even the hero got killed.”

The condescension and indifference to horror by the rest of the mainstream press opened up a market for smaller publications catering to a small circle of fans, with circulations in the hundreds or thousands of dedicated readers. But the impact of these publications turned out to be much greater than their readership would suggest. Cahiers du Cinéma regularly covered low-budget horror for cineastes, but its American  counterparts were read by fans, some of whom turned into future directors. These little obsessive publications were the connective tissue that brought together the budding artists of horror. None was more influential than Forrest Ackerman’s Famous Monsters of Filmland.

As a kid, George Romero stayed up nights in New York curled up in bed reading old copies. George Lucas was a dedicated reader, and even Steven Spielberg has said that the magazine helped get him hooked on movies. Rick Baker, the six-time Oscar winner and titan of Hollywood makeup, describes learning from the magazine that makeup artists were real creative forces behind the great monster movies. John Carpenter has said getting the letter from Ackerman asking for fifty copies of the fanzine he wrote was the “high point of his career.”

In an age before the Internet and video, FM, as it’s called, helped fans find the hidden gems and publicize small-scale cult hits like The Last House on the Left and Night of the Living Dead long after they opened. It was the bible of fantasy films throughout the sixties. It also was perhaps the most innocent of the fantasy publications, steering clear of politics or harsh reviews. It was a magazine for the Old Horror. Besides publishing adoring, pun-filled profiles of Boris Karloff, FM demystified the movies with secrets revealed about the makeup and special effects of the most popular monsters of Hollywood.

FM was founded in 1958 when the old Universal films began to be shown on television. James Warren, an editor, saw an opportunity. After he returned from a science-fiction convention in London where he took a jaunt to Paris and saw a monster magazine, Ackerman, then an agent for fantasy writers, told Warren that he could do something similar for an American audience. Over blueberry pancakes, Ackerman told Warren that he could use the photos from his collection of 35,000 stills, boasting that he had seen every fantasy film since 1922. Warren thought he would try one issue. The original title was Wonderama, evoking the suburban bowling palaces of the day.

Distributors were cool to the idea at first, but a story in Life magazine about the new horror craze aimed at teenagers renewed interest.  Warren instructed Ackerman to start the magazine with one instruction: “I’m an eleven-year-old. Make me laugh.”

So he did. To be precise, it was an eleven-year-old with a weakness for goofy jokes and aging stars. “Monsters are good for you” was the title of the opening article. It argued, half-seriously, for the cathartic value of horror films: “A vampire a day keeps the doctors away.” As directors started making a more realistic and political brand of horror in the late sixties, FM lost ground to less sentimental rivals. Leading the way was the obsessive Castle of Frankenstein, which started publishing in the sixties, featuring a stable of cerebral fantasy writers including Joe Dante, who would go on to become a director of films such as Gremlins. Its editor, Calvin Beck—a shy, skinny man widely rumored to be the inspiration for the character of Norman Bates (his overbearing mother accompanied him everywhere, even midnight movies)—saw his readers as educated, engaged fans, who cared about more than just movies. That opinion was tested when Beck started attacking Nixon and his policies in Vietnam. “Please leave the social commentary to Walter Cronkite,” wrote one fan from Minnesota. “The world of fantasy is just that: fantasy. And I don’t want to read your views on Nixon especially when it interferes with my excursion into another world.”

Beck did not back down, arguing that commentary on current events has been at the center of many of the most important films of the genre, singling out Night of the Living Dead. He argued that apathy in the face of political monsters is what brought us Hitler. Still, Beck made sure to say that he understood the reader’s complaint, defending escapism: “There’s no doubt that total ‘escape’ into a world of fantasy and whimsy is not only normal but a safety valve in order to cope with reality.”

Castle of Frankenstein slowly grew in circulation, but remained a shoestring operation and was soon eclipsed by Cinefantastique, an even more sober publication that premiered in the fall of 1970. Frederick Clarke, its editor, also went further in articulating a vision of the new kind of grittier, more serious horror film that would have more in common with the work of D. A. Pennebaker than James Whale. Its first  issue began with a photo of the moon and an essay titled “How’s Your Sense of Wonder” that could be a manifesto for the New Horror: “Cinemafantastique. Pretty pretentious for a monster film magazine, isn’t it? Hah!” it began. “You think so! Well good, because we intend to tackle the subject with our pretensions intact.” The essay, penned by Clarke, goes on to attack the mainstream press for ignoring these films. “Those poor mainstream critics. Their brains have turned to marble. They haven’t entertained an original thought since high school. Their sense of wonder has atrophied.”

On the cover was Catch-22. Inside were critical reviews of Fellini’s Satyricon alongside stories about exploitation pictures like Scream and Scream Again and Eugenie . . . the Story of Her Journey into Perversion. This expansive coverage made the argument that even people who didn’t think they were horror fans actually were. What stood out was the respectful tone afforded films that were dismissed by all other publications as cynical trash. Soft-core porn received lines such as “Taken on its own terms . . .” In the third issue, Clarke launched a theory of the New Horror that proposed Ebert’s dismissal of Night of the Living Dead as what was wrong with the current coverage of the genre.

Clarke wrote that Ebert completely missed the movie’s intent. The kids weren’t scared of the graphic violence, but of “its humorless realism, its austere mood and the tone of absolute authenticity.” Clarke goes on to explain how the undead represent the anonymous majority that is the face of authority in our society. The fear of death, the usual bogeyman of the horror film, has been replaced by the fear of society. This zombie movie is not trying to escape society; it’s trying to portray it as it really is.

The classic horror film serves a healthy, cathartic purpose: to purge us of our fear of death. We confront it in the safety of the movie theater, shudder, and then realize it was fake. Clarke argues that this is the kind of thing we do for kids. Adults must face up to the ugliness of the world. Ebert may be worried that the film will disturb people, he argues, but that is the point. “What makes ‘Night of the Living Dead’ so remarkable, and so artistically beautiful, is that in its concluding scenes,” Clarke writes, “it bypasses its purging function as fantasy and moves into a mode of heightened realism.”

This passionate intellectual defense of a then fairly obscure movie represents a major shift in thinking about horror. In a time of war and cynicism and political unrest, resorting to fantasy was not just old-fashioned. It was a kind of surrender. Even though Romero was inspired by films from the fifties and had no intention of responding realistically to the issues of the day, that didn’t matter. Meanwhile, you would never know from reading FM about the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. or the race riots in Watts or Woodstock or Watergate or any of the other seismic shifts in the culture. That was part of the point. For Ackerman, horror meant evil and the bizarre and monsters, but then the lights went on and you had a good laugh at yourself.

“Monsterism,” Ackerman wrote in his fiftieth issue in 1968, “is not exactly at the peak of popularity . . . but we plan to carry on.” Ackerman held firm to his vision of good clean fun; but in the cult underground theaters, the New Horror imagined a wholly different kind of world. These were darker movies, and they fit the spirit of the times. Ackerman, for his part, continued manfully through the seventies, with dwindling readership. FM suffered from increased competition by the end of the decade, notably from a vigorous rival, Fangoria, that combined obsessive coverage and a punched-up style and passionate commitment to gore that Ackerman generally steered clear of. On the cover of Fangoria was usually a close-up of some hideous gash-filled face or half-eaten zombie. The modest consideration of Cinefantastique and the childlike wonder of FM had given way to a sticky new aesthetic. The monster wasn’t merely the misunderstood soul anymore. He was a drooling killer who would rip your arms off and serve you for dinner.

Ackerman knew something was changing in the late sixties when he saw Night of the Living Dead for the first time. He didn’t care for it, but what really captured his attention was not the undead gnawing on human flesh. It was the sight of small children watching the movie, cowering  at this shocking violence. It baffled him. He had built an entire career on understanding what makes little kids tick, and this proved to be a complete mystery. After the movie, Ackerman, always friendly, walked up to a child, who was maybe eight years old, and asked what he thought. “I loved it!” he said, running out the door, thrilled. Ackerman stood there, truly horrified.




CHAPTER FIVE

 SHOCK OR AWE

What an excellent day for an exorcism!

Regan, The Exorcist

 

 

 

FIVE YEARS after Norman Bates interrupted a perfectly good shower, another unfriendly exchange took place at the Bates Motel. It occurred during the final episode of the weekly television series The Alfred Hitchcock Hour, an anthology of mysteries and scary stories hosted by the director playing an even more archly droll version of himself. It was shot on the set made famous by Psycho. The teleplay for the episode, “Off Season,” was written by Robert Bloch, author of the novel that was the basis for the movie. That it included a creepy, sinewy character running a motel seemed like an in-joke. This time, however, the manager stayed on the periphery of the story, while the focus remained with a policeman, who, after prematurely shooting and killing a small-time burglar, is dismissed from the force, forcing him to start a new life. After moving to another town, his demons follow.

Hitchcock had almost no role in the episode, outside of lending his name and taping the wry introduction that made him one of the most famous personas in the world, with a more recognizable silhouette than Elizabeth Taylor. Running the show was Norman Lloyd, the veteran  actor whose career languished after he was blacklisted in the fifties before reinventing himself as a television producer. For this episode, he took a chance on a new director, William Friedkin, who would go on to make The Exorcist, which revolutionized the horror genre less than a decade later. Friedkin had never been on a soundstage or worked with a script. His entire career was in nonfiction films and commercials. What he did know about making a thriller was largely from watching the movies of Alfred Hitchcock. While he hoped to meet the master, Hitchcock stayed off the set, but did make one appearance to shoot his narration. Arriving with a phalanx of men in suits, he was brought over to meet the young director. Hitchcock was dressed in formal wear, his customary suit hugging his rotund physique. He approached daintily holding out his arm. Friedkin shook his hand. It felt clammy.

“Mr. Friedkin,” Hitchcock said, dragging out the vowels. “Usually, our directors wear ties.” At first, the younger man thought it was a joke, but when he heard no laughter, Friedkin mumbled something about forgetting his at home. Hitchcock promptly turned and walked away. That slight stuck with Friedkin, but the chip on his shoulder did not begin with this exchange. Growing up in a one-room apartment on the west side of Chicago, Friedkin was brash, ambitious, occasionally difficult, and a natural fighter. That aggressive quality rubbed some people the wrong way, but it also helped land him the most important job of his career.

Shortly after working on The Alfred Hitchcock Hour, he interviewed for a job on a movie adaptation of the Peter Gunn television detective series. It was at the Paramount commissary and Blake Edwards, who cowrote the movie with William Peter Blatty, asked the questions. Blatty, who wrote the novel and the adaptation of The Exorcist, recalls being surprised at how confident this young director was in criticizing the movie he was trying to be a part of. At one point, Friedkin attacked the script in harsh terms, arguing that a dream sequence that Blatty had written clashed with the style of the rest of the movie. Edwards disagreed, fighting back, but Friedkin did not back down, arguing  the point long after it was clear he wouldn’t change anyone’s mind. “He wouldn’t stop, so he didn’t get the job,” Blatty says. What turned off Edwards, however, piqued Blatty’s interest. “When it came time to select a director for The Exorcist, I wanted the guy who wouldn’t lie to me, so I wanted Bill.”

 

 

WILLIAM PETER BLATTY discovered the mysteries of a higher power for the first time at the age of three. It had been a difficult year: his father, a Lebanese immigrant, left home, leaving his mother to raise two children by herself in New York. She peddled jelly on the street for extra money and taught her children that God was looking after them. She took her son William to twelve different churches on Holy Thursday. Unlike Wes Craven, Blatty embraced the religion of his youth.

Blatty first heard about exorcism in a theology class at Georgetown University, when a priest discussed a 1949 case about a boy who had been possessed in Mount Rainier, Maryland, not that far from campus. To a young, searching Catholic, this was more than a spooky anecdote. If a demon was real, he thought, why not an angel? Blatty tracked down the priest who performed the exorcism and tried to convince him to write about it, to no avail. When Blatty finished school, he started writing frothy screenplays for Blake Edwards such as A Shot in the Dark and What Did You Do in the War, Daddy? But the exorcism story weighed on him. In a meeting with his agent, Carl Brandt, in the mid-sixties at the Oak Bar of the Plaza Hotel in New York, Blatty broached the subject. Brandt balked: “Bill, when are you going to write something really good?”

Blatty thought he could turn the exorcism into a compelling story, but since most mainstream movies were reflexively hostile or gushingly sentimental about religion, he put it out of his mind. That changed after he took his wife to Mann’s Chinese Theater in Hollywood to see Rosemary’s Baby. Blatty loved how Polanski kept you guessing, but thought the ending that suggested Rosemary would take care of the baby was a  joke. Many people felt the movie’s question mark of a coda was an anticlimax. Ray Bradbury even wrote a story for the Los Angeles Times mapping out an alternative ending that involved Mia Farrow running into a church to pray. Instead of taking this struggle with faith seriously, Blatty felt that the movie just became another horror show. The ambiguousness didn’t impress him. “All of a sudden the eyes turn into some contact lenses,” Blatty said. “It was schlocky.”

To Blatty, the Devil was not a set of glowing eyes. It was real, and in allowing him to succeed, the movie was not only in bad taste, but lost its moral bearings. Still, Rosemary’s Baby remained an inspiration. Polanski had found a way to turn issues of God and the Devil, of belief and doubt, into major, crowd-pleasing entertainment. “That’s the kind of book I’d like to write,” he said to his wife on the way out of the movie theater. “I could do something like this.”

He would have his chance after pitching the idea to Bantam Books’ editor Marc Jaffe at a New Year’s party. Jaffe decided to buy it right away for a $25,000 advance. Originally, Blatty saw the plot as a supernatural detective story, most of which takes place in a courtroom, where a child who killed a man claims demonic possession as a defense. But when he sat down to write it in his home in Encino, California, taking uppers to stay awake for sixteen-hour workdays in an attempt to complete the novel in ten months, he wrote something darker and more aggressive to really evoke the evil of the Devil. He struggled to come up with the most brutal and shocking assaults on this girl. He had her masturbate with a crucifix, scream “cocksucker” and “faggot” and other obscenities. This was a different kind of religious novel, not gentle and heartwarming, but something modern, intense, and angry. It was religion with teeth.

The appeal of horror always overlapped with that of religion. German theologian Rudolf Otto’s 1917 study The Idea of the Holy defines the unknowable essence of faith as fascinating and terrifying at the same time. Horror inspires devotion in part by putting people in the position of feeling in awe, shocked by their own helplessness. Religion helps you cope with this feeling. Horror exploits it.

Blatty’s timing was perfect. By the end of the sixties, the band Black Sabbath, whose name was taken from a Mario Bava horror film starring Boris Karloff, formed and launched a brand of macabre heavy metal music. Young people moved from the sweet, bubbly songs of the Beach Boys and the early Beatles to the bluesy mysteries of the Rolling Stones, whose album Beggars Banquet began with “Sympathy for the Devil,” a samba-infused song told from the point of view of a wealthy prince of darkness.

The song played a large role in Gimme Shelter, a concert movie that captured the madness and intensity of the last stop of the Rolling Stones’ 1969 American tour at Altamont Speedway. Directed by the Maysles brothers, the documentary, described by The New York Times’ critic Vincent Canby as “an end of the world movie,” portrays the murder of an audience member by Hell’s Angels working security. Mick Jagger, looking like a man possessed, sends the crowd into a frenzy with a version of “Sympathy for the Devil” right before the murders are committed. As a counterpoint to the peace and love evoked in the documentary Woodstock, the movie reveals how quickly the sixties spirit of chaos and freedom could turn into mob violence.

One of the biggest sellers in the publishing industry of the decade was Hal Lindsey’s The Late, Great Planet Earth, a tract that compared end-time prophesies with current events. It became one of the first of such books to break out of the Christian market into the mainstream. Bantam released it three years after it was published in 1970, and it went on to sell nine million copies. Satan was hot. “If I had been writing fifteen years earlier,” Lindsey said in an interview, “I wouldn’t have an audience.”

Suddenly a book about the possession of a young girl was of the moment. In Blatty’s novel, the Devil’s main target is not the girl. She’s merely the vehicle for his assault on the priest, Father Karras, who is struggling with his faith. At the end, Karras completes the exorcism and throws himself, along with the demon, out the window in an act of sacrifice. In Blatty’s original draft, the little girl Regan, played in the  movie by Linda Blair, explains to her mother Chris MacNeil that Father Karras killed himself to prevent “the animal” from harming them. The publisher suggested that this passage was unnecessary and Blatty took it out. But it began a debate about how explicit the religious message of the story should be that would continue for years, and that heated up when Warner Brothers optioned the book for a movie adaptation.

Blatty, who also wrote the screenplay, saw the drama and terror in the evil of the Devil. Blatty was better positioned than anyone in the history of the horror movies to convince people that a macabre story about the Devil was not just silly fantasy. Roman Polanski clearly didn’t believe in the Devil, but to Blatty, his story was no horror show. It was how it really was. But director William Friedkin, who, like Polanski, was an agnostic Jew, didn’t believe in possession. The old morality tale wouldn’t spook out anyone. Friedkin thought of The Exorcist as a movie about evil, but he knew it needed to shock and terrify before it made you think about heaven and hell. The movie was the product of a clash of these two visions.

The central battle on the set of most Hollywood movies rarely involves the writer, because, really, what’s the point? The job of writers, especially the young ones, is to deliver a script, keep quiet, and then complain to his friends about how his carefully chosen words were changed. Due to his combination of savvy, pugnacity, and belief in the message of the movie, however, William Peter Blatty proved to be an exception.

He started with several advantages, including that the director owed him his job. Friedkin was not the first choice, however, since the studio pursued Stanley Kubrick, Mike Nichols, and others who turned it down. Blatty himself pressed the book into the hands of Peter Bogdanovich as he walked into a screening. He opened the cover and saw a note from Blatty that read, “This is a movie you must direct. It won’t get made without you.” Bogdanovich turned it down, too. It was just another horror film.

The studio wanted Mark Rydell, but Blatty pushed for Friedkin.  The success of Friedkin’s first real hit, The French Connection, helped convince Warner Brothers, but Blatty was also a ruthless negotiator. When Paul Monash, who had produced Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, approached him with an offer of $400,000 and a percentage of the profits, Blatty suspected a deal had already been cut and saw an opportunity. After hearing from Monash’s secretary that there had been communication between Warner Brothers and Monash about the script, he went to his office on a day that Blatty knew Monash wouldn’t be there. Blatty asked the secretary if he could use the phone in his office. She agreed and, like a spy, Blatty searched for evidence. “I lunged at the file drawers. Locked. I went back to the desk and slipped open the top drawer and there was the key. A key,” he says. “Then I tried the key, it worked and I found the original of the letter in which Monash made the deal with Warner Brothers. He made a deal!”

The agreement he found completely reshaped his script, got rid of the priests, changed the occupation of the actress, and moved the setting out of Washington, D.C. Blatty made a copy and sent it to his agent, who called Frank Wells, a vice president at Warner Brothers. Blatty’s agent told Wells that he had evidence that Monash was providing false representation, that he was saying he was a buyer when in fact he was a broker. “We sent Paul the letter and then Paul was out,” Blatty says. “That’s how I became producer. Crime does pay.”

Rarely has a novelist had more power over his material in an adaptation for a major studio. And yet, in the era of the auteur, the least prominent director still wields more power than the most powerful writer. Friedkin, blustery and foul-mouthed, was not exactly known as a pushover. The first gauntlet was thrown right away. After reading the adaptation of the novel for the first time, Friedkin told Blatty he wouldn’t work on it. It was, he said, “the worst piece of shit I’ve ever seen.” He needed a rewrite. In the transition from the novel, Blatty had taken out the masturbation and the profanity in an attempt to make the material palatable. Friedkin said that he had sanitized the story and destroyed its essence. It was also a way for the director to show the  writer who was boss. Blatty made the changes, returning to something closer to the original book.

To Friedkin, the essence of the movie was the mystery of faith. Just as Polanski maintained ambiguity about whether the Devil was merely in Rosemary’s head, Friedkin wanted to keep the audience guessing whether this girl was possessed by a demon or suffered from an unknowable disease. Regan’s mother searches for a cure, first in traditional medicine and psychiatry, before consulting with Father Karras, who despite his initial skepticism helps her find an experienced exorcist. When Father Merrin arrives in her bedroom, Regan curses at him, levitates, and eventually kills him, before Karras challenges her, yelling “Take me!” He then tumbles out the window, with the demon. The ending never made sense to Friedkin. Why would the demon jump out of the girl and into Father Karras just because Karras ordered him to? “I thought that was weird, but I justified it, thinking it might be, he became crazed and kills himself because of the death of Father Merrin,” Friedkin says.

The tension between Friedkin and Blatty centered on this question: Why did the Devil choose this girl? Blatty spells this out quite explicitly in the book, and it appears in the original screenplay in a few places, as in a monologue spoken by her mother saying that her daughter is not the target. It was to make everyone in the house, and in particular the fallen priest, despair and think that even if there was a God, he could not love us. “That was the moral context,” Blatty explains, “and it would allow the audience to not hate itself for liking what it was seeing on-screen.”

Another scene between the two priests includes speculation that the possession was a test from the Devil of one man’s belief. Blatty saw Karras making the ultimate leap of faith for his God, but Friedkin preferred to leave his motivations mysterious, as well as those of the Devil. To him, the randomness of the possession was what made it compelling. Friedkin cut the explanatory scenes and Blatty balked: “Without these scenes,” he angrily told Friedkin, “then why is it this girl?  What is the point here?” Friedkin replied: “I’m not doing a commercial for the Catholic Church.”

This disagreement was not just about religious conviction. It was also about aesthetics. Blatty was slightly more conventional artistically. Like Carpenter and Romero, Friedkin rejected the simple explanations of most genre movies, but he found inspiration from an alternative model of horror: the theater.

 

 

SOME OF the most terrifying entertainments for adults in the 1960s were onstage. In some ways, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? by Edward Albee anticipated the fright of Rosemary’s Baby and The Exorcist, and while it is not thought of as horror, that says more about the lack of respect afforded the genre in the theater than anything else. Truth and illusion are at war, and the central source of the dysfunction in the central relationship between an unhappy academic and his lacerating wife is the baby that may or may not be real. Albee gave each of his acts an evocative title: “Fun and Games,” “Walpurgisnacht” (a mystical centuries-old European holiday that Lovecraft once described in a story as “when the blackest evil roamed the earth and all the slaves of Satan gathered for nameless rites and deeds”), and “The Exorcism.”

When the movie was released in 1966, its fury and profanity were a revelation, loosening the standards for obscenity for the next generation of Hollywood dramas. In the same period, the plays of the Angry Young Men of English theater and the absurdist school of drama were increasingly popular. They were nihilistic, violent, and brutal. Plays like Eugène Ionesco’s Rhinoceros (about a world where everyone turns into animals—think Invasion of the Body Snatchers), Edward Bond’s Saved (featuring the senseless stoning of a baby), and Samuel Beckett’s Happy Days (a play about a woman stuck in a mound of dirt) were more horrifying than anything at the drive-in. These dramas were rooted in stylized language, turning small spaces into tormented portraits of cracked minds. Friedkin, like Craven and Carpenter, was drawn toward this brand of  drama. But more than Albee or Beckett, he was inspired by the crisp poetic plays of Harold Pinter, especially after seeing a San Francisco production of The Birthday Party.

Pinter’s first produced play tells a story of psychological menace about a man hunted down in a boardinghouse by two interrogators for no understandable reason. They attack him, insinuate betrayal, and level criticism that approaches coherence but never quite gets there. When they drag him off, it’s not clear what happened. Melding the madness of Kafka with the absurdism of Beckett, Pinter introduced a new dramatic and ambiguous style. Who were these interrogators? They seemed like comic caricatures, and yet there was a sense of foreboding about them. They chattered away, but what was left unsaid seemed most frightening, hiding something truly awful, like the monster waiting at the other side of the door.

The cryptic language worked on Friedkin’s imagination. “It was like listening to Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring for the first time. It was something completely different and powerful and emotional,” he says. “When I saw The Birthday Party, which was way before I read The Exorcist , it prepared me for an ambiguous kind of storytelling as being more powerful than nailing things on the nose.”

It also inspired him to adapt the play, and in translating it to film in 1968, he worked closely with Pinter. The impact of stage drama on the great directors of scary movies of the sixties and seventies remains vastly underrated. In her review of Jaws, Pauline Kael quoted an unnamed older director who said of the lean, cinematic style of Steven Spielberg: “He must have never seen a play.” That was simple snobbery. However well versed in Molière and Ibsen the young director might have been, after developing close working relationships with Tony Kushner (who worked on Munich) and Tom Stoppard (Schindler’s List) arguably no Hollywood studio director has relied more on great dramatists.

Howard Sackler, who won the Tony and the Pulitzer Prize for his production of the boxing play The Great White Hope, helped rework the  screenplay of Jaws. The cast was also filled with stage veterans, and so was that of The Exorcist, which starred Lee J. Cobb, the original Willy Loman, as the detective and Jason Miller, the writer of That Championship Season, as the priest. But no playwright had a greater influence on horror than Pinter.

Friedkin says Pinter’s key insight is the virtue of not explaining away the mystery of a scene. When actors would ask the playwright about motivation or speculate about character history, Pinter responded with stony silence. All that mattered, he told them, was on the page. He told Friedkin his inspiration was Hemingway’s “The Killers,” a short story about two hit men that never resolves why the victim is being targeted. This had a profound impact on Friedkin and gave him the conviction that the scariest scenes withhold information. In particular, this stuck in his mind in the battle over the crucial final scene of The Exorcist.

In the screenplay, the priest defeats the Devil by throwing himself out of the window, and then there’s a coda that serves the same reassuring purpose as the one in Psycho. Detective Kinderman and Father Dyer, a friend of the deceased Karras, talk about seeing a movie together in the bright glow of daytime. But when the movie came in at 140 minutes, Friedkin cut it, leaving a much more abrupt conclusion—a shot of the dead man at the bottom of the stairs. Blatty hated it, arguing that the trimmed-down version opened up the possibility that Satan might have actually won, transforming his material from a sympathetic take on faith into a nihilistic tragedy with an apocalyptic shock. “My ending was meant to tell the audience that everything is all right. Everything is cool. What was left is a melancholic look on the priest’s face,” Blatty said. “Let’s face it: the message was adroitly snipped out of the film.”

Blatty called up John Calley at Warner Brothers and complained about losing the original explanatory scenes, but got nowhere. Calley liked the new editing, no doubt in part because the length of the movie could have had an impact on ticket sales. Rumors started flying about a rift between Blatty and Friedkin. Industry trade publication The Hollywood Reporter reported that there had been a fight over the dismissal of  the composer Lalo Schifrin, which was not true. In reality, their split had more to do with a squabble over credit, since Friedkin wanted to scrap opening titles. Blatty agreed, but after talking to Mario Puzo and learning that he was lobbying to have his name above The Godfather, he changed his mind. This set off a feud, but the underlying dynamic was established earlier.

Blatty’s vision of the movie as something that could support the faith of believers proved naive. Instead, Friedkin turned the final scene into an old-fashioned gross-out. Regan is tied down and tortured, spewing vomit and swiveling her head until it moves around 360 degrees. And when the demon enters the soul of the priest, some awkward makeup transforms his face into sinister features. When he jumps out the window, it’s shocking, but to what end? If Psycho ties up the psychological ends neatly, this movie tangles them even more, leaving a chaotic heap. Many audience members thought the Devil had won. Even people involved with the film did. After seeing the final cut of the film, Blatty had dinner with Frank Wells. “Can you believe that people think Satan won?” Blatty asked. There was silence before Wells confessed: “That’s what I thought happened.”

 

 

THE SITUATION was summed up aptly by Newsweek in a cover story that began this way: “On December 26 a movie called The Exorcist opened in theatres across the country and since then all Hell has broken loose.” Audience members were fainting and vomiting, screaming at the screen. One woman had a miscarriage and another suffered a heart attack. Police were called in to stop riots in Kansas City and New York. One man saw a demon in Berkeley. The hysteria over The Exorcist, which opened over the holidays in 1973, fed on itself, generating more outbreaks of panic and anger, leading to reports on the evening news and newspaper stories soberly noting that a team of psychiatrists gave this social disease a name: cinematic neurosis.

The Reverend Billy Graham called it a “dangerous and strange situation.” But the people who really became unhinged were the movie critics who could not find enough hyperbole to describe what they were seeing. They used terms like “thoroughly evil” and “religious porn.” Pauline Kael attacked the Catholic Church for allowing its faith to “be turned into a horror show.”

The overheated reaction to the movie reflected its story rather neatly: a girl (or a country) becomes possessed with some strange, religious-seeming force and while authorities (scientific, intellectual) are consulted, the mystery remains. The phenomenon was unprecedented. Not only was The Exorcist the highest-grossing blockbuster of all time, it was one of the rare horror movies that became part of the national conversation. It was a movie you needed to have an opinion about.

The Exorcist actually was different. Its stars were trained actors of European cinema and Broadway, and its tone and style had a solemnity that was out of place in the world of Vincent Price and Wes Craven. The poster was understated. Its mood of dread was as modest as it was eerie. The colors were somber. This was a film that took itself seriously. That doesn’t mean it didn’t resort to traditional horror tactics.

Regan’s head spinning made no sense (how would it not pop off?) but was so startling that few critics cared. The sexualizing of a twelve-year-old girl pushed taboos. This movie mixed shock and awe. William Castle and Herschell Gordon Lewis would have approved of the publicized reports of fainting in the aisles and audience anger. At the same time, Warner Brothers sold the supernatural drama as an unblinking portrait of real life which itself was a familiar strategy of low-budget horror producers.

The Exorcist was a marvel of coordinated message marketing. The first deeply reported feature article about the making of the movie set the tone for the coverage. It appeared in The New York Times after the first day of shooting began in a hospital on Welfare Island in New York. The flattering piece highlighted extensive quotes by William Friedkin meant to frame the movie as something, anything, other than a work of fantasy. He emphasized this was not just a silly movie about the Devil.  It was based on a real story in a fiercely modern style. The writer played along. The father of the possessed child was described as a member of the Ku Klux Klan (shorthand for evil, of course) before converting to Catholicism. He even describes a conversation with the aunt of a boy (Blatty changed the gender of the child for the novel) by telephone; she tells of a levitating bed. “I intend to do it very realistically,” Friedkin said. “It’s a realistic story about inexplicable things and it’s going to take place in cold light with ordinary people on ordinary streets.”

Friedkin stayed on message for the rest of the publicity campaign, which included talks with horror movie magazines, interviews with authors for books, a college speaking tour. He built up a series of minor deceptions and exaggerations to increase the hype of the movie, promoting the idea that the set was haunted, describing strange tragedies hitting cast members and designers. Much was made in the industry press about a fire that burned down a set and a death in the family of the star Max von Sydow, who played Father Merrin. Of course when you consider that the production took over an entire year, such tragic events seem less like examples of a sinister curse than the ordinary accidents and tragedies of life, but that didn’t stop the speculation.

The director obfuscated when asked about the artifice of the moviemaking. Friedkin said that Linda Blair, who played the child Regan, did all the vomiting scenes, which eventually led to a suit by the teenager who performed as her double. He also told a horror movie magazine that the levitating bed hung in the air because of “magnetic fields” rather than special effects. In fact, cutting-edge makeup artists Rick Baker and Dick Smith were producing some of the most revolutionary effects in Hollywood history, replacing trick camerawork with latex contraptions to allow Regan’s head to spin without any cutaway shots. The movie inverted the old exploitation formula. Instead of selling the shocks and delivering the same old tricks, The Exorcist sold tasteful, moody drama, and hit you over the head with brutalizing special effects.

Some perceptive critics who had read the novel noticed that the context for the possession, the explanation that the Devil was targeting the skeptical priest, was deleted. Rolling Stone’s Jon Landau wrote that the morality of the book had been removed and replaced with a single-minded fixation on gore. There had been such on-screen violence before, but not in a major blockbuster. It was so far ahead of its time technically that it prompted one daily paper reviewer to comment that it was a “new low for grotesque special effects.” A new high in grotesque special effects was beyond the writer’s comprehension. In interviews, Blatty and Friedkin explained that they showed violence to confront the audience and to comment on the real world. This enables the movie to indulge in graphic gore while maintaining the moral high ground, a strategy pioneered by Wes Craven in The Last House on the Left. The difference is that this time, actual men of God were doing the public relations. “It shows that obscenity is ugly,” said Father O’Malley, a priest who worked as a consultant on the movie, in the Times. “Not acceptable ugly like ‘Goldfinger’ but vicious ugly like trash and the Vietnamese news.”

The Exorcist made studio executives rethink their attitudes about horror. The movie was not previewed for critics and opened in only thirty theaters. Warner Brothers didn’t think it would be such a huge hit. The Exorcist didn’t open in South Central Los Angeles, but the movie proved to be incredibly popular in the African American community. “We didn’t anticipate that,” says Joe Hyams, who handled publicity. “That created a problem for Warner Brothers because it’s playing in lily-white theaters in Westwood and all of a sudden the merchants are seeing huge numbers of African Americans coming to their enclave. We needed to open up theaters in black neighborhoods.”

The broad appeal of the movie had an impact on the artists in Hollywood as well. Up until The Exorcist became the must-see movie of 1973, stars generally avoided horror movies unless, that is, their careers were failing. Serious directors also went to great lengths to explain that their scary movie was anything but a horror film. That soon changed as producers moved quickly to capitalize with elegant films like The Omen, which returned to the theme of a woman who gives birth to  the Antichrist. Abby gave the possession movie a blaxploitation spin before Warner Brothers pioneered the now inevitable horror sequel. This had yet to become standard practice. Rosemary’s Baby had no sequel at the time. There was no follow-up to Night of the Living Dead or Targets or The Last House on the Left. American International Pictures and Hammer pumped out endless movies with Dracula and Frankenstein’s monster, but these small operations were the exceptions.

The Exorcist II opened in 1977 and makes a forceful claim to the title of the worst movie ever made. Richard Burton hammily played the role of a tortured priest hired by the church to figure out what really happened on that fateful night to Regan, now all grown up and weirdly chipper. John Boorman, who directed Deliverance, stages these scenes leadenly, not helped by his actors reciting their windy dialogue with little care about sense or sensibility. An awkward Linda Blair makes the line “I was possessed by a demon” sound like she’s talking about the weather. In another subplot, James Earl Jones, who had recently finished Star Wars, put his Darth Vader voice to use playing a Satanic character who at one point dresses up in a bee suit.

Friedkin and Blatty refused to have anything to do with the movie. The sequel indulged in more gore and special effects than the original. But its beefed-up plot ended the mystery of what happened to Regan. Any trace of Pinter vanished. Much of the first half hour of the movie features speculation and debate among priests and religious figures over the true source of, as Burton puts it, “eeeeevil.” The $14 million production bombed, but it proved that Hollywood was committed to horror. William Castle’s prediction of the genre’s death seemed like a lifetime ago. Now every studio wanted to get in on the action.

 

 

IT’S TEMPTING to argue that bad times translate into good horror films. The classic Universal films opened during the Depression. And the classic horror releases in 1968 have been attributed to the tumultuous era framed by the Vietnam War. But the emergence of modern horror in mainstream culture that began with Rosemary’s Baby and reached its first major breakthrough with The Exorcist had as much to do with the changes in the movie system, including the loosening of standards.

The original Production Code, the industry guidelines that set the limits of sex, sin, and violence in most studio releases, was established in 1930 with the following provision: “No picture shall be produced which will lower the moral standards of those who see it. Hence the sympathy of the audience shall never be thrown to the side of crime, wrongdoing, evil or sin.” As soon as the Code office began to make a few exceptions, the entire system broke down. By 1966, only 59 percent of films released in the United States carried the Production Code seal. Church groups were outraged. The threat of local ratings boards applying their own rules for exhibitors worried many directors, and culture wars broke out around obscenity and violence after every controversial movie. In an effort to prevent more government intervention, the major studios created the MPAA ratings board. To some, this sounded like a curtailment of free expression, a new power given to a secret committee to determine what was appropriate for children. In fact, it had the opposite effect. The ratings board helped movies like The Exorcist reach a much larger audience.

By making an effort to police themselves, the studios won some goodwill from their critics, and the nuts-and-bolts debates about content moved from the public square to the private rooms of Manhattan and Hollywood. The original idea was spelled out by the MPAA Declaration of Principles, which introduced the original four ratings: G, M, R, and X. These were supposed to operate as guideposts to help parents decide what was suitable for their children. The head of the ratings committee became a new power broker in the movie industry, shaping debate and putting a face on the decisions of the board. He never directed a movie, designed a ghoulish special effect, played a serial killer, or produced an exploitation film. But no one had his fingerprints on as many horror movies in the early seventies. “By creating their own rating system, the studios keep the decisions away from the government. I thought it was a very intelligent thing to do,” Roger Corman says. “It was the best of the bad solutions.”

The new ratings and the horror film grew up together. The earliest version of the system was enacted at the same time that George Romero was putting the finishing touches on Night of the Living Dead, and the film was often used as an argument for why ratings were necessary for protecting children. After its initial run, Night of the Living Dead returned to a New York engagement at the Waverly Theater on a double bill the following summer with Slaves, a blaxploitation film starring Ossie Davis leading a slave uprising. In a pan in Variety, a critic wrote, “Until the Supreme Court establishes clear-cut guidelines for the pornography of violence, ‘Night of the Living Dead’ will serve nicely as an outer-limit definition by example.”

How to lobby to get the rating you wanted became a preoccupation of anyone looking to make a horror movie. Many newspapers and exhibitors refused to show any films rated X, so such a rating would send directors back to the cutting room. And since producers needed to get an M (which would become a GP and PG) to not lose any young ticket buyers, directors had to cut back the sex or violence in the editor’s room. According to estimates of several people involved with the ratings board, as much as one third of the films submitted to the MPAA in the early seventies were recut to get a new rating—and surely the proportion is greater for horror. The major problem was deciding what qualifies as too violent or sexual for an R rating (or more to the point, what was not too violent or sexual to receive an X). The ratings board grappled with the same question as those making the horror film: what scares us the most?

Aaron Stern, the head of the ratings board in the early seventies, had very strong feelings about sex. He recommended that the rating for Midnight Cowboy be changed from R to X. Woodstock, which featured music and free love and lots of nudity, got the same rating. In The Movie  Rating Game, Stephen Farber, a member of the ratings board for a short stint before leaving and becoming a journalist, wrote that Stern suggested that films rated G or GP should only show sex “in the context of a loving relationship.”

Violence, well, that was something else. The prevailing opinion of the ratings board was that horror was harmless because it was fantasy and therefore not imitable, the unofficial critical standard. No child would suck blood, but they might want to have premarital sex, so that was a more pressing concern. The Exorcist tested this view, since it showed the sexualizing of a twelve-year-old girl. The Devil communicates through her by making her masturbate with a crucifix. The purpose here was clear—to use the sexuality of a prepubescent girl to unsettle a modern audience. Nothing like this had ever been seen in a mainstream movie. Friedkin wanted more blood and gore than had been seen in Hollywood before, but he also wanted a huge audience. That meant that the film needed an R rating. In a rare move, Stern watched the movie before the other members of the board and called Friedkin personally to tell him that he would release it without any cuts. Stern, the first person from outside the production to give the director feedback, said it was an “important” movie. So he gave it an R.

If a film that shows a child masturbating with a crucifix doesn’t get an X, what would? Theaters in Washington, D.C., and Boston simply ignored the MPAA and rated the movie X. The movie brought the fairness of the MPAA into doubt. “If ‘The Exorcist’ had cost under a million or had been made abroad, it would almost certainly be an X film,” Pauline Kael wrote in her review. “But when a movie is as expensive as this one, the MPAA ratings board doesn’t dare give it an X.” In The New York Times in February of 1974, MPAA president Jack Valenti defended himself, writing that the film had “unwavering morality.”

Only a few years after they were instituted, it was clear that the ratings had little effect in protecting children from violent studio films. They served the industry that created them but only hurt the other parts of the movie business. What they did quite effectively was put  pressure on independent producers, like Herschell Gordon Lewis, who couldn’t exactly make the argument that his movies were artistically or politically important. “When I saw what [the studios] were getting away with, I realized I can’t match that. The MPAA killed me,” he said. “My little spot in the film world was gone.”

Some independent producers and distributors learned how to game the system. William Immerman, the lawyer for American International Pictures, describes the process as a kind of horse trading. We’ll take out a gory nipple if you let us keep a severed head, what do you say? “With Stern, you were always negotiating,” he says, singling out the 1970 movie Count Yorga, Vampire, a modern spin on the vampire myth.

After the first screening, three members saw Yorga as part of the tradition of violent escapism led by Frankenstein and Dracula. They argued for an R rating. The other three, led by Farber, argued that this movie represented something different, a mixing of sex and violence that could be very disturbing. “The others looked on it as something totally unreal. But the people on the board were old-timers, carryovers from another era. The things that came out in the sixties were Vincent Price films or the Hammer movies. That was their frame of reference,” Farber says. While everyone on the board wanted an R or an X, AIP had other ideas. They played for time, asking for more screenings every time they tinkered around the edges, snipping out violence, adding some back in. Sure enough, after six screenings, the studio got the rating it wanted: a GP.

Some movies did not win the argument, but they were invariably counterculture films that offended sensibilities about sex. This lenience afforded horror started to run into conflict with the concerns of audiences worried about escalating crime rates. Jack Valenti sought to change policy in 1974 with a new chairman of the MPAA ratings board.

A thoughtful academic who shuttled between the university and his public television studio, where he hosted the interview program The Open Mind, Richard Heffner was hired to crack down on violence. He took over in the wake of the blockbuster buzz over The Exorcist, when  criticism was mounting. When he arrived in Los Angeles for an interview, his soon-to-be predecessor Aaron Stern met him at the airport and drove him to his house in Beverly Hills in his Mercedes-Benz and explained the job. “He kept saying I had to watch out because the lifestyle is very seductive. He had a gorgeous white house. I didn’t like him a damn,” Heffner said. “He thought of himself as an editor from an aesthetic point of view.” After spending a week watching how the board operated, Heffner asked to see the films whose ratings had been controversial. One of the first ones he screened was The Exorcist. He couldn’t believe what he saw. “How could anything be worse than this?” he thought. “And it got an R?”

Heffner made his first stand the following year with the movie The Street Fighter, a low-budget Japanese martial arts film starring Sonny Chiba as a mercenary who delights in literally ripping the flesh from his victims’ bodies. In one of the gentler moments in the film, he yanks the Adam’s apple from someone’s neck. In another scene, he kills a rapist by ripping out his genitals. It was an easy target. An article in The New York Times about Heffner’s war on violence singled out this movie as the first film to receive an X rating due to violence.

Giving The Street Fighter a strict rating, Heffner let the movie industry know that he would apply more scrutiny to violence. Then again, no one in Hollywood much cared about the box office of an Asian fighting movie. Such films did not have the clout of The Exorcist. Change in Hollywood movies was not easy. There may have been too much money at stake not to inspire a serious lobbying effort by studios to protect the carnage that would sell tickets. Heffner’s big test came in June of 1975 when Universal Pictures released a terrifying new film called Jaws. Steven Spielberg’s thriller hardly showed any on-screen violence, in part because the mechanical shark didn’t operate properly. At the end, Spielberg showed a man gulped almost whole by a giant shark. The studio won again. The movie received a PG rating. This made a bigger mockery of the ratings board than The Exorcist.

There was an outcry by some critics and an assumption around  Hollywood that Lew Wasserman, who ran Universal Studios and was friends with Jack Valenti, secured the rating. Small companies began to fight back. The Committee on Small Business in the House of Representatives invited Heffner to testify in response to complaints from independent production companies that the MPAA favored big studios over small ones in its handling of the ratings. The film that inspired the hearing was a scrappy little exploitation film called Dogs, a canine version of Jaws in which man’s best friend becomes a ravenous killer, with the help of the training of the United States Army.

In a letter to the producer sent July 6, 1976, Heffner explained why it received an X rating: “Dogs are not after all seldom-seen denizens of the deep or of the wilderness that children encounter only in fictional situations. They are household pets.” This made all the difference in the world to Heffner. Zombies or vampires were firmly in the realm of fantasy, but taking a figure from ordinary American life and turning it into a symbol of fear and anxiety was of more concern. The key question for Heffner was this: how close to home does this film hit? The problem with Dogs, he said, was not the violence but that it made children think about “Rover and Spot at home.”

This hearing provided a rare peek at the standards applied by the secretive ratings board to distinguish benign violence from the more dangerous kind. Heffner’s stated goal was to reflect the prejudices of parents of the day, but in drawing the line between harmless violence and the more dangerous kind, he was also reflecting attitudes about horror among directors and fans of the time.

Since 1968, the most effective horror movies were injecting terror into stories about ordinary people. Romero put zombies in Pittsburgh. Polanski brought the Devil into a Manhattan high-rise. Wes Craven made your parents the monster. For Friedkin and Blatty, it was their kids. These artists may have disagreed with Heffner about the dangers horror posed to children, but most of them shared the sense that the most disturbing monsters were those that seemed absolutely real.




CHAPTER SIX

 THE MONSTER PROBLEM

Things only seem to be magic. There is no magic. There’s no real magic ever.

Martin Madahas, Martin

 

 

 

JACK HARRIS didn’t think much of the unkempt filmmakers sitting in his office on Sunset Boulevard. John Carpenter was quiet and needed a haircut, and Dan O’Bannon talked too much. At one point, O’Bannon took out an illustration he drew of a flying saucer. Harris wasn’t interested.

Harris was a vaudeville promoter who worked his way up to the status of a B-movie producer. His great success was The Blob, a science-fiction story from the 1950s about a pile of goo that destroyed a town. He specialized in picking up student films for next to nothing and releasing them theatrically for a tidy profit. John Landis, whose movie Schlock was produced by Harris, took him to see a screening of an unfinished version of Dark Star.

The Philosophy 101 dialogue bored him and he thought there were slow spots, but Harris saw something to exploit. As the buzz around The Exorcist grew louder, Carpenter and O’Bannon were having no luck selling Dark Star. It particularly aggravated O’Bannon, who marveled at the fuss made over The Exorcist. It was a nice movie, sure, but it didn’t  quicken his pulse. “It didn’t seem scary to me,” he says. “It was just about a little girl peeing and cursing. So what?” John Carpenter was impressed by the music. And they both were in awe of its impact on audiences. People clearly wanted to see it. You couldn’t say the same thing about Dark Star. Big studios turned them down as quickly as the little ones.

As young directors like Francis Ford Coppola and Martin Scorsese were making gritty dramas about the real world, movies about the future seemed like the distant past. Exploitation houses were pumping out crime films set in the urban jungle and Hollywood was celebrating The Godfather. Nobody wanted an absurdist comedy in space. Carpenter and O’Bannon thought they might have invested their money and energy in the wrong project. They were hungry, desperate, and willing to do anything to get their careers off the ground—just the kind of people Jack Harris liked to do business with.

The first scene, Harris barked, was too long and boring. “For seven minutes, you hear snoring and farting,” he said. “Get rid of that.” He also wanted more sex appeal. “How about adding some women in bikinis on a beach?” he said, peering down his nose. Carpenter sat quietly. O’Bannon stewed. If it seemed that Harris was talking down to them, that’s because he was. In his office, the guests sat on small chairs dwarfed by what looked to O’Bannon like a huge throne. Dealing with this man was not something they learned about in film school. O’Bannon mounted a defense of the parts of the movie that Harris didn’t like before getting abruptly cut off. “I’m not trying to win an argument about originality,” he said in a gravelly bellow meant to intimidate. “This is my deal.”

He offered O’Bannon and Carpenter the money to finish the film in exchange for 75 percent of the profits—if they made the changes he wanted. Carpenter and O’Bannon took the money. “This was a real turning point, for both of us, I believe,” O’Bannon says. “I disliked Harris and wanted to get away. If this was the way the game is played, I wanted no part of it, but John concluded he had to learn how to play.”

Dark Star began small and kept growing, expanding, slowly mutating into something very different from what it was originally. It started as a forty-five-minute film. This was too long for a collection of shorts that could play at festivals and too short for theatrical release. To fill it out, Carpenter and O’Bannon decided to add a monster. That also seemed like the commercial thing to do. But in introducing an alien that chases O’Bannon playing Pinback through an elevator shaft, the philosophy of rooting fantasy in something real ran up against the limits of special effects. It’s one thing to put together a control panel using garbage, but how do you make a scary creature from the beyond that would not look like a silly man in a rubber suit? This was not just a problem of resources.

The toughest challenge of every monster movie is making the appearance of the creature live up to expectations. It’s what everyone is waiting for. If you do not show the fifty-foot woman or the blob or the human fly, the audience will be disappointed. Then again, the giant man-eating rat under the bed will always be scarier than the one in front of your face. This is simply how the mind works. No matter how monstrous the giant rat appears, it is never as big or as vile as the rat you dreamed up inside your brain. This is the reason that most horror movies fall apart soon after the monster appears. O’Bannon and Carpenter agreed that the scariest parts of their favorite horror films were in the waiting. But the audience would also feel cheated if they never saw the monster. That presented the critical challenge of the horror movie. Call it “The Monster Problem.”

“The majority of horror and sci-fi films were not badly made,” director John Landis says about the monster movies of the fifties and sixties. “They are not badly written, badly acted, or badly made—until the monster shows up. And then it’s some guy in a stupid suit. The monsters are stupid and the plot is smart. That changed in the seventies when the plots became stupid and the monster smart.”

The best horror films of the seventies came up with clever solutions to the Monster Problem. In Rosemary’s Baby and The Exorcist, the monster stays offscreen almost entirely. Carrie turns the victim into the  monster. Targets preserves the mystery of the monster by keeping its motivations unclear. But the greatest monsters of the decade, the ones dreamed up by Carpenter and O’Bannon in Halloween and Alien, had their roots in H. P. Lovecraft.

Lovecraft’s stories solved the Monster Problem in the ineffable quality of his prose. Even after he described the monster, it remained out of focus. You got a sense of its claws or teeth but not the whole. In “The Outsider,” for instance, when the narrator notices his reflection in a pane of glass, seeing what he actually looks like for the first time, Lovecraft writes a dense paragraph of description that says everything and nothing at once.

I cannot even hint what it was like, for it was a compound of all that is unclean, uncanny, unwelcome, abnormal and detestable. It was the ghoulish shade of decay, antiquity and desolation; the putrid, dripping eidolon of unwholesome revelation; the awful baring of that which the merciful earth should always hide. God knows it was not of this world—or no longer of this world—yet to my horror I saw in its eaten-away and bone-revealing outlines and leering, abhorrent travesty on the human shape; and in its moldy, disintegrating apparel an unspeakable quality that chilled me even more.



This characteristic paragraph contains the germs of almost every monster in the modern horror film. It hints at the decay and uncanny of the zombie, the abnormal of the freak, the unwholesome and leering nature of the Devil, the sloppy, dripping repulsion of the alien, the appetite of the cannibal and the exposed bones of its victims. What it adds up to, however, is a vague history of monsters more than any specific one. It actually tells you almost nothing.

Dario Argento, who loved Lovecraft as a child, explains, “Lovecraft describes horrors but doesn’t explain exactly what they are. I like that.” Guillermo del Toro, the director of Pan’s Labyrinth, says that the genius  of this tactic was how it worked on the imagination of the reader: “Lovecraft had a gift for making everything specifically ambiguous,” he says. “He would say ‘the leering face loaded with madness’ or ‘the evil perverse entity of unnamable,’ everything was ‘unnamable,’ ‘indescribable.’ When you’re reading you go ‘Whoa!’ and your brain fills those spaces. For every creature, everyone has a secret mental image of what those creatures look like.”

In “The Outsider,” the thing is not a thing, but a compound, and in that, we see the idea of a creature of horror straddling two worlds. There is also the suggestion in this story that if being different is monstrous, then it is a rather normal quality for humans. “My first conception of a living person,” says the narrator, “was that of something mockingly like myself.”

Lovecraft could pull off this feat, making his monster sound human and foreign, grotesque and too familiar, extreme and yet vague, because of his particularly literary style. As a visual medium, however, film demands the concrete. That’s why O’Bannon’s original idea for Dark Star was to build an old-fashioned monster. He bought a rubber costume from a rental house in Hollywood. The seams showed. It looked fake. This turned their wry philosophical comedy into a lame joke. So they continued brainstorming. Inspiration struck when O’Bannon and Carpenter were lounging around the set and saw someone carrying a beach ball, revealing his feet underneath, making it look like it was walking. Carpenter and O’Bannon fell down laughing. “We realized we couldn’t do real, so how about going for funny?” O’Bannon says. In a way, the randomness of the object evokes nothing specific, just like Lovecraft’s description.

Carpenter had a less absurd sense of humor than O’Bannon, but he liked the idea, in part because he thought that it would enable him to get around the tediousness of explaining the killer. A beach ball could not be psychoanalyzed. O’Bannon spray-painted it red, put some rubber reptilian feet at the bottom, and they were done. Their friend Nick  Castle, who would go on to play Michael Myers in Halloween, manipulated the puppet.

Carpenter mapped out this chase very carefully and with an eye to horror. The ball didn’t skip or bounce around. It just sat at one end of a hallway staring. Turn away and it would disappear. The camera glided across the body of the victim, with the ball showing up in the least expected moments, to pulsating computerized music composed by Carpenter. It began in a closet, moved down a dark corridor and ended up at the top of a very high and brilliantly lit elevator shaft, where it attacked Pinback, played by O’Bannon, grabbing at his back while the elevator descended on his head. To Carpenter, the silent scene was the “old-fashioned high and dizzy,” the kind of thing Hitchcock pulled off in North by Northwest.

The corridor seemed to go on forever, like the designs of the ships in Alien. And the stalking had the economical suspense of Halloween. The scene would become a blueprint for these later works, but its greatest impact might be the injury sustained during the shoot. O’Bannon spent three days of shooting on his back, inside the sweltering corridor, pretending to be fighting the pull of gravity. The illusion that his character was hanging in an elevator shaft was achieved by simply turning the camera on its side. During this sequence O’Bannon developed an excruciating pain in his side that stole his appetite and sent him to the hospital days later, for the first time in a lifelong struggle with a bowel condition that would eventually kill him.

Harris bought Dark Star but he didn’t keep it for long. He was mired in a divorce proceeding and money suddenly became an issue, so he sold the film to Bryanston Distributing, a small, mob-run company that bungled the release, sending it to over forty theaters in Los Angeles without doing a proper marketing campaign. On opening night, Carpenter and O’Bannon went to a theater in Hollywood and asked the ticket taker: “How’s the audience?” He said, “What audience?” What upset O’Bannon even more was their reaction: they sat silent, no laughing. In his mind, they missed the point. This was supposed to be funny, absurdly so. No one got it.

Soon after the movie was made, O’Bannon began telling their friends that he did so much work on the film that it was misleading for Carpenter to call himself the director. He said that he was as responsible for what was on-screen as Carpenter was. Carpenter knew the value of being seen as the auteur, and when word got to him about what O’Bannon was saying, he wasted no time clearing it up. He took O’Bannon out to a restaurant, told him that he was the director and no one else, and then said that they needed to stop working together.

“This really stunned me,” O’Bannon recalls. “John taught me a lot about human nature. People will do terrible things to other people in order to grab all the cookies and run away with it. Up to that point, I had a naive notion that if you’re real good friends with someone, you will be loyal forever. Not based on much, mind you. John taught me it’s not true. Some people will just cut your head off, run away, and not look back.”

Dark Star was not a hit in 1974, but it was still an effective advertisement for two upcoming talents. Carpenter moved on to writing scripts and O’Bannon also struck out on his own, but without a directing credit to his name or the help of any producers. Harris found work for Carpenter, but when the ambitiously experimental director Alejandro Jodorowsky (El Topo) contacted the producer because he was so impressed with the special effects of Dark Star that he wanted to hire O’Bannon for his new adaptation of Dune, Harris resisted, saying he would only give him his number for a price. Jodorowsky found another way to get to O’Bannon. Dune included some money up front, and an opportunity to work with some of the most talented artists in the world, so O’Bannon left town and flew to Paris for one of the happiest periods in his young life.

Dune was one of those storied projects that quickly developed a reputation among fantasy fans as the greatest movie never made. The  director began with the idea of finding the most talented visual artists in the world, putting them in the same room, and letting the best ideas win. He signed up Salvador Dalí, added the French artist Moebius (Jean Giraud), the British illustrator Chris Foss, the Swiss surrealist H. R. Giger, and then traveled to America to recruit Ron Cobb and O’Bannon. Most of them sat in that room (Dalí stayed away) hashing out designs in a chaotic creative environment that O’Bannon found quite instructive. Here was how movies should be made, he thought, starting with design and artistry—not meetings of producers looking for something to sell.

It was thrilling for this Missouri native not only to live in Paris for a few months but to get treated as a VIP, staying in fine hotels and sending assistants on missions to find him bottles of Coke. Writing letters back home to his old girlfriend Diane, he described himself as a giant in a city of small rooms, portions, and side streets. In the manner of a novice tourist, he explained the mundane differences in culture as something much more macabre and uncanny.

Everything is distorted, unfamiliar and disorienting. You can’t understand what anyone is saying, and the walls are closing in. Sensory overload. And, like acid, you can’t come down. Incidentally, the women here—Les Parisiennes [sic]—are all ugly. I don’t know why everybody is always yelling about how beautiful French women are. They don’t look a bit like Bridgette [sic] Bardot. They’re funny looking.



Along with these observations, O’Bannon was bursting with enthusiasm over the designs of Foss, Giger, and Giraud. “Apparently doing ‘Dark Star’ wasn’t such a bad idea after all,” he writes, adding, “I feel like I’ve breached some kind of barrier.” The only less than gleeful note of the entire message was when he mentioned that he heard Carpenter was working on a low-budget movie. “So he’s got Winkless working on it, has he? Chummy . . .”

In general, however, O’Bannon’s crankiness was gone. On Dune, there were no limitations, few discussions of money, and lots of brainstorming about design. It was a free-flowing creative bull session. Moreover, the quality of the artists impressed O’Bannon. Of all the work he saw in Paris, what stood out most were the slithery industrial designs of Giger.

Ever since his childhood in the mountainous region of Chur, Switzerland, Giger took his early phobias (snakes, worms) as inspiration for his nightmarish drawings and sculptures. After the suicide of his girlfriend around Easter of 1975, his work darkened even more. He painted grotesque, sexually aggressive monsters with bodies that looked like skeletons with giant phallic heads. O’Bannon was fascinated by these images and upon meeting Giger found common ground in an appreciation of H. P. Lovecraft.

But brilliant designs couldn’t save Dune, which collapsed due to money problems, sending O’Bannon back to Los Angeles. He slept on the couch of his friend Ron Shusett and talked about collaborating on making a new monster movie. Studios turned down O’Bannon and Shusett’s early script for Alien (then called “Star Beast”) because they couldn’t figure out the special effects, so O’Bannon went back to a second similar script with more modest ambitions. The monster was a parasite in space and would attach itself to a crewmember of a ship exploring the universe.

O’Bannon was sidetracked again when he received a call from George Lucas, who wanted help with computer graphics on Star Wars. For three months, O’Bannon designed some of the animation for the movie, a crude early form of computer-generated special effects that included the display that reveals how torpedoes will enter and destroy the Death Star. O’Bannon built on similar work he had done in Dark Star and would repeat again later in his career. While it paid the bills, he received very little notice for it.

At the same time, John Carpenter was working steadily in and out of Hollywood, penning a script for John Wayne and the thriller The  Eyes of Laura Mars. He also started shooting Assault on Precinct 13, his first film since Dark Star. His success was not lost on O’Bannon. In his crowded galaxy of resentments, red-hot fury at Carpenter was the Sun. At film school O’Bannon didn’t just respect him, but there was something more emotional as well. He was in awe of his confidence, his ability to charm girls, the ease with which he went through life. O’Bannon kept a close eye on what Carpenter was doing, and was torn when Carpenter invited him to a screening at a theater in Hollywood of Assault on Precinct 13. O’Bannon ended up attending reluctantly.

Assault was in the style of classic westerns like Rio Bravo, but refashioned into urban warfare. It told the story of good guys and bad guys joining forces to defend a police station. The bad guys resembled the violent mobs of Night of the Living Dead but with gang members standing in for the zombies. The intruders, an ethnic mix of bedraggled toughs, were unstoppable and indistinguishable. Putting the ideas about character and monsters that he had discussed at USC into practice, Carpenter created a chaotic world, dominated by an unexplainable evil. In its most notorious scene, a gang member takes out a pistol and shoots an angelic blond girl holding a vanilla ice cream cone in front of a white truck for no reason, except that she was there. The audience surely expected the kid to get away with a brief scare, since killing random children seemed impossible. Frighten them, even possess them, but in the end, they must survive. Not this time.

O’Bannon was disgusted by the movie, and he told Carpenter so. In its casual disregard for the humanity of its characters, he saw a reflection of the coolness that Carpenter displayed toward him. It reminded him of how easily their friendship was discarded. “His disdain for human beings would be serviced if he could make a film without people in it,” O’Bannon said. “Even though he stabbed me in the back, I grudgingly thought he may be a bad person but at least he has a lot of talent. How could I fool myself over the years? He ain’t Orson Welles. He ain’t Howard Hawks. He’s somewhere below Wes Craven.”
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IF CARPENTER’S Assault owed a debt to Night of the Living Dead, it wasn’t alone. Romero’s film kept running at midnight screenings in cities through the country and its reputation only improved. But instead of leaving for Hollywood, Romero attempted to stay true to his roots and make films cheaply and collaboratively. At first, he tried to leave the horror genre. His Pittsburgh-based group of collaborators never had any intention of becoming merely genre mavens. Since they wanted to show their range, they followed up Night of the Living Dead with a coming-of-age romance in the spirit of Goodbye, Columbus and The Graduate.

Once again set in Pittsburgh, There’s Always Vanilla is about a young man discharged from the army who has an affair with an older woman whom he accidentally impregnates. She goes to get an underground abortion under dangerous-seeming circumstances. The movie was the kind of socially conscious drama that was then in vogue and, unlike Night of the Living Dead, it addressed politics directly. Shooting dragged on due to disputes over the script, and since abortion was legalized before the movie was released, it seemed dated by the time it opened.

Romero also didn’t like the script penned by Rudy Ricci, who played a zombie in Night of the Living Dead. He went ahead shooting it and in the rush to finish, didn’t get everything that he needed, meaning that he had to add a voice-over at the end to fill in the gaps. “We wanted to show the world that we weren’t limited to horror,” John Russo says. “That’s when ego problems set in and eventually the group split up.”

After Vanilla and then The Crazies, a sharply edited survival movie about the impact of a biological weapon on a small town that also failed to become a hit, George Romero tried to move in a more realistic direction with Martin, a fascinating spin on the vampire genre that quite self-consciously ridicules the use of the supernatural in horror. Focusing on an alienated kid who has been convinced that he is a vampire by  the movies and his ranting family, the movie’s central tension is the question of whether or not he’s a real vampire. When he goes to sleep, his dreams are shot like old Universal movies, and these expressionistic images of gothic horror are pitted against the unvarnished realism of his real world. Vampire movies in the 1970s set out to leave the past behind, placing the bloodsuckers in modern times in movies like The Satanic Rites of Dracula, Dracula A.D. 1972, and David Cronenberg’s Rabid (in which vampirism is a kind of virus). But Martin takes this a step further, using its own unblinking, grainy realism to question the supernatural. Martin drinks blood, but he doesn’t have fangs. And while his family talks about their curse, can you really trust your family?

Martin, sensitive, lonely, and surrounded by terrible relationships, appears harmless compared with the ugliness that besets ordinary people in the dying industrial city of Pittsburgh. Women are harassed on the street. Cars are crushed into metal for cash. The radio shows are filled with confessions of sad people. To keep himself entertained, he dresses up in a Dracula costume to scare his uncle. “It’s only a costume,” he says. Throughout the film, Romero mocks the conventions of the Old Horror movie as betraying any sense of reality. “That’s the other thing the movies get wrong,” says Martin, much more anxious than the suave, seductive killer in Dracula. “The beautiful women . . . In real life, you can’t get people to do what you want them to do.” In another scene, a liberal priest, played by Romero, makes fun of The Exorcist. Night of the Living Dead may have introduced a new political subtext into horror, but it was also a love letter to the genre. Martin has a very different spirit; it’s trying to break free of the strictures of the genre. It’s a vampire flick that doesn’t really believe in vampires.

When it was picked up at the Cannes Film Festival in 1976, it made only a small impact, especially compared with a new film by the hot young director of the moment. “John Carpenter at Cannes wiped us off the face of the earth with Precinct 13,” Romero said. “Right from the scene when the little girl gets blown away, I was blown away.” Nothing gets people’s attention like killing an innocent blond girl. To get an R  rating from Heffner, John Carpenter submitted Assault on Precinct 13 to the board without the scene of the girl getting killed, and then put it back in when he released it to theaters—common practice in low-budget film. “I actually started to panic,” Romero said. “I realized that the stakes were getting higher and higher. Smaller distribution companies were disappearing. Screens were monopolized by big product.”

Martin opened to mostly glowing reviews and disappointing ticket sales. Romero needed to adjust. He did so with the help of Italian director Dario Argento, who by the 1977 release of Suspiria, the elaborately designed giallo about killings at a dance studio, had supplanted Mario Bava as the king of Italian horror. He got his start working on Once Upon a Time in the West for Sergio Leone and began his career with a relatively conventional detective story, The Bird with the Crystal Plumage. It betrayed the hallmarks of Bava’s giallos albeit with perhaps less of a wry humor. “Bava has a much more ironic style,” Argento says.

Argento developed his own distinct cinematic voice in movies like Deep Red and Suspiria, which departed from the more standard whodunit plots into dense, textured, often incoherent stories built on dream logic. The new movies were bloodier and also moved the giallo into more supernatural territory, but their most distinctive contribution was their bold and ravishing use of primary colors. Faces would split in half, one side deep red and the other bright green. The palette was lush and dramatic. The more literal-minded American movies had nothing like it.

Argento had been an early fan of Night of the Living Dead, and held screenings for his friends in Europe and championed it to anyone who would listen. For him, it was a movie about revolution, a radical political statement. He reached out to Romero through an Italian distributor, and the two men met in New York and talked about making a zombie movie together. Argento told him he could help find financing for a sequel to Night and would fly him out to Rome, give him an apartment where he could work.

They made an odd couple. Romero was gentle and all-American,  almost disappointingly wholesome, while Argento looked the part of a horror director, with hooded eyes and a skeletal frame. Romero wrote Dawn of the Dead in five weeks. The movie is clearly a Romero picture, but while Argento was only credited as a “script consultant,” that doesn’t reflect his contributions. Their deal was that he had final cut of the version released in Italy—where it opened in September 1978—while Romero had the cut for the American film that came out half a year later. The movie doubled its investment in over five weeks. So when the producers ran into trouble with the MPAA, which gave the movie an X rating, they did not cut down the gore but were confident enough in its commercial potential to release the movie unrated.

Romero embraced the political reputation of Night of the Living Dead. It was hard enough to have a hit movie, so why complain? If people thought he was making a statement, he would give them that. The zombies this time prowl a shopping mall and are comments on the rampant consumerism of American capitalism. The movie suggests the living shoppers are more brain-dead than the zombies.

Romero applies a mercilessly satiric touch. The politics in Night of the Living Dead was an accident, but Dawn of the Dead’s political statement was not. “Because of the critics, I knew we can’t do a zombie movie for the fuck of it,” Romero says. “It has to talk about the times, have a social point.”

While Night of the Living Dead maintained a somber tone of nihilistic doom, Dawn of the Dead laughed at itself merrily. The cannibalism and ripping of limbs was disgusting, knowing, and outrageously over-the-top. It was actually a much closer reflection of Romero’s sensibility than the grim dread of Night of the Living Dead. He was not a gloomy guy. For the European version, Romero said that Argento took out jokes that he thought wouldn’t work with an Italian audience. But the real noticeable change is the look of the movie, the black-and-white severity of the earlier zombie movie replaced by garish and bold hues. The Vietnam veteran and makeup guru Tom Savini assisted on the effects, but the bloody fingerprints of Argento are all over the movie.

The reviews were the best of his career, and a stark contrast in tone with the notices for Romero’s last zombie film. Roger Ebert, who was so dismissive of Night of the Living Dead, called the new movie “brilliantly crafted, funny, droll, and savagely merciless in its satiric view of the American consumer society. Nobody ever said art had to be in good taste.”

Notice the use of the term “art.” By making a second political zombie movie, Romero proved that Night was no fluke. He was an auteur with a vision, except his particular one involved the ripping off of limbs. The fact that both movies were deeply collaborative and that the idea that Romero was the sole author distorted as much as it illuminated did not change his reputation. Romero would be a master of horror for the rest of his career. Martin remains his favorite movie. As for Dawn of the Dead, he just laughs at the acclaim. “People thought it was such a subtle commentary,” he says, “but I don’t know what they were talking about. It was a pie in the face.”




CHAPTER SEVEN

 THE DANCE OF DEATH

I just can’t take no pleasure in killing. There’s just some things you gotta do.

Old Man, The Texas Chain Saw Massacre

 

 

 

SEVERAL SECONDS of blackness are broken up by a flash of light revealing a photo of the grimy yellowing fingernails of a corpse. Then one of a gooey limb, rotted white teeth, and an early daylight close-up of the head of a decaying body sitting on a gravestone. The camera retreats slowly, a vast and cloudy blue Texas landscape growing in size, and interrupted by gusts of smoke. Credits run alongside undulating deep red splashes of color on a dark background that looks like the rough draft of a doodle by an abstract expressionist. This disorienting opening sequence, filled with death and unlikely beauty, ends with a glowing full moon and an armadillo lying upside down on the side of the road. Welcome to a cracked world.

Watching The Texas Chain Saw Massacre for the first time can feel like trying to understand traffic zipping by on a highway. Who is that dead body? What are those red images? Who knows? After presenting this grotesque, surreal opening, the movie transitions to a tiny van. A band of hippies from Austin is visiting a graveyard. Sally Hardesty, the pretty blonde, is looking for the home of her grandfather. The director,  Tobe Hooper, pauses to show images of local hicks and cows milling about. One lovely bright day on the road, the young kids pick up a greasy-haired hitchhiker with a lopsided grin. Within a few minutes, he masochistically cuts his hand, drawing blood, lights a fire, and relates some disgusting stories of his family’s work at the slaughterhouse. It’s an odd scene that operates like a warning out of a fairy tale delivered in the rough language of a home movie.

“[The Texas Chain Saw Massacre] looked like someone stole a camera and started killing people,” says Wes Craven, who saw it in a grimy Times Square theater. “It had a wild, feral energy that I had never seen before, with none of the cultural Band-Aids that soften things. It wasn’t nice, not nice at all. I was scared shitless.”

What many described as a reckless and raw assault on the senses was also, however, a rather nuanced (for horror) portrait of a dysfunctional family and a disappearing class of people. Not the victims from the van; they were not terribly interesting. But the killers who live in the house they stumble upon looking for gas are the real heart of this intense movie. They are cannibals and maniacs but also victims themselves. Laid off from their jobs at the slaughterhouse when the air gun replaced the sledgehammer as the preferred way of killing animals, they are casualties of technological innovation. They are country folk left behind in a modern world. This bizarre family is the reason that if you polled current horror directors about the scariest movie of all time, Texas Chain Saw would win the most votes.

Since the success of the movie, Hooper has said his interest in horror peaked when his first dramatic film bombed and he realized that he needed to do something outrageous to get attention. He has explained that the idea of the killer’s mask comes from Greek tragedy, which is sort of like John Carpenter claiming that Medea inspired Assault on Precinct 13. Doing publicity for the movie, Hooper also claimed that it was really about Watergate. This was all nonsense.

Hooper did not have the cerebral streak of Wes Craven or the artfilm ambitions of Roman Polanski or the business savvy of Herschell  Gordon Lewis. What he brought to the project was an unadulterated love of the genre, a talent for editing scenes of intense violence, and a deep understanding of the pleasure of being scared. That proved to be more than enough.

The Texas Chain Saw Massacre was not the first movie to play upon urban paranoia about backwoods hicks. Nor was it the first to explore the terror of the family dinner table (Bob Clark’s Vietnam zombie film Dead of Night did that quite well), exploit the rumbling terror of a chain saw (The Last House on the Left), or include eating flesh (Night of the Living Dead and its imitators turned that into old hat). But after the first five minutes, the movie begins working like a highly addictive mindaltering drug, and nearly four decades later it remains as potent as ever.

The Exorcist proved that scary movies could be respectable enough to win Academy Awards. The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, which opened the following year, announced itself with its title as a down and dirty exploitation film designed to shock. Both films, however, were equally important in turning horror movies into mass entertainment, but it was The Texas Chain Saw Massacre that elevated the trashy, violent pleasures of making audiences gasp into something approaching high art—just approaching, though, since getting there would ruin the movie’s other pleasures.

Just as George Romero did not set out to make a movie about civil rights and William Peter Blatty surely wanted to avoid the ambiguous ending of Rosemary’s Baby, Tobe Hooper was hardly thinking that the print of his movie would end up in the Museum of Modern Art. As a matter of fact, its success might be the most preposterous story of the entire decade in scary movies. It was possible because of an unlikely collaboration between a few underemployed small-town actors, the governor of Texas, and members of a major Mafia family in New York.

By most accounts, the tale began the same way that the movie ended: with an obsessed man chasing a beautiful woman. The cinematic pursuer was a hulking, retarded psychotic cannibal twirling around while swinging a chain saw. The one in real life was a producer. But they were  following the same woman: Marilyn Burns. She was a knockout: long blond hair, tall, shapely figure, and a certain charm that drew attention. Having starred in a few school plays at the University of Texas, Burns really wanted to be in movies, and found a way in after meeting Bill Parsley, a middle-aged attorney who had recently left the Texas legislature for a job as the vice president of development for Texas Tech. Parsley was already married. Handsome with thinning hair, he had an accent, but no Texas twang. He would never be caught in a pair of jeans.

Parsley had investments in oil, ranching, farming, and, increasingly, movies. He met Burns while she was working as a waitress and told her about funding two exploitation movies, including one about a black Hugh Hefner, and they struck up a friendship. Texas had long had its share of rich men chatting up young aspiring actresses. But in the early seventies, the allure of Hollywood glamour seemed less far away than it once was. The movie industry was becoming decentralized, and producers were looking for cheaper places to make films. Go-getters like George Romero were avoiding the studios altogether and making movies in their backyards.

Warren Skaaren, an aide to the governor of Texas, saw a potential new market after noticing that New Mexico had success luring Hollywood companies by assisting in finding locations, cheap places to stay, and permits. With the support of the governor, who owned a chain of theaters, he set out to bring business to the state by creating the Texas Film Commission. As the first head of the commission, Skaaren convinced Columbia Pictures to shoot their new movie Lovin’ Molly in Austin. The Sidney Lumet film about life in cattle country starred Anthony Perkins, Beau Bridges, Blythe Danner, and a handful of locals. This was the first exposure to a major movie shoot for several of the future actors of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, including Burns, who worked as a stand-in for Danner.

Getting a Hollywood director and movie stars down to Texas was a coup for Skaaren, but he wanted to build something homegrown. Ron Bozman, his old roommate at Rice University, introduced him to a  young writer, Kim Henkel, who worked as a grip with Bozman on a biker movie shot in Houston called The Windsplitter. Hooper starred as the heavy. Henkel met Skaaren and handed him a script he wrote with Tobe Hooper called “Head Cheese,” and Skaaren called his friend Parsley and told him it was sure to make some money. Skaaren wasn’t thrilled about the title, but he thought it might have commercial potential. Parsley knew just the girl to star as Sally, the only survivor.

Parsley agreed to put down two-thirds of the original $60,000 budget, raised the rest, and through his corporation M.A.B.—Marilyn Burns’s initials—owned 50 percent of the movie. He also made Burns a partner in the company, giving her one-sixth of the ownership. He denied romantic involvement with her, but at the very least, the perception was widespread. Hooper and Henkel, both of whom were from Texas, owned half. The rest of the cast—local university students, veterans of a dinner theater called Theater Unlimited, and various unknowns working in the punishing heat of August—took home a few points of the profits in lieu of salary. They didn’t understand that their stake shrank again after Parsley found more financing, but it’s hard to imagine they would have protested. After all, this was a horror film made in a few weeks in a dusty corner of Texas. No one imagined this movie would make anyone rich. Most of the actors would be delighted if their friends merely saw it.

With its peculiar origin story shaped by strange bedfellows, Texas Chain Saw Massacre inspired various theories, rumors, and speculation around the Texas film world—all of which were vague, and many of which were shifting or contradictory. In what is nothing more than hearsay, Henkel claims to have heard that Parsley financed the movie because he feared that if he didn’t give Burns the role, she would expose him for mishandling state funds. Others had less conspiratorial notions. Ron Bozman, who worked as a production manager on the film, called Parsley a “major league hound,” adding that he never believed the rumors about financial shenanigans. Although he could point to no firsthand knowledge, Bozman said, “It seemed pretty clear to me and others  that it was a Texas version of the Hollywood tale of older guy, younger actress, bankrolling her path to stardom while putting the stones to her.” Bozman’s speculation went beyond how the movie itself got made: “Another friend who knew her at [the University of Texas] film school recounts that she had a preternatural maturation of her mammary glands during her senior year. We all assumed that Parsley had bankrolled that, as well.”

 

 

TOBE HOOPER didn’t know much about business, and he didn’t care. He just wanted to make a movie. And he knew it ever since his transient childhood, much of which was spent traveling to different hotels in Texas and Louisiana since his mother was in the business. He understood the lonely roads of Texas and remembered the constant bickering inside a car between his parents, who got divorced when he turned eight. “Those family dinners can go very wrong,” he later recalled vaguely. “I saw some things growing up that were bizarre and weird.”

He spent most of his time by himself, reading comic books and dreaming about monsters. The stories of domestic turmoil in EC Comics spoke to him. So did the misunderstood creatures of classic Universal horror. When not at the theater, Hooper corralled a group of three friends to help him re-create the Hammer versions of Frankenstein and Dracula on an 8mm camera. On the weekends, he headed to the library, where he looked up old issues of Famous Monsters of Filmland. The principal at his school expressed concern, telling Hooper to stop making films and concentrate on his studies. He responded by leaving home to live with his dad and attend a new school. After graduating from high school, Hooper attended the University of Texas in Austin, but he spent more time making movies than in class. He dropped out early and started making a name for himself locally directing trailers, commercials, and industrial films. During this early stage of his career, Hooper first saw someone die.

He was shooting footage in an emergency room for a documentary  for premed students, focusing on a prominent Texas doctor. What he saw was a sweaty, injured victim struggling to stay alive after a bullet shot leveled him right above his eyes. The man squirmed and struggled. As he seemed to be nearing the end, Hooper did something that he would later come to believe was quite remarkable. He zoomed in on the action.

As a team of doctors worked, swirling around the table in a frenzy of activity, the director did not flinch, keeping focus documenting the tragedy as clearly as he could. And he did so, calmly, in one take. The sound of the wounded man in pain got softer until it finally faded away altogether. Hooper turned the camera off, left the hospital, and went to dinner with a few friends, where he discussed the experience from a remove, almost as though he hadn’t been there.

The next day, he took a look at the footage, and it made him sick. He vomited suddenly. Hooper learned that the impact of violence depends completely on where you sit. What disturbed—and fascinated—him was that he had a much stronger reaction to seeing death as a viewer the next day than to watching it happen right in front of his eyes. That was strange. “There’s something about looking through that plate of glass that separated me in a way that was clinical,” Hooper says. What he saw while filming was an interesting subject, something dramatic, exciting.

Hooper, who spoke with a laid-back stoner’s affect, was a pacifist and hated the Vietnam War, but would much rather document a war protest than participate in it. His first feature, Eggshells, was a 1969 psychedelic trip about a commune that aimed to capture the drugged-out ethos of the time. Aimless and dedicated to capturing what it was really like to be young, it was billed as “An American Freak Illumination: A Time and Spaced Film Fantasy.” But instead of making the Texas version of Easy Rider, Hooper dug deep into his roots as a young horror fan, adding a ghost to haunt the young hippies. In one scene, a nude man sets fire to a car and then races down the street half-crazed.

The actor was Kim Henkel, and while the movie opened and closed right away, receiving very little notice, their friendship blossomed, leading to discussions on how to make a movie that would really sell tickets. Taking a look at his resources and his expertise, Hooper knew it had to be horror.

Hooper and Henkel, who worked days as an illustrator for an educational company, met every night at Hooper’s house and talked over ideas. They watched the original Frankenstein together as well as Night of the Living Dead. Hooper, building on the loves of his childhood, immediately thought of a dreamlike tale about the supernatural. “We referred to the way we put the story together as ‘nightmare syntax,’” Henkel said. Hooper liked this idea, but also wanted the movie to be funny, in a dark, satiric way, a twisted spin on ordinary life. He had recently seen A Clockwork Orange and was drawn to the comic incongruity of the moral ugliness on-screen being played to the music of Beethoven and Singin’ in the Rain. The beautiful, thought Hooper, can often be found in the horrible. He wanted the movie to be about how easy it is to shut off your conscience when stuck in extreme circumstances.

Henkel suggested they build upon the story of Hansel and Gretel, an inspired choice of source material for a horror film. After all, the Brothers Grimm fairy tale begins with abandonment and moves on to kidnapping, imprisonment, suggestions of cannibalism, and finally a happy ending: the burning of an old woman. Hooper picked up the thought and brought it closer to Night of the Living Dead, borrowing the idea of being trapped in a remote house away from the rest of the world. Growing up in various small towns in Texas, he understood how eerie that kind of separation could be, and how it could serve as a useful metaphor. What remained was the inevitable Monster Problem. Hooper originally imagined a troll under a bridge. Henkel hated that idea.

“I had a visceral response to that kind of thing as being a little, I don’t know . . . The underlying social motivations get stripped out, if it moves in that direction, if you go with the supernatural,” he says. “I had never seen horror films and wasn’t particularly interested, not because I had any negative attitude toward them. It’s the tools they employ—the tension, the suspense—I didn’t care for that, still don’t.”

Henkel proposed that they should try something closer to home. He raised certain questions again and again: What would make someone turn into a killer? Why would a human being commit violence? Drawing on their own experience in Texas, they came up with the idea of a family of redneck Luddites who saw their way of life under threat. Like many people they knew, these uneducated locals had been laid off, made expendable because of changes in industry. Their quiet southern town was falling apart, and they blamed it on the modern world and took it out on the poor teenagers visiting from out of town. To be sure, Henkel was talking about crazy people, but not so crazy that they weren’t recognizable. Unlike many of the makers of New Horror, he began with the question of how to psychologically motivate the killers.

For a Texas redneck feeling under threat, Henkel, who spoke with a thick drawl, thought the idea that they would kill innocent outsiders didn’t seem that outrageous. You needed something more grotesque. So he added the fact that these killers eat people. Hooper thought it was a hilarious idea and took it a step further. It was not only about the terror of finding yourself in the middle of nowhere confronted by a savage monster. It was about feeling so different, so alienated that it seems you are a savage monster. Drawing on his love for the sentimental aspects of classic Universal horror movies, in particular how the monster in Frankenstein earned your sympathy, Hooper set out to make a monster who was unloved and bullied himself.

 

 

BY THE SEVENTIES, the werewolf had gone out of fashion in the movies, and the Frankenstein monster grumbled angrily less often than he once did. Zombies were multiplying, and the occasional ghost haunted a creepy house with a squeaky floorboard. But the most compelling monster of the era was the serial killer, a term invented by the FBI in the mid-seventies.

The serial killer became much more prominent in the popular imagination on August 8, 1969, the day that Joan Didion, in The White  Album, explained was considered by some to be “the end of the sixties.” As soon as the murders at the house of Roman Polanski were reported, whispers about the director spread through Hollywood. The national press presented him as a bizarre, promiscuous European stranger with a thick accent, long hair, short stature, a taste for violence, and a tragic family history. Most of all, there were those weird movies. “It was a scene as grisly as anything depicted in Polanski’s film explorations of the dark and melancholy corners of the human character” was how Time magazine described the murders.

Early newspaper stories emphasized that Polanski was abroad during the murders but that he was cracking jokes at a Broadway show before a killer was apprehended. Polanski added to the suspicion by visiting the murder site for the first time with a photographer who took shots that were widely publicized. It made a terrible crime look like another act of self-promotion. Law enforcement focused on Polanski as the first suspect in the case, and he was brought in to talk to the police. The investigators asked why his wife would be targeted. At the time, they were searching desperately for some kind of motive. Polanski had a telling suggestion. “The whole crime seems so illogical,” he explained to the detective during a polygraph test. “If I’m looking for a motive, I’d look for something which doesn’t fit your habitual standard, with which you use to work as police, something much more far out.”

He was talking in private to the police, but this was an answer that he could have also delivered to film critics looking to know where future monsters of the horror genre would come from. In the New Horror, clear motives and obvious metaphors were replaced by a more general sense of confusion. The murders of Sharon Tate and her friends were so bizarre and random and spectacular that for many people they almost didn’t seem real. The situation only became murkier when the world learned about Charles Manson. Details trickled out about this other strange little man and his virulent cult, and they didn’t add up to a coherent picture. He was described as a hippie but also as someone who hated hippies, a nihilist and a race warrior, an idiot and a genius, starved  for fame and completely indifferent to it. None of these explanations made more sense than Polanski’s original speculation. Manson was simply far out.

By the early seventies, as his multiple insanity trials received blanket press coverage, Manson became an antihero for a segment of the counterculture. It emerged that he was a budding musician who had worked with the Beach Boys and had seduced a harem of beautiful women to opt out of their bourgeois society. The yippie Jerry Rubin praised him, and members of the radical group the Weathermen celebrated him as a kindred spirit. As for his violent methods, well, that was simply by any means necessary.

For the other side of the generation gap, Manson represented the danger of the hippie movement and the out-of-control youth culture protesting the war, rioting in the streets, and generally ignoring their parents. He stood in for the nagging anxiety of parents who didn’t understand why their kids were dressing and talking like that. In the age of the silent majority, the media ran with this narrative. Accompanying a tight photo of his face, the cover of Life magazine proclaimed Manson “the dark edge of hippie life.” One hitchhiker told The New York Times that in the wake of the Manson murders it was impossible to hail down a ride: “If you’re young, have a beard, or even long hair, motorists look at you as if you’re a ‘kill crazy cultist,’ and jam the gas.”

Manson was not the first mass murderer, nor was he the first celebrity psychotic, but the impact he had on the culture in the seventies was seismic. Devilishly charming gurus showed up in many movies. It might not have been a coincidence that Polanski’s next movie was one of the bloodiest, meanest, most unforgiving adaptations of Shakespeare ever put on-screen. Macbeth is a youthful, dour version of the play partly financed by Hugh Hefner. As in Rosemary’s Baby and Repulsion, Polanski employs subjective point-of-view shots and long, lingering silences to create an atmosphere of dread, but, surprisingly, the style is more graphic and realistic. A shot of a severed arm opens the movie and a rolling head ends it. The order-restoring speech of the new King Malcolm that ends  the play is cut, replaced by a suggestion that the cycle of violence will continue, as always.

Roger Ebert called it one of the “most pessimistic” movies ever made and argued that Polanski made Macbeth like Manson (Ebert shuddered at Shakespeare’s image of a baby ripped untimely from a mother’s womb) but put us on the side of the murderous king of Scotland. As part of the promotion for the film, legendary British theater critic Kenneth Tynan, who wrote the adaptation, published a diary in Esquire that captures a portrait of Polanski at home, lounging around his house surrounded by a gang of submissive women reading magazines. Barking out orders, he comes off as a bully with no patience for anything less than total fealty. It’s almost as if Polanski had become what his original critics always suspected. Or perhaps he was playing a role. When Tynan questioned Polanski about using so much blood and excess carnage in the scene at Macduff’s castle, after the murder of his children, the director responded bleakly: “You didn’t see my house in California last summer. I know about bleeding.”

After the Manson murders, the press treated killers like Ted Bundy and David Berkowitz like celebrities. Responding to the attention, the FBI promoted the importance of catching serial killers, which gave them a reason to expand. As urban blight and crime soared during the decade, the population of maniacs increased in the press and on movie screens. At times, the killers, the government, and the movies seemed to be working together. In one of his final letters to the police in 1974, the notorious Zodiac killer, the Southern Californian who eluded the police for years in a case that remains unsolved, took time out to review The Exorcist, calling it “the best saterical comidy [sic]” that he had ever seen. Reports that Ted Bundy, perhaps the most famous serial killer of the era next to Manson, was inspired by Bob Clark’s sorority house horror Black Christmas led NBC to cancel the film from its schedule. The press added glamour to these characters, making them objects of fascination that the movies picked up on.
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THE TEX AS CHAIN SAW MASSACRE introduced horror audiences to the masked serial killer. Of course, criminals had covered their faces in movies for generations. The Italian giallos have a long tradition of killers in form-fitting white cloth masks. But while the masks for these maniacs served a functional purpose, to disguise, the masks for American slasher antiheroes were more about character—or lack thereof. The mask of Michael Myers in Halloween or Jason Voorhees in Friday the 13th did not hide an identity; it created it. The mask was their uniform.

Leatherface, the hulking man-child responsible for killing victims before feeding them to his family, wore the skin of his victims on his face, a costume choice inspired by the Wisconsin serial killer Ed Gein. He also set the standard in fashion in accessories (meat hook, chain saw) and personality (little to none) for a generation of serial killers.

Leatherface has a simple goal: make dinner. When we first see Leatherface, played by Gunnar Hansen, he knocks one of the kids in the van looking for gas on the head with a hammer. It is one of the most highimpact introductions in the history of horror. The scene, less than a minute long, takes place in a dark, claustrophobic corridor adjacent to a staircase. The young Kirk opens a screen door, tentatively, the brilliantly blue sky behind him. After a few steps into the hallway, he trips, falling deeper inside the house when the bearish masked man appears. Hooper said he cast Hansen because “he filled up the door,” and you can see how it pays off here. The walls are outfitted by designer Robert Burns in cowhide skins with a lightweight metal door at the end that slides open, revealing a red background showcasing a mounted skull. Hansen is a heaving mass of a man who raises his weapon slowly, in an almost formal way, like he was royalty raising his sword to knight a warrior. The camera approaches to show us the movement, but recedes when it gets put to use.

Hansen knocked the actor over his head with a mallet so hard that  he broke blood vessels in his eyes. He fell to the ground, shaking epileptically. Hansen did not drag him away so much as flip him up like a pancake and catapult him to the next room. He slammed the door and in no time was gone. This is the hunt. It took very little time, and the scene was made even quicker by jump cuts, and while the theatrical door slam may have been unnecessary considering the remote house, it announced that a Grand Guignol monster had entered this ordinary Texas landscape. The next kill was even more flamboyant. Despite its reputation for grim fly-on-the-wall realism—stoked by its announcement at the start of the movie that it was an account of “one of the most bizarre crimes in the annals of American history”—Chain Saw was not shot in the verité style of Last House. The camera glided and the story was often told through editing of shots. For instance, audiences regularly remember the second kill when Leatherface mounts a victim on a meat hook as bluntly graphic, but it actually never shows any flesh being abused or even a drop of blood. You see a close-up of the hook, then Leatherface, but when he mounts her on it, there’s a cut to a close-up of her agape mouth croaking in pain.

The real revulsion is what follows. Hooper shoots the victim’s face and chest on the hook and then pans down to a bucket, allowing the audience’s imagination to connect that the purpose of the bucket is to collect blood, that it will drop, even though it does not. It’s a credit to the direction that fans think they see more than they do.

The next time Leatherface appears he is in cooking mode, wearing an apron and a dress. In his final appearance at the dinner table, he is wearing his finest drag outfit, clown makeup, and wig. The meal is served. In the original production notes, Hooper said that he wanted to make a film “about meat,” and the structure of the scare scenes is a profile of our food industry, with people cast as the animals. As played by the bearish Hansen, Leatherface doesn’t communicate in words, just grunts and growls. Inarticulate, masked, brutal, it’s understandable that most critics and audiences saw nothing more than a killing machine. But Leatherface is not that simple. He is as much victim as monster. There is something in his eyes that brings us to his side: fear. Leatherface is bullied by his brother to get dinner and tries to appeal to his father. Like Norman Bates, he struggles with his identity and plays dress-up.

The movie doesn’t merely take the side of the young kids. The usual interchangeable teenagers are pointedly annoying. As the kid in the wheelchair, the actor Paul Partain whines gratingly. And while the script asks you to sympathize a little bit with Leatherface, it doesn’t exactly make you see the world through his eyes. At least, not in the way that Hitchcock did with Norman. Most of the time Hooper’s point of view remains neutral. Before heading into the house for the first kill by Leatherface, the roaming camera sets up behind a blond girl on a swing. As she stands up and walks toward the house, it stays at a distance, showing us neither her perspective nor that of the killer inside the house. The insect-eye shot emphasizes the scale of the rickety two-floor building. We follow this victim, but at a distance. We are not getting assaulted here. With his camerawork, Hooper argues that the most frightening thing is to see terrible violence happen and know there is nothing you can do about it. Drawing upon his experience in the emergency room, Hooper puts you in the position of complete, mystifying helplessness.

 

 

HOOPER COULDN’T have picked a more uncomfortable time to shoot his movie. It was shortly after dawn on July 15, 1973, when the filmmakers gathered for the first time at an isolated farmhouse in central Texas, dressed in T-shirts and jeans. It was around 100 degrees, and there was a dead horse on the side of the road, which somehow didn’t make its way into the movie. The cast worked sixteen-hour days and spent much of the time covered in Karo corn syrup, widely used on horror movie sets to simulate blood, and real bruises. Cattle bones were strewn all over the unventilated room. Everyone was miserable. “Let me put it to you gently,” says Edwin Neal, a veteran who played Leatherface’s maniacal brother. “I moved troops through the jungles of Vietnam, and it wasn’t as bad as making this film.”

Parsley hovered around the edges of the set throughout the shoot, entertaining Burns and irritating the director and writers with worry and skepticism. At one point, when he found out from Burns that his money had been used to buy beer, Parsley came down hard on the crew, earning some resentment toward Burns from the rest of the cast that might have helped the scenes in which the family of cannibals tortures her. This is not to say that he didn’t play an integral part in creating the film. Parsley insisted that Hooper get an R rating, and that is part of the reason Hooper was forced to come up with more creative ways to showcase violence. “I was hoping to get a PG rating believe it or not,” Hooper says. “I called the MPAA and asked, could I get a rating when a girl gets impaled on a hook? At first, the answer was ‘You can’t.’ What if you show no contact? What if you cut the blood out? What then?” The result is a movie that is actually far less bloody than its reputation.

The worst day of shooting was a twenty-six-hour marathon that captured the notorious family dinner scene, the climax of the film. It had to be filmed in one day because some of the makeup for the grandfather of the cannibals had a short shelf life. It was designed and applied by a local plastic surgeon, and after a few hours, the plastic started to melt. Tensions were high. Heavy blankets were put over the windows of the room to make it darker. Cattle and chicken bones strewn over the table stank almost as bad as Hansen, who had not washed his clothes throughout the shoot. “They refused to let me wash the costume for twenty-eight days because they were worried about it changing color,” Hansen says. “By the end, my pants stood up and I smelled so bad that when we broke for lunch they wouldn’t allow me in the food line. I also couldn’t take off the mask because they were scared it would rip. It smelled so bad I felt nauseous.”

He was hardly the only one. “We used syrup for blood so we had flies coming in from Belgium,” Neal says. Parsley didn’t help matters.  He complained that the scene was not working and his interference led Hooper to ask him to leave the set.

The movie starts at a leisurely pace, but once Leatherface arrives, it moves quickly from shock to shock. It captures your attention, but unlike most horror, it uses this advantage to take a risk—a long, slow, meandering scene, a portrait of a twisted family tormenting Burns’s Sally Hardesty that reveals relationships between the characters that are much deeper than you expect. Burns is tied up watching nearby. Leatherface sits quietly after serving the meal. The crazed imbecile son encourages his grandfather, who appears barely alive, to hit their guest, but the best he can do is swing his hammer with a pitiful flop. The family respects the father but he is cold to them.

Henkel wrote a piece of gothic realism, inspired by his own colorful, dysfunctional family dinners. And Hooper kept the actors playing the killers separate from Marilyn Burns on the set to try and spook her into a shattering performance. It worked. The intensity of her desperation and fear was not entirely simulated. It was in part due to the limitations of low-budget moviemaking. Exhausted, overheated, and frustrated by a tube of fake blood that wouldn’t spurt, Hansen, filming a scene of torture during the dinner scene, cut Burns for real, just to get the scene over with. A calm, gentle man, Hansen was exhausted and borderline delirious by the end of shooting this scene, recalling himself going a little mad watching the Hitchhiker threaten Sally with a hammer. “He turns to her and says: ‘Kill the bitch.’ And I remember thinking: Yes, kill the bitch,” Hansen says. “It was the one moment when I lost it and became Leatherface.”

Burns remembers it as physically grueling. “I got a black eye that day,” she says, “and I remember getting beat up by everyone while Tobe was standing nearby saying, ‘Hit her harder! Harder!’”

The scene is as perverse as it is ridiculous, but you can’t really laugh because there is poor Sally desperately crying in the corner. Burns had a piercing yelp that never wavered, a steady sonic backdrop to the last  third of the movie. When she finally escapes the basement and runs into the street trailed by Leatherface, galloping after his screaming heroine who jumps onto the back of a passing pickup truck, the camera jumps to a close-up of her wet eyes and then her face with a shocking quickness. The last look on her face sums up the spirit of the New Horror: crying, exhausted, and terrified, she stares at the monster from the back of a pickup truck. As he recedes into the distance, she laughs, an out-of-control, involuntary chuckle of madness. On the other end of the chase is the monster. Raising his buzzing chain saw to the sky, Leatherface, wearing a jacket and tie, spins around under the blazing sun, thrilling to the madness of the moment. The golden glow of the sun peeking through the clouds of the empty landscape provides a stunning backdrop to this odd frenzy of activity.

She got away, but what about Leatherface? He is stuck back home with his family. He does not escape, and staring at his prey, he might even be jealous. On the other hand, he did have an impressive record of destruction and fright, nothing for any psychotic redneck to be ashamed of. The ambiguous and oddly poetic final moments—and it’s notable that the movie ends with the killer—offer the possibility of a very bizarre happy ending. His twirl in the sunset looks a little like a rock star vamping in front of a crowd. Instead of a guitar, he’s swinging a chain saw, but the brutal, triumphant dance could be a celebration.

 

 

AT THE END OF THE SHOOT, there was no cast party and few expectations. Hooper thought he had some good footage, but he knew he hadn’t figured out a compelling beginning to the movie and the editing was going badly. By the summer of 1974, Skaaren started shopping it around to distributors. Columbia Pictures proposed an advance, then rescinded the offer a week later when its board of directors balked at buying such a gruesome movie. No other studio made an offer. Skaaren helped set up several screenings for independents, including American International Pictures. But the most interest came from a New York company,  Bryanston Distributing, that offered $225,000. Bryanston was best known for distributing the porn blockbuster Deep Throat, but there were whispers that made their way to Texas that it was involved in organized crime. The producers could not be picky.

Skaaren, Bozman, and their lawyers took a flight to New York to visit the offices of Bryanston in the art deco Film Center on Ninth Avenue. Bozman recalls seeing a large Cadillac that looked to be a few years old right outside the building, with a large Italian man in a suit leaning on it. Bozman was nervous. After leaving the elevator, they walked into the office, where they were met by two men in dark suits behind a round table, surrounded by an antipasto feast. The atmosphere was jovial.

Louis “Butchie” Peraino was a Brooklyn made man who was the grandson of a Sicilian Mafioso who immigrated after escaping prison in the early twentieth century. He helped move the family into adult films, which proved to be a profitable business decision. With a little taste of the movie business, he was looking to branch out. He greeted his visitors warmly, shouting: “We loved the movie. We’re going to make a lot of money on this.” He knew the lawyer who accompanied Skaaren, Arthur Klein, because he had represented Joey Gallo. At one point, the meeting was interrupted when a man entered with a briefcase and placed it in front of Peraino. He opened it. Diamond bracelets gleamed. These were the options for a gift for his wife. Peraino picked one, flashed a grin, and then returned to the meeting. It was not much of a negotiation. Bryanston had already decided what it would offer and had a precut check. Bozman and Skaaren agreed quickly, shook hands, and left. They were happy to get out alive, but they thought they had a good deal. At least they had a deal.

The opening weekend took in more than $600,000. The movie made $20 million in its first two years and proved to be a stalwart crowdpleaser at midnight showings. It was banned in England and Australia. And when it opened at Cinema Village in New York in the middle of 1975, Michael Wolff described the scene in an article for The New York  Times: “It was a cultural experience but an acquired taste. Pot smoke was in the air. Young couples were chuckling in the corner. A bored theatergoer shouted at the screen: ‘So cut her head off already.’ ”

Almost overnight in the winter of 1974, Gunnar Hansen went from being an unknown actor in a small town in Texas to an unknown actor seen in photos throughout the country. His anonymity did not change because the guy swinging the chain saw in posters, photos, and advertisements was wearing a mask. But Hansen knew. And since he owned a piece of the movie, he was getting very excited. Days after the October opening of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, Bryanston bought a page in Variety to trumpet its popularity. It boasted: “$602,133 in the first four days.” Imagine the riches! When Hansen discovered his first check in the mail about two months later, his heart started beating a little faster. After ripping it open, his smile flattened: $47.17.

The great horror movies made by small companies almost always ended in bad feelings and empty pockets. George Romero and his original twenty-six investors saw hardly a dime from the proceeds of Night of the Living Dead, since they never registered the title with a trademark. No star of The Last House on the Left made more than $1,000. Roger Corman, American International Pictures, and Hammer Studios may have sent more checks, but their movies didn’t exactly make you filthy rich. The Texas Chain Saw Massacre was such a hit, however, that the stakes seemed higher, which led to years of litigation. But by the time a suit for breach of contract was filed against Bryanston, the company had sold off the rights to The Texas Chain Saw Massacre to pay back a vendor, which violated a contract, leading to more suits. There was an out-of-court settlement, but no one who worked on the movie was happy about it, least of all the men who played the killers.

Hansen remained the most even-keeled. At the other end of the emotional spectrum was Ed Neal, the Vietnam veteran who played the crazed brother of Leatherface with a worrying persuasiveness. He was furious at Tobe Hooper and threatened physical violence in an article in the Los Angeles Times about the financial troubles of the movie. It  seemed as if the monsters were turning on the man who gave them life. “He was scared to death,” Neal says of Hooper. “I had one of my kids call him and say if my daddy wanted you dead, you would be dead.”

Hooper was an obvious scapegoat, especially since he left Austin for Hollywood soon after the movie became a hit. It was the same old story. The actors and production team received almost no money and little credit, while the director was hailed as a visionary. The auteur theory was responsible for the end of hundreds of friendships.

But Hooper had little notion of what was going on with the business end of the film. He was less concerned with money than with his future. He even accepted an invitation from Lou Peraino to meet about following up Chain Saw with another horror movie. They met in an Italian restaurant in Manhattan and sat in a private area in the kitchen. “Lou was talking about his new pool table,” Hooper recalls. “He wanted me to do another movie like Chain Saw—but this time, set on an island. The script was impossible, just bad. It was the same thing. Of course now I’ve learned that that’s what you do—on the second picture, you do the same thing.”

Then something strange happened, unprecedented in the history of horror films. The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, a movie bankrolled by a businessman looking to impress an actress, made by amateurs in Texas, and distributed by members of the mob using money made on the most notorious porn film of all time, suddenly became—believe it or not—respectable. Consider that George Romero refused to see this movie because the title seemed too tawdry. George Romero! Times had changed since Night of the Living Dead became an underground hit. After submitting a print to the collection of the Museum of Modern Art, a cagey marketing strategy, Bryanston rereleased the film nationally accompanied by large newspaper ads proclaiming endorsement by the venerable museum. This captured the attention of the major international festivals.

The Berlin Film Festival screened it and passed, but Cannes included the movie in its new directors series two years after it was originally released. Prominent critics started taking it seriously. Rex Reed raved. Roger Ebert called it gruesome but described it as “well-made, well-acted, and all too effective.” Even TV Guide praised it. As was usually the case in the seventies, the horror press had the assessment that would later become the common wisdom. “The movie extends the boundaries of cinematic terror and revulsion to the point where we are forced to redefine the term ‘horror film,’” wrote Paul Roen in Castle of Frankenstein. “I consider myself a hardened observer of horror films, but this one reduced me to a pale and quivering hulk.”

Part of the success must be attributed to the title. It manages to grab your attention and lower expectations at the same time. Every word resonates. “Texas” has always had a cachet, meaning anything beyond the mundane. “ ‘Chain saw’ is the kind of thing that you put in a room and you don’t have to say ‘Run!’” Henkel says. “If we called it ‘The Iowa Chain Saw Massacre,’ it wouldn’t be the same.”

The other major reason for its crossover success was stylistic. Despite its gritty ramshackle design and the lean storytelling that didn’t waste time on backstory, the movie actually reverts back to an older style of expressionist horror, mixed with a new age Texas vibe. The stark noir color scheme juxtaposes the black basement with the burning morning sun. The extreme camera angles bring to mind gothic horror. And the final whimsical spin by Leatherface is like something out of Luis Buñuel. Hooper took his time making this movie, over a year, and much of the impact of the opening and closing sequences was created in the editing room. Like Frankenstein, the movie didn’t cut out development of character. It was possible to find the family of killers eerily familiar. These were monsters you could almost relate to.

Universal signed Hooper and Henkel to a three-picture deal, and they moved to Los Angeles and promptly got to work in an office on the same lot with Steven Spielberg. Hooper was thrilled to be invited to talk with William Friedkin, still high on the success of The Exorcist. “He told me, ‘Hey, kid, the film’s really good. You have a sensibility. That will come in handy,’” Hooper remembers. “‘But let’s get down to  the important stuff—the bullshit.’” By that he meant a career in Hollywood.

The backlash was inevitable, appearing most forcefully in, of all places, Harper’s Magazine. The left-wing magazine with a literary pedigree rarely covered horror films, let alone low-budget ones emerging out of small-town Texas. But Stephen Koch took exception in an article titled “Fashions in Pornography” that began, “‘The Texas Chainsaw Massacre’ is a vile piece of sick crap.” It got worse. The article reads like the last desperate protest against the introduction of brutal violence into the entertainment diet of mainstream America. For one thing, the sloppy description of the movie suggests that the author spent more time grinding his teeth than paying attention. Repeatedly, he refers to the movie as “pornography,” as if it showed an endless, unblinking amount of gore. As evidence, he describes the movie as reveling in necrophilia (wrong, cannibalism), chain saws killing multiple women (nope, just one), and the self-immolation of a character (huh?).

The setting, he says, is the Texas Panhandle and the carefully managed pacing, which especially in the final third moves deliberately slowly, is called “hysterical.” At one point, Koch compares the movie to snuff. At another he says it’s so imagistic that it makes no sense. “André Breton said the simple surrealist act would be to take a revolver into a crowded street and fire at random,” he writes, with this dismissive quip. “They seem to have read Breton down in Texas.” But the real target of this attack was not the movie or its supposedly cynical producers, but the community of intellectuals who allowed it to flourish.

Expanding his attack to what he calls the movement of “film buffery,” Koch blames a wider snobbish and amoral obsession with movies for missing the obvious degradations of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre. He singles out Peter Bogdanovich as “King Buff” and the journal Cahiers du Cinéma, a booster of Romero and Craven, as leading the charge. This new intelligentsia, he argues, in battling the self-seriousness of high art, prized style over all else, encouraging the moral corruption of the genre.

As wrong as he was about so many things, Koch did accurately  capture one thing. The New Horror was always described by its critical defenders as a radical attempt to shock its audiences with visions more graphic and confrontational and real than had been shown in the past. This ignored just how connected the genre is to the past, how self-conscious these new directors were. Hooper, Bogdanovich, Polanski, Carpenter, and Romero were making movies that were as much about movies as they were about monsters. They were sold as honest and frighteningly real, but these films were made in a film language that was either referencing or dialoguing with the movies of the past. Targets and Rosemary’s Baby pointedly included cameos by Boris Karloff and William Castle to underline the engagement with the Old Horror. And Craven and Romero flat-out stole the plots of their movies, and part of their fun was in deciphering the conversation between the past and the present. The two most common shots in the horror films of this era are the shaky camera that shifts your point of view and a close-up of an eye, watery and stretched open. Both of these images emphasize the act of watching, making connections between the victim of violence and the act of taking in a movie. Nothing so much as the ad campaigns makes this self-consciousness more obvious. They told audiences that what they were seeing was real or reminded them, with fake reassurance, that it was not. It made you wonder.




CHAPTER EIGHT

 HE LIKES TO WATCH

Nobody was really surprised when it happened, not really, not at the subconscious level where savage things grow.

Stephen King, Carrie

 

 

 

VIVIENNE DE PALMA attempted suicide over the Christmas holidays after discovering her husband was having an affair. Anthony De Palma, an emotionally remote orthopedic surgeon, promised his wife that he would stop cheating. But she didn’t believe him. The tension in this upper-middle-class Philadelphia family exploded into full-fledged melodrama. Their son Brian was the only one of three precocious sons still living at home, and he felt responsible for doing something to help his mother, a charming woman with a depressive streak. He had always felt she had favored his older brother Bruce, a brilliant student who went to MIT. Brian was also troubled by the impact their parents’ troubles were having on his other brother, Bart. He decided to take action.

De Palma had a curious mind drawn to solving puzzles. He once found a way to sneak a microphone into a girls’ sex education class in high school and caught the teacher on tape. This pleased his parents much less than when he won the gold medal at the Delaware Valley  Science Fair for a paper called “The Application of Cybernetics to the Solution of Differential Equations.” Film was not an obsession of his at this point, but science and technology were. So when his mother told him that she needed documentation of an affair to get a divorce, he knew how to build a high-tech trap. He recorded his father’s phone calls in early 1958 and followed him to work, snapping photos outside his window. Then he made his move, breaking into his father’s office, where he found what he was looking for: a nurse in a slip.

The De Palmas got divorced, and Anthony married the nurse. Spying worked. It was among other things a learning experience. “I was the only son strong enough to get her out of the marriage,” De Palma says, describing his youth in the language of a movie pitch. “Bruce was the genius. Bart was the artist. I was the public relations man. I could get things done.” He described his dad as “the heavy.”

The first profile of Brian De Palma in The New York Times begins with a quote from the director saying the outside world doesn’t matter to him and what he really cares about is film. Like almost every story that profiles De Palma, this view, expressed in 1973, went unchallenged, and was even burnished with hyperbole. The Times called De Palma the “coldest hot young director in town,” and the image of the cerebral formalist stuck. His critics dismissed his taut scary movies such as Carrie, Dressed to Kill, Blow Out, and The Fury as formulaic, derivative rip-offs of Alfred Hitchcock, more style than substance. His admirers argued that his meticulously storyboarded suspense scenes outdid Hitchcock and that De Palma’s genre tweaking ingeniously blurred the lines between horror and comedy.

Everyone agrees that De Palma approached the world of his films at a distance and through jaundiced eyes. Unlike his friends and contemporaries Martin Scorsese and Francis Ford Coppola, he was not a personal artist. He was a cineaste who spent more time in dark rooms memorizing shots than digging deep into his feelings or family history. De Palma himself has probably done more than anyone to give credence  to this take on his work. He has said that his content is his form, and when asked about where the inspiration for his macabre subject matter comes from, he prefers to talk about movies, especially those of Alfred Hitchcock. Despite varied opinions on De Palma, this view of his work as cool and impersonal is widely shared and has hardened into a common wisdom. It is also wrong.

The familiar story about the artistic awakening of Brian De Palma, retold in countless profiles, begins with a description of him as a science-obsessed kid whose father brought him along to work to show him the bloody business of surgery. At the time, he was not interested in horror or even particularly curious about movies. That would change, as De Palma has said many times, when he moved to New York, spending days and nights at movie houses watching, studying, and laying the groundwork for his film education. His epiphany came in 1958 when he saw Vertigo. As he described it, the movie did not just engage his creative imagination. It worked on his practical side as well. “I’d look and I’d say, okay, now how do you do that?” he said. “Like when I was a kid, I’d look at machines and say, let’s figure out how to do this.”

What he learned from Hitchcock was a film vocabulary. He discovered how to build suspense, how to trick audiences by making them identify with a character, and the singular usefulness of a shot from the point of view of a character. De Palma clearly borrowed from Hitchcock, but he also went much further with sex and violence, and he rebelled against him as much as his peers did. You can see this in the movie that began his most fertile decade of films, Sisters, released in 1973. Bernard Herrmann composed the music. After De Palma explained how he wanted the title sequence to be silent, Herrmann told him bluntly that would be a mistake: “Nothing horrible happens in your picture for the first half hour. You need something to scare them right away,” he insisted. “The way you’ll do it, they’ll walk out.”

“But in Psycho,” De Palma responded, the eager student, “the murder doesn’t happen until forty . . .”

“You are not Hitchcock. He can make his movies as slow as he wants in the beginning. And do you know why? Because he is Hitchcock and they will wait.”

Herrmann was passing along advice that was similar to the instruction he did not follow from Hitchcock himself. In effect, he told De Palma that he needed to consider the expectations of the audience, exactly what he did not do, according to Hitchcock. De Palma understood he was right, so he agreed to have Herrmann write an eighty-second piece of music.

These artistic dialogues about technique and style are the stories that De Palma and his critics focus on. De Palma has long said he worked in the highly cinematic horror genre to teach himself how to tell stories using the camera. But that’s only part of the story. De Palma is indeed a brilliant manipulative technical director, but to reduce him to only that misunderstands his work. Vertigo was a crucial inspiration, but in the same year, several months earlier, he had recorded his father having an affair. Hitchcock may have given him a language, but to understand why he expressed what he did, you need to look away from the movie theater. His best movies are deeply personal and filled with the raw material of his own life.

Many of the childhood homes of the great horror directors are filled with forceful mothers, absent and remote fathers, and the unsettling tension of marital discord. The early scars of a parental slight or lack of support fade from memory, but for most artists looking to scare an audience, they never truly go away. They harden into lore, retold again and again, migrating into the movies where they speak to viewers who then use the standard story of an ignored and misunderstood childhood to understand their own lives. Discovering his father’s affair is a scene that has emerged in De Palma’s movies, directly or indirectly, throughout his career. It’s no accident that when he left home in the fall for college, De Palma told one friend that the photos were his “first film.”

After moving to New York to attend Columbia University, De Palma’s attitude toward the dissolution of his parents’ marriage was not  tragic or melancholy, but philosophical. “Maybe it was bravado,” says William Finley, a close friend and star of many of De Palma’s early movies. “It was all like a joke.” Later on, his first wife, Nancy Allen, who met him while acting in Carrie in 1975, said he stewed over the infidelity. “He was furious about it. I thought parents do the best they can. He thought they had more responsibility,” she says. “In Brian’s mind, he was being his mother’s hero. He protected her.”

De Palma looks back at his detective work fondly. What still bothers him, however, is that he didn’t do anything sooner to help his mother or brothers. After decades of deflecting questions about the content of his thrillers, he more recently concluded that the helplessness and anguish he felt as a young man were key ingredients of his movies. “As the smallest of three brothers and seeing Bart upset over my mother being torn up and being too small to do anything about it, that had an impact on me,” De Palma says. “I realized that’s why I always have characters who can’t save people. That’s me trying to save my brother. I didn’t see that then, but now I do.”

The voyeur-hero is a star of most of his major horror movies. In Sisters, Grace Collier (Jennifer Salt) sees a murder through a window, but even after hunting down the killer, she is left knowing less than when she started. The young science nerd (Keith Gordon) turns into a Peeping Tom to solve the murder of his mother (Angie Dickinson) in Dressed to Kill. In Blow Out, a Philadelphia soundman, Jack (John Travolta), accidentally stumbles upon evidence that an accident was murder, but his search for the truth ends in confusion and the death of the sweetly naive actress Sally (Nancy Allen) whom he tries to save.

Like Tobe Hooper, De Palma focused on the horror of the helplessness of the observer. But De Palma was not interested in building a better monster. What scared him was the prospect of losing control. You can see this in his characters, who are carried away romantically, psychically, or in the weeds of a conspiracy. They respond, as De Palma did, by watching, spying, and developing conspiracy theories. Voyeurism is the theme that unites his entire career, one that includes genres  such as science fiction, gangster, action, comedy, and in his most artistically fertile period, horror. His movies are filled with shuffling, sneaky doctors, young boys futilely playing savior, dangerous sexuality, and horrible acts seen through windows. After catching his father in the act, Brian De Palma did not let go.

 

 

DE PALMA came of age when the romantic image of an aspiring auteur was not the cigar-smoking Hollywood player. It was the antiestablishment outsider (think Godard) poking holes in the artifice of it all. De Palma has one foot in the world of European art cinema and another in exploitation. But he was also firmly entrenched in the New Hollywood clique of whiz-kid directors along with peers Steven Spielberg, George Lucas, Martin Scorsese, and Francis Ford Coppola. There is a remarkable consistency in his themes and characters and story lines throughout his career. The same notes hit again and again: taboo sexual desire; a skeptical, even paranoid worldview; and the horror of being on the outside looking in. His perspective on horror was that of the younger brother: helpless, overlooked, confused, and lost in the shuffle.

Whatever insecurities he might have had, De Palma projected confidence in public, and his friends at Columbia recall his sardonic wit and charm. He was drawn to performers. Finley, a sensitive actor with a talent for playing oddballs, was more of the loner. By contrast, Jared Martin, a dashing leading man in some of De Palma’s early work who was also his roommate, was social, liked to drink, and had the defiant politics of the counterculture. De Palma shared the same ideas and avoided the draft, but he was not a joiner by nature. Confident and sarcastic, he was too much of a wiseacre for slogans. Occasionally he grew a beard, but then he’d shave it off. His clothes were as unpretentious as his taste in movies. He got into show business for the same reason most awkward young straight men do: to meet girls. “I remember directing a scene in college,” he says, “and it was on a bed with a girl  and for a moment, I stopped and thought to myself: This is the most beautiful girl I have ever been this close to.”

Columbia had girls, but no theater department. Sarah Lawrence, however, had a theater department and girls, and since it was single sex, they needed male actors. So when he was invited to act in a play, De Palma gravitated toward their campus in Westchester County, New York, and their young professor Wilford Leach, a director from the South whose calm, steady style had a huge influence on De Palma. Leach, who would win a Tony Award in 1981 for his staging of the musical The Pirates of Penzance, cast him in a production of Jean Giraudoux’s Ondine, a romance involving a knight and fairies from early twentieth-century Paris that blends fantasy and the real world.

De Palma made his first short films while avoiding class starting in his sophomore year. They were sketches, quick ideas fleshed out without much concern for character or narrative. The actress Tina Shepard recalls him spending two days in the school auditorium at Sarah Lawrence trying to figure out a way to simulate a shot from the point of view of a man lying in a grave being buried alive. “He finally came up with the idea of shining a rectangular light on the ceiling to give the impression of a grave,” she says, impressed with his focus on getting this one visual idea accomplished. This image would eventually play a crucial role two decades later in Body Double. His obsession with the spectator was there from the beginning.

De Palma made the act of watching transparent with send-ups of other movies and joking winks at the audience. His 1965 documentary The Responsive Eye chronicles the 1965 exhibit of art using optical illusions at the Museum of Modern Art, but instead of the conventional strategy of concentrating on the walls, De Palma had two cameras focused on the patrons. The museum also happened to be one of De Palma’s favorite New York pickup spots. Martin explains that De Palma, analytical even about girls, had a theory “about better yield potential at MoMA than someone met huddling under a park bench in a rainstorm.”  Their excursions inspired the famous silent seduction scene in Dressed to Kill where Angie Dickinson follows a man in a gallery, a pursuit that leads to her murder.

From the beginning, De Palma placed details of his life quite explicitly in his movies. Murder à la Mod—a 1968 movie that was De Palma’s first to get a theatrical release, albeit a brief one at the Gate Theater in New York—is a racy movie funded by an exploitation company about the making of a racy exploitation movie. Its producer, Ken Burrows, plays the producer. De Palma, the director, plays the offscreen voice of a director who told models that they needed to take their clothes off because that’s what got the film made. There’s a reference to the woman who funded an early movie of De Palma’s, The Wedding Party, and the production company of the film within a film is Ondine Films.

Its intricate plot moves backward in time, constantly shifting point of view and style, showing a murder first as a kind of soap opera, then as a Hitchcockian suspense, and finally as a silent comedy. Every new scene reveals the deceptions of the previous one. Despite all its formal tricks, at its heart is a story about a young director trying to make serious and commercial work by any means necessary who tells his girlfriend he’s ashamed to be making an exploitation film. “I was reflecting the people who were making the circumstances that I was working under, like Contempt,” De Palma says about Jean-Luc Godard’s move into commercial filmmaking in 1963. “If the [producer] asks to see Bardot’s ass, that’s all you show.”

By the late sixties, he was no longer a novice, but he wasn’t a Hollywood success either. His most abrasive, accomplished work was a fake documentary inside his comedy Hi Mom! (starring Robert De Niro in one of his first film roles) that satirized angry political art of the blossoming Off-Off Broadway movement. Unlike the rest of the movie, which was in color, this was shot on sober 16mm black-and-white. De Palma regularly attended happenings and fourth-wall-breaking shows at Judson Memorial Church and La Mama Experimental Theater. In the show within a movie within a movie, African American actors  teach white audiences about oppression by painting them with blackface, stealing their belongings, and even raping one woman. Having barely survived the show, the patrons rave about it on their way back to their taxis. In an interview before the movie came out, De Palma revealed his almost nihilistic point of view: “It’s a film that says that the only way to deal with the white middle class is to blow it up.”

This play was also built on experience from his life, since he had just finished making a documentary of the Performance Group’s landmark environmental theater piece Dionysus in 69. When he saw the modern update of the Greek tragedy The Bacchae by Euripides, which juxtaposes the rigid square Pentheus with the wild Dionysus, De Palma was overwhelmed by its energy, violence, and flamboyant sexuality. As Dionysus, William Finley, who had fallen out of touch with De Palma, inspires a gaggle of women to strip off their clothes and pour a basin of blood over themselves before dancing into the crowd in an orgiastic fever, spilling into the audience.

The production put the audience in the round surrounding the actors, who then moved into the crowd. To capture the important role the spectators played in the show for his documentary, De Palma employed a split screen for the first time. It would become a trademark that he insisted on using in many of his greatest suspense scenes, even though his longtime editor Paul Hirsch didn’t love the device. “It distances you from the people in the film,” Hirsch said. De Palma enjoyed this kind of theatrical alienation. By showing two scenes side-by-side, he better captured the spirit of environmental theater. Not only could you reveal twice as much information, and juxtapose one scene with another, but this technique forced the passive viewer to make a choice.

The unpredictability of mixing actors and audience members carried a possibility of danger. It has the vibe of a party that could go very wrong, and sometimes did. Actors were harassed, and once even abducted, putting a stop to the show. On a night De Palma attended, a fight broke out in the audience that had a major influence on his career. An audience member who perhaps didn’t approve of nude women gyrating in  ecstasy loudly protested and began to walk out. A man at the opposite end of the theater saw this, and in a gesture that was meant to suggest “Good riddance,” tossed some coins across the stage. De Palma became distracted by this drama unfolding and turned his attention away from the play. The coins didn’t reach their target, instead hitting an actress, who interpreted it as a grave insult. “She thought he was calling her a whore or something, so the actress charged the person in the audience,” De Palma recalls. “She went after her. I watched the whole thing unfold. It was intense.” De Palma credits this offstage scuffle as the inspiration for the most revealing moment of the most famous scene he ever directed: the operatic prom massacre in Carrie.

 

 

BY THE TIME Carrie was released in 1976, De Palma had made three features about directors of sex films (Murder à la Mod, Greetings, Hi Mom!), one about a nervous groom (The Wedding Party), and others about a disillusioned businessman (Get to Know Your Rabbit), a murderous Siamese twin (Sisters), a rich man guilt-ridden over the death of his wife (Obsession), and a disfigured musician who sells his soul (Phantom of the Paradise). His interests were decidedly bohemian, urban, and adult. Carrie, however, was about your average American high school angst. It turned the prom, the quintessential rite of passage of normal teenagers throughout America, into a perverse horror show. This was not De Palma’s idea. The credit goes to a novice author whose three previous books had gone unpublished.

When he wrote Carrie, Stephen King was a married teacher and father of two living in a trailer in Hermon, Maine. His interest in the dark side began from a discovery in a dark attic with creaky floorboards above his uncle’s garage. Rifling through a box of his father’s belongings—his father, Donald, left home when his son was two years old, never to return, adding to the list of absent fathers of horror artists—he found a book called The Lurking Fear and Other Stories by H. P. Lovecraft. What struck him first was the cover—a creepy picture of red eyes peering out  from beneath a tombstone. The mystery of those eyes fascinated him. He took the book downstairs carefully, knowing that his aunt would not approve, and started reading. What he discovered was that horror was not silly kids’ stuff. “[Lovecraft] wasn’t simply kidding around or trying to pick up a few extra bucks,” King wrote in his excellent explication of horror, Danse Macabre. “He meant it.”

So did King. Carrie was rooted in his experience teaching high school and his childhood anxieties about sex, puberty, and the popular crowd. The novel follows a fat, ugly outsider, Carrie White, with uncontrollably violent psychic abilities to make objects move through the power of her unease and anger. As it happens, she has cause to get upset. Her mother is a dominating religious scold, and her classmates are impossibly cruel, mocking her for bleeding on herself when she has her first period. After the gym teacher chastises the class for cruelty, one of the girls, Sue Snell, gets her boyfriend, Tommy, to ask Carrie to the prom. Less charitable classmates use this as an excuse for more hazing, fixing the election of prom queen for Carrie and then dumping a bucket of pig’s blood on her head after she accepts the honor onstage. King invites you to identify with Carrie and be vicariously thrilled when she destroys the school and everyone in it. It’s a vigilante revenge fantasy that anyone who felt like an outsider in high school could indulge in.

While many girl readers surely sympathized with Carrie, King has written quite candidly that he was reacting to the rise of feminism in the early seventies. Battles over the Equal Rights Amendment and abortion rights were heating up, and the increased popularity of the Pill was giving women more power and making some men nervous. King described this anxiety as “an uneasy masculine shrinking from a future of female equality.” In the novel, Carrie repeatedly jots down lyrics in her notebook from Bob Dylan’s song: “Just Like a Woman,” a sardonic attack on a powerful woman from the perspective of a bitter ex-lover. If the unknown is the scariest thing, as King learned from Lovecraft, what’s more esoteric and thus unsettling to a young man than the blossoming sexuality of a teenage girl?

White men have always dominated the horror genre, and coming of age in an era when the women’s movement challenged traditional gender roles was a source of anxiety for many directors. In his novels Rosemary’s Baby and The Stepford Wives, Ira Levin was the exception in locating the horror in traditional gender roles. More often, the terror derives from fear of a shift away from tradition. One articulate example from the same era is Duel, Steven Spielberg’s 1971 debut, which began as a television movie before being released in theaters. Adapted from a short story that appeared in Playboy magazine written by Richard Matheson, another of King’s major influences, the movie imagines the American highway system as a wild Darwinian struggle. On this battlefield, a simple narrative plays out of a truck stalking a beleaguered salesman in a much smaller car. You never see the driver at the wheel of the truck. The point of view stays with the victim, and in the film, the subtext of this cat and mouse game is the challenge to the protagonist’s masculinity.

David Mann (notice the name) is an ineffectual worrier who goes to work before his wife wakes up. On the radio, in between baseball scores and a weather report, a talk show host chats with a caller who describes himself as a member of the silent majority. He appears flummoxed by the question by a member of the Census Bureau: “Are you the head of the family?” He responds, “I lost the position as head of the family. I stay at home and she works. I stay at home and do the housework and take care of the babies. I’m really not the head of the family, and yet I’m the man of the family.” At this point, Mann’s face appears for the first time in a reflection in the mirror. The anxiety of the talk show, we later learn, reflects his nervousness. He’s been having trouble in his marriage. This is the face of the terrified man who doesn’t know his place in the world.

Four years after this man-versus-car story, Spielberg gave us the man-versus-fish version in Jaws, and his friend Brian De Palma visited the set on the first day of dailies. At the time, a killer shark was B-movie territory, the kind of thing William Castle exploited, but not a major  production by Universal Pictures. But the movie business was changing, and Jaws went on to gross more than The Exorcist. De Palma and Spielberg were young guys coming up in the business at the same time. They were buddies, helping each other out with girls, scouting locations together, and relying on each other for business advice. De Palma wrote a screenplay adaptation for the book Cruising, but it was offered to Spielberg, who spent an evening with De Palma doing research with Margot Kidder hanging out in gay clubs of New York. The movie ended up directed by William Friedkin. When Jaws became a blockbuster, De Palma got a new sense of what was possible in the horror genre.

De Palma hoped that Carrie would be his Jaws: turning the traditional stuff of lowbrow horror into a middlebrow blockbuster. After the first screening of the complete movie, budgeted at nearly $2 million, De Palma huddled with Spielberg to talk business. “Spielberg wanted to talk about box office,” says Lawrence Cohen, who cowrote the script.

But while the book was located in ordinary suburban America, the movie envisioned a much less mundane world. King, who has a moralistic streak, imagines Carrie as something of a sympathetic monster in the tradition of Frankenstein and Leatherface. De Palma never cared about vampires or werewolves or monsters. He also knew that audiences didn’t want to see an ugly duckling, so he transformed Carrie from a chubby outsider into a beautiful outcast. King had admitted that he never really liked Carrie. De Palma made you love her, but also lust after her.

 

 

CARRIE OPENS with a high crane shot of a volleyball game where the bird’s-eye view aggressively plunges downward, heading directly toward the paralyzed, trembling Carrie. When she misses the ball, her classmates mock her cruelly. The camera then swoops into the locker room as we enter a male sexual fantasy. In languorous slow motion, nude girls snap towels and cackle unself-consciously. The Dionysian revel has moved to high school. Even the actors in the scene, who were shown  the dailies by De Palma, didn’t expect it to be this explicit. “Brian told us it would be a beautiful dream, so we’re thinking it’s ethereal and very smoky,” says Nancy Allen, who played the nastiest girl, Chris Hargensen. “So when we saw the dailies, it was a surprise. It was beautiful. And you saw pretty much everything.”

When Carrie gets her first period, screaming in surprise at the blood racing down her leg, Chris leads the girls in mocking her. The camera zooms in again on Carrie as she folds up her naked body, hiding from the cruel world. Sissy Spacek played Carrie as an odd and confused victim, but she was also a sex object: awkward to the point of paralysis, uncomfortable in her own skin, and yet still the kind of girl men wanted to stare at. Her chief defender was Miss Collins, the gym teacher played by the Broadway star Betty Buckley, who had briefly dated De Palma after doing some voice work for him in Phantom of the Paradise. She even once recorded a scream in a studio for a movie, just as Nancy Allen’s character would eventually do in a crucial scene in the 1981 De Palma movie Blow Out.

After Miss Collins punishes the girls who were cruel to Carrie with detention, warning them that failure to attend would mean they would miss the prom, Chris challenges her teacher, loudly protesting. In response, Miss Collins slaps her in the face, hard. This shocking moment lets the audience know that this was a strange kind of high school even before students started dying. Buckley was a brassy theater star from Texas. “I had a brash attitude. He thought that was interesting,” she says, adding that De Palma would use her fierceness to evoke emotions in the rest of the cast, especially when he needed the girls to loathe Miss Collins. Amy Irving for one was annoyed when De Palma asked Buckley to get a response out of her off camera to prepare for an emotional moment. The director did the same thing with Allen.

Her character needed to strike Allen, but the way the scene unfolded, it appeared that De Palma wanted to create a real sense of the violence of this attack. When Buckley lightly slapped Nancy Allen, De Palma pushed her to do it harder. And then many more times, at least  a dozen, probably more, until Allen’s ear was bruised and her face red. “He told me to do it again and again. I told him I might hurt her. ‘Slap her!’ he said,” Buckley says. Afterward, Allen asked De Palma why she had to endure such brutality. He told her he was looking for a spontaneous response. Why not just tell me what to do, she thought to herself.

The slap was dramatically important, since it was designed for the audience’s approval, an echo of what was to come. Chris is the kind of bully who is easy to hate, so having the audience feel good about her getting hit prepares them for the much grander assault at the end. The prom, like the locker room, looks like a dream. When Spacek enters the dance at the end of the movie, De Palma films her from below with decorative stars hanging in the background. From this point forward, De Palma shows why Steven Spielberg calls him the “most experimental director of our group.” To give the event a fractured, poetic lift, he uses slow-motion, split-screen (which he eventually scaled back, after protesting from the studio), and a highly manipulative score that pushes the romance in loud, lilting music and then gets quieter in moments of horror. Miss Collins shares a tender moment with Carrie, telling her a story about her own prom that Buckley improvised. Though the movie was meticulously storyboarded, De Palma built in these moments of spontaneity. It’s the kind of thing few horror movies make room for, but slyly fool an audience into a state of relaxation. For a few moments, it looks like everything will work out for Carrie. Tommy (William Katt), her date, charmingly convinces her to dance. De Palma films this romantic twirl in a complicated shot, putting the actors on a rotating platform and spinning the camera around in the opposite direction to create the effect of dizziness. Cohen recalls being worried. “When he said he wanted to do a 360 shot for the prom, I wanted to throw up,” he says. “Too show-offy.”

Every directorial decision, however, had a purpose: the world of the film shrinks down to two people losing control of their emotions, illustrating how the thrill of engaged, involved love puts you in a precarious position. De Palma is slowly setting us up, and when Tommy  and Carrie win the Prom King and Queen, his camera pans from the bucket above her to the rope connecting it down to Chris holding it, ready to let it go. This is where he begins his most dramatic shift from the book. Inspired by the fight in the audience at Dionysus in 69, De Palma boldly shifts perspective away from Carrie and the crowd. He’s building tension, but that’s not all he’s doing.

The clapping of teachers and students becomes silence when Chris pulls the rope and the bucket of blood falls. There’s a close-up of Sue Snell anxiously noticing the disaster about to unfold. Then Miss Collins sees Sue charging the stage and thinks she wants to harm Carrie. She races to save Carrie. Here is a classic De Palma move, shifting focus away from the stage and toward the observers who both have good intentions. They both try to save the day and fail miserably. The gym teacher violently grabs Sue and drags her out of the room. The blood falls, and Carrie begins killing everyone.

Unlike in his real life, where De Palma quite enjoyed overhearing conversations in coffee shops and staring through telescopes or binoculars at strangers, his attitude toward voyeurism is much more ambivalent on film. Carrie encourages its audience to cheer for these killings. To emphasize the point, De Palma gives us Carrie’s cracked perspective with a screen of cackling faces and her mother’s warning echoing in her head: “They are all gonna laugh at you.” So when kids go flying and the room becomes engulfed in flames, it relieves the tension. It’s what we’ve been waiting for. But De Palma doesn’t let the audience off the hook so easy.

In the book, King lets Miss Collins survive the bloodbath, and since she is one of the few compassionate figures in the book, this helps the reader enjoy the spectacular revenge. In a departure that is often ignored but is perhaps the best clue to the essence of the director’s vision, De Palma strays from the script. Carrie, through the force of her psychic powers, sends a basketball backboard flying to the floor, chopping Miss Collins in the torso. Carrie doesn’t just kill the one adult who tries to help her. It’s probably the most viscerally brutal death in the  movie. Miss Collins is sliced in half, the division right around her crotch. Before filming her reaction to getting sliced, De Palma’s note to Buckley was simple and to the point: “Squirm like a bug on a pin.”

Horror movies often give audiences license to indulge their sinful desires. That’s what King intended. De Palma, however, imagines a much more ambiguous, troubling moral universe than a vigilante fantasy, one where the sympathetic outsider kills the one person who most tried to help. Miss Collins wanted to be a voyeur-hero, but came up short. So she was destroyed. After inviting the audience to identify with Carrie, De Palma confronts them with their own bloodlust. In this regard, Carrie is like The Last House on the Left. It also assaults the audience. And in so doing, De Palma reveals his own conflicted feelings about the voyeur. Even when you succeed, you fail—and get punished.

How the decision to make this key plot switch was settled on is something of a mystery. De Palma says he doesn’t recall. Nor does Cohen. What everyone agrees is which of the lead characters would die was an open question for most of the shoot. Amy Irving recalls learning during filming that only one major character would live and it would be either hers, Sue Snell, or Buckley’s Miss Collins. Buckley, a forceful personality, actively lobbied De Palma for her character to live. Toward the end of the shoot, De Palma, Spielberg, Buckley, and Irving were having dinner at Trader Vic’s at the Beverly Wilshire Hotel. Irving, who would eventually marry Spielberg, remembers the conversations between Spielberg and De Palma as funny before becoming quite technical. “They were wisecrackers,” she said. “But I also remember being terribly bored.”

That evening, Buckley was pressing her case to live more forcefully than usual. “I told him, just teasing, that she lives in the book,” Buckley says. “He got real annoyed.” Irving says that Buckley’s argument was actually at her expense. “She said that she should live because she was a more expressive actor than me,” Irving recalls. Buckley denies she made that particular argument. Adding to the tension was the fact that both actresses wanted a part in Close Encounters of the Third Kind, to be  directed by Spielberg, which would begin shooting in 1976. Buckley’s debating tactic clearly didn’t work, since De Palma responded by walking out of the restaurant, leaving a very awkward moment behind. Spielberg diplomatically tried to smooth things over, telling Buckley that it takes a lot to make a movie. Buckley jokes: “[De Palma] killed me probably because I annoyed him so much.”

The book aimed for a kind of gothic realism, including diary entries, newspaper articles, and commission reports to give the story an element of authenticity. It also had Carrie’s mother die of a heart attack. De Palma dispensed with the device and refused to entertain the notion of such a banal finish. Carrie kills her mother by sending a series of knives flying at her, in an homage to Akira Kurosawa’s Throne of Blood. Then he finishes with a dream. As Sue Snell walks toward Carrie’s grave, the hand of the title character sticks out of her grave in the final shock. Snell wakes up shaken. This scene was so effectively eerie—De Palma shot it backward to give it an uncanny look; you can even see a retreating car in the distance—that this surprise coda became an entrenched part of the horror formula. “After Carrie,” Wes Craven says, “everyone had to have a second ending.”

 

 

AS CARRIE returns to the bird’s-eye view of the opening shot right before the credits, Bernard Herrmann’s shrieking violins from Psycho can be heard. Herrmann was going to compose the music for the movie, but he died over the holidays in 1975 right after finishing the score of Taxi Driver. Replacing him was Pino Donaggio, whose work De Palma admired on the thriller Don’t Look Now. He went on to write a score with echoes of Herrmann, and even included a strategically placed Herrmann quote when Carrie rises out of the grave in the movie’s coda. De Palma paid his respects to the man who taught him that he couldn’t simply ape Hitchcock. Carrie wasn’t the only one returning from the dead.

In Carrie, and the rest of his work, dreams don’t seem like interruptions so much as continuations of an already surreal style. The movie is too seemingly contradictory and strange for simple realism: meticulously planned with moments of incredible comic improvisation; cruelly manipulative with emotions that run deep; a horror movie spiked with jokes. Brian De Palma said the most frightening thing in the world is a nightmare, more than life itself. Carrie was proof.

It was an instant hit, grossing close to $34 million domestically and earning Oscar nominations for Sissy Spacek and Piper Laurie, who played her mother. Pauline Kael, who had championed De Palma’s work, praised its unusual mixture of heart and adolescent eroticism. “No one else has ever caught the thrill that teenagers get from a dirty joke and sustained it for a whole picture,” she wrote. Others saw its operatic style as camp, including The New York Times’s Richard Eder, who called the movie “overwrought” and “inappropriately touching.”

While the prom and its aftermath became iconic, the movie was too eccentric and leering to become a blockbuster like Jaws. The hero of that movie is an ordinary guy struggling to protect his town. Carrie is much stranger, an alluring beauty, pitiful victim, and horrifying monster. Spielberg played to the middle, while De Palma took the perspective of the outsider, but without becoming cool or disengaged. Carrie moved audiences even when it insulted them. De Palma had arrived. He now had clout, control, and what he wanted in the first place: the affections of a really beautiful actress.

 

 

NANCY ALLEN was as sunny and friendly as De Palma was intense and remote. She had the blond, effortlessly stunning look and wide smile of a California girl, but she was raised in New York, by a policeman, and was savvier than she looked. As one of the last actors cast in Carrie, she had less experience than seasoned performers like Betty Buckley and Piper Laurie, or even her young scene partner John Travolta. De Palma was looking for unknowns, and he shared casting calls with George Lucas, who was looking for actors for Star Wars. Very conscious of her  luck in getting the part, Allen kept a low profile on the set. She said little. Closely watching De Palma, she noticed how isolated he seemed, eating sunflower seeds by himself going over a shot in his head.

“He was the first person I ever met who liked being alone,” she says. The thought that he was interested in her romantically never entered her mind until John Travolta mentioned it to her. She still didn’t believe it, in part because of one hostile exchange. At a pause in shooting, De Palma and several actors were sitting around a table. Allen remained quiet. He started asking her questions, and she found some off-puttingly aggressive. The break over, she started working on the scene with P. J. Soles on top of a ladder but found her concentration lost. De Palma called a break and took her aside, and she told him what she thought of his interrogation. “You are a mind-fucker,” she said.

De Palma had always had a wry, ironic sense of humor, but with success, he became slightly more guarded, his gregariousness saved for certain people. He didn’t talk about his parents and the affair to just anyone. And in his personal life, he seemed to many like a mysterious, reticent figure. He dated Allen for a few months after the shoot. It was a tempestuous relationship. His old Columbia friend Jared Martin suggested that for De Palma, voyeurism might be a substitute for intimacy, an observation Allen calls “astute.” De Palma claimed that work made personal relationships more difficult. And yet they stayed together, on and off. In November of 1978, he surprised her with a wedding proposal out of the blue. He was estranged from his father and didn’t want his family there, or a big ceremony. How does a man who hates being the center of attention get married? Another puzzle. De Palma came up with a solution.

When inviting guests, De Palma said it was a going-away party for Allen, who was moving to Los Angeles to star in Steven Spielberg’s 1941. But when the guests arrived at their Greenwich Village apartment, instead of being greeted with hugs and hellos, the door opened to a surprise. There was Brian De Palma holding a film camera pointing right at them. He said nothing and pointed to a slip of paper taped to  the wall. What was this all about? Then each of the guests took a closer look. It was a marriage certificate. The names on it were Brian De Palma and Nancy Allen. A moment or two passed as it became clear that this was not a going-away party at all. It was a wedding, a very odd kind of wedding, one where the groom doubled as the photographer.

They had officially been married earlier in the day by a Unitarian minister. Allen’s parents didn’t know what to think about this strange trick. Their worries about their daughter getting involved with someone who made movies were confirmed, but then again, this was a very happy event. So there were shouts and congratulations and kisses all around. De Palma, for his part, looked thrilled. He studied the problem, hatched a plan, figured out the trick all by himself, and it worked to perfection. Allen recalls him as thrilled, saying, “He was pleased and delighted to be surprising everyone.”

While staying behind the camera in his personal life, De Palma was pushing himself more in front of it in his movies, using his new clout to make increasingly autobiographical films. Dressed to Kill told the story of a remote science geek, Peter Miller (Keith Gordon), who tries to solve the murder of his romantically unhappy mother, Kate (Angie Dickinson), who is killed going out alone after her son cancels their date to work on a science project. You don’t need to look hard to find De Palma’s guilt about helping his mother. Critics focused on the Psycho references (another shower scene) and the brutal violence against women.

De Palma, who always dismissed his use of the female victim as simply a convention that works, surely invited charges of sexism by having his female characters in this movie be a bored housewife who gets killed after cheating with a random stranger, and a high-priced hooker, played by Nancy Allen. It’s probably De Palma’s most controversial movie because Kate is murdered after sleeping with a stranger, making it seem like a classic case of punishing the woman for having sex. But this is a case where De Palma’s personal obsessions came into conflict with his pure cinema technique.

Looked at in the context of the rest of his career, Kate is just another  voyeur-hero—except the person she is trying to save is herself. Her husband doesn’t satisfy her. Her shrink remains cold to her. And when she sees a man at a museum, she becomes interested and does what comes naturally to De Palma characters: she watches him. Throughout these scenes, the movie takes her side. Kate is a deeply sympathetic character. She’s even ignored by her son, who would rather tinker with computers than spend time with her. If anything, his decision is the one that is punished. But some critics read the movie differently. She pursued a stranger, slept with him, so she was killed.

Her wordless chase of the man in the sunglasses in the museum is rightly celebrated as a master class in suspense. It originally featured an interior monologue that explained her feelings of irritation, desire, and awkwardness. This put you in her point of view and made her pursuit less taboo than deeply human. Always looking for how to tell a story through images, De Palma cut the narration, preferring to let the camera explain what happens. Aesthetically, it’s a brilliant choice—the scene remains elegantly simple even though it’s incredibly complicated in terms of the multitude and variety of shots—but it also perhaps makes the director’s point of view less articulate. By the time she dies, the audience might not be that invested in Kate, as a character, as much as a sex object. “If you read the script to that movie, the first part really reads like it’s from her subjective point of view,” Gordon says. “It’s almost first-person. It’s clear [De Palma] empathizes with her, that he is not hoping to punish her. But what he perhaps didn’t realize is that this convention is so powerful that the audience would read it in that light.”

Still, in telling a story about a young technically oriented kid who tries to save his mother through spying, De Palma was becoming more biographical in his movies at the same time that he was increasingly discreet in his private life. Before he made Dressed to Kill, De Palma made a highly unusual move for a director at the peak of his powers. Instead of moving further into the mainstream the way his friends did, he recruited George Lucas and Steven Spielberg to help raise the money to make a cheap independent movie as part of a class he taught on filmmaking at Sarah Lawrence. Home Movies cost only $400,000, but it was an attempt to escape the thriller genre. This was a comedy in an antic tone, but in a somewhat apt twist, De Palma perversely used the silly style to make his most brazenly confessional work.

“Everyone is the star of the movie of his own life,” the Maestro (Kirk Douglas) tells an earnest young aspiring filmmaker, Denis Byrd (Keith Gordon, again playing the De Palma stand-in). Denis, ignored by his mother and overshadowed by his brother, and at his mother’s urging, films his father having an affair with his nurse. During the shoot, Gordon at one point confided in Allen that while he liked the movie, he wondered if the spying and filming of the father was plausible. Would he really record his own father cheating? Allen thought, You have no idea, but kept that to herself.

De Palma had always made personal movies, but when he put his life on-screen with the least amount of disguise, the result was a flop. The movie had a wobbly style, an odd brand of humor, and not enough suspense for fans of Carrie and Dressed to Kill. It sat on a shelf for years, and when it opened, critics dismissed it as a minor effort and audiences hardly showed up. At that point, they had come to expect scares from De Palma and instead he gave them whimsy and quirkiness, with dark, confessional anguish lurking underneath the surface. It might be his most obscure movie of the seventies and yet, also, the most nakedly revealing. “My movie stunk. So did my life,” Byrd says at one point, confused about what to do with his life. “I never did anything heroic or exciting except for spy on my father.” Then it hit him: he needed to put that into a movie.




CHAPTER NINE

 THE THING IN-BETWEEN

I met this six-year-old child, with this blank, pale, emotionless face and the blackest eyes, the devil’s eyes.

Dr. Sam Loomis, Halloween

 

 

 

EVEN AFTER The Exorcist, Jaws, and Carrie, many successful directors remained uncomfortable with being pigeonholed inside the horror genre. “Never seemed like a horror film to me,” Brian De Palma says about Carrie. “Horror films are Hammer films—vampires and Frankenstein.” As for The Exorcist, William Friedkin rejected the label.

Critics held on to their prejudice as well. The reviews for Jaws were glowing, but what was telling was how few of them called Jaws a horror film. In the Chicago Sun-Times, Roger Ebert deemed it an “adventure movie,” and Vincent Canby wrote in The New York Times that it was “at heart, the old stand-by, the science-fiction film.” The week before it opened, Time magazine ran a cover story about the movie that in its over 3,300 words, never mentioned the word “horror.” Of course, the movie had the suspense scenes, the violence, the point-of-view shots, and the bum-bum, bum-bum sound track, but still it didn’t qualify. Pauline Kael got close to giving horror credit, calling Jaws a “cheerfully perverse  scare picture,” but fifteen years after Psycho, the idea that a horror movie could be respectable and artistically worthy remained a stretch.

It was becoming increasingly hard to ignore the fact that horror, the genre that long called the drive-in theater home, was the driving force behind the dramatic expansion of the reach of Hollywood. Just as opportunities for horror were opening up, the low-budget directors who pioneered the genre were looking elsewhere. Studios didn’t trust them with a large budget, but many of these artists also wanted to make different kinds of movies. After getting wounded by the critical and personal attacks on his debut, The Last House on the Left, Wes Craven briefly swore off horror and tried working on the kinds of movies that his mother would not be embarrassed by. He wrote a naturalistic drama about a divorced father and his kids, a comedy about beauty contests, and a liberal historical drama about an attorney general court-martialed from the army for reporting American atrocities. There were no takers.

Estranged from his wife and on his own, Craven languished, crashing with friends, working intermittently, dabbling in writing jokes for a nightclub act, driving a cab, and quickly going broke. He had had a taste of success, even though it was a strange kind, and he wanted it again. The pressure increased when Peter Locke, an old friend, approached him with the idea that he should take advantage of the popularity of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre and The Exorcist.

Craven’s second horror movie, The Hills Have Eyes, which opened in 1977, places a lost family in the middle of the desert, where they are abducted by a mutant gang of maniacs. For those who suspected that the extreme elements of Last House were coming from a personal place, the film provided some confirmation, or at least evidence of continuity of interest. It shared the same central themes as The Last House on the Left—in which the sins of the father haunted the children of dysfunctional families (the original title was “Blood Relations”) and the most civilized among us have the potential for barbaric violence. And there was the same cynicism about the lies that good people tell themselves.

The movie was inspired by a story of the Sawney Bean family, a  cave-dwelling Scottish clan who, legend has it, robbed, killed, and ate travelers in the seventeenth century. Craven read accounts of their exploits in the newspaper archives of the New York Public Library. The Hills Have Eyes also displayed his new awareness of the conventions of the horror genre. Craven borrowed a plot device from Rosemary’s Baby (the trick of a phone call to the protagonist that looks reassuring but is actually a fake) and an aesthetic from The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, hiring Tobe Hooper’s set designer, Robert Burns. Shot in the California desert, the movie looks even more scruffy and barren. Craven was no longer a novice. His camerawork was polished and deliberate and the style integrated with the storytelling. But inevitably, the shock of something new was gone.

By their second or third movies, directors were expanding their artistic reach, but they were also becoming more defined by the conventions of the genre, in part because they had helped create them. Craven and Romero made their first movies on instinct and passion, but now they were engaged in a much more conscious dialogue with the expectations of a horror fan. That’s not to say they approached those expectations the same way. Craven, for instance, loved the grittiness and authenticity of Chain Saw while John Carpenter, never as interested in the realism of horror, responded to its comedy, ignored by most audiences, who were too terrified to laugh.

Carpenter, who marveled not at the reality but at the shameless artifice of the dinner scene, understood that Hooper was mixing horror and slapstick, because that was what he and Dan O’Bannon had done with Dark Star. He was so impressed that he contacted Hooper, told him he admired the film, and asked if he would be interested in directing a screenplay that he had first written in a few quick sittings in 1971. Called “Hillbillies from Hell,” it followed a group of city girls driving out to the country. They take a detour and meet up with a family of cannibals, one of whom is a huge, unstoppable madman in a mask who chases the girls around with a knife. After a few discussions, the collaboration fell apart. “There were complications,” Hooper said. “The  deal didn’t work. [It was] about money. I regret not doing that,” Hooper said. But he didn’t really understand the extent of what he missed out on until two years later in 1978, when he went to see John Carpenter’s new movie, Halloween. As soon as the adult Michael Myers appeared on-screen, Hooper thought to himself: There he is!

 

 

HALLOWEEN IS a ruthlessly simple story of a virginal babysitter living in the fictional suburban town of Haddonfield, Illinois, running from a large man with a knife who kills off her more promiscuous friends one by one. A doctor named Sam Loomis is on his case. This is another movie about movies—or the act of watching movies. It is one thing that John Carpenter is passionate about. Carpenter, who wrote the movie with his then girlfriend Debra Hill, intended it as something of a love letter to suspense, which is apparent from his early ideas about casting. For the role of Dr. Loomis, Carpenter pursued Hammer stars Christopher Lee (who played Dracula many times) and Peter Cushing (Dr. Frankenstein). After they turned him down, he offered the part to Donald Pleasence, then a veteran performer who had appeared in Lucas’s THX 1138. Debra Hill argued that they should cast Jamie Lee Curtis, the daughter of Janet Leigh of Psycho fame, as Laurie Strode, the girl pursued by the stalker on Halloween. Carpenter concurred, thinking it would generate needed publicity.

Curtis connected the movie to Hitchcock’s classic—and so did the name of Pleasence’s “Dr. Loomis,” a reference to John Gavin’s character in Psycho. But instead of the baby-faced killer standing out in the creepy surroundings of an empty motel, Carpenter inverts Hitchcock’s conceit. Halloween begins with a decidedly normal, safe environment, an idyllic middle-class suburb of Illinois that looks less like the 1970s than an idealized vision of the 1950s. You see the same strange evocation of that more innocent decade in the first scene of Night of the Living Dead. Romero and Carpenter had different ideas about danger. But when they  thought of safety, they both imagined the well-manicured lawns from the movies of their childhoods.

None of this was new. There had been movies made about movies. And there had been homages to 1950s horror. And while John Carpenter’s economical shocker is often celebrated for its meticulousness, this is also slightly misleading. Halloween is riddled with errors, big and small. Shadows from the camera enter the screen. While set in a midwestern suburb, the palm trees in the background give away that Carpenter shot near Sunset Boulevard. Jokes fall flat. The famous point-of-view camera shot of the young version of the killer in the first scene is far too high to be from the point of view of a six-year-old.

These missteps are standard for a quickly made exploitation movie. Halloween is a stalker film built around the murders of teenage girls. But it is also one of the more enduring and innovative horror movies ever made. The reason can be boiled down to a few brilliant elements. First, there’s the music. Carpenter paid special attention to the score, composing a piano melody himself. He says he did this because he couldn’t afford a composer and an orchestra, but the stripped-down notes and propulsive, unstoppable 5/4 meter lodged in the minds of the viewer. The music in Jaws told you something was coming. The music in Halloween made it clear that it was never going away.

Then there is the bravura opening tracking shot, the most influential in the history of the horror film. It begins outside, shaking, constantly on the move, and then goes around the side of the suburban house and inside where we see a teenage boy leaving in a hurry while his girlfriend is up in her room. They have clearly just had sex. The camera takes the perspective of an unseen character. He walks up the stairs into the bedroom. Sitting there naked, the girl turns her head. It’s clear from the look on her face that she knows the person she’s seeing. She calls him Michael. Then from the side of the screen the killer, obscured so far, shows us his knife. At this point, Carpenter shifts the camera toward the knife so the audience can have a better look. Then he jabs it  into her chest, she falls over, the synthesizer music swells, and the camera goes down the stairs and out the door just as a car arrives and two parents walk out to find a little boy in a Halloween costume holding a bloody knife.

From the point of view of film logic, it makes no sense for the young killer to look at his knife. Why would he when his focus is on the girl? The answer informs you exactly how to read this movie: Carpenter cared less about the motivation of the killer than in telling the audience where to look. The shifting point of view tells its own story. While Hooper puts the audience in the position of the innocent bystander, Carpenter makes us see through the eyes of the predator and then the victim and then back again. By showing us the knife, Carpenter reminds us that our perspective is not the same as that of the killer. The killer is after the girl. The audience cares about the knife, or at least what the knife will do to that girl. But of course, it’s not so simple. Most audience members didn’t notice this break in logic because they kept their eyes on the girl. It’s not always easy to look away from a naked girl. Is Carpenter implicating his audience here or is he making fun of how easy it is to trick them? Stop salivating over the girl, he seems to be saying, look at the giant knife! The arm of the young Michael Myers is that of Carpenter’s girlfriend and cowriter Debra Hill, a convention also found in the movies of Dario Argento, who always shot his own hands killing victims.

This scene would lead many critics to psychological theories. The movie has been attacked for using violence against women to satisfy a sadistic male fantasy. Alternatively, since Myers kills women who had sex, some critics charged that Carpenter was making a statement about the dangers of promiscuity. There is some undeniable truth in the charges. After all, they called these movies “exploitation” for a reason. Carpenter has long denied any connection between sex and violence in Halloween, outside of the fact that women having sex make for good victims because they are distracted. So why are women always getting chased in movies like this one? De Palma, who has fielded more  of these attacks than just about any horror director, explains it this way: “There is just something about a woman and a knife.” But what is that something?

Some directors argue that women read as more vulnerable on-screen, and, in a genre that depends on a huge imbalance of power between the monster and the victim, a female victim can be much more potent. There is also a long tradition of movies about women in trouble: it has become the kind of convention that formula movies rely on. Some react against them. Yet still, grappling with traditions helps manipulate the audience’s expectations. And these movies have also been given feminist readings that argue that the pleasures of horror are more masochistic than sadistic, and in the case of Halloween, and most of its imitators, the female hero triumphs at the end.

The sex-obsessed readings of the movie miss part of the point. Carpenter did care about genre conventions but he had no interest in exploring politics in his action and horror movies—and there has never been a portrait of a serial killer less interested in psychology. And that gets to the great innovation of Halloween: Michael Myers himself. Since he has been imitated so often, it’s easy to forget that he was actually a rather radical, even experimental character, an entirely new kind of monster.

The monster has traditionally been a stand-in for some anxiety, political, social, or cultural. But Myers doesn’t reveal anything. He wears a mask, but there is nothing of importance under it. Emerging out of an idyllic suburb, Myers is evidence that evil wasn’t the result of urban blight or the Vietnam War. Myers doesn’t represent the cold calculus of scientific progress (see 2001) or a religious conception of evil (The Exorcist).

Unlike past killers, Michael Myers didn’t scamper or cower or express any human emotion. He moved as fluidly as a ghost, calmly, with no agitation. Michael Myers doesn’t jump into the screen, and while he certainly attacks with a variety of knives, he is at his most threatening standing still, just looking. This is when his perspective is most unsettling. “There was a movie called The Innocents made in the sixties where ghosts were standing across a pond, just looking. Doing nothing but looking,” Carpenter recalls. “There’s something arresting about that. It stuck in my mind when making Halloween.”

When Myers killed, it was not a crime of passion. There is no suggestion that Michael Myers kills for sexual pleasure, or any other type, for that matter. Nor does he do it out of dysfunction. Carpenter’s firm belief, developed reading Lovecraft, watching The Thing, and in long discussions with classmates at USC, was that explaining ruins a good story. Influenced by the terror of Samuel Beckett, he wanted an empty space at the heart of the movie, where the answers usually are. The absence of meaning defined him. It wasn’t that Myers didn’t fit into the categories of cinematic killers with which audiences had become familiar. He didn’t fit into any category. The mystery about this strange killer remained. In the credits, he was called simply “The Shape.” He was not supernatural, but not human either. He was the thing in-between.

“We tried to strip out the plot devices of horror films that had come before, because they didn’t matter,” Carpenter said. “All you are dealing with is something that’s pure evil. We strip everything down to a purity. He’s not wearing anything distinguishable. It’s an outfit at a gasoline station. But it could be anything. He’s a blank. We stripped away the particulars, the details. I had never seen that.”

What we do know about Michael Myers comes from Dr. Loomis, who seems utterly convinced that nothing will stop him. “I was told there was nothing left. No reason, no conscience, no understanding,” he explains about Michael. “Even the most rudimentary sense of life or death, good or evil, right or wrong.” Hovering at the corners of the frame, Myers appears and disappears suddenly, giving the audience an anxious sense that he could be anywhere. And when Laurie asks the doctor about who the killer was, Dr. Loomis does not attempt to give a religious and medical explanation. Those movies have been made. He simply tells her, “It’s the bogeyman.”

Of course, it is also true that Carpenter came up with this character  at least in part to save money. You didn’t need a great screenwriter to waste time figuring out motivation or a talented actor to work on the performance. Practically speaking, Myers was easy. But make no mistake: the character was rooted in a conceptual idea that the scariest thing in the world is something you can’t understand. By emptying out all the details from the character, Carpenter solved the Monster Problem. But it took him a while to figure out how. Michael Myers was the result of a lifetime of experimenting with monsters.

 

 

THE THING FROM ANOTHER WORLD was one of Carpenter’s favorite movies—and there is a direct reference to it in Halloween when we see Laurie Strode watching the movie on television. The Howard Hawks movie was based on a short story by John W. Campbell. Campbell was an influential science-fiction writer who edited the fantasy magazine Astounding in the early twentieth century, nurturing the careers of writers like Arthur C. Clarke, Isaac Asimov, and others who believed that fantasy fiction should be rooted in real science.

The Thing told the story of an air force crew dispatched to Alaska, where there were rumors of a crash nearby. Inside the ship, they discover a flying saucer with a creature frozen in ice that looks like a human and survives on blood. This low-budget picture became an unexpected hit in 1951, helping launch the monster movie craze of the decade. Romero has said that it was the first movie that really scared him. Dan O’Bannon said he never forgot seeing The Thing from Another World for the first time at one of the two theaters in his town when he was only five years old. It had an even bigger impact on Carpenter, who adored the monster and the music. It was one of the first science-fiction movies to use the theremin and had a major influence on the scores of his own movies.

Loving The Thing sent Carpenter back to the original novella, a much purer expression of fantasy fiction, darker, paranoid, and gruesome. The monster in the original story assumes the shape, memories,  and personality of any person it devours. When they were together at USC, O’Bannon and Carpenter talked about this shape-shifting alien. They would solve the Monster Problem by never showing the audience exactly what it wants to see. The transformations preserve an element of anxiety, increased by the ambiguity about who exactly is to be trusted. When everyone might be an alien, no one can be trusted. That worked.

After graduating from film school, Carpenter worked on a series of screenplays attempting to achieve similar results. Some of them were turned into movies, others shelved, but most of them since Dark Star had struggled with the Monster Problem. In a script originally titled “Eyes,” which was eventually changed to The Eyes of Laura Mars when it was released in 1978, Carpenter imagined a woman who had a psychic experience that gave her the ability to see through the eyes of a serial killer she doesn’t know. This allowed the movie to be told through the eyes of the maniac, giving Carpenter an excuse to make the audience see the acts of murder but not the person committing them. After accessing this power, which first seems like a mental breakdown, the woman has no idea whose body she is seeing through. To stop these horrible visions, she contacts a detective who helps track down this man. But the killer also seems to know he’s being followed and is on her trail, creating a double chase that leads to a climactic scene in which the woman sees herself being assaulted as it happens.

After Carpenter showed the script to Jack Harris, Harris gave it to the producer Jon Peters, who loved it, proposing it as a vehicle for his then girlfriend Barbra Streisand. He gave Carpenter $20,000 to adapt and direct, with the instruction to tailor the script to the talents of Streisand. That meant setting the film in New York and adding the backdrop of the fashion industry. Manhattan was alien to Carpenter, so he needed to bone up, studying the plays of the fashionable dramatist Neil Simon to get a handle on the right urban sensibility. It was an odd match, and the script he came up with was not perfect. After getting some feedback, he reworked it and brought it to the studio. This began an excruciating process of death by a thousand cuts, and while many of  the changes were superficial, the major one was that Carpenter was told that the star needed to have a relationship with the killer.

He couldn’t be an unknown. There had to be motivation, psychological depth, a real character. “In Hollywood, there’s an old saying: ‘The better the villain, the better the movie!’” Carpenter has said. “That’s not necessarily the case in the sense of what’s scary. What’s scary is something that’s random, that’s unknown. The unknown killer that walks up to you for no reason is utterly terrifying because you are defenseless.”

Carpenter despaired. It showed in his work, and he was replaced. Streisand backed out of the project, and Faye Dunaway eventually starred. But what Carpenter took from this experience was that keeping control of the final cut was essential. He knew that would only happen outside the studio system. It was not easy to get films finished independently either. So he kept working as a screenwriter, in the process meeting new directors throughout the seventies who gave him ideas. One of the most important influences was the director Bob Clark.

In the early seventies, Clark had made several horror movies in Canada, including Children Shouldn’t Play with Dead Things, a spoof of zombie movies, and Dead of Night, an excellent piece of antiwar agitprop. But his most notable effort was Black Christmas, the first horror movie to truly capitalize on the use of a holiday in the title. It began with a point-of-view shot at night from the killer outside of a peaceful house. Foster’s Release had such a shot from the window of the side of the house. But this was straight on. Fairly new for its time was the casual sexuality and coarseness of the female characters in Black Christmas. As played by a spunky Margot Kidder and Olivia Hussey, these teenagers were sexual, funny, sometimes vulgar, the prototypes for the friends of Laurie Strode in Halloween. Hussey’s character becomes pregnant and decides to have an abortion. Her boyfriend, who wants her to have the child, is a suspect. Of course, the sorority setting allows for male audiences to enjoy the voyeurism of the film, but it’s not too much of a stretch to conclude that the director’s interest is not merely exploitation. “One of my main objectives was to show how sexual girls are, how often  they used the f-word, because people simply hadn’t done it yet, they were still doing Beach Blanket Bikini,” Clark said in an interview with Fangoria.

Just like in Foster’s Release and Bava’s Black Sabbath, Clark organized several suspense scenes around crank calls and a buzzing telephone, an idea copied at the end of the seventies in the Carol Kane hit When a Stranger Calls. What really made Black Christmas stand out was the killer, who, despite all expectations to the contrary, the audience never actually sees—except for one shot of his eyes peeking out of the crack in the door to the attic. We know he’s up there and that he occasionally comes downstairs to butcher people, but we never know when.

The movie ends with his identity still unclear. Carpenter liked Black Christmas and he recommended that Warner Brothers hire Clark to direct his script “Prey,” about a killer from Tennessee. Carpenter and Clark scouted out locations, and even started casting before the project collapsed. In the process of working on the script, Carpenter asked Clark if he ever thought of making a sequel to Black Christmas. Clark said no. Carpenter pressed him about the possibility, and Clark, as he said in a few interviews before he died in a car crash in 2007, explained an idea that had occurred to him. “Later on, it turned out the killer had been caught and he had been institutionalized and he escapes,” Clark told him. “It’s Halloween, and he comes back to the sorority. I was going to call it Halloween.”

In The Exorcist and The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, two artists challenged each other and developed a movie through struggle and compromise. Halloween was a different kind of collaboration. Carpenter had been sponging up ideas throughout the decade. When he got the chance, he picked the best ones and had very little interference since he was the director, cowriter, and music composer.

Carpenter denies that he borrowed from Black Christmas, but he does concede that the project was not his idea. It was the brainchild of Irwin Yablans, a distributor who worked with Carpenter to produce Assault on Precinct 13. Yablans had quit his marketing job at Paramount a few years  earlier, after his brother Frank climbed the company’s career ladder—all the way to president, releasing such movies as Chinatown and The Godfather. Irwin envied his brother’s success and was looking for his own movie. He wanted to be a player, too. When boarding a transatlantic flight, he was thinking about ideas for horror. He had recently seen The Exorcist and wanted to make a similarly suspenseful picture. As soon as he got off the plane in Los Angeles, he called Carpenter and told him what he had in mind: a scary movie, about a babysitter in peril, that takes place on Halloween. Carpenter cut him off. “Don’t tell me any more,” he said. “I know exactly what to do.”

 

 

HALLOWEEN MAY have taken a lifetime to dream up, but it was shot in four weeks. Since he had Donald Pleasence for only a short period of time, Carpenter filmed the movie out of sequence and gave Jamie Lee Curtis a “fear meter” to let her know the level of terror for each scene. Nick Castle, Carpenter’s old colleague on The Resurrection of Broncho Billy and Dark Star, played Michael Myers and improvised a tilt of the head after killing one of his victims, almost as if he was amused and mystified by the death. Carpenter insisted on simplicity: “Just walk. Don’t lurch. Don’t be a monster,” he told Castle. “Just walk. I wanted to simplify things so you read into what’s there.”

At the end of the film, Laurie escapes and Dr. Loomis shoots Michael Myers six times until he falls out of the window onto the grass below. When the doctor looks outside, Myers is gone. Carpenter turns to a reaction shot, and instead of a shocked look, Pleasence’s face barely changes, as if he knew all along that this man would never be there. Then the movie ends on a series of eerie shots of empty spaces, quiet exteriors, and shadowy rooms while the famously propulsive, unstoppable synthesizer beats quickly ahead, repeating itself over and over again. We are left with nothing. Michael Myers is nowhere and yet he seems everywhere at the same time.

Yablans invited all the major studios to see the film, but none of  them showed up for the press screening. Before its domestic release in October of 1978, Yablans, working the connections he had made through his years at Paramount, took the movie to Milan, where the reaction was strong. He made over $800,000 in foreign sales, which allowed him to more effectively promote the movie, with a carefully planned rollout starting in Kansas City, far away from the media on the coasts. It moved to Chicago, where it sold out four drive-in theaters, and then throughout the Midwest.

Some of the early reviews of Halloween described just another “woman in trouble” horror film. In a glib review in The New Yorker, Pauline Kael wrote that the movie lacked rhythm and “may satisfy in a childish way that more sophisticated horror films do not.” But it didn’t take long for mainstream critics to catch on that this was a uniquely frightening movie made by a director in love with his craft. Roger Ebert singled it out on his popular television show At the Movies, arguing that it proved that horror films did not have to be immoral and crass.

A turning point was a rave review by Tom Allen of The Village Voice that called it “an instant schlock horror classic,” putting it alongside Psycho and Night of the Living Dead. Allen also was insightful enough to distinguish that Carpenter, working with warm colors and sleek tracking shots, was breaking away from the “realistic school” of horror. Almost a decade after he talked with Dan O’Bannon about making fantasy movies when social drama was in vogue, Carpenter had made a new scary movie for a mass audience. It was the beginning of an artistic trend, and the end of a business model.

Halloween took most people in Hollywood completely by surprise. Most crossover horror movies were based on bestselling books. The classic movies (Frankenstein, Dracula) as well as the popular new ones (The Exorcist, Rosemary’s Baby, Carrie) had a literary pedigree that gave the audience the excuse that the cheap thrills were somewhat respectable. But this one was slapped together. There was no popular title or famous actor or star to exploit. There was just a great title and word of mouth. Halloween was actually the result of years of hard thinking about  monsters, but its real accomplishment is how Carpenter made it seem as if all you needed to make a great horror movie was a girl, a big killer, and a knife. He made it look so easy. The studios saw that a movie made for next to nothing could bring in almost $100 million in box office. They wanted in. The exploitation horror movie would never be the same. Halloween proved that cheap horror could be big business. Yablans saw a change was coming, and explained it to a meeting of local distributors.

“They congratulated me, but I told them: Fellas, it’s over,” Yablans said. “When the studios see how much money you can make with this kind of film, they are going to want to get in on the action and then you will be finished, and that’s what happened.”

One of the first people to see the potential for exploitation was Sean Cunningham, who had not produced a hit since The Last House on the Left. After seeing the movie, he immediately called his friend the screenwriter Victor Miller. They had been struggling to come up with an idea for a crossover hit. They had written a family-friendly movie about a bunch of orphans who start a soccer team, a knockoff of The Bad News Bears. No one cared. Money was running out. Miller had donated blood to earn some cash to feed his family. He was sitting in his home in Stratford, Connecticut, when Cunningham called to tell him that he had an idea that would change his life. “Halloween is making a lot of money,” Cunningham said. “Why don’t we rip it off?”




CHAPTER TEN

 STOMACHING IT

I can’t lie to you about your chances, but you have my sympathies.

Ash, Alien

 

 

 

AT USC’S FILM SCHOOL, John Carpenter may have been most likely to succeed, but Dan O’Bannon was the resident genius. A mad, gloomy, dysfunctional genius, to be sure, but still, it was widely agreed by their classmates that his imagination simply worked faster than everyone else’s. He knew this, too, and that was part of why his series of failures during the decade when fantasy films went mainstream frustrated him.

Dark Star, the movie he hoped would launch his career, closed soon after it opened. After a year away in Paris, Dune collapsed and he returned to Los Angeles to find that his old girlfriend Diane, then dating a doctoral candidate at USC, was no longer responding to his advances. That stung. “We weren’t exactly on good terms,” Diane explains, spelling out his attitude: “‘Okay, I’m back now. Drop everything.’ I don’t think so.”

Then he started to notice how Carpenter was being celebrated as a hot up-and-coming director even before Halloween opened. That burned. “Carpenter would call me up and got a big boost over rubbing  it in my face that he threw me overboard and he was doing just fine,” O’Bannon says. “It was sheer cruelty.”

But what really made Dan O’Bannon miserable was not jealousy or resentment or disappointment, but rather the awful, wrenching pain right below his navel where he could sense something terrible was stirring. O’Bannon’s stomach had become a source of suffering that took up much of his attention. At first he thought it was a passing illness. Then a doctor convinced him it was appendicitis. But surgery didn’t stop the pain. It wasn’t diagnosed correctly as Crohn’s disease until 1980, but for years the incurable condition disrupted the normal process of digestion, inflaming his bowels, shortening his gut, cutting off the transit of food through his body.

The simple act of eating terrified him, and a trip to the bathroom meant potentially hours of arduous and humiliating pain. The digestion process felt like something bubbling inside of him struggling to get out. This made O’Bannon very nervous about travel or even being far away from a bathroom. Stress made it worse. He thought about his stomach all the time. He kept his disease quiet and worried privately to friends that it would ruin his career. What he didn’t realize back then was that this lifelong struggle would actually be the inspiration for his greatest idea.

 

 

WHILE WAITING for Dark Star to be released, O’Bannon and Carpenter conceived of a script inspired by The Thing from Another World, about predatory, shape-shifting alien insects found in an archaeological dig. When their working relationship broke up, Carpenter agreed to give O’Bannon the idea. O’Bannon wrote the original script for “Star Beast,” later renamed Alien, with his writing partner Ronald Shusett, who had invited him to sleep on his couch after returning from Paris. Shusett had been thinking about another idea for a film about a B-17 bomber over Tokyo that gets sidetracked, and part of that plot found its way into  the script. O’Bannon imagined it as a $500,000 monster movie. He tried to sell it to studios, but was told it would be too difficult to pull off because of the limitations of special effects. So O’Bannon simplified the creature. Instead of bizarrely shaped arachnids, he envisioned one human-shaped monster that could fit in a cheap rubber suit. In its original conception, it’s a step backward to the monster movies of his youth. But as is true with Targets, The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, and so many of the movies of this era, the directors started with the past and then introduced a dialogue with the future.

The story shared the outer space exploration plot with the fifties science-fiction drive-in hit It: The Terror from the Beyond, and also resembled Mario Bava’s Planet of the Vampires. “I don’t steal from anybody,” O’Bannon would often say. “I steal from everybody.” In any event, Alien followed a crew of male astronauts returning to Earth who are sidetracked by a message from a remote planet. It begins with mundane chatter among ordinary working-class types. This was in outer space, but it could have been at a truck stop. In the style of a film student well versed in Isaac Asimov, the dialogue works against the glamorous adventure slogans. “Time and space don’t mean anything out here,” said one member of the crew in the original screenplay. “We are living in one of Einstein’s equations.”

After hearing reports that there may be an alien life form on a nearby planet, three members of a team stop and land to investigate. They find an ancient-looking, abandoned spacecraft. After walking through its corridors, they find a room of egglike shells, and a spidery beast leaps out of one and grabs on to the face of an astronaut. Building on O’Bannon’s idea of an insect monster from They Bite, Shusett imagined that the creature would operate like a wasp that latches on to a spider and uses it as a host to plant an egg. But the life cycle is accelerated, allowing for the monster to change shape after it enters the ship. O’Bannon mulled over this idea when he went to sleep and woke up in the middle of the night. He walked over to Shusett’s bedroom and proposed what would  become the most shattering horror scene since a bewigged Norman Bates pulled open the shower curtain. “The monster,” O’Bannon told his friend, “bursts out of his stomach.”

O’Bannon went on to explain that the alien not only lays its egg inside the man, but grows inside and emerges as a baby, splattering flesh and blood everywhere. The idea of an alien violently bursting out of a stomach was of course very personal for O’Bannon; that’s what his sickness felt like. He could also see that this would be a potent metaphor for childbirth. Increased access to birth control pills and the rise of abortion as a political issue in the seventies made reproduction a source of much paranoia.

Rosemary’s Baby popularized the pregnancy horror films, but that movie remained fairly psychological and distant from the gruesome possibilities of giving birth. Director David Cronenberg led a more visceral approach to the horror of reproduction in movies such as Rabid, Shivers, and The Brood. His movies focused on the physical aspects of mortality, showing gooey, off-putting images that inspired disgust. Cronenberg shared a similar background with Wes Craven. Born around the same time in the late thirties in towns far away from Hollywood—Cronenberg hails from Toronto and made his movies there—they were both cerebral writers who watched their fathers die early and dabbled in academia before striking out to make angry horror. They respected the genre as a serious art form and felt it needed to move away from escapist silliness. Cronenberg described his strategy by saying George Romero plays on anxieties of childhood, while he investigates the anxieties of adults. He called his movies “films of confrontation.”

Craven’s inspiration stemmed from his religious upbringing. Cronenberg rooted his movies in a rational view of the world. As outrageous as his plots were—filled with viruses and psychic powers and twin gynecologists—they were based in science, or at least a twisted version of it. Cronenberg and William Peter Blatty both believed that the supernatural in horror opens up the possibility of a belief in God, but  Cronenberg is an atheist. “To me an act of murder is the act of total destruction, it’s absolute,” he said in an interview. “There’s no comeback, there’s no going to heaven, that’s it.”

He uses his lack of faith as a justification for not making light of death. In his films, there is always the looming threat of complete annihilation, manifesting itself in the decay of the human body. His movies moved the heart of horror from the limits of the mind to the decline of the body, and they were working on some of the same nerves that O’Bannon did with Alien. Cronenberg’s masterwork, The Brood, a revenge fantasy begging for Freudian analysis, released the same year as Alien, turned the sentiment that children are the product of love upside down. In an institute run by a mad scientist, a mother channels her rage to give birth to killer children to take revenge on her enemies. In one spectacularly sickening scene, a bloody, disgusting baby emerges from an egg attached to her body. She picks him up and licks the blood off of him.

In 1973, Larry Cohen imagined a killing spree taking place inside a birthing room in It’s Alive, a monster movie with music by Bernard Herrmann about a father who wants his wife to get an abortion but instead she goes through with having the baby—to disastrous results. Early on, right after the delivery, the hospital room is a crime scene, dead nurses and doctors everywhere. The baby attacked. Cohen, a New York–based director, said he got the idea for the movie from watching a child’s tantrum. “I’d never seen anything so violent in my entire life,” he says. “Pure id.”

The most surreal parenting nightmare of the decade was surely Eraserhead. David Lynch’s debut is far too bizarre to fit neatly into any genre. After an eerie prologue riffing off of 2001, the movie shrinks to a human scale inside a dingy, poorly lit room where the roar of a radiator and the mewling cry of a baby haunt two fragile new parents lying apart on a squeaky metal bed. This is not a normal premature baby, more like a mix between a watery dumpling and a swaddled little calf stripped of its flesh. The kid is sickly, vomiting pools of blood. The  parents try to love it, but its unceasing cries and slithery skin disgust the father, who dreams its grotesque head replaces his in a disturbing sequence. Lynch apparently was inspired by the fears of being a new father, but also, like Cronenberg, he centers his horror on repulsion of the body.

O’Bannon loved that stuff. If you couldn’t scare an audience, the next best thing, he thought, was to disgust them. As a teenager, he loved practical jokes, the grosser the better. Once he tried to impress a young woman at a party by surprising her when she came out of the bathroom. He grabbed his stomach, looked ill, and pointed at a pile of rubber vomit. This seduction strategy didn’t work, but in the first kill of Alien, you might say that O’Bannon tried again, with better results.

As soon as he knew how the monster would emerge, O’Bannon thought the victim should be a man. He wanted to take the convention followed by Carpenter and break it. “Having the victim in a horror film always be a woman was a cheap shot,” O’Bannon said. “I always imagine the director jerking off, ‘Oh, I can’t wait to see that woman get chopped to pieces.’ No, I want to see a man get it because I knew it would make the men uneasy.”

Alien features a strong female protagonist, but that was not how O’Bannon originally imagined the part. It began as a movie about a group of guys. Horror in the seventies was already filled with women taking revenge on their attackers. After The Last House on the Left, an entire genre called “rape-revenge” movies told stories of empowered women fighting back, the most controversial example being I Spit on Your Grave, a ferocious portrait of a New Yorker who is raped in the country and then spends the rest of the movie seeking vengeance against her attackers. Roger Ebert called it “one of the most depressing experiences of my life.” The movie also has its defenders, who claim that the graphic rape displays evidence of a feminist impulse willing to show the real ugliness of sexual violence. Alien, as it was originally planned, avoided the woman in distress, pointedly.

O’Bannon was not interested in the sadism of identifying with the  man chasing the woman or the fantasy of getting even, so much as he was looking for the best way to assault his audience, who, he expected, would be mostly young men. He figured that making the alien burst out of the man added a new Lovecraftian horror to an old anxiety. Childbirth may terrify some women, but after going through it once, it becomes less mysterious and potentially less daunting. To men, the suffering of childbirth is, by its very nature, alien. It’s unknown in a way that even Michael Myers is not. O’Bannon imagined the men in the audience looking at their own stomachs, wondering what was going on inside.

O’Bannon’s second crucial decision was taking the leap of faith to pick H. R. Giger to design the creature. Giger had never worked in Hollywood. He hardly spoke English. His sexually grotesque paintings, melding the look of cold industrial machines with vulnerable human flesh, looked nothing like any other movie monster. That O’Bannon fought for the creator of such obscene and off-putting art was a direct result of his background. Unlike the rest of the great horror directors of the day, O’Bannon originally wanted to be a visual artist. He went to art school, and his understanding of design not only informed his aesthetic of horror but added up to a philosophy of fear that he described this way:In certain types of horror movies, you find yourself contemplating a spooky old castle or a piece of dramatic landscape. What’s going on there? Why do we need to be scared to appreciate scenery? Fear is like salt—you know. Salt opens up your taste buds so meat tastes meatier. Fear sensitizes you so you become very alert. This is true on a basic instinctual level. Animals who feel secure and happy are dopey and relaxed. But as soon as the animal senses he is under threat, he becomes alert. Fear makes you much more alert to what happens in front of you. That makes your enjoyment of scenery more intense.





By the late seventies, the aesthetic of most horror movies was marked by ragged and chaotic clutter, the dirt and grime of a madhouse mixed with a dive bar. Craven proved that this rough design could be employed to bolster the authenticity of a scene. Hooper learned from that and added gothic elements, decorating the dinner table with animal skin and flesh and skeletal remains. On the opposite side of the spectrum was the work of Polanski and Carpenter, who preferred clean lines and empty spaces with plenty of room for scary things to jump into the picture. O’Bannon liked how Giger mixed styles, blending dark high-tech with a more flamboyantly fantastical design. He understood the horror of the in-between.

In the middle of writing the script, O’Bannon called Giger and had a thirty-minute conversation in which he slowly explained in overly articulated English the general outlines of the movie. He sent a package the next week that included a check for $1,000, some sketches by Ron Cobb and O’Bannon, and a list of elements to be designed (in English and German). What was clear from his early descriptions of the movie was that O’Bannon from the beginning had a very specific vision that featured mythic, primal scares. He described the temple where the ship held the alien egg as “ancient, primitive and cruel,” and the spore-pods arranged around an “altar.” O’Bannon told Giger he wanted to see the alien in three different forms, at various stages of growth.

The first emerged out of the egg as a “small, octopoidal creature,” as O’Bannon described it in the letter to Giger, and he sent along a very crude drawing of a round egg with a small shape popping off the top. O’Bannon says the least about the second, the one that busts out of the body. And the third, the full-grown beast, is simply called a “profane abomination.” The producers suggested an oversized, deformed baby. O’Bannon wrote Giger to tell him about that idea, but added that the Swiss artist should feel free to follow his own inspiration. O’Bannon understood that he couldn’t just have the usual monster for this movie. Since the idea of a shape-shifting creature had been downsized to a man  in a costume, O’Bannon knew that the monster, more than any other part of this movie, needed to stand out, to horrify, to be a work of innovation.

With that freedom, Giger designed something that had not appeared in a movie before. The slithery, metallic-colored beast flashes mouths of teeth inside other mouths of teeth jutting out of a sharp, protruding skull resting on a grotesque body filled with vaginal crevices and lines of ribs. It was obscene and impossible to classify. It looked crustacean and reptilian, human and machine, a cross between a dinosaur and a snail. In the spirit of a monster from Lovecraft, it had elements of everything but the whole seemed completely original.

After getting the artists on board, O’Bannon, with the help of Shusett, finished the script and sent it to Roger Corman. The producer made what was for him a generous offer: $750,000. O’Bannon was thrilled. But Shusett argued that they should shop the movie around. Star Wars, the summer blockbuster of 1977, had just opened. It shifted the interest of fans from horror to science fiction, and the fact that Corman offered to buy it so quickly made him think that others would, too. Shusett was right. At 20th Century Fox, Alan Ladd Jr., who green-lit Star Wars, was looking for another space epic.

Ladd hired a trio of seasoned filmmakers—David Giler, Gordon Carroll, and Walter Hill—to come up with a darker science-fiction story, one that married spaceships with the ominous terror of horror. Carroll, twenty years older than his partners and friends, was the canny producer with an eye on the balance sheet, while Giler and Hill brought enthusiasm and a certain buzz. Giler was a comic television writer transitioning into film. Hill was more accomplished, with exciting, hardedged screenplays of movies such as The Getaway and The Drowning Pool already to his name. Known as a crafter of economical stories with tough-guy dialogue, Hill believed in men of action and he shared John Carpenter’s interest in keeping character mysterious.

“Look at the western,” explains Hill. “A guy comes into town, a  stranger, seems to have a purpose. He is incredibly interesting. As soon as you understand his purpose, he becomes vastly less interesting. By the end of the film, he’s bland, a nice man.”

Hill and Giler sold themselves to Fox as writers who could give a script some punch and get rid of all the filler. They had their chance to deliver when Mark Haggard, a USC friend of O’Bannon’s, paid Hill a visit in his office at Fox to hand him the script for Alien and ask him to direct. Hill had never heard of these novice screenwriters. They had no agents or lawyers. But he was looking for a science-fiction story so he took it home and, on a hot day, with Jimmy Carter drawling his speech at the 1976 Democratic convention in the background, he got a quarter through the script before calling Giler. He told him it was terrible but there was a great scene where an alien incubated in a person and then exploded out. That, he thought, was truly unique.

Hill revered Howard Hawks and subscribed to one of his principles: “Have three good scenes and the rest of the time don’t offend anyone.” That one scene was worth building upon. Giler mocked the errors in logic. If the alien’s blood was made of acid, then why didn’t it burn through his flesh? His father was a screenwriter and knew how Hollywood looked down at science fiction. “I remember Giler saying, ‘It’s the science-fiction writers, the studio executives don’t want to go to dinner with these loony guys from Topanga or whatever,’” Hill says. “They want to go to dinner with Billy Wilder.”

Giler and Hill knew how to talk to studio executives, and Hill made the argument to the president of 20th Century Fox, Alan Ladd, that if they dressed up this B-movie material with A-movie production values they could fool the audience. “This was a cruder story than Planet of the Apes or Fantastic Voyage,” Hill says. “This was B-movie by its nature. You had to make it better. We could do that. That was our deal, we made things better.” The blockbuster success of Star Wars, another Fox production, surely helped their case. The studio made an offer, with one caveat. Alien needed to be bigger, more than $10 million. Just as when Robert Evans argued that for Rosemary’s Baby to be taken seriously  it could not look like a William Castle production, Ladd decided that even though this was Roger Corman material, it could not look like that. It had to be a blockbuster.

No one could believe how fast the tiny monster movie—a man in a rubber suit!—transformed into a $10 million event. For O’Bannon, selling his script was not just good for his career; it was essential for his health. The year 1977 had been a terrible one for his stomach ailment, sending him in and out of the hospital. The studio gave him a screenwriter credit and he negotiated for a say in the look of the film, immediately bringing on his old coworkers from Dune: Chris Foss, Jean Giraud, and Ron Cobb. Still, a pessimist at heart, O’Bannon was sure that his good fortune could not be for real. They were going to change the script, kick him off the set, and attempt to prevent him from using Giger’s designs. He was right about almost everything. It didn’t take long for executives to get nervous—and they had good reason. The movie had no real stars, it had unproven writers, and Giger’s designs were not exactly family-friendly. How were parents who took their kids to Star Wars going to embrace a monster with a head that looked like a black penis? “Alan Ladd thought his stuff was too sexual and disgusting and no one would see it,” Shusett said. “We kept making the case and they told us to shut up about it until we stopped.”

Fox also had a director problem. Hill turned down the job eventually when he realized that it was going to mean dealing with lots of special effects. “That stuff always bored me,” he said. Several other directors turned Fox down. Eventually a newcomer named Ridley Scott took the job. He was known for a sharp visual sense as a talented stager of commercials, but was unproven. He had made an art film called The Duelists, a melodrama set during the Napoleonic wars that gained notice for its elegantly flashy aesthetic. He took the job and the lobbying began. “Dan took me aside, like he was showing me a dirty book,” Scott recalled. “It was Giger’s book. My eyeballs nearly fell out.” Scott promised to make the case to the studio.

That Ladd would be convinced by the enthusiasm of a relatively  inexperienced director sounds dubious. But that’s what Ladd says too. Shusett has a different story, saying Ladd told him what happened while riding in a car to the premiere. In this version, the studio, having trouble finding a director, was losing interest fast until Steven Spielberg, one of the many directors who got sent the script, read Alien. He liked it so much that he called Ladd to tell him that he couldn’t make the film due to conflicts with his schedule (he was making Close Encounters of the Third Kind) but that Ladd had to make the movie right away. “He told him it would be huge,” Shusett says. “He had a huge hit with Jaws. So Ladd made the movie.”

Dan O’Bannon’s vision for Alien was, in a way, to re-create the process of Dune on a bigger scale with a room full of great artists trading ideas. The plan was for Ron Cobb to design the spaceships as high-tech contraptions, using the latest in cutting-edge science. This would be like the space travel in Dark Star, except with a budget that didn’t have to use egg cartons for set design. Cobb imagined the surfaces of the cramped ship as dirty, industrial, and rusted. This spaceship would look as glamorous as a high-school locker room.

Giger’s alien’s head had the hard shell of the hood of a truck, and its spidery legs and fleshy skin made an odd match. The phallic protrusions and vaginal crevices brought to mind a collection of sexual parts massproduced in a factory from the late nineteenth century. It breathed and drooled and squirmed. It was a vulnerable thing. Cut it and it bled—only the liquid that spilled out was acid that could destroy just about anything.

Most horror movies concentrate on the dead eyes of the killer. Think of the close-ups through Leatherface’s mask or the glassy stare of the sniper from Targets. The monster in Alien, however, has no eyes, and yet it has no trouble seeing, just the kind of discrepancy that a designer interested in science would grapple with and Giger didn’t bother worrying much about.

O’Bannon encouraged this clash of styles between Giger and Cobb, but since working on Dark Star, he was more comfortable with the notion that the surreal could benefit from realistic science. His spaceships in Dark Star and Star Wars were full of buttons and gadgets and hard geometric shapes. He loved Giger’s otherworldly designs, but even he occasionally worried about the science of them.

Giger was not interested in elegant triangles, ovals, or squares, preferring squishy monsters with curved tails and watery eyes and tender skin. As he became more comfortable on set—he helped build the creatures himself—he also started expanding his influence. Giger drew a sketch of the derelict ship that was emptied out by the monster. This was not his responsibility—Cobb had already made a sleek design. But in a flurry of early-morning activity, Giger had an idea, and he drew a curved horseshoe of a shuttle with phallic horns jutting out that blended in with the eerie mountainous landscape. This new ship integrated into the landscape, making the design appear fully formed rather than cobbled together. O’Bannon complained that it wasn’t technical enough. It looked too much like the world around it as opposed to a piece of scientific innovation.

Ridley Scott made the case for the design, but later a producer told Giger to make a new one. It blended too much into the landscape. It was a short-lived victory for O’Bannon, whose influence waned as he became embroiled in a variety of petty disputes with Scott and the producers. Trouble started in the weeks before the shoot, which took place in London. Walter Hill thought that O’Bannon’s script needed trimming. He didn’t like the smarty-pants grad-student dialogue—his taste ran more toward Hemingway—and he cut it out. He also changed the names of the characters and turned the protagonist into a woman. Scott was fine with these changes, but he asked O’Bannon to take another look. “So I went through and repaired some of the damage,” O’Bannon says, “but because I had been ordered not to go back to the original, some of the best moments were lost. It was a sad degrading of my screenplay. I was convinced the picture was ruined.”

O’Bannon made his unhappiness known, which rubbed Hill the wrong way. “I always thought Dan and Shusett were unsophisticated  guys,” Hill said, chuckling with more than a note of condescension. “They didn’t understand how the movies worked. I remember Ron telling me about coffee enemas once, that it would clean out your system. You know: science-fiction writers!”

O’Bannon hung around the set, poking into everyone’s business and occasionally giving orders. The direction seemed misguided. He imagined a fast-paced comic book style, but Scott established a leisurely, atmospheric pace. O’Bannon worried about boring the audience. He even earned the ire of Scott, yelling “Too slow!” after watching a daily. Scott took him aside and said that such criticism would be more helpful in private.

O’Bannon made suggestions, offered criticisms (the X-rays of the alien should be in black and white, he insisted), none of which earned him goodwill, but neither did it get him kicked off the film—that is, until he thought his typewriter was stolen. O’Bannon dictated all his ideas to a secretary who typed them out, but when he entered his office and found it missing, he stormed into a meeting attended by Scott and the producers and found the machine right there. His temper exploded. Scott told him to calm down, that they had borrowed it, but O’Bannon, who had difficulty settling down once he got into a fury, raged on. He was kicked off the film within days and was back in the United States. Far away from the set, he considered the worst. They would ruin his movie and take the credit. His stomach ached.

Before he returned home, O’Bannon did contribute his last crucial idea, a piece of advice. Scott was no expert in horror and was fairly indifferent to the intense low-budget exploitation movies of the era. O’Bannon thought it was important that Alien not be merely a science-fiction mood piece. It had to deliver shock value as well, in a way that the monster movies of his childhood did. “I was concerned that Ridley didn’t understand the horror genre. It was important to bring him up to speed,” he said. So before shooting the first kill, O’Bannon set up a screening for Scott to watch The Texas Chain Saw Massacre. “I told him you are not going to like this film but just see it,” O’Bannon says. “It  was important because that showed him what he had to do. This couldn’t be a discreet thing.”

Scott saw Chain Saw in a small screening room at 20th Century Fox. Early on, Walter Hill walked in and asked what he was looking at. The producer had a Coke and a hamburger. They watched together right until the end. When the credits rolled, the food had not been touched. Scott was ready to shoot the big scene.

Unlike most terrifying horror sequences, the entrance of the alien, shot with five cameras, was bathed in bright light. Scott wanted you to see this abominable creature clearly, and it was a sign of the confidence he had in Giger that the design would hold its own without elaborate tricks and shadows. At first, the frame, gliding around a tight, whitewalled room, focuses more on the onlookers than on the victim struggling on his back on a table. We see their shocked faces. The perspective reproduces the position of the innocent bystander, and lingers on the faces of the crew when the alien emerges, the helplessness on their faces magnified by the fact that none of the actors (save John Hurt, out of whose stomach the alien emerges) knew what was going to happen in the scene. The surprised expressions were actually genuine.

When the alien bursts out, something strange happens; the camera stops. The bright lighting does not darken. The audience gets a straighton look at the monster. It is grotesque: bloody, slippery, and obscene. Once it appears, the monster looms in the center of the frame, while the crew freezes, gaping at this bizarre, freakish creature, unable to turn away. They don’t run or hide. They are fascinated. Like us, they are an audience, helpless, frightened, and too curious to realize they are in danger. For the first time in history, revealing the creature is not an anticlimax.

 

 

IF HITCHCOCK’S Frenzy makes the argument that not seeing the horror is scarier than having it shoved in our face, Alien counters persuasively. Once we see the monster, it cannot shock us in the same way again. But  it can do something else: tap into another powerful feeling almost as intense as fear. The alien makes us sick to our stomach. What we are faced with in this movie is an elevated kind of disgust of an even more visceral and irrational kind than Craven aims for in The Last House on the Left. Let’s face it: part of the horror is that the alien looks ugly, freakishly so.

More specifically, the alien manages to be both gross and gorgeous at the same time. Being truly beautiful is another kind of freakishness—and that is part of the reason beauty fascinates: it’s so different from what we expect. The sleek look and overt sexuality captivates your attention. As Emily Dickinson put it in a poem about horror, “’Tis so appalling—it exhilarates.” Audiences couldn’t stand looking at the alien, but they returned again and again.

Lying low in Hollywood after being kicked off the set, O’Bannon bought a ticket and attended opening night at Mann’s Chinese Theater with Ronald Shusett. Nervously eyeing the long line, O’Bannon was convinced that the movie would be terrible. They had surely messed up his script, simplified it, and the movie must be compromised beyond recognition. But when the credits rolled, he noticed how silent the audience became. They were engaged, inching forward in their seats. Sitting in front of him was Shusett, who couldn’t wait for the alien to emerge. When the thing popped out of John Hurt, the screams in the audience were deafening. And they continued, roaring along with another odd sound from behind him, a man weeping. Shusett turned around and saw O’Bannon in tears. He couldn’t believe it: they actually liked his movie.

Alien became a quick hit, the fourth-highest-grossing movie of the year. It also picked up two Academy Award nominations, winning the Oscar for Visual Effects. Dan O’Bannon didn’t attend the ceremony, received some poor notices for the script, which was knocked by some critics for being thin, and generally never received the credit he deserved. David Giler diminished his contributions in the press. The studio even took his (and Ronald Shusett’s) name off the poster but was forced to put it back after arbitration.

The bad press over the dispute and the fact that O’Bannon didn’t show up in the movie’s considerable self-promotion almost certainly hurt his career. It also meant that he was not invited to work on any of the sequels. Even closer to home, he still could not find any validation. He traveled to St. Louis to see the premiere of Alien with his mother. As O’Bannon recalls, she passed along these words of advice: “Just because a person’s successful doesn’t mean he can’t fail.”

John Carpenter also told journalists that his old friend merely ripped off It: The Terror from Beyond Space. He called the movie stylish but more repulsive than scary. Carpenter went on to make his own repulsive movie in his 1981 remake of The Thing from Another World, which broke ground in special effects and spared no sensibilities, showing severed arms and gooey body parts in a paranoid, Lovecraftian style that departed from the sunny optimism of the original film.

O’Bannon didn’t think much of Carpenter’s work either. “Halloween is a very simple movie,” he told me. “You can make that in a weekend with some teenagers. It’s kind of nifty in a minor key. Halloween was okay, okay.”

Halloween and Alien—the most significant horror movies of 1978 and 1979—couldn’t be more different in process (do-it-yourself exploitation, studio blockbuster), worlds portrayed (familiar suburbia, mysterious space), and brand of terror (sleek suspense, bloody repulsion). Comparing the two movies, a cover story in Newsweek about the popularity of the horror genre locates the distinction by describing the audiences yelling “ick” at Alien and stunned into hushed silence at Halloween. It’s the difference between graphic violence and suggestion, a drooling alien and an empty house. But just like their monsters, these movies scrambled stereotypes. Halloween proved that low-budget exploitation movies shock audiences through discretion rather than gore, and Alien dispelled the idea that the gross-outs of the grind-house theater couldn’t be studio art.

The culmination of the most fertile decade in the history of the genre, these movies were, in some ways, just a continuation of one of  those long conversations at USC. You could see the origins of both movies in Dark Star. Their differences rested on top of shared assumptions. Each film told a spare story of a relentless killer that projected an enveloping sense of evil. They were inspired by the same lineage: the weird tales of H. P. Lovecraft, the shape-shifting monster of The Thing from Another World, and the stylized indirectness of absurdist theater. They dispensed with old forms of representation—thinning out character and plot, which Stephen King called “a means to an end”—in favor of something more vague. They moved the genre away from the realism that was in vogue at the beginning of the seventies and back to its natural home: the fantastical. But they treated this subject matter with a seriousness that movies had generally avoided. These landmark films shared a confident vision that pushed the monster movies of their childhood toward something that looked like high art.

The central question that most directors of the era struggled with was not how to build the greatest monster, but how to avoid showing the monster at all. Polanski and Castle argued about it. The dilemma manifested itself in debates about motivation in movies like Night of the Living Dead and The Exorcist, where the New Horror perspective argued for increased ambiguity. The Texas Chain Saw Massacre showed us the monsters, but from the point of view of a very confused onlooker. When the monster does appear in these movies, it is relentless, powerful, and barely motivated, if at all.

The New Horror was darker than earlier movies. The gloomy ending became common. The settings of these New Horror movies were familiar: the beach, the hospital, the bedroom, the prom, the highway, right next door. But the ordinary turns into something ambiguous, confusing, and repulsive. Middle-class suburbia is the home of unexplainable evil. The most civilized minds contain barbarism. Even though the cynicism of the counterculture and anger at the Vietnam War played a role in shaping the sensibility, anyone can find a subtext if they look hard enough. The central message of the New Horror is that there is  no message. The world does not make sense. Evil exists, and there is nothing you can do about it.

As it happens, the movies sometimes did not make sense either. They were put together quickly and often did not have the money to reshoot. Even the big-budget movies such as Alien had glaring errors, like when the monster emerges from John Hurt’s belly, why does it run away, as opposed to every other instance in the movie when it attacks? Similarly, Michael Myers seems to violate the laws of physics. But these details don’t make you question these movies in the same way that your suspension of disbelief can be destroyed in other films. In part, that’s because when you are scared, you are willing to ignore almost everything else. While grasping the arms of your chair in fright, logic isn’t your first concern. But since horror movies tap into hidden anxieties, average audience members read them the same way that psychiatrists do dreams. The inexplicable sits next to the explicable in your nightmares. Questioning the logic may be beside the point.

There was perhaps no more striking illustration of the artistic triumph of the New Horror genre than at the end of the decade, when Stanley Kubrick announced that he was going to make what he called “the ultimate horror film.” When Carpenter and O’Bannon were at USC, such a boast would have appeared to be setting sights pitifully low. Critics did not call A Clockwork Orange a horror movie, even though it was one of the most violent and disturbing movies ever made. Since then, Hollywood had realized that horror sells.

Based on the novel by Stephen King, The Shining told the story of a writer going mad and chasing his family around with an ax. John Calley, the executive who worked on The Exorcist for Warner Brothers, sent the manuscript of the novel to Kubrick, who was attracted to its balance of psychological and supernatural horror. While the book is a ghost story, the movie is slightly different. You get the sense that Kubrick never truly believes that his hero, the writer Jack Torrance, was haunted.

Critics fixated on the scenery-chewing performance of Jack Nicholson and, for that reason, The Shining is often viewed as a great anomaly—the one Kubrick movie where the director was overshadowed by an actor. But Nicholson’s over-the-top performance was no less “real” than Michael Myers. As Jack Torrance, the novelist hired to maintain the Overlook Hotel during one long winter with his wife and child, Nicholson goes theatrically mad for no reason whatsoever. The book had elements that explained the haunting, that signaled that the alcoholism of Torrance led, at least figuratively, to his demons. King struggled with alcoholism. Kubrick, who collaborated on the script with a novelist, Diane Johnson, eliminated this theme and much of the backstory of the characters. King famously disliked the adaptation, calling it “a great big beautiful Cadillac with no motor inside.”

Kubrick hollows out the explanations, as was then the custom in New Horror, and what was left was a mood of unease, a world of gapingly empty spaces, slow-paced scenes, and strange silences. An unmotivated killer surrounded by senseless images, Nicholson was like a monster from a fairy tale. When he breaks down the door, he tells his wife: “I’m going to huff. I am going to puff and blow this house in.” And when he chases his son Danny through a life-size maze, the child, to escape, retraces his steps just like Hansel and Gretel.

By the end of the 1970s, after The Exorcist, The Texas Chain Saw Massacre , and Halloween, the conventions of horror had become so familiar that audiences became scared as soon as they heard the first note of music or saw a shaky point of view or a knife rack. Horror meant something very specific and everyone knew what that was. “New horror cultivates not merely horror,” Ron Rosenbaum wrote in 1979, “but the horror of horror itself, the horror of being driven into madness by sheer horror.”

The New Horror movies are often celebrated for their raw documentary feel, their relevance to the times, how they reflect the national insecurities, but by the end of the seventies, they had transcended such limited descriptions. They were well known even by people who had never seen them. They had become modern myths.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

 THE FEAR SICKNESS

How do I define horror? It’s affirmative action for the writing-impaired.

Sean Cunningham

 

 

 

WHY IN THE WORLD would you want to watch those awful movies?

Most horror fans have at some point struggled to answer this question. Those trying to convince a skeptic often argue how seeing fake violence allows audiences to grapple better with the real kind. The advantage of this explanation is that it doesn’t just excuse horror movies; it argues that they are good for you. That will do at a cocktail party and might make a mother feel better about her son watching The Texas Chain Saw Massacre for the seventh time. But let’s be honest: most of us don’t watch scary movies for the artistic or emotional sustenance. Some of us simply enjoy being terrified or watching characters get terrorized. Others thrill to the pure sensory excitement. There is simply something irresistible about being scared. But where does that strange pleasure come from?

Pauline Kael understood the answer better than any other critic in the era of New Horror, even though she was brutally tough on many of its best movies. She didn’t like Rosemary’s Baby or The Exorcist, referred  to Alien as a “haunted-house with gorilla picture set in outer space,” and insulted Halloween as a movie “stripped of everything but dumb scariness.” She also described the camerawork of The Shining as “like watching a skater do figure eights all night.”

It’s a testament to her analytical acuity and masterful style that Kael was the greatest critic of her generation despite serious lapses in taste (she hated The Birds and loved The Exorcist II). Still, she often described the impact of horror movies more accurately than her more generous peers. Early on, she grasped how Carpenter resisted psychological motivation in Halloween and that Kubrick wanted to mystify his audience in The Shining, but she also understood that the reason audiences are drawn to horror movies is decidedly not to make sense of a frightening world. In a tangent in a review of The Long Goodbye in October of 1973, she expands on the point:It is said that in periods of rampant horror readers and moviegoers like to experience imaginary horrors, which can be resolved and neatly put away. I think it’s more likely that in the current craze for horror films like “Night of the Living Dead” and “Sisters” the audience wants an intensive dose of the fear sickness—not to confront fear and have it conquered but to feel that crazy, inexplicable delight that children get out of terrifying stories that give them bad dreams. A flesh-crawler that affects as many senses as a horror movie can doesn’t end with the neat fake solution. We are always aware that the solution will not really explain the terror we felt; the forces of madness are never laid to rest.





For Kael, the art and pleasure of movies, not just horror, were inextricably connected to the forbidden, the taboo, and a hint of the disreputable. It’s confusion, not catharsis, that draws us in. Easy answers and cheap comforts belong in school. We sit in the dark at the theater  for other reasons. It’s too simple to boil down the appeal of horror to one reason, but it is undeniable that many adults like these movies not because they are good for them, but precisely because they aren’t. The roots of this attraction may be found in the innocence of childhood. Adults forget just how vulnerable they once were. Kids are constantly reminded of their own helplessness and dependence on others, and they are willing to believe in the most preposterous notions and all manner of mysterious creatures. The surprising newness of everything is not just shocking, but also gives them the purest kind of enjoyment. Just observe a child playing peek-a-boo or jack-in-the-box, often their first games, and you will know what I mean.

It’s easier for children to be scared. Kael understood the implication of this for adults. In “Trash, Art, and the Movies,” her most fully articulated statement of aesthetic principles, published only a few months after Night of the Living Dead opened, she argued that when you are young you can find something to enjoy in almost any movie. Once you have seen the same genre conventions many times, however, it becomes more difficult. Her argument builds to an optimistic conclusion as aging audiences then raise their sights to work of greater ambition. “Trash,” she announces in a twist of a final line, “has given us an appetite for art.”

It’s a nice thought, but if Hollywood in the 1970s taught us anything, it’s that trash actually gives us an appetite for bigger and better trash. The Last House on the Left didn’t send hordes of audiences to the art houses to see The Virgin Spring. Many people also love horror movies precisely because they want to see the same conventions over and over again. The ritual is what satisfies. What Kael means by terms like “trash” and “art” is often hard to pin down, and the same thing is true of the best horror movies. They straddle the line between art and trash, occasionally leaning one way or the other, always one wrong move from toppling over to the other side. The scariest New Horror movies are in-between.
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WHY WE want to watch those awful movies remains a tough question to answer, but the New Horror gave us more reasons to do so than ever before. Rosemary’s Baby, The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, Carrie, Halloween , and Alien belong in the top tier of American horror, followed close behind by Jaws, The Shining, The Hills Have Eyes, and Dawn of the Dead. A few of the movies discussed in this book are more influential than great (The Last House on the Left, Dark Star), and others have lost some of their potency with age (The Exorcist, Night of the Living Dead), but considered together, they make a powerful argument that this is the greatest golden age of horror.

Some of these movies surely responded to or reflected anxieties about Vietnam or Watergate, but their timing was important for other reasons as well. Made between the end of the Production Code and the dawn of the special-effects revolution of the 1980s, these movies, which benefited from a weak studio system and a growing independent scene, opened during a transitional period when technology and budgets were limited enough that most of the creative energy was not concentrated on the technical challenges. While they were not as driven by one visionary director as most journalistic accounts would have it, the growing power of the auteur did give more room for artists to bring something fresh to old formulas.

Directors worked hard on the Monster Problem. In an evolution from the rigid debate that Vincent Price lost on The Mike Douglas Show, they made sure that their movies were not either real or fantasy. They melded the two, or used one to improve the other. The New Horror was defiantly modern, rejecting costume drama and fusty conventions, but it was also not limited to being merely topical. The best horror movies are like fairy tales, tapping into something more universal than fear of racism or shark attacks. The central challenge of the modern genre is this: How do you scare adults so much that you make them feel like kids again?

The way that Roman Polanski and Dan O’Bannon and John Carpenter and Brian De Palma did this was to try and summon the “inexplicable delight” of the fear sickness. Their embrace of ambiguity of motivation and morality, the resistance of neat resolutions and happy endings, and the blurring of lines between dream and reality are what unifies them. These directors always maintain an element of the unknown. That’s also why straddling the line between art and trash works so effectively, because these are movies that refuse to be put neatly into familiar categories.

Rosemary seems to be living in both a fantasy and real life. The zombies are halfway between dead and alive. Michael Myers and Giger’s alien seem to defy easy definitions. Carrie is a revenge fantasy that sneaks some guilt into its thrills. The killers in The Texas Chain Saw Massacre are also victims. These are movies that want to confuse you, in part because getting lost focuses the attention on the terror of uncertainty.

That’s something we can all relate to, because we were all children. As you get older, it becomes harder to access that shock of being lost, that feeling of helplessness that is as attractive as it is upsetting. But it’s not impossible. These deeply disorienting horror movies are proof, and while they will never be quite as scary as they are the first time you see them, they can still give you the shivers decades after they were made. They endure, like great art does.

 

 

THE STRANGE thing about the New Horror is that it started declining just as most critics and reporters thought it was taking off. Its death, perhaps appropriately, looked like its birth. In the eighties, there were more scary movies, with bigger budgets and larger audiences than ever before. Hollywood executives were throwing money at horror, and it produced a flood of unnecessary sequels, bland PG-13 shockers, formula slasher movies, and also some very good movies. Yet none of the popular hits of the eighties matched the intensity of The Texas Chain Saw  Massacre, the cultural impact of The Exorcist, or the artistry of Alien and Halloween.

The common explanation for this is that the genre went mainstream, and imitation replaced invention as the central motivating factor. “They just wanted me to make Halloween again. The same movie,” John Carpenter says. “They want me to do the same movie again. No. There’s no more story. Sorry. It’s over. It was over when I finished with the first one. There’s nothing left to say. Michael goes away and he comes back and kills someone. Oh, please. Stop! Stop! Stop! Stop! Stop!”

Originality, however, has always been overrated in genre movies. Ripping off your predecessors is a noble tradition, and, for the audience, spotting these cinematic quotes is part of the fun. Where studios went wrong was not in copying the movies from the seventies, but in learning the wrong lessons from them. The monsters stopped hiding in the shadows. They became the stars, known by their first names, like Freddy, Chucky, and Jason. Children dressed up like these maniacs for Halloween, and fan clubs worshipped them. Michael Myers started as the bogeyman, but the Halloween series followed the same conventional path as that of The Exorcist sequels. In Halloween II, Jamie Lee Curtis’s Laurie Strode asks that terrible question: “Why me?” It is revealed that Michael is actually her biological sibling, and before long, the mysterious noncharacter becomes familiar, even vulnerable.

In the 1980s, there were a few serial killers whose motivation was shrouded in mystery in movies like The Stepfather and Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer. These movies remained cult hits in a time when horror was reaching a mass audience. Just as the killers seemed increasingly ordinary in mainstream horror, the victims in the most popular horror movies became completely interchangeable, forgettable blank slates. This shifted the audience identification radically. People rooted for the killers and saw their victims as irrelevant casualties.

Many saw this flaw in moral terms, but there was also an aesthetic issue: it shrank the horror movie down to size. Emotional involvement is dramatically valuable for many reasons, but one of them is that it can  be used as an effective distraction, like the magician who tells a joke to keep our attention away from what he’s pulling out of his sleeve. If the audience didn’t care about the victims at all, then it was more difficult for a director to manipulate their responses. As a result, horror fans regularly outsmarted these movies. They anticipated the kills, shouted back at the screen, and had fun at the dumbness of it all. These movies still made audiences jump, but the scares did not linger. They allowed you to sleep well.

The most popular franchise of the era was Friday the 13th, a well-made stalker movie with frequent kills and just enough naked flesh to satisfy young male audiences. Director Sean Cunningham had already changed the genre in the 1970s by producing the underground cult movie The Last House on the Left, but after deciding to copy the success of Halloween, he set his sights on a larger audience. He was always more interested in pleasing the crowd than Wes Craven was, and he found the perfect project to do it in. It had the right title, some attractive unknown actors, and most important, Jason. This iconic modern villain was deformed, mute, and able to hold his breath for long periods of time. He makes only a cameo in Friday the 13th, leaping out of the water to grab his teenage victim. By the second installment of the series he became the focus, clearly inspired by Michael Myers. He walked just like him, wore similar clothes, and also pursued nubile, promiscuous teenagers.

Many of the scariest scenes in the original Friday the 13th were shot from the point of view of the killer, accompanied by a propulsive musical hook (cha-cha-cha-cha-cha) that served the same purpose as the theme written by John Carpenter for Halloween. Almost everything about the Friday the 13th series was derivative of the movies of the seventies. The setting (by the water) and some of the kills (the skewering of the couple like a shish kebab) were taken from Bava’s Twitch of the Death Nerve. Jason’s mask belonged to a long line of killers from movies like Halloween and The Texas Chain Saw Massacre. The shock endings were straight from the playbook of Carrie. Even Cunningham concedes that  the movie was hardly original, calling it “interesting maybe as a social document, in historical terms of what can happen in the movie business at a particular point in time.”

Cunningham tried to copy Halloween, but the elements he stole were not those that made the movie truly unique. He added lots of gore and made the connection between sex and death even more direct, but missing was the truly radical character of Michael Myers. The plot was a fairly simple mystery: someone was killing teenagers at the recently reopened Camp Crystal Lake, which shut down two decades earlier after a pair of counselors were killed. One year before the double murder, a young camper named Jason drowned, hinting that the ghost of this boy was haunting Crystal Lake. But the killer actually turned out to be his mother, angry that the counselors abandoned her son to drown because they were occupied having sex. So she killed more counselors. And when she died, that made Jason angry. Instead of a horror movie about the bogeyman, this story was about just another lunatic with mommy issues.

Then came 1981: the year everyone’s head exploded. Nazis’ faces melted in Steven Spielberg’s Raiders of the Lost Ark, and the splattered skull of a pompous panel member in David Cronenberg’s Scanners looked like a pumpkin dropped from a skyscraper. In The Fury, which premiered three years earlier, Brian De Palma destroyed the entire body of John Cassavetes, his head popping off and rocketing into the sky (Roman Polanski surely approved). Technical advances pushed the genre in new directions, as sophisticated uses of liquid and foam latex, as well as primitive animation, allowed audiences to see the body distorted and destroyed with a new level of detail. While movies like The Exorcist and Alien did include some trailblazing special effects, the explicit on-screen violence of movies like The Texas Chain Saw Massacre and The Last House on the Left was discreet compared to the carnage of the following decade. This was because effects back in the seventies were expensive and what was possible was limited.

The rise in the stature of effects had a huge impact on horror, and  that was most clearly apparent in the evolution of the werewolf movie, the classic horror subgenre that perhaps depends most on special effects, since the transformation from man to beast is crucial. In the original The Wolf Man from the 1940s, the full moon metamorphosis takes place in darkly lit rooms, and the sequence connected shots together—first the hand, then the feet breaking out of the shoes, and ending with the roaring yell of the beast. Hammer Productions emphasized sexual repression and romance in its early sixties remake The Curse of the Werewolf, but you never saw the monster, who remained almost entirely offscreen until the end. But in the 1981 hit An American Werewolf in London, John Landis staged the scene in a brightly lit room with an immobile camera hanging up high, like a shot from a blimp observing the madness with a cool distance. The horror moved into the light. Michael Jackson loved the movie, and two years later hired Landis to make the landmark fourteen-minute music video Thriller, starring Vincent Price as the narrator. It was in the style of Night of the Living Dead. It included an elaborate on-screen transformation. Today’s werewolves inevitably employ computer-generated imagery (CGI).

A little freedom can be a good thing, but too much can paralyze. John Carpenter composed his memorable propulsive synthesizer score for Halloween because he didn’t have the money to hire an accomplished composer. If Romero had more resources, he said he would have made an art film instead of Night of the Living Dead.

Part of the reason that Spielberg kept the shark in the water in Jaws was logistical. The mechanical monster never worked. The crazed, sweaty faces in The Texas Chain Saw Massacre reflected the reality that shooting a cheap movie in Texas in August is a horror in itself. The Last House on the Left captured a documentary feel by using handheld cameras, because Wes Craven didn’t know about dollies. There was an element of innocence about the business in the low-budget films of the seventies that allowed the directors to do things differently, to take chances and try crazy ideas. “I remember reading Charles Lindbergh’s biography. He said that once they started flying by instruments, something important was lost,” Craven said. “That sense of just going with it is important. All of us made our first films that way.”

Scaring remained a priority, but not the only one. Sam Raimi’s Evil Dead and Wes Craven’s A Nightmare on Elm Street, each of which inspired franchises, mixed in elaborate visual gags and one-liners to make the carnage go down easier. As Freddy Krueger, the child molester/ killer in Nightmare, Robert Englund became the biggest star of the genre since Vincent Price, mainly on the strength of his charm. Unlike Jason or Michael, Freddy had personality, a weakness for catchphrases (“better not dream and drive”), dopey word play (“Feeling tongue-tied?” he asks a victim tied to a bed by tongues), and a predilection for a certain word that makes him sound like a catty teenage girl (“Bon appétit, bitch”; “Welcome to prime time, bitch,” etc.). He sells his material with an admirable professionalism—and by the fourth or fifth sequel, he became the Jay Leno of serial killers.

“I always thought all horror is comedy,” said Joe Dante, who directed the The Howling and the wildly popular Gremlins. There were many more such darkly funny movies made, but eventually the laughs started drowning out the screams, and critics and audiences stopped taking horror seriously. This is also how the first golden age of horror ended: with the classic Universal monster movies forced to meet Abbott and Costello and The Three Stooges.

The ironic sensibility of Scream took hold of the genre in the late nineties with movies like I Know What You Did Last Summer and inevitably grew tiresome, inspiring much broader satires such as Keenen Ivory Wayans’s 2000 hit Scary Movie, which sent up dozens of horror movies, including Scream. It was a spoof of a spoof. But while Scream and some of its imitators tried to be scary, they didn’t always go for the jugular like the movies from the 1970s. They followed the rules of the New Horror, but not the spirit. The jokes and the slyness sometimes got in the way of the dirty work of making you shudder. Horror became family-friendly. Many of the studio efforts were not even rated R.

This led to another backlash in the late nineties led by bloodthirsty young film geeks who wanted to push the limits of good taste again. Some of them believed that the essence of horror was not in jokes and coddling audiences. “I hate when people say horror is a roller-coaster ride,” says Rob Zombie, who directed The Devil’s Rejects and the remake of Halloween. The next cycle of horror included gruesome movies such as Hostel and Saw, which stripped out the comedy and concentrated on gore and vile, ugly exploitation—except this time, with huge budgets. The result was what critic David Edelstein called “torture porn,” a description that didn’t give enough credit to the ambition of these films, but did capture how they tried to reclaim the sense of forbidden that the movies had when audiences saw them in dirty theaters in Times Square.

Eli Roth makes the same argument that Wes Craven did about his movies’ extreme gore—that these scenes are widely misunderstood and that they are actually antiviolence. Updating this political argument, he claims that the subtext of movies like Hostel is the anger about the Iraq War. Some critics agree, but George Romero doesn’t. “I don’t see it about any collective angst,” Romero says. “I go to these conventions. There are gore clubs, gore magazines—that’s where this torture porn grew out of.”

In many ways, the gore clubs grew out of the endless popularity sparked by Night of the Living Dead, but Romero doesn’t see himself as connected to torture porn. It may sound like Romero has become like one of the critics who slammed him many decades ago for too much on-screen violence, but his experience tells him that the political meaning of these movies is often grafted onto the movies after the fact. It’s notable that the directors of his era are far more squeamish. Craven himself likes Hostel, but he does draw the line at movies that seem to revel in the torture. He walked out of Reservoir Dogs.

“There was something about putting this music to this guy cutting his ear off,” Craven said. “It just made me angry. It’s funny, because I  left the theater in Spain and this guy jumped in front of me and said: ‘What do you think?’ He said, ‘I can’t believe I scared Wes Craven.’ That was Quentin Tarantino.”

The horror cycle is still spinning. It never stops. Hollywood has become dependent on these movies, and in particular those made in the seventies. The meta-horror comedies and the torture porn represent opposite sides of the genre, but they grew out of the same tradition, one flexible enough to inspire self-conscious love letters to the movies and visceral assaults on the senses. That artistic pool is deep, and directors keep returning to it. Serial killer movies are still building on the formulas of Halloween and The Texas Chain Saw Massacre. The postmodern horror made fun of those same movies, and the more ghastly new movies stole ideas and shots from the seventies in the same way that directors from that era took from Hitchcock. Horror scenes in Asia and Europe have exploded in the past decade, providing new spins on seventies horror in movies like the Japanese romance-turned-horror Audition, and French stalker gems like High Tension and Them. Other subgenres are taking horror in completely new directions with a revival of interest in the ghost story in Asian horror and an emphasis on scary movies based on found footage sparked by the success of The Blair Witch Project and Paranormal Activity.

The New Horror has been so successful in expanding the genre that it’s helped bring about a revival of the Old Horror. Hammer Film Productions has returned and is producing again. William Castle, who died in 1977, is celebrated in art house theaters. The actor Denis O’Hare has said his portrayal of the flamboyant vampire king on the hit TV series True Blood was inspired by Vincent Price. In perhaps the most striking sign of the times, Roger Corman won a lifetime achievement award at the Academy Awards.

In Hollywood, the most dominant trend, besides the timeless popularity of the vampire movie, may be the proliferation of remakes. Just as Broadway producers have revived almost every decent musical ever made, producers in Hollywood are constantly looking to recycle. With  a few exceptions, the directors from the golden era did not return to their own material. Studios often wanted to hire younger talent to give a fresh spin on Texas Chain Saw or A Nightmare on Elm Street. But for many artists who came of age in this freewheeling era, a remake seemed like a betrayal of their accomplishment. John Carpenter and Brian De Palma both turned down the job of directing Fatal Attraction in part because the movie was too similar to Clint Eastwood’s 1971 stalker film Play Misty for Me. So they certainly were not going to repeat the movies they had already figured out.

Since the studios often cared more about exploiting the brand than creating a compelling scare, the directors of these remakes rarely attempted to dramatically refashion the material. Not only are the new remakes often conservative and safe, but even when trying to be faithful, they usually miss the point. The glossy new production of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre replaced the ramshackle aesthetic with a slick, hyperactive sensibility that makes the teenagers in the backwoods of Texas look like soap opera stars. The Last House on the Left was in part a comment on the corruption of violence, but the remake, which ends with a scene of sadistic violence, cheers on the parents when they take revenge. Any tension in the movie between the adrenaline rush of violence and the ugliness of it is erased. The dirty, documentary feel has been replaced by something slicker, filled out by a cast of young, cute actors.

When Rob Zombie made his ferocious, entertaining new version of Halloween, he not only took Michael Myers out of the standard suburban middle-class environs and into a more specifically working-class milieu, but explained away the horror with a litany of tedious excuses. He was bullied as a kid; his parents were cruel to him; he was shy. This was a common tactic. Often, the first thing every remake screenwriter adds is backstory. In the original Black Christmas, you never see the killer, but the remake goes back in time to figure out who he really was.

The best examples today of classic New Horror scare tactics are outside the genre, and the finest horror scenes are in prestige movies. The 2010 critical hit Black Swan may be a lavishly shot portrait of the  world of New York ballet with an A-list cast, including Natalie Portman, that is led by one of the most ambitious art house directors of the day, Darren Aronofsky. But it’s also a nasty little horror movie that uses the conventions of classic fright films. The psychologically fragile heroine, whose dream life keeps interfering with her real one, is straight out of Repulsion or Rosemary’s Baby; the tactile gore is the stuff of Eraserhead and The Brood; and the thematic preoccupations (doubling, voyeurism, sexual control) are firmly in the tradition of Carrie and Dressed to Kill. The trash of the sixties and seventies has become the art of today.

Look at the movies that show up at the Academy Awards. The Silence of the Lambs is not the only highbrow horror movie about a serial killer to win an Oscar for Best Picture. No Country for Old Men, which won the Oscar in 2007, tells the story of an unstoppable bogeyman who calmly strides through the movie killing his victims without revealing any motivation or psychology at all. It’s more faithful to Halloween than its remake. The New Yorker’s David Denby was one of the few critics to notice how the killer here is a figure out of a horror film, but he meant the comparison as an insult. Among the nominees for Best Picture in 2009, for instance, were a movie that owes a debt to the Alien series (District 9, for its rusty near-future aesthetic), a revenge fantasy whose finale is an elaborate homage to the prom scene in Carrie (Inglourious Basterds), and another cryptic Coen Brothers movie that is the scariest take on religion since The Exorcist (A Serious Man).

Winning Best Picture was The Hurt Locker, Kathryn Bigelow’s brutally violent war movie that dramatically articulates an idea that is a major theme of most of the great horror movies of the seventies: how easy it is for otherwise peaceful people to become addicted to the thrill of violence. In its penultimate scene, the veteran returning home from Iraq tells his child that you only really love one or two things in life, and explains why he needs to go back for another tour of duty. Like horror fans, he’s hooked on the fear sickness. The movie suggests that the roots of this desire are deep and planted early. After all, as the soldier looks bored at home, his son plays with a jack-in-the-box.
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ONE NIGHT during the final months of finishing this book, I came home to find an e-mail from a Hollywood producer asking me if I had any good ideas for a horror movie. This was bizarre. I had never written a single screenplay. The producer, whom I had never met, made some of the highest-grossing scary movies in history. He is the kind of person from whom screenwriters dream about hearing.

He contacted me after reading a Vanity Fair story I wrote criticizing the revered screenwriting guru Robert McKee for misunderstanding horror. The producer said he was looking for the next big thing in horror and wanted to see if I knew what that would be. I had no clue, but knew enough to realize that I should rustle up an answer fast. I looked over some of my interviews with William Friedkin, Wes Craven, and Dan O’Bannon, imagined what it would be like to walk down a red carpet, and got to work mapping out an idea that I thought could scare a mass audience. Here it is.

Start with a very pretty, slightly pregnant female victim. Think Mia Farrow in Rosemary’s Baby, but instead of dreaming of domesticity, she is a modern career woman who has it all: the rich husband, the bustling career, the baby on the way, and the hot younger man. In the first third of the movie, she loses everything. Her husband leaves her, her career falters, and the affair grows cold when the other man discovers that she’s only interested in his body. Then there’s a pain in her stomach, sending her to the hospital where the doctor tells her she’s had a miscarriage. She is given two options: invasive surgery to remove the fetus or waiting for it to flush out on its own. Choosing the latter, she retreats to a spooky old family home where she waits alone, literally and figuratively dying inside. Her state of mind fraying, and the perspective shifting inside her head, she hears strange childlike sounds and pitter-pats on the stairs while a stalker enters her home. At the same time, the fetus starts to come out. Throughout the scene, the question lingers: Is what she’s seeing real or imagined?

Just like in the seminal horror movies of the seventies, the source of the horror, the fetus, is unknown and stuck in a strange in-between. There is confusion about what is real and an ambiguous ending. The victim is similar to the fragile but passionate isolated women of Polanski’s horror films of the sixties, and the miscarriage taps into the reproductive anxieties that gave us Alien (the horror of the stomach again). I refined it down to a three-minute pitch and met the producer at an elegant bar in Beverly Hills where Adam Sandler, wearing black sunglasses and long white shorts, was shooting a movie out front. I sold the idea with gusto, lingering on the scares of the empty house and the trauma of the doctor’s office but mostly the creepiness of waiting for this mysterious thing to come out of you. He listened patiently through the entire pitch, occasionally nodding his head and never seeming as distracted as the short-attention-spanned executives in movies. When I was done, he said politely that the idea would never work in Hollywood.

“First off, you break an ironclad rule: the female hero cannot have an affair,” he said with the calm of an analytic philosopher pointing out an error in logic. That was not nearly as surprising as his second issue. “And the miscarriage, you know, it’s just too unpleasant.”

The horror genre has come a long way since the seventies. It’s hard to imagine anyone working in exploitation movies in the seventies suggesting that a script’s main problem is that it’s too unpleasant. The most unpleasant thing possible is what Wes Craven and Dan O’Bannon and John Carpenter were trying to put on-screen. That was the point. As the audience has grown, the tactics of the genre have completely changed, which is to be expected. They are not appealing to young men in trench coats anymore. That’s not always a good thing.




 EPILOGUE

They’re selling postcards of the hanging.

Bob Dylan, “Desolation Row”

 

 

 

THE TWENTY or so men—and one woman—sitting around a long table in a Hollywood restaurant have blood on their hands. Buckets of it. In fact, they are responsible for hundreds of the most violent and disgusting deaths of all time. They do it for money, fame, and a kind of pleasure that many Americans find perverse. They are horror directors. The semiregular get-together, referred to as “Masters of Horror,” is mostly just friends with a common interest making small talk over dinner. It briefly evolved into a macabre television series with episodes directed by many of the party guests, but when Mick Garris, a journalist and director of several Stephen King adaptations, organized the event, he was not thinking about anything more than hanging around and talking shop.

As soon as directors arrive, they break up into cliques. Eli Roth, director of Hostel, wearing a tight black T-shirt and a sly smile, chats animatedly with Robert Rodriguez, who directed From Dusk Till Dawn and Sin City. They discuss the success of the latest Hollywood remake, censorship, and the idiocy of the press. Tan, groomed, and outgoing, Roth has the swagger and ease of the captain of the football team. He is surrounded by an older generation who look more like members of  the debate club. These directors are for the most part out of shape and painfully shy, talking toward their Converse sneakers.

“It’s not as easy as it looks,” says Joseph Zito, who directed Friday the 13th: The Final Chapter (which was, of course, far from it). He refers to slitting a woman’s throat. William Lustig, whose cult hit Maniac revealed a talent for chopping scalps, nods his head in agreement. They discuss the special-effects maven Tom Savini, who used his experience as a veteran of the Vietnam War to re-create the look of dead bodies with an impressive veracity. Less interested in the science of makeup and special effects is Larry Cohen, the director of It’s Alive. Like a Borscht Belt comic, he joked about starting a Masters of Horror summer camp. “Every year we could kill one camper,” he says.

Nearby, working on their salads, are Wes Craven and Tobe Hooper. They are quieter than most of their peers, who are clearly happy to be in their presence. The younger directors grew up on their movies, back when you couldn’t see them on cable television or in clips on YouTube. As Roth explains, the way that kids first learned about horror movies in the seventies and eighties was usually from unreliable sources such as the big brothers of your friends who reported back about every grisly act of cannibalism and head chopped off. Hearing about these movies secondhand gave them the power of legend even before they had become popular cult hits. Roth says he hates the term “torture porn.”

Hooper smiles somewhat bashfully when a discussion breaks out about the first time the directors saw The Texas Chain Saw Massacre. Don Coscarelli, who straddles these two eras and made the splendid 1979 hit Phantasm, describes seeing the movie as a spiritual epiphany. “[They] created the horror film, and we’re all copying them,” says Tim Sullivan, the director of 2001 Maniacs. “They should be talked about like Scorsese and Coppola.” Minutes later, Roth stands up to make a toast. “I want to thank you,” he said, looking toward his elders, “for providing so much material for me to steal.”
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TALK TO most of the directors of the classic horror movies from the sixties and seventies and you might detect a weary look on their faces. They appear to be tired of their early hits. They rarely topped them. In fact, most of them didn’t even come close. New Horror movies were supposed to be the start of a great career, not what fans would still be talking about four decades later. When asked what he’s most proud of in Night of the Living Dead, Romero, who left Pittsburgh in the first decade of the twenty-first century and is sitting in a modern apartment in Toronto, sighs and looks straight ahead, saying: “Honestly, it was just finishing the movie. That’s what I was happy with.” Problem is: he will never be finished. New audiences keep returning to it, and every few years when he’s promoting a new zombie movie (Land of the Dead, Diary of the Dead, Survival of the Dead), he’s asked repeatedly about the original zombies.

The 1980s should have been a great time to be Tobe Hooper. The Texas Chain Saw Massacre had become cultural shorthand for a certain glamorous depravity. In the opening shot of Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver, a yellow cab drives through the smoky streets of Times Square while the voice of the title character thanks God that the rain has washed away the grime and corruption of the city. It’s an iconic portrait of dirty, hellish New York. Amid the porn dealers and liquor shops and sex trade is a movie theater. On the marquee it promotes in capital letters: THE TEXAS CHAIN SAW MASSACRE.

Hollywood was suddenly interested in the directors who made the scariest movies of the seventies. They had devoted fans and young critics on their side. And yet, many of the artists who made the influential New Horror movies stumbled in the following decade. Hooper had long felt that his audience didn’t appreciate the humor in The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, so when he made the inevitable sequel, he added jokes that alienated his audience. His career was also potentially damaged after his  biggest break: getting the job as the director for Poltergeist, produced by Steven Spielberg. It was one of the most anticipated horror releases of the decade. Soon after shooting began, however, rumors began flying that Spielberg took control of the project. The Los Angeles Times suggested that Spielberg was directing scenes. Hooper says the reporter showed up on a day when Spielberg was helping shoot some minor footage for establishing shots. The story reported that it was difficult to tell who was directing. Hooper claims that he was involved with every aspect of the film, and his stamp is certainly on some of the scares. Nevertheless, the perception stuck, and Hooper, whose political skills were never that able, could not change that. “I’m still learning from that experience,” Hooper says, pausing to collect his thoughts in an empty lobster house in Encino. “I’m really not sure. I’m not ready for that just yet. In politics, when you say something it can’t be retrieved. Once it’s out there, you’re through.”

Hooper struggled through a few scripts. He was replaced on one project and after Poltergeist, made an outer space flop, Lifeforce, penned by Dan O’Bannon. He dropped out of several films before shooting started. He signed up to direct a zombie movie written by some of the makers of Night of the Living Dead before abandoning it. The troubled production, which had undergone several transformations, eventually landed with O’Bannon.

In the wake of the success of Alien, O’Bannon became preoccupied with the idea that someone was trying to kidnap him. He stayed out of the public eye and kept photos of his face scarce. With the money he made, he bought a house in Santa Monica, but then spent an extra $75,000 on a security system. His gun collection grew. O’Bannon remained the alienated pessimist, certain of the evil outside his door. If anything, he became even more like the monster in Lovecraft’s “The Outsider,” cloistered in his tower, resentful to the point of rage.

In Return of the Living Dead, he made his directorial debut, a zombie comedy. It was 1985. Along with pushing the potential humor of the undead further than it had ever gone before—when one zombie ate a paramedic,  he famously radioed back, “Send . . . more . . . paramedics”—the movie pioneered the fast-moving zombie that would become standard by the twenty-first century. While it developed a cult following, the movie remained more obscure than it should be. The next year, producers David Giler and Walter Hill put together Aliens, the sequel to Alien that helped launch director James Cameron into the top tier of Hollywood directors. O’Bannon was not invited to play any role. Nor did Hollywood give him another chance at a big science-fiction movie. He made one more movie, The Resurrected, an adaptation of a story by Lovecraft. Despite being one of the most influential minds in genre movies, he had only two directing credits, and is overlooked in discussions of the major figures of horror.

But he did find balance in his personal life. After Return of the Living Dead, he reconnected with his old girlfriend from USC, Diane, then single, and they started dating and fell in love all over again. She provided ballast to his occasional madness. And he was fascinating to her. She had stayed away for years, since he never seemed like the kind of man to settle down. She even purposely didn’t see Alien. When she reconnected with him after Living Dead, she found him a changed man, calmer, surer of what he wanted. “Dan could say out loud everything I wanted to say, but didn’t have the nerve,” she explains. “[I had] a ringside seat to brilliance, adventure.”

O’Bannon passed away in 2009, ending his three-decade battle with Crohn’s disease mere hours before the opening of James Cameron’s Avatar , a $400 million blockbuster whose ambition, expense, and seriousness of purpose are, in a way, a direct tribute to the success of O’Bannon’s passionate lifetime commitment to science fiction. O’Bannon, still an unsung hero of fantasy films, was living in a modest home in Culver City with Diane, their son Adam, and a closet full of old papers, cassettes, and screenplays. Sigourney Weaver didn’t attend his memorial. Nor did John Carpenter. There were few Hollywood people among the fifty or so friends and relatives. The first person to speak was an old friend from USC who told a story about working on a Roger Corman film in the  seventies and being surprised at how impressed the special-effects team was when he told them that he knew Dan O’Bannon. “You know who one of those guys was?” the former classmate said. “It was James Cameron.”

In all his explorations of the undead, George Romero never quite matched the triumphs of his first two zombie hits, despite remaining consistently productive, finding more success in a blend of gore and comedy than in true terror. He had trouble with the transition from low-budget movies to Hollywood, although he made several movies, like Creepshow and Monkey Shines, that were pleasing entertainments with occasional moments of fright. But even he admitted these didn’t entirely work as exercises in terror. “The only really scary movie I made, I think, was Night of the Living Dead,” he says. After a decade without a Living Dead movie, he made another small comeback with a series of zombie movies on low budgets that found a new generation of cult fans.

At a recent horror convention in New York, sponsored by the magazine Fangoria, Romero and most of the original cast of Night of the Living Dead fielded over an hour of questions. The crowd asked the actor Russ Streiner to recite lines from movies made over four decades ago. Streiner, who played a policeman, gamely played along to cheers. Other cast members dutifully told stories with which they had been regaling convention crowds for years. It sounded like work. The audience wanted to hear from Romero the most, but he was fairly quiet, letting the others bask in the glory. When the inevitable questions about the politics of the movie were asked, he chuckled to himself and said that he didn’t care about it much.

It’s tempting to say that classic low-budget movies like Night of the Living Dead and The Texas Chain Saw Massacre were flukes, happy accidents that could not be repeated because part of their secret was their novelty. But that’s not quite right. These were the product of a brand of moviemaking that encouraged collaboration. Hooper needed Henkel to ground his monsters in reality, and Romero built his scripts with the help of collaborators. When Hollywood embraced horror, the outsiders became insiders. “What happened is that kids who grew up with our  horror movies, they’re now running studios and writing reviews,” Craven says. The next generation saw the New Horror as the classics; scary movies in the eighties and nineties were actually much more reverent to the movies of the past. The younger artists didn’t look to cinema verité and Pinter and Bergman. They borrowed from Craven, Hooper, and Romero.

De Palma distanced himself from horror, moving into gangster movies, comedies, and more mainstream action. He had a few huge hits (Scarface, The Untouchables, Mission: Impossible) and a couple of spectacular bombs (Bonfire of the Vanities, Mission to Mars). While the themes he explored did not change very much—he remained focused on voyeurism—his movies started to seem more impersonal, in part because they were larger productions that were sometimes based on material that could not be toyed with. His most fertile artistic period remained the dozen or so years he made taut thrillers about knife-wielding stalkers and the creeps who spy on them. Blow Out, a 1981 movie, returns to all his old obsessions: exploitation movies, conspiracies, split screens and 360-degree shots, a voyeur-hero searching to save the girl and find the truth. John Travolta plays a soundman from Philadelphia embarrassed about his work and fascinated with re-creating the horrible tragedy that he thinks he overheard. In one scene, Murder à la Mod plays on the television. Nancy Allen is a beautiful makeup woman who gets killed.

Offscreen, De Palma and Allen’s marriage was falling apart. Allen lost a child, an incident that she pinpoints as the beginning of the end of the relationship. De Palma says he has learned that there are problems inherent to a relationship between actors and directors. “You go into show business to hang out with pretty girls, but when you get involved it can affect your work,” he says in a phone conversation from his home in Greenwich Village, adding: “Problem is you start to feel like a manipulative mind-fucker and you are not helping the material. The director has to stand behind the camera.”

Of all of his peers, Craven had the most enduring success within the genre, growing into the most commercially successful director in horror. He managed this by staying ahead of trends and reinventing the genre in three different decades. In fact, his career mirrors the major shifts of the genre, beginning in the era of New Horror, when he ushered in an angry, assaultive, realistic style with The Last House on the Left and The Hills Have Eyes. In A Nightmare on Elm Street, the nightmares were more surreal than what happened in the mundane suburbia and noirish campsites of earlier serial killer movies. Craven, fascinated by dreams, felt that horror needed to be not just “about fighting the monster but about the framework of reality itself,” so he built the blurring of reality and dreams into the architecture of the story, borrowing from Polanski’s Repulsion.

As the sequels kept coming, however, Freddy action figures, and a Freddy rock album with songs such as “Do the Freddy,” went on the market. The selling of this character was truly remarkable when you consider that Craven originally imagined him as “the ultimate bad father,” whose name derived from the rapist Krug in The Last House on the Left. Craven renounced the movies and quit the series in the late eighties, but he paved the way for the commercialization by making a killer that was easier to relate to. Freddy told jokes. His name was kind of fun. He didn’t wear a mask. And by 1990, those knife fingers would become a source of sympathy and eccentricity in Tim Burton’s romantic ode to sentimental monster movies, Edward Scissorhands, starring Johnny Depp (whose debut was A Nightmare on Elm Street) and Vincent Price.

The self-consciousness of the genre presented another opportunity for the resourceful Craven, which he exploited in New Nightmare, his 1994 meta-movie that used the Freddy franchise to comment on the state of horror. Craven played himself struggling to come up with a new installment of Nightmare on Elm Street. He dug even deeper into the now-established architecture of the horror film two years later with the incredibly popular Scream series that packaged the brutality of serial killer movies with the critical acumen and wit of an episode of The Simpsons. The subject of these movies was the conventions of 1970s horror—or at least the conventions established by movies like  Halloween. The knowing winks at past horror movies are actually nothing new. Halloween itself was a movie about horror movies, and another decade earlier Targets was an insightful essay disguised as a horror movie. But Scream went further than any other movie in singling out how the “rules” of the horror film were primarily established by the New Horror.

In his screenplay for Scream, Kevin Williamson has the character Randy (played by Jamie Kennedy) spell out the horror formula like a true fan. Repeating the criticism of countless critics of Halloween, he explains: “There are certain rules that one must abide by in order to successfully survive in a horror movie. For instance, number one: you can never have sex.” There are nods to the trick ending from Carrie and a further exploration of the frightening possibilities of a ringing telephone. But the most intriguing recurring joke in the screenplay concentrates on an extended debate about the question of motive.

At the end of Scream, Randy says motive is incidental. When the killer, whose ghostly frowning mask became the most famous horror accessory of the 1990s, makes his final appearance, he spells out the most valuable insight of the New Horror: “It’s a lot scarier when there’s no motive.” Craven not only made a movie that brought the low-budget horror films of the seventies into the mainstream; he, and Williamson, turned the debates among the makers of those films into the subject of the blockbuster. In so doing, Craven earned enough clout to escape the genre. He was even able to make a gentle, sensitive, entirely not scary drama starring Meryl Streep as a violin player, Music of the Heart.

It was the first movie of his that his mother came to see, and horror fans, not surprisingly, didn’t love it. Craven kept his career alive in horror by continually challenging the genre that he helped establish, but ask him about his role in horror and he will tell old stories about being shouted at in cocktail parties for making disgusting films and being derided by family members. Craven maintained his sense of being an outsider, even when he wasn’t one. Asked about revolutionizing the genre, surrounded by posters of his movies in his spacious office in  Studio City, Los Angeles, he sighs. “All I am doing,” he says, “is rearranging the curtains in the insane asylum.”

 

 

AT THE time of the release of The Exorcist, William Peter Blatty stopped speaking to William Friedkin because he felt that the director had turned his religious story into a morally indifferent shocker. They later reconciled. Friedkin refused to produce a remake, but in 2000, he agreed to rerelease the original movie with ten minutes of cuts restored that added the explanation of why the devil haunted that house. What was a story filled with ambiguity and mystery became what Blatty had always wanted: a religious morality tale.

Sitting in the backyard of his palatial Maryland home, Blatty smiles like a man who had lost the battle but won the war. He describes the rerelease as a major improvement. “It has a meaning more than a horror show,” he says. “Demons are real.” With Rush Limbaugh’s baritone booming on the radio inside his house, he talked about how Georgetown University, where he first learned about the story that inspired his movie, had lost its way. “I thought it was a Catholic institution,” he said. “There are demons running all over that campus. It’s pro-abortion.”

The new Exorcist is longer, and since it lacks some of the ambiguity of the original, its success at scaring depends to a larger degree on how frightening you find the prospect of the Devil. The special effects, especially Regan’s head-spinning, look a little dated. After all these years, Friedkin still refuses to call the movie horror. “It won ten Academy Award nominations,” he says. “How can that be horror?” He describes the fights he had with Blatty and says that he changed the rereleased movie as a favor. “I put it back in because I didn’t think it was that bad, and the film made so much money, why shouldn’t Bill have the movie he wants,” he says, sitting in the Plaza Hotel in New York, while in town to work on an opera, a new career for him.

Friedkin has changed, too. Once an agnostic, he initially rejected  Blatty’s attempt to explain the horror with a religious message. But Friedkin softened his stance. Since the movie opened, he became more interested in Christianity and now sees the virtue in a different vision of The Exorcist. He calls the new cut of the movie a “gift” to Blatty.

At the end of a two-hour discussion about the movie, he raises the question that people have been asking him for over four decades. Why did people care so much about this movie? Friedkin pauses dramatically, as if he is about to reveal a secret that he has kept to himself for many years, and in a way, that is true. “It’s the mystery of faith,” he says grandly. “Why do bad things happen to good people? That’s the question.” Then he continues his point with what seems like a tangent, but actually is not. He raises the question of what motivated Adolf Hitler.

With an impressive command of detail that suggests he has done considerable research into the subject, Friedkin proposes a myriad of answers, giving a short history lesson on World Wars I and II, and an account of anti-Semitism in Germany. He speaks in historical and psychological terms and muses about the role of economic forces. After about fifteen minutes of this informed explication of possible motives for the most notorious real-life monster of twentieth-century history, Friedkin becomes very quiet. “You can look at all those reasons, but none of them explains the death of six million Jews. You know what does?” he asks, leaning forward in his chair and adopting a conspiratorial tone before offering an explanation in complete earnestness. “Demonic possession. The entire race of Germans possessed by demons. The Germans followed Hitler straight to Hell.”

Friedkin pauses to register how his revelation is being received and then smiles. When he started working on The Exorcist, Friedkin did not believe in God or demons or the Devil. But like all those audience members fainting and having seizures in the theaters, the movie’s impact may have startled even him. It changed his life. In discussing the root of evil today, Friedkin reveals something about why the movies of  the golden age of modern horror were so terrifying. When trying to figure out what could possibly have motivated the most notoriously evil dictator of the twentieth century, there was only one thing he refused to consider: that Hitler could not be explained. That was simply too much to bear. It’s enough to make your head spin.
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The first movie that seriously shook me up was Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer. I saw this grisly slice of life when I was about twelve in the basement of a friend’s house and still recall how its matter-of-fact staging of violence made my body tense up into an almost paralyzed state. Leaving me unsettled for days, the movie was revolting, gruesome, and morally suspect—and I loved it. Since this book began as a way to better understand one of my favorite things, what happened in that basement was like, to use the language of classic horror, the moment when the mad scientist shouts: “It’s alive!”

I explored the horror genre first in a feature story for Vanity Fair that Michael Hogan commissioned, guided, and championed. His invaluable editing helped me understand the scale of the story and strengthened my book proposal, which was deftly handled by my agent Farley Chase. Jane Fleming bought it for The Penguin Press, and when she left the publishing house, Laura Stickney took over, providing an incisive, meticulous, and tough-minded edit that vastly improved my manuscript. I am grateful to her for that. Bill Picard, who assisted with fact checking, saved me from more embarrassments than I would like to think about.

I greatly benefited from many editors who have worked with me on  articles about the genre, including John Swansburg at Slate, Julian Sancton at Vanity Fair, and Scott Heller, Stephanie Goodman, Andrea Stevens, and Lorne Manly at The New York Times. John Williams, who runs the excellent book review site The Second Pass, also published my writing about horror and has been an excellent sounding board for ideas. Webster Younce, a gifted book editor, has consistently guided me through the wilds of the publishing industry, and Jeremy Dauber, Jon Fasman, James Ryerson, Steven Boone, Michael Schaffer, Tony Timpone, Natalia Antonova, Brett Martin, and Livia Bloom generously offered wisdom and advice.

Hundreds of artists, family members, journalists, and producers took the time to talk to me about their work and the genre. Most of my reporting took place in Los Angeles, which for a New Yorker who doesn’t drive means that I relied on a battalion of drivers numbering too many to mention. An equal amount of gratitude goes to Misha Collins and Daniella Meeker for giving me beds to sleep on. Jeff Gramm and his parents Phil and Wendy kindly offered me an apartment at a critical moment when I needed a quiet, isolated room to bear down and finish. During this period, my wonderful in-laws Jacques and Dominique Dunogué picked up the slack with child care.

My loving family has been an essential support system and huge influence throughout my career. As a kid, it always struck me that my mother never walked out of a play or a movie and quickly changed the subject to what’s for dinner. She analyzed and debated and employed preposterous amounts of hyperbole, which was fun to listen to and very good training for a future critic. My father was more likely to argue about sports or politics, but he inadvertently planted the seeds of my interest in the fantasy genre in first grade by patiently reading C. S. Lewis’s Narnia books every night before I went to sleep. That was a tremendous gift.

The most irreplaceable help on this project came from two literaryminded lawyers. My old friend Nick Joseph was the first person to teach me about the highbrow pleasures of lowbrow art as well as the lowbrow  pleasures of highbrow art. His taste and intellectual rigor had an impact on me in high school and were invaluable in editing an early draft.

The person I depend on most, however, is my wife Agnès Dunogué, who, besides being the love of my life, thinks deeper and faster than anyone I have known. She has provided critical counsel at every stage of the book, talking through ideas, giving advice and perspective, and finally, a crucial edit. She has done it all happily despite not particularly liking horror movies at all. The poor woman has sat through more vampire slayings and zombie beheadings than anyone who doesn’t care for that kind of thing should. Yet she never complained, not even when only weeks before giving birth to our daughter Penny, I insisted on rewatching Alien and The Brood, movies perfectly engineered to traumatize a pregnant woman. Clearly, I am very lucky.
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186 “I was going to call it Halloween”: Timpone, “Screamography: Bob Clark.”

187 “I know exactly what to do”: AI with Yablans.

187 “I wanted to”: AI with Carpenter.

188 He made over: AI with Yablans.

188 Roger Ebert singled: Sneak Previews, PBS, October 23, 1980.

188 Allen also was: Tom Allen, “The Sleeper That’s Here to Stay,” Village Voice, November 6, 1978.

189 “When the studios see”: AI with Yablans.

189 “Why don’t we rip it off?”: Peter M. Bracke, Crystal Lake Memories: The Complete History of Friday the 13th (London: Titan Books, 2006), p. 17.




CHAPTER TEN

191 “I don’t think so”: AI with Diane O’Bannon.

192 “It was sheer cruelty”: AI with Dan O’Bannon.

192 O’Bannon wrote: AI with Ronald Shusett.

193 “I steal from everybody”: AI with O’Bannon.

194 “The monster”: AI with Shusett, O’Bannon.

194 He called his: Paul M. Sammon, “The Explosive Films of David Cronenberg,” Cinefantastique, Spring 1981; Jonathan Dee, “David Cronenberg’s Body Language,” The New York Times, September 18, 2005;  David J. Skal, The Monster Show: A Cultural History of Horror (New York: W. W. Norton, 1993).

195 “There’s no comeback”: Janet Guttsman, “Cronenberg Gets Down and Dirty with Russian Mob,” Reuters, September 10, 2007.

195 “Pure id”: AI with Larry Cohen.

196 Lynch apparently: Skal, The Monster Show, pp. 298–300.

196 He grabbed his stomach: AI with Jean Smyth.

196 “No, I want to see”: AI with O’Bannon.

196 After The Last House: Carol J. Clover, Men, Women and Chain Saws (London: BFI Publishing, 1992). In this incisive book, Clover makes the case for I Spit on Your Grave as well as anyone could. She also describes the loathing of the dreary film. For another, more fullthroated defense, see Joe Bob Briggs’s smart and very funny commentary on the DVD.

197 “In certain types . . . more intense”: AI with O’Bannon.

198 O’Bannon told Giger: AI with H. R. Giger, O’Bannon; H. R. Giger, Giger’s Alien (Las Vegas, NV: Morpheus International, 1994).

199 But Shusett argued: AI with Shusett.

200 “By the end”: AI with Walter Hill.

200 “They want to go”: Ibid.

201 “We kept making”: AI with Shusett.

201 “My eyeballs nearly fell out”: “Alien: Anatomy of the Chestburster Scene: An Oral History with Ridley Scott, Sigourney Weaver and John Hurt,” Empire, November 2009.

202 “So Ladd made the movie”: AI with Shusett.

202 This would be like: AI with Cobb, Giger, O’Bannon; Giger, Giger’s Alien.

203 “I was convinced”: AI with O’Bannon.

204 “You know: science-fiction writers!”: AI with Hill.

204 His stomach ached: AI with O’Bannon, Shusett, Hill, Alan Ladd, Jr.

205 “This couldn’t be”: AI with O’Bannon.

207 “Just because”: Ibid.

207 John Carpenter also: “Riding High on Horror.”

207 “Halloween was”: AI with O’Bannon.

207 Comparing the two: Cover story, “Hollywood’s Scary Summer,” Newsweek, June 18, 1979.

209 Critics did not: Ron Rosenbaum, “Gooseflesh: The Strange Turn Toward Horror,” Harper’s, September 1979.

210 “a great big”: Vincent LoBrutto, Stanley Kubrick: A Biography (New York: Westview, 1997), p. 453.

210 “New horror cultivates”: Rosenbaum, “Gooseflesh.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN

212 “like watching a skater”: Pauline Kael, “The Current Cinema,” The New Yorker, June 9, 1980; Kael, For Keeps: 30 Years at the Movies (New York: Penguin, 1994).

212 “It is said . . . laid to rest”: Kael, For Keeps, p. 514.

213 “Trash,” she announces: Ibid., p. 227.

216 “Stop!”: AI with Carpenter.

220 “All of us”: AI with Craven.

220 “I always thought”: AI with Joe Dante.

221 “I hate when”: AI with Rob Zombie.

221 “There are gore clubs”: AI with Romero.

222 “That was Quentin Tarantino”: AI with Craven.

225 He contacted me: Jason Zinoman, “Robert McKee’s Unconvincing Story,” Vanity Fair Online, November 10, 2009.




EPILOGUE

229 “Honestly, it was”: AI with George Romero.

230 “Once it’s out there”: AI with Tobe Hooper; Douglas Brode, The Films of Steven Spielberg (New York: Citadel Press, 2000).

231 “[I had] a ringside seat”: AI with Diane O’Bannon.

232 “The only really scary movie”: AI with Romero.

232 “What happened is that”: AI with Wes Craven.

233 “The director has to”: AI with Brian De Palma.

236 “All I am doing”: AI with Craven.

236 “It’s pro-abortion”: AI with William Peter Blatty.

236 “I put it back”: AI with William Friedkin.

237 “That’s the question”: Ibid.

237 “The Germans followed Hitler”: Ibid.
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Streep, Meryl

Street Fighter, The

Street Scene

Streiner, Russell

Streisand, Barbra

Sullivan, Tim

Supernatural

“Supernatural Horror in Literature” (Lovecraft)

Survival of the Dead

Suspiria

Sylbert, Richard

“Sympathy for the Devil,”



Tarantino, Quentin

Targets 

Taste of Blood, A

Tate, Sharon

Taxi Driver

Terror, The

Terror from Space

Texas Chain Saw Massacre, The    

Texas Chain Saw Massacre, The (2003)

That Championship Season (Miller)

Them

There’s Always Vanilla

They Bite

Thing from Another World, The 

Thompson, Howard

Thriller (music video)

Thriller (television series)

Throne of Blood

THX 1138

Time

Tingler, The

Together

Topaz

Topo, El

Torn Curtain

“Trash, Art, and the Movies” (Kael)

Travolta, John

True Blood

Truffaut, François

TV Guide

Twilight series (Meyer)

Twitch of the Death Nerve

Two Thousand Maniacs!

2001

2001 Maniacs

Tynan, Kenneth



“Uncanny, The” (Freud)

Untouchables, The

USC School of Cinematic Arts



Valenti, Jack

Vanity Fair

Variety

Vertigo

Village Voice

Virgin Spring, The

Von Sydow, Max



Waiting for Godot (Beckett)

Wait Until Dark

Walking Dead, The

Wallflower

Warren, James

Wasserman, Lew

Watts, Naomi

Wayans, Keenen Ivory

Wayne, John

Weaver, Sigourney

Wedding Party, The

Weld, Tuesday

Welles, Orson

Wells, Frank

Wertham, Fredric

Whale, James

What Did You Do in the War, Daddy?

When a Stranger Calls

White Album, The (Didion)

White Zombie

Whitman, Charles

Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (Albee)

Willard

Williams, Tennessee

Williamson, Kevin

Windsplitter, The

Winkless, Terence

Wolff, Michael

Wolf Man, The

Woodstock



Yablans, Frank

Yablans, Irwin



Zito, Joseph

Zodiac killer

Zombie, Rob
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Old Horror star and frequent talk show guest Vincent Price (left) teaches Danny Kaye (right) how to be scary in 1966.

 

CBS/LANDOV

“I told my cast and crew: I never want to see ‘reality’ ”: Roger Corman (far right), on the set of The Raven with (from left) Forrest J. Ackerman, Boris Karloff, Sam Sherman, and Hazel Court.

 

COURTESY OF SAM SHERMAN
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Mario Bava (left), inventor of the Italian horror subgenre giallo, directs a scene in Black Sabbath, which inspired the name of the band.

 

GALATEA S.P.A, COURTESY OF

TIM LUCAS
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“When it came out, Night of the Living Dead was powerful shit,” said John Landis of the cult hit, advertised on this double bill for a midnight screening.

 

COURTESY ANDREW JONES COLLECTION

[image: 011]

Roman Polanski, on the set of Rosemary’s Baby, attempted something relatively new: a horror movie for adults.

 

COURTESY PARAMOUNT PICTURES. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
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“Nobody will hit a pregnant woman,” Polanski (right) said, defending shooting Mia Farrow (left) in real Manhattan traffic.

 

COURTESY PARAMOUNT PICTURES. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
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To avoid fainting, keep repeating: it’s only a movie shoot. Wes Craven, second from the left, directs cast and crew of The Last House on the Left, including David Hess and Jeramie Rain on the far right.

 

COURTESY OF WES CRAVEN

“I think something about the way my mother looked at me, behind her eyes was the sense that her son was crazy,” says Wes Craven.

 

COURTESY OF WES CRAVEN
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The cast of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre thought they hit the jackpot when they saw this ad in Variety. Then reality hit them over the head.

 

REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION OF VORTEX, INC. AND THE

OWNERS OF The Texas Chainsaw Massacre
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Someone’s watching: Tobe Hooper zooms in on his star Marilyn Burns in an early scene of The Texas Chain Saw Massacre.

 

REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION OF VORTEX, INC. AND THE OWNERS OF

The Texas Chainsaw Massacre
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“Family dinners can go very wrong. I saw some things growing up that were bizarre,” said Hooper, posing on set.

 

REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION OF VORTEX, INC. AND THE OWNERS OF

The Texas Chainsaw Massacre
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Director Brian De Palma gives a note to actress Nancy Allen under the prom decorations on the set of Carrie. They would later marry.

 

© 1978 MARV NEWTON/MPTVIMAGES.COM

Birth of a scream queen: John Carpenter prepares Jamie Lee Curtis to be terrorized in Halloween.

 

© KIM GOTTLIEB-WALKER,

WWW.LENSWOMAN.COM
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Alien cocreator Dan O’Bannon, left, recruited Swiss artist H. R. Giger to invent a “profane abomination.”

 

MIA BONZANIGO
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The Masters of Horror dinner: from left, Ernest Dickerson, Tim Sullivan, John Landis, Larry Cohen, Bill Lustig, Elvis Mitchell, Eli Roth, Joe Lynch, Tobe Hooper, Peter Medak, Stuart Gordon, Armand Mastroianni, Mick Garris, Wes Craven, and Katt Shea.

 

COURTESY OF MICK GARRIS
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