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    To Daniel, Michael, Melissa, Adrian and Eileen, I dedicate this book…may we always remember the early to mid-’80s as a time of comfortable, cozy lounge rooms, readily handy snacks and a healthy dose of horror films.
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    Preface




    Growing up I knew horror movies meant the world to me.


    Luckily, as a kid in the suburbs of Melbourne, Australia, this love for horror films was shared by the likes of some of my friends and family. Most notably I’d enjoy watching loads of horror movies nearly every night with my cousins, who were the same age as me. Our mothers were avid fans as well and they’d sometimes watch along with us. We rented every single horror film possible from local video stores, bought videos that became a special treat or made sure we stayed up late enough to see what the networks were playing so we could record it!


    We loved all of it — the classic Universal horror movies and the Hammer films, as well as all the modern stuff that was made post-1960; all the stuff that was coming out at the time, our time, that great period, the 1980s! Back then, the TV networks played lots of amazing stuff and they seemed to revel in screening films from the 1970s, a perfect era for horror.


    One of my most vivid memories growing up was when I was probably seven or eight and looking through the TV guide and saw that Grease was screening on Channel 7. My cousins Melissa, Adrian and Eileen were also very much into all kinds of movies (musicals being no exception) and we were going to have a sleepover and tune in. But on the TV guide I noticed that right after Grease, a movie called Bug was to be shown; I told the others and they were keen to see it too.


    I became obsessed with Bug instantly, and that night, after Grease finished, I was extremely eager to stay up for it. On this occasion the others all fell asleep and I thought right there and then that perhaps horror movies would forever be more important to me than the other genres…to everyone else they were good fun and much loved, but to me these celluloid fright-fests were part of my make-up.


    Being an avid animal lover it was always satisfying to see beasts of any kind kill humans. Something in that was completely comforting. My cousins loved that stuff too. We became obsessed with Jaws and Cujo and King Kong (both the classic starring Fay Wray and, yes, even the De Laurentiis film with Jessica Lange) and drew the characters and played out scenes from many of these movies using our vivid imaginations. So, to Daniel, Michael, Melissa, Adrian and Eileen, I dedicate this book…may we always remember the early to mid-eighties as a time of comfortable cozy lounge rooms, readily handy snacks and a healthy dose of horror films.

  


  
    Forewords From Four of the Finest




    A Word from Chris Alexander, Editor-in-Chief for Fangoria magazine




    How appropriate that Lee Gambin’s new book is a love letter to nature unbound, while he himself is a bit of a force of nature in his own right.


    Lee beat me to the punch working for Fangoria, the little horror rag I have the honor of editing, and he contributes some of our most popular material. Lee had already been scribbling for the magazine, or at least had been embraced by the previous editor Tony Timpone, before I came on board, and after publishing a wonderful two-parter (it didn’t start as a two-parter but, hey, Lee is, as Stephen King calls himself, a “putter inner,” and the piece was epic enough that it needed to be split) on The Children of Nightmare on Elm Street that was lively, cheerful and very intelligent. I loved it; so did my readers.


    That’s why as of this writing, even though I have not read the final manuscript of Massacred by Mother Nature: Exploring the Natural Horror Film, I know that I — and you — are in for a treat. Lee has this uncanny way of taking a subject, no matter how lowbrow, and injecting it with a sort of enthusiasm and reverence that most scribes are afraid, or simply unable, to evoke.


    I am a fan.


    As will you be, dear reader, once the last few words spill out onto the final pages. So please buckle in and let Lee take you on a trip, a journey into realms of weird cinema where the fuzzier the beast, the bloodier the bite, the calmer the visage, the crueler the wrath — the better! This is nature’s revenge, Gambin-style!




    A Word from Dee Wallace, Star of Cujo




    Cujo is a metaphor for the force of nature that was once calm and nurturing but suddenly turns violent and destructive. As a gentle wind can suddenly become a hurricane of mass destruction and terror, Cujo transformed from a loving pet to a murderous monster. As is true of all forces of nature, that shift affects everything in its path — the relationships of key players are all altered and redefined. A marriage that was in trouble finds hope, and the relationship between mother and child reaches new heights of commitment and love. But this can only happen when faced with the horrors that be.


    Those who are unaware of the force of evil may fall prey to the unfortunate outcome. The world at that ranch is also irrevocably affected, and the lives of all who enter must deal with the fate of their creation.


    But the biggest victim is Cujo himself. Once loving and gentle, one act of the cruelty of nature (being bitten by a rabid bat) changes the reality of what he is. That becomes the metaphor for the movie — the innocent caught in the fear and desperation of nature unleashed, and the resulting self-definition and growth that results if we choose to learn the lesson.




    A Word From Bert I. Gordon, Director of Beginning of the End, Food of the Gods and Empire of the Ants




    When Lee Gambin told me he was writing Massacred by Mother Nature: Exploring the Natural Horror Film, I thought about the animals in some of the movies I had produced/directed that did their share of massacring…giant rats the size of jungle tigers in Food of the Gods, huge ants in Empire of the Ants and beastly-sized locusts in Beginning of the End. The big rats in Food of the Gods needed training for them to do their massacring in the movie, and it wasn’t easy. We bought three hundred of them from a laboratory that raised rats for medical research. After our principle photography with our human stars on an island off the coast of Vancouver Canada was completed, we started training the rats back in Hollywood for their scenes that would later be combined with the people footage by means of special visual effects. [This is all explained in my autobiography, The Amazing Colossal Worlds of Mr. Bert I. Gordon.] The first scene in Food of the Gods that we planned on shooting was the one where the rats charge down a long, grassland area towards our hero Marjoe Gortner, with the goal of eating him. As the scene with Gortner was already filmed with him on a grass area, we constructed a small set about 12 feet long of miniature grass to simulate the area, with him and the cage of rats on one end, and an empty cage on the other end. We opened the gate of the cage containing the rats and coaxed them with cheese along the grass strip so they would travel toward the empty cage on the other end. After several hours of training, the rats performed perfectly. When we would open the door to their cage, they ran toward the empty cage with the cheese just as the script called for! Then, with the noisy high-speed, 35mm movie camera set up with the two cages out of the scene, and bright lights illuminating the miniature set, I called “Roll ’em,” and the cameraman started the camera, and I called “Action!” and the rat cage door was opened…and the rats didn’t move…they just stayed in the cage! We tried the filming over and over many times, but the results were the same, as if we had never trained them. The rats remained in the cage. With many thousand feet of unexposed film thrown into the garbage, I called it a day. As I tossed and turned during a sleepless night, about three in the morning a possible solution to our rat problem popped into my head. The next day we started training the rats as before, from the beginning, but this time we had the bright lights turned on, and the noisy high-speed, camera running without film. Then, after several hours of training with camera and lights, we put film in the camera and shot the scene with the rats performing beautifully. The answer? When training rats for filming, we had to have the environment similar to when we would film — sound, lights and all.


    As for the giant ants in Empire of the Ants, we naturally didn’t have a training problem, but we had to go into the Panama jungle to film them. It was the only place I could find a species of vicious looking ants that would appear menacing when enlarged into monsters in our movie.


    And for the giant grasshoppers for Beginning of the End, I found the grasshopper look I wanted in a locust plague in Texas, but the California Agriculture Department wouldn’t permit me to bring the grasshoppers into the state to film them because that would introduce a new species to California. After more sleepless nights, I came up with an idea that I presented to the Agriculture Department. I suggested that we would only bring male grasshoppers into the state. Without any females of the species, they wouldn’t be able to propagate, and the officials went for it. I had an entomologist in Texas collect the male grasshoppers and ship them to Los Angeles in locked cages. Upon their arrival, the Agriculture Department people examined every grasshopper to make sure they were all males, before turning them over to us. I forgot to ask the California Agriculture Department entomologists examining our stars from Texas how they could tell a male from a female grasshopper. But not being a grasshopper, I realized it really wasn’t that important at all!




    A Word from Veronica Cartwright, Star of The Birds




    In regards to my portrayal of Cathy Brennan in The Birds, I saw her as an innocent who lived on an island who couldn’t understand the possibility of birds wreaking havoc on the townsfolk of her native Bodega Bay. When Tippi Hedren’s character Melanie Daniels brings lovebirds as a gift to my character, I decided to make Cathy be completely unaware and unable to make the connection that these seemingly innocent birds could possibly be involved in the horrors that unfold. I think this was all summed up in my last line in the movies: “Can’t we take them with us Mitch, they haven’t hurt anyone…”


    I loved working with Alfred Hitchcock. He was very kind to me. I was born in the area where his favorite wine cellars were located. During our first meeting, he told me what kinds of wines to get and how to cook a steak, as I would need these skills when I got married. I was only 12 years old at the time! I took him tea, which was prepared by Peggy Robinson, every afternoon at 4:30. During production, he always let me ask questions about how things worked, such as the cardboard cut outs of the crows that sat on the jungle gym. He said your eye sees the movement of the real birds and you assume all the birds are real. Also, in regards to the final scene where we leave the badly damaged house, I asked how it would work if there wasn’t a real door to actually open. Hitchcock had Rod Taylor, who played my older brother Mitch, mime and demonstrate the technique. With the use of light, a door appears to be opening, to which Hitchcock coyly added, “Ahh, the magic of movies!”


    Several intense scenes needed to be filmed, such as the sequence where the birds come down the chimney in the living room. Something like 15,000 birds had been gathered and put in shafts up the chimney. The set was surrounded by plastic with a hole for the camera lens and air. The crew pulled the shafts and the birds came down and went to the top of the plastic. The birds then fell down when they realized they couldn’t go anywhere. They were all scooped up and the production crew would do it all over again. We shot most everything twice, once on location and then again on the set at Universal Studios. The school kids running from the birds at the school was done on a treadmill that was set really fast. That running sequence was then combined with the location background scenery. What an amazing movie to work on! On top of all this, Tippi Hedren was really nice to work with, and because she had a daughter the same age as me (Melanie Griffith), I think she felt comfortable around me.
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    Chris Alexander, editor-in-chief of Fangoria magazine.
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    Dee Wallace (from Cujo).
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    Bert. I. Gordon (right) on the set of The Magic Sword, with Basil Rathbone (left) displaying a prop.
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    Veronica Cartwright (right) on the set of The Birds, with Tippi Hedren looking on.

  


  
    From Hitchcock’s Flock To Girdler’s Grizzly: An Introduction to the Natural Horror Film




    There is absolutely no need whatsoever to fear genre pictures. Images and words from the Western, the musical, the science fiction movie, film noir of the 1940s and 1950s and, the most resilient and successful of all, the horror film, resonate and have intense longevity. Genre films are escapist fairy tales, folkloric analogies that explore themes within structured narrative processes. They utilize familiar formulas to convey meanings of expression far more articulately in a poetically poignant sensibility than some non-genre drama. Non-genre melodramas simply “tell it how it is”; these pictures ignore otherworldly experiences like the romance of the Wild West, the glamour of song and dance or the misunderstood beauty of movie monsters. Instead, they play a “real-life” scenario. Something that defies the mystique of cinema as an art form and really misses the point on many artistic levels. And well-executed artistry most certainly dictates success on all levels; most obviously financial and commercial gain. After all, genre films saved studios. The Western and the gangster movie turned in healthy profits for Warner Bros., the musical and fantasy films helped shape and keep MGM afloat and horror was Universal’s most treasured asset. So even when discussing movie-making as a perpetually working business machine, genre films like Westerns, musicals and horror are ultimately at the core of a successful thriving industry. They exist and procreate, shaping new styles of cinema and giving life to a new line of movie types, something that non-genre melodrama cannot do.


    Westerns, musicals and horror films are capable of giving birth to what one would call a subgenre. That is, something derived from the archetypal model but coming into its own and existing as something on an entirely different plateau, developing its own stock standards, plot devices, character types, etc. Paving the way for future films of that subgenre. The Golden Age Westerns of John Ford and Howard Hawks spawned the ultra-violent spaghetti Westerns of Sergio Leone; the classic movie musicals of Busby Berkley and Vincente Minnelli became a grandparent of the integrated musical, the rock opera and so forth. The horror genre, in all its mass appeal and glorious variety, boasts the most subgenres — from vampire movies, to werewolf films, to mad scientist pictures, to ghost stories, to evil children in cinema, to the hag pictures, to the slasher film and the gore movie. The horror genre — throughout the ages, from the magic that was the birth of cinema right through to today’s age of digital hi-tech wizardry — is the busiest mother of them all.


    On the topic of motherhood, or more importantly monstrous motherhood, one very important baby was born in 1968 that changed the direction of mainstream horror forever. That baby belonged to Rosemary, and the rise of the satanic-themed/possession film was ushered in. Rosemary’s Baby, much like Psycho before it, carried the horror film out of the decadent Gothic other-worldliness of previous years and landed it smack into the heart of contemporary society. Roman Polanski’s film about modern day witches in Manhattan brought with it an extremely successful subgenre, that of the cinema demonica. Coinciding with the notion that God was truly dead, youthful disillusionment, an angry anti-establishment movement and a growing interest in the occult and other religions outside of Christianity, the satanic horror film was extremely popular and was benchmarked by an iconic film called The Exorcist. Soon enough two more subgenres of the horror film began to rear their misshapen heads to tag alongside the satanic-themed entries. One looked a lot like the head of a massacred bloodied corpse and the other, a more familiar earthy offering, resembled the head of a bird, or an alligator, or a frog or a great white shark. The two subgenres to take off with great gusto in the 1970s (taking their cue from cinema demonica) were the body horror movie and the ecological threat or natural horror film.


    The body horror subgenre was a celebration of visceral pleasures, or displeasures. It was a stylistic operatic expression of bloody gore and violence with intense character study and personal growth (or dismemberment) being at the fundamental center of all the films. The works of David Cronenberg, Dario Argento, Wes Craven and Tobe Hooper were not only acutely intelligent and genuinely terrifying but also visually sumptuous, their distinct visual styles all very carefully conceived and remarkably sharp. The body horror subgenre in all its gory glory lead the way for the stalk ’n’ slash films of the late 1970s, which got far more excessive in brutality and flamboyant in expressions of violence throughout the 1980s. The stalk ’n’ slash movies quickly became the most commercially successful film subgenre of all time. Films like Halloween and Friday the 13th and their countless sequels (and imitators) made a fortune and became much loved entries in the world of modern horror.


    But many audience members, including hardcore horror fans, forget that the third subgenre of the early ’70s, the natural-horror film, was born alongside that of cinema demonica and body horror (as well as the latter’s prolific daughter, the stalk ‘n’ slash film) and was just as successful. Perhaps there weren’t as many eco-terror movies as there were masked-psychopaths-on-a-murderous-rampage, but they were plentiful and each contained purpose and ideas. The natural horror film suggests that the real evil that will ultimately destroy us is not from another planet, not at the hands of the devil, not from supernatural beings like ghosts or vampires, not at the mercy of malicious psychopaths like Norman Bates, Leatherface and family, but from nature itself. From the bugs and the bees and the dogs and the cats and the whales and the rats — Mother Nature is not happy, and she will slaughter the human population with the help of her friends, her loyal minions of feather, fur and fin.


    In the Atomic Age of the 1950s, super-sized animals and insects wreaked havoc on unsuspecting humans in movies like Earth vs. The Spider, Beginning of the End, Them!, Attack of the Giant Leeches and The Killer Shrews (these gigantic beasts will be the main focal point in a later chapter in this book), preying on the anxieties of a generation of people terrified by nuclear influence and destruction. But it was a portly English auteur that had already made an important mark in Hollywood horror by directing the first-ever slasher film (if you don’t count Peeping Tom), Psycho. Alfred Hitchcock also brought the killer animal movement into the limelight. Ultimately, he turned a subgenre that was founded in a popular generic fear (the Atomic Age, Russian influence and Communism and Cold War fears) into a subgenre dedicated to character and specific objective fears (anxieties, personal demons, relationship woes, et al.). In 1963, Hitchcock sent forth The Birds, a film inspired by the novelette of English author and playwright Daphne du Maurier, that told the story of inexplicable avian attacks off the coast of California. What Hitchcock does with this film is exploit the human traits of his characters and the situations they’re in by using the bird attacks as an analogy of human tension that goes unsaid. Seagulls, crows, sparrows and other birds diving to peck out the eyes of the citizens of Bodega Bay are a manifestation of what the characters aren’t saying or doing but also a response to what they are feeling. The screenplay, written by Evan Hunter, is loaded with character-driven plot devices and distinct character driven intent, both implicit and explicit, from Tippi Hedren’s sexual aggressiveness, to Rod Taylor’s coy flirtation, to Suzanne Pleshette’s secrecy, to Jessica Tandy’s quiet suffrage and so forth. The violent attacks from the birds heighten these complex characteristics and physically embody the interior struggles of the film’s human cast. Ultimately, The Birds scrutinizes human relationships and slyly delves into the disturbances of sexual frustrations and desires, yet the film on a very simplistic surface level is basically about killer birds.


    Twelve years later the attacks didn’t come from above, but instead came from the murky depths of the ocean as movie maverick Steven Spielberg unleashed his great white shark on the residents of a New England coastal town in Jaws. Jaws, one of the most successful films ever made and a film that influenced an entire generation of movie-making moguls, is ultimately a B monster movie in the guise of a slick Hollywood blockbuster. Spielberg’s fishy flick is as scary as William Friedkin’s The Exorcist, which was a huge influence, not only on horror cinema, but cinema in general and it became the landmark of cinema demonica. (The other horror film of the ’70s that shaped the way was Tobe Hooper’s body horror film, The Texas Chain Saw Massacre). But Jaws was effective in a completely different way to Friedkin’s possession tale. First, The Exorcist is a female driven film (both protagonist and monster are female), and it is a film of fire and brimstone. Jaws, on the other hand, is an outdoor adventure buddy movie with males in the leading roles, a rarity for horror films that usually feature women or girls as protagonists, whether they be the non-monstrous lead or the monster herself. When the monster is a female she is usually brought to the foreground (The Wasp Woman, Dracula’s Daughter, Cat People, The Bad Seed, Carrie, et al.), but it is not at all made clear that the shark in Jaws is specifically female. What the shark comes to represent makes us question gender-influenced motivation. Fundamentally the horror genre is specifically a female genre along with the romantic comedy/drama, the musical comedy/drama and the feminine centered fantasy film (i.e. the Disney princess films such as Cinderella and Snow White), whereas the male genres are the Western, the action movie, the science fiction film and the gangster movie. Hence, this gender play in Jaws is a major contributing factor to its success. It poses the question — is the shark in Jaws a monstrous feminine; that is, a living, breathing all-consuming vagina dentata? This shark consumes male ego and interrupts strong, male relationships. Late in the movie the shark nudges the boat just when the three male leads are enjoying an intimate moment. Of course, the great white’s first victim is the nubile Susan Backlinie, but is this an attack to attract the male gaze? After all, the haunted Chief Brody (played by the always appropriate Roy Scheider) is the first person to act on this attack, and he is someone who has to face his own personal fears (more insecurities plaguing his masculinity) in order to combat this force of nature. Here, the film comes to read like a Western dressed up as a horror film — man conquering the wilderness and defending human masculinity over monstrous feminine animalism.


    Much like The Birds and Jaws, a lot of the eco-horror movies that came afterwards adopted the notion that the attacks from the animals were a manifestation and/or an extension of character, situation and the complexities of relationships.


    For example:




    Character — In The Birds, Melanie Daniels, as played by Tippi Hedren, inadvertently brings the bird attacks to Bodega Bay. They are forever linked with her coming to the sleepy town. In Jaws, the shark is Chief Brody’s (Roy Scheider) personal demon, a symbol of his subconscious fear of the unknown.




    Situation — Tippi Hedren is new to Bodega Bay in The Birds. She is an outside force influencing the environment of an established place. The shark in Jaws becomes an enemy of the people, influencing trade and commerce as well as exploiting personal tragedies and loss.




    Relationships — Tippi Hedren is cause of great concern for Jessica Tandy’s character. Tandy is the over-protective mother of Rod Taylor and Hedren has her eyes set on him. The rivalry between oppressive mother and out-of-town temptress has been noted (not only by film scholars but by intuitive audience members) as the cause of the birds turning on the human population; whereas in Jaws, the shark gleefully toys with the all-male buddy-hood shared between Chief Brody (Scheider), Hooper (Richard Dreyfuss) and Quint (Robert Shaw). Looking at the final act of Jaws from the complex perspective of gender interplay, the shark would be the monstrous feminine and the three men her fearful prey. The vaginal mouth of the shark opens baring layers of sharp teeth that feed on the anxieties of men who seem to be far more comfortable in the company of other men rather than in a possible scary heterosexual embrace.




    Outside of filmic artistry and the genesis of storytelling, societal factors contributed to the evolution of the natural horror film. Similar to how the paranoid 1950s dealt with a growing concern of radioactive horrors in those films inhabited by gigantic mammoths like the giant ants in Them!, by the late 1960s and early ’70s the issue of environmental destruction started to offset the anti-war movement, a sub-movement of sorts born from youthful rebellion and student unrest. Environmentalism, much like the anti-war subculture, started to influence not only activists and the new-found socially aware, but also the style and consciousness of the new eco-horror films led by the likes of American International Pictures’ Frogs and many, many more.


    It really wasn’t until the very late 1970s and early 1980s that the environmental movement took off and entered the mainstream. Militant animal rights activists and eco-warriors voiced their concern for the sake of their planet, beginning to raise their passionate voices, refusing to remain invisible and forcing a global recognition of the dire straits Mother Earth was in. Like the predecessors of the fight for the oppressed (namely the black civil rights movement, the women’s movement and gay liberation), the environmentalists brought ecologically, politically motivated organizations, such as Greenpeace and Animal Liberation, into the public domain. Vegetarianism and veganism were becoming more commonly practiced dietary choices in Western culture. Environmental consciousness was becoming second nature to suburbanites. The impact of the destruction of rainforests, the ozone layer and the oceans were common knowledge that became subject of discussion, not only in the White House, but also in the classroom.


    Films like Frogs, The Day of the Animals and The Pack warn us what dire things could happen if the planet is continually raped by pollution or if voiceless, innocent animals are neglected or treated badly at the hands of man. Nature will have her revenge and these horror films reinforce this notion. The impact human beings had on their environment and the rape and eventual destruction of the planet hit a nerve in (and outside) Hollywood during the ’70s, and the ecologically aware horror film emerged. Such movies became descendants of a mighty angry Gillman from Creature from the Black Lagoon, ready to take his revenge on the people of his dying Earth. These little movies with big hearts proved to be an undeniably powerful force in the history of the horror film.


    The following is a sentimental, heartfelt look at this extremely popular and prolific subgenre. Since Hitchcock initially gave us his frightening flock, the natural horror film is much loved, not only by horror movie fans, but also by cinephiles that revel in great storytelling and enjoy the carnage brought on by the paragon of animals. These films, as popular and highly successful as they’ve proven, are also seldom discussed or referenced, so I offer an insightful interpretation on numerous angry animal movies I adore. From the electrically-driven evil worms in Squirm, to the vengeful killer whale in Orca and to the sheer brilliance of the menacing bear in Grizzly (a film made by a maverick filmmaker that far too many know nothing about; a genius taken away from us too soon, Mr. William Girdler), this book is to enlighten by offering clear insight into the movies as well as the people involved in making them so memorable. Let me offer just another quick side note. Before settling in to write this book, a colleague of mine asked if I would be including movies such as The Day of the Triffids and Little Shop of Horrors, movies that featured plants and all manner of flora that killed human beings or movies that featured disastrous events as a result of chaotic weather (more notably those movies would be considered disaster movies rather than of the horror genre)? Without even blinking I replied, “no,” simply because I have a far greater affinity for natural horror films that feature animals as the number one threat. Not to say that I don’t love the aforementioned movies, but I just feel that there is so much more ground to cover in movies depicting the animal kingdom causing great distress for mankind. However, just for everyone who loves killer plants, I have a special treat in a later chapter…but it is a stand alone, as this book is devoted to all things ferociously fauna. This book will affectionately scrutinize the social and political commentary of these movies, dissect fundamental stock standards as well as offer informative anecdotes relating to the films’ creation and production, as well as their distinct and varied narrative devices, analysis of performance, audience appreciation and overall filmmaking. Ultimately, this book is written out of sheer love and a deep respect for these great films, and I do hope that as the reader reads on, he or she will learn to appreciate these fantastic celluloid treasures that have most definitely left a huge print (actually more so a huge paw print) on my heart…enjoy!
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    Polish poster for Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds.
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    Minnie Castavet (Ruth Gordon) is a modern day satanist with a plot brewing for the wide-eyed innocent Rosemary (Mia Farrow), from Roman Polanski’s Rosemary’s Baby.
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    Conversations with the devil: Father Karras (Jason Miller) talks to the possessed Regan (Linda Blair) in the demonic-themed chiller The Exorcist..
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    A by-product of the Atomic Age: Attack of the Giant Leeches (with Yvette Vickers).
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    The panic in Amity Island as seen in Jaws.
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    The female monster reigns supreme and is brought to the forefront as depicted in The Wasp Woman.
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    Tippi Hedren, as Melanie Daniels, is the outsider interrupting the natural order, bringing The Birds to Bodega Bay.
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    Cold War fears are realized in Them!
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    The father of all natural horror, the Gillman, from Creature From The Black Lagoon.
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    Although films dealing with monstrous flora will not be covered here, Little Shop of Horrors hits all the right notes for killer plant movies.

  


  
    And A Frog Shall Lead Them: Mother Nature Gets Angry As Humankind Panics




    Revenge is a popular motif in the natural horror film. From the disgruntled dogs who were abandoned by their owners on Seal Island in The Pack, to the critters that kill the wealthy humans who contributed to their environment being polluted in Frogs, the idea that nature will take care of itself by culling the people population in order to sustain a healthy ecological system was a sure-fire plot device for these popular and diverse movies. But outside of the nature-runs-amok branch of motion picture, revenge movies as a whole became a popular sensation with audiences come the 1970s, and they were an extremely bankable movie type. Rape revenge films such as the Death Wish movies starring Charles Bronson were successful action films, Clint Eastwood’s Dirty Harry series were even more financially successful and critically acclaimed, and then in the horror genre the landmark Brian De Palma film (based on a novella by Stephen King) Carrie really proved to outcasts everywhere that revenge is a dish best served in cold blood. Even benign revenge movies that were more in the guise of the rise-of-the-underdog-against-all-odds catalogue (as depicted in films like Rocky) struck a nerve with audiences, who at the time were at the tail end of a war, disillusioned with their government and in socio-economic woe. A film like Rocky uplifted people who were almost always at the bottom of the barrel, their revenge warranted against the man, the oppressor, the guy who’s always at the top. With the natural horror film frenzy coming into full swing during the 1970s, revenge was a key plot motive — harmful, abusive, ignorant and self-involved human beings will pay at the hands of Mother Nature, this idea becoming a strong element that made these horror films work. Many of the human characters were represented as unsympathetic louts who got served violent deaths and this always makes for good fun. Ultimately the audience doesn’t care if someone of ill repute is having his/her comeuppance at the mercy of angry animals, animals whose anger is completely warranted. And with burgeoning animal rights groups coming into action and environmental causes taking shape and making a noise in public arenas, many audience members smiled when animals of all kinds massacred their human oppressors, possibly the same audiences who secretly cheered when Sissy Spacek used her telekinesis to kill her high school tormentors in 1976. Nearly a decade after Hitchcock gave us The Birds, independent American International Pictures (headed by moguls James H. Nicholson and the charismatic Samuel Z. Arkoff) decided to tap into the enviro-monster movie market with their sleeper hit Frogs. The genius of American International Pictures was that they were an unpretentious, thrifty and extremely intelligent business-minded film company that always favored showmanship as its number one principal, understanding what audiences wanted and delivering great entertainment that satisfied.


    The other major factor that made the company so successful was that American International Pictures reveled in cinematic crazes and fads. They were the company responsible for beach blanket movies usually starring the perky Annette Funicello and Frankie Avalon, films that were rock’n’roll-centric featuring the likes of glamour girls such as the lovely Mamie Van Doren, the blaxploitation movement that really lampooned the careers of great actors Pam Grier and William Marshall, movies that featured giant creatures (much loved by film auteur Bert I. Gordon) and yes, even the Mother Nature goes crazy subgenre.


    Frogs (1972) was the staple creature feature for AIP and a response to the expanding environmental movement. Plus it is a throwback to Alfred Hitchcock’s feathered masterpiece. (Film critic and essayist Fran Lebowitz said Frogs was one of her favorite films and very much likened it to Hitchcock’s much loved movie.)


    Frogs forces us to comprehend the possibility of the natural world turning on us. What would happen to the human race if the creatures that populate this Earth decided to sting, bite, claw, swallow and gnaw away at us, leaving humankind for compost? After all, the animals, birds and insects of this planet are far more in tune with the natural order of the environment itself, so if they decided to wreak havoc, it is scientifically accurate to assume humankind would be at a total loss. Not to mention the fact that there are billions more species of insect than any mammal here on Earth. A film like Frogs exploits the notion that humans have truly lost touch with the natural world and poses an over-reliance on man-made creations/abominations that dictate and shape the way in which one is to live. These man-made devices commit damage in the natural horror film and this warrants nature’s vengeance. The notion of man conquering the wilderness as seen in many an adventure film and Western is a staple in many a creature feature. If trampling on the fauna and flora that surrounds us means making a livelihood for our human protagonists, then so be it. But there are consequences and these consequences act as the major focal point of Frogs and other eco-horror movies that would follow. Ultimately Frogs warns us: Don’t mess with nature or nature will mess with you!


    These movies also play on the fear of the natural world itself as a tangible, monstrous entity. It exploits the physical repulsion and phobias that may exist in our species in regards to the sliminess of snakes, frogs and turtles, the furriness of tarantulas, bats, dogs and so forth. The otherworldliness of normally mundane creatures is exploited to tap into human uneasiness. But what if audiences aren’t scared of such creatures? Does a film like Frogs work? Of course it does! It works as an enjoyable ride in what ultimately I like to call a comfort horror movie. Comfort horror movies, as far as I am concerned, are films that fundamentally serve to satisfy one’s love of the genre, a safe and fun ride that horror film aficionados can enjoy. But if audiences are genuinely queasy when it comes to the animal attackers in these motion pictures, then the movies work in the same way as someone scared of the devil would be emotionally stirred while watching a satanic-themed horror movie like The Exorcist, or someone who is scared of being stalked and torn to shreds at the hands of some psychopath would feel watching numerous slasher films such as The Burning or Happy Birthday To Me. In essence, it is all objective as nobody really sees the same movie. When looking at these natural horror films or creature features, one must question whether the beast running amok is scary to an audience. However, in the realm of cinema, animals such as the common rat can be presented as extremely terrifying. Cinema, that great fabricator of the truth, can absolutely heighten the horror a rat can evoke. Perhaps one rat on its own may not cause great alarm, but if the rats came in mass numbers as depicted in movies such as Willard and Deadly Eyes, then they may be fear inducing. If they are mammoth in size much like the rodents in The Food of the Gods and Altered Species, then that may prove even more horrific. Animals such as frogs, turtles, butterflies and lizards take on a monstrous role in a film like AIP’s Frogs; they are mankind’s most natural enemy and most well equipped. Ecological horror films show us that the real terror is not from outer space, not from a Gothic nether region, not from ancient fears of the devil and of curses — but rather from planet Earth itself; Mother Nature’s minions become her foot soldiers of fury. The story of Frogs involves a wealthy family, the Crocketts, who live in a huge manor that is located just by the swamplands in the very green, sweltering southern countryside of Florida. Ray Milland plays the cantankerous patriarch of the family, Jason Crockett, who proudly proclaims, “We are the ugly rich!” to his mess of a family. His misfit clan includes a bickering married couple comprised of an alcoholic wife and a grouchy ex-jock, their neglected kids, a spoiled fey lackey, a sleazy photographer and his noble but ditsy model girlfriend, a dotty aunt and a lascivious driver. Also, a maid and butler who are leftover black servants from a by-gone time. Milland is nature’s formidable enemy. He is the reason why his environment is in dire straits. He is the cause of great pollution and this results in the natural world having to take care of its own. Entering the world of the Crocketts is outsider Sam Elliot who plays Pickett Smith, an environmentalist photographer. As soon as Elliot comes into contact with the Crockett family, things start shifting and the film exploits the marvelous who’s-gonna-die-next motif!


    The opening of Frogs really sets us straight: Elliot is seen paddling his canoe through the swamplands and taking snapshots of local fauna. However, interrupting such beautifully captivating naturalism is garbage. Polluted lagoons, plastic bags wrapped around greenery and non-degradable bi-products contaminate the normally lush Florida swamplands. Elliot is quickly involved in a boat accident where the very attractive Joan Van Ark, who plays Karen Crockett, rescues and invites him to at least get a change of clothes and stay for dinner at her estate. He is introduced to the family and the honorary guests but forms a solid genuine bond with Van Ark, who increasingly becomes attracted to the often-shirtless Elliot. (Frogs really exploited a shirtless Sam Elliot, which led him to make Lifeguard, the film that got him a lot more worldwide attention). Although Sam Elliot’s character is a naturalist and environmentalist photojournalist, he plays the role like a rogue cowboy (even his name Pickett Smith evokes imagery of a Republic Pictures Western gunslinger). His swagger is overtly sexual and yet understated, his deep low voice always kept at a calm level, almost always conveying a sense of tough machismo. But his character is completely fused with a healthy dose of sensitive understanding. A clear example of this quiet-man understanding is seen during the low-key scenes he shares with the beautiful Van Ark, who, looking pretty as a picture, captures the essence of being the true black sheep of this messed up upper-class family. She ultimately is the outsider on the inside and this makes the romance blossoming between Elliot and her all the more organic in its evolution.


    Frogs really does its job perfectly. Having telepathic amphibians communicate to the other animals to do their bidding is a stroke of genius. Lizards spill harmful chemicals in an enclosed greenhouse to get rid of one of the human costars, an angry snapping turtle chews the leg off a woman and a wild-eyed gator snaps his way through a screaming man demonstrating Mother Nature running amok at her best!


    I remember reading an old issue of Famous Monsters of Filmland where a young reader wrote a letter to Editor-in-Chief Forrest J Ackerman complaining about the title of the movie. It read:




    “Why is the movie even called Frogs? The frogs don’t even do anything throughout the whole thing!”




    Sure, the frogs may just hop around and croak like crazy, their big black eyes starring right into camera, but their actual physical involvement in the death of Ray Milland’s character is a wonderful pay off and a slimy sadistic finale! Milland has come to realize through the help of Elliot and Van Ark, and through the multiple deaths that have occurred, that his rape of nature has come to bite him on the ass! In a final act of neglect avoiding the situation, Milland turns on his phonograph playing crackling ragtime records and sinks into his booze. Frogs start appearing outside the window and soon enough inside his den — a den decked out with the heads of boars, tigers and deer, animals that have died at the hands of the reckless creature-fearer/animal-hater Milland! He is tormented by these frogs and succumbs to their wrath. The shot of a large toad rotating on a spinning LP is one of the film’s most glorious images — the cycle of nature made literal.


    Unpretentious, intelligent and beautifully made, Frogs is a staple in the ecological warfare venture and it set the mold, post-The Birds, for the natural world being the featured monster. It also most certainly paved the way for animal attackers being driven by revenge as seen in later films like The Pack and Orca, rather than the more commonly featured animals and insects who are inexplicably malevolent as depicted in such treats as Rattlers, Nightwing and Jaws.


    Steven Spielberg’s massive hit, borrowing from Henric Ibsen’s Enemy of the People, Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan and Universal’s classic Creature from the Black Lagoon, may have struck a nerve with audiences everywhere, making Jaws the benchmark of all natural horror movies. But a director who really deserves a noteworthy mention in this book is a contemporary of Spielberg, someone who created two of the greatest eco-horror treats to come out of the 1970s. In my humble opinion these two movies are quite honestly just as important as that great white shark gem. The two movies are Grizzly and The Day of the Animals, and the director’s name is William Girdler.


    Girdler (who died tragically in a helicopter accident in the Philippines while on location for a film that was never finished) was a maverick filmmaker with a sharp sense of style and a keen eye for visual sumptuousness. Girdler’s eco-sensitive horror gems, possessing not only great intensity and strong narrative flow, are also made with such heart that they are easy to compare to the works of Spielberg. In the span of seven years, from 1972 through to 1978, William Girdler made nine feature films in the horror and action genres. In that same period, Spielberg directed four movies — two major box-office hits including Jaws and Close Encounters of the Third Kind, as well as the critically acclaimed The Sugarland Express starring Goldie Hawn and William Atherton and a seldom seen made-for-TV Exorcist rip-off called Something Evil, starring Sandy Dennis. An Exorcist rip-off was on the cards for Mr. Girdler also, but first a few stops occurred before we get to that clever urban entry in the cinema demonica.


    Born in Louisville, Kentucky, William Girdler started his own production company, Studio One Productions, while only in his early twenties, and his first major film effort was a gory slasher film called Three On A Meathook, which was a film loosely based on the life of serial killer Ed Gein (who also prompted Robert Bloch to pen his horror classic Psycho). Next Girdler directed three blaxploitation films. First was a vehicle for the subgenre’s regular sassy hot star Pam Grier, Sheba, Baby; second was a gritty urban thriller called The Zebra Killer and finally was the ingenious, aforementioned Exorcist rip-off that belongs both to the cinema
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