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The first time you see a movie you say, “I like it.” You’re not quite sure why. Watch it a second time. You will either like it again or not like it. If you like it again, you will start to look at why you like it. That’s where the understanding comes from. I tell you, I promise you, the fourth time you watch it, you weep. The fifth time you watch it, you’re analyzing. The sixth time, all of a sudden, you get it.

GEORGE A. ROMERO




Night of the Living Dead has been released countless times with varying lengths of preamble. To cue your copy with this book, consider the first frame of the film’s first shot as 00:00:00.
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00:00:00

EERIE HEAVY ECHO

I CAN’T IMAGINE A DEADER SHOT TO START A MOVIE about the undead, a shot more drained of life, urgency, and momentum. The black-and-white photography will carve like a knife later, but here it’s gray-and-gray, a dreary murk familiar to anyone who grew up in middle America. This shot was filmed in November 1967 on vertiginous Franklin Road outside Evans City, Pennsylvania, seven hundred miles due east—only one degree of latitude lower—from my hometown of Fairfield, Iowa.

From this shot, the two towns might as well be one: a dirt road (today paved) winding along a nondescript hill, a fungal growth of timber (today knotty woods), fence posts and telephone poles planted at apparent random, and a couple houses in the distance, the sort of dilapidated rural homes I knew so well as a kid. Lawns sun-fried and acid-burned by dog piss. The guilty dogs bony, skulking, and leashless. Vehicle carcasses besmirching driveways.

In other words, a trap—I knew it even back then. Such traps tended to relax briefly after high school graduation, your best opportunity of escape, or else you might never. Even us escapees never truly got away. Our towns ghost about in our nightmares, and the only exorcisms available are movies like this.

“It is an ordinary dusk of normal quiet and shadow.” That’s how this shot is described in Night of the Living Dead’s screenplay. It’s accurate. It’s also ugly. Given the eye and instincts of the film’s twenty-seven-year-old director, George A. Romero, I’m tempted to say the ugliness is on purpose. Actually, I’ll just say it: It’s on purpose. That it’s also the widest shot in the whole movie provides us a user manual on how to interpret the rest of the film. Night is going to begin wide in every sense of the word—broad, banal, boring—before paring down its picture of America like a butcher.

By the film’s final shot, there will be nothing left but bones.

Injecting caffeine into this oatmeal opening is a musical track. It begins with the film’s fade-in, if not a shade before. It’s really good. All the music in the movie is really good, and more surprising when you learn that it came from a can. Romero and his cohort cashed in every favor possible to shoot their flick for $60,000 and finish it at a total of $114,000 (breaking down at $14,000 for preproduction, $20,000 for actors, $60,000 for production, $20,000 for postproduction). It’s a steal for a 35mm feature even in the 1960s. Sadly, their considerable artist circle did not include a composer who happened to have their own orchestra.

The score is instead drawn from prepurchased library cues, the old-timey version of the musical stingers that come prepackaged with today’s video-editing software. Back in 1997, when editing a 16mm student film at the University of Iowa, I used library cues drawn from dozens of 33⅓ albums in nondescript yellow sleeves. There was no artifice to the track titles; they used pure description to assist the search efforts of radio producers and industrial filmmakers. But there were diamonds in all that rough; I still recall the winsome tune of a needle drop with the vapid title of “Guitar Melody.”

The song we hear over Night’s first shot is “Eerie Heavy Echo.” Thanks to Jim Cirronella’s herculean efforts in reconstructing the film’s soundtrack for a 2010 album called They Won’t Stay Dead!, we know a hell of a lot more about the film’s music than we used to. This cue, also known as L-1204 (the “L” stands for “Light”), attributed to Spencer Moore at least a decade before Night, came from the Capitol Library Services Hi-“Q” Series (which, the center label of each LP assures us, can be played using “either standard or microgroove stylus”). I use “attributed” on purpose: Some of the Capitol “composers” were the producers who owned or commissioned the cues.

Scot W. Holton, producer of the film’s first (if only partial) soundtrack release on Varèse Sarabande in 1982, notes that, if you perk up your ears (and, I’ll add, lower your standards), you’ll hear several of Night’s cues in forgotten drive-in fare like The Hideous Sun Demon (1958), Terror from the Year 5,000 (1958), and Teenagers from Outer Space (1959). Once you’re deep into this shit, hearing a Night cue in a different film sparks a similar glee to spotting an actor doing a bit part before they were famous.

“Eerie Heavy Echo” begins with eleven notes blasted in syncopation by strings and brass before trailing off into what, I admit, can only be described as an eerie heavy echo. Listened to apart from the film, the track evokes aliens with big plastic heads struggling in ungainly foam suits. Romero was arguably the first director to pair this sort of sci-fi warbling with a visual image too dull for a “Visit Evans City” postcard.

“If the boogie man had a ghetto-blaster,” Romero writes in the Varèse Sarabande liner notes, “this was the stuff he’d boogie to.”

The effect of that music plus this image is magic. It’s also a microcosm of the film writ large: mundanity tweaked just enough to be unsettling. A car appears on the dirt road at 00:01, unless you’re watching a shitty copy of the film, which you probably are, considering that Night has been released on home media over one thousand times, according to Geoff Turner, who monitors this data for his Night of the Living Tapes project. Turner tracks about $1,000 worth of Night physical media bought each month on eBay, from Blu-ray, DVD, and VHS to the esoteric formats of LaserDisc, Betamax, Video8, PC CD-ROM, Video 2000, VHD, Betacam SP, and Super 8. (As a kid, I found an 8mm copy at a local secondhand store called the Bargain Box, six 8mm reels inside a wilted box that puzzlingly featured no zombies, only crude sketches of stars like John Wayne and Bette Davis.)

As Romero scholar Adam Charles Hart writes, “Night is very possibly the most watched horror film ever made.” Which means you might not notice the car until 00:06. If that’s the case, buy a better copy. Ideally, the 2018 Criterion edition, pristinely restored by the Museum of Modern Art and the George Lucas Family Foundation.

The car in question is a brand-new two-door 1967 Pontiac LeMans, linden green in actuality with black vinyl roof and interiors. The bland vehicle fits right into the weaponized blandness of the image. The LeMans takes its sweet-ass time crawling along Franklin Road. The shot lasts thirty-six seconds, making it the single longest take in the film. It’s interminable. Brilliant, too. With “Eerie Heavy Echo” along for the ride, the LeMans’s slow progress is chilling in the way a stray dog walking toward you is chilling.

In America, few things are more ominous than an unknown car rolling your way. It very well might contain news of a death, if not death itself. No one knows this like country folk, who see vehicles approach from miles off by clouds of dirt-road dust. If one defines “country” by Hollywood standards (i.e., not L.A. or New York), Night is our most famous country blockbuster. It wasn’t made by a “system.” It was made by flesh-and-blood outsiders, an unmitigated piece of Americana.

The film is America. For better and for worse.

00:00:07 AN IMAGE TEN PRODUCTION

If you don’t notice the car at 00:00:07, that’s because the film’s first title overwhelms the screen, a white, lightly drop-shadowed, all-caps sans-serif font (the closest common font is boldface Franklin Gothic Book) that reads: AN IMAGE TEN PRODUCTION.

Image Ten produced exactly one movie. They don’t have the opening-credits recognition factor of a Miramax, Lionsgate, or Pixar. But they’re still around (more than we can say for Miramax) and are active in the licensing of their film’s title, logo, and likenesses. If you’ve bought a product with the movie’s title on it (and, boy, have I ever), followed by that little TM symbol, that’s proof of Image Ten getting their well-deserved piece of the action, and of a licensee having the respect to pay it. Which they technically don’t have to do. Long story. Keep reading.

How one gained entry into Image Ten was simple enough: You threw in $600 toward a dubious-sounding movie hatched by founding members of a Pittsburgh commercial/industrial film production house called the Latent Image (a latent image is the exposed picture on a strip of film yet to be made visible by developing fluid) and a sound recording studio called Hardman Associates. For the record, the Image Ten were Dave Clipper (attorney), Marilyn Eastman (actor), Karl Hardman (producer, actor), Richard Ricci (actor), Rudy Ricci (actor), George A. Romero (director, cowriter, editor, actor), John A. “Jack” Russo (cowriter, actor), Gary Streiner (sound engineer, actor), Russell Streiner (producer, actor), and Vincent Survinski (production director, actor). Fans are familiar with all these names except one, Dave Clipper, a true man of mystery.

Mathletes will notice this only creates a sum of $6,000. Correct—that was the film’s projected shooting budget, surprisingly naïve for young pros. Ultimately, additional investors were scrounged up at $300 per share to reach the final $114,000, but Image Ten sounded cooler than Image Thirty-Two or whatever. (The original shares are quite fancy: green bank certificates with a foil IMAGE TEN, INC. stamped in the lower left-hand corner.)

With the film’s second shot comes the second title: NIGHT OF THE LIVING DEAD. The film’s first grace note is the word night, which is presented oversize, outline only, all lowercase. This is dread by contrast: It is not, in fact, night. Our LeMans toodles away from us through daylight. Our amygdala activates as we imagine these environs after sunset. The crooked, cruciform electrical poles lording like twenty-foot skeletons, the ditches deadly tarns, the distant stone bridge a harbor of trolls.

It’s a bucolic shot, but what you’re looking at is the most disastrous title screen in motion picture history. That’s not hyperbole. Do you see what’s missing from this title? If you watch a lot of old movies, you probably do. In 1976, draconian title screen laws were relaxed, partially due to Night’s infamy, according to Dino Castelli and Sean Q. King’s documentary Chronicles of the Living Dead (2015). But in 1968, if you didn’t have a copyright notice under your title, you didn’t own the film. I’m not talking about the title here. I mean the whole fucking film.

Image Ten shot their movie under Night of the Flesh Eaters until they received a cease-and-desist letter from a lawyer whose client, Vulcan Productions, didn’t want this Pittsburgh trifle getting mixed up with Vulcan’s 1964 quickie The Flesh Eaters. Even though The Flesh Eaters, not a bad flick, is about flesh-eating sea microbes, it does include the line “the strange phenomenon which is neither living nor dead,” which at least sounds like it belongs in a zombie flick.

Not wanting to kick things off with a lawsuit, Image Ten finished their workprint under the title Night of Anubis. The latter reveals Romero’s highfalutin aspirations and sensibilities (and possibly cowriter Jack Russo’s, too, saddled as he was with a recent English degree). Anubis was the Egyptian god of the underworld—which would be news to patrons of the exploitation theater circuit. They were used to films with the kind of titles Night would end up playing alongside, most of them with the word “blood”: Blood Thirst, Bloodthirsty Butchers, Blood Beast from Outer Space, Blood Orgy of the She-Devils, Curse of the Blood Ghouls, and Mad Doctor of Blood Island.

On June 10, 1968, Image Ten made a distribution deal with a branch of the Walter Reade Organization called Continental Films, which was digging itself out of prestige-film debt with genre acquisitions like Ghidrah, the Three-Headed Monster (1964). Footage exists of the original title frame. Beneath Anubis are the words COPYRIGHT © 1968 CONTINENTAL DISTRIBUTING, INC. So far, so good.

A final title change was made: Night of the Living Dead, the brainchild of either Jack Russo or Walter Reade’s Jerry Pickman—and wow, what a great choice, startling and strong. I shudder at how much gravitas would have been lost by future Romero titles like Dawn of the Flesh Eaters, Day of Anubis, et cetera.

But a mistake was made. We’ll never know who made it. That’s for the best. When the final title change happened, the title-adding person neglected to matte in the copyright notice, that all-important encircled C. They call it a copyright bug, and it sure acted like a bug, some exotic, virulent spider that laid eggs inside the project like ticking bombs. Once those eggs hatched, everything that had gone right for Night of the Living Dead started going very wrong.

Back then, if you didn’t own the copyright of your original film, you had no power to stop Joe Schmoe from screening it, or even releasing it on their own and pocketing the profits. Which Joe Schmoes began doing, especially as the appetite for cable and video content ratcheted up in the 1980s. For Image Ten, an unmitigated disaster. But here’s where it gets tricky. For the rest of planet Earth, this disaster might—maybe, possibly, perchance—have been worth all the unfairness, all the lost millions.

As Russ Streiner said on a June 30, 2024, panel at the Days of the Dead convention in Phoenix, “All due respect to all the classic films that have been made, but when was the last time you saw a Citizen Kane T-shirt?”

If you’ve ever sat through an interview with me (sorry), you know all too well I first saw Night at age five. A five-year-old doesn’t request a 1960s horror classic; rather, it appears on a screen before him. People involved with the film have repeated an apparent truism that Night is always playing, every second, somewhere in the world. That makes it the movie equivalent to the Beatles’ “Yesterday.” If you are alive, you will encounter Night of the Living Dead. How you receive it is up to you.

It helped to have a mother who aligned to the factory specs of a Midwestern mom of three except for the caprice of loving horror movies. Upon seeing undead shamblers on the tube, my mother didn’t turn it off or shoo me from the room. She proved her deep insight into her middle child by inviting me into the experience, poking fun at the characters and their cavalcade of misfortunes.

It started there for me. Everything. My interests, my career. I have no memories any cozier, happier, or more inspiring. The world opened up from beneath a homemade quilt and atop a shag carpet.

Soon my mother invited me to watch Twilight Zone reruns with her on Fridays. Meanwhile, Night kept playing. I saw it at age seven. Age eight. Age nine. Suddenly I’m watching it more than once per year. Prior to the VHS revolution, it was the only movie I could watch with the semi-regularity of how my mom watched soaps or my younger sister, Julie, watched cartoons, and with the same breezy fragmentation, too, catching only thirty minutes here or twenty minutes there. This discontinuity surely softened the film’s impact, as did commercial breaks hawking Doublemint Gum, Diet Shasta, and Speed Stick.

It’s doubtful my spongy kid brain could have handled the film without these structural antacids; when digested whole, the movie is overwhelming, upsetting, and disorienting (even more so when you’re old enough to appreciate the trampled taboos). The shitty audiovisual quality of my first hundred or so viewings was the biggest distancing factor of all. Nothing disturbs a kid like the stark terror of adults, but the faces in those blurry airings of Night weren’t defined enough to call “stark.” Nor could I identify the guts munched by zombies (or “ghouls” as Night calls them) as anything beyond “stringy” or “sloppy.”

Once Adventureland Video opened in Fairfield in 1988, forget about it, especially with a mom willing to look the other way. After cheap VHS tapes began popping up in grocery store bargain bins, double-forget about it. My rough estimate is that I’ve seen Night of the Living Dead three hundred times.

Its hold over me is unique; I am not a guy given to fandom. When I’m finished with comic con appearances, I high-tail it from the floor. My shelves aren’t filled with pop-culture tchotchkes. I own zero Funko Pop dolls. I envy those given to fandom the same way I envy those given to religion; walking through convention aisles must set off a series of endorphin hits. The flip side, I imagine, is the anxiety of the pious. What if you don’t obtain that complete set? Will regret consume you if you don’t get that autograph?

Night is my sole exception. Without getting up from my chair I can see a Night of the Living Dead shirt, cap, poster, art prints, original painting, lunchbox, plastic cup, coffee mug, coaster, refrigerator magnets, soundtrack album, action figure, trading cards, stickers, plushie, several books, two enamel pins, five lapel pins, two board games, a framed photo of myself with George Romero, and, of course, thirteen editions of the two posthumous novels I wrote with him, The Living Dead (2020) and Pay the Piper (2024). (I nearly counted my Zyrtec and Flonase, both of which share Image Ten’s signature green.)

What do I gain from throwing money at this stuff? The fact that Image Ten is making some long-delayed profit is nice, but I’m not that altruistic. It also has nothing to do with signaling to strangers a common enthusiasm. I’m as unlikely to wear a Night shirt to a geeky gathering as I am to put a political bumper sticker on my vehicle. I prefer to ninja my way through public settings.

It’s just “merch,” and I’m afloat in it. When I look at all this stuff, I’m reminded of how I felt when hiding my childhood blankies (Blankie and Zankie) when friends came over, a powerful mix of adoration and shame. The moment I folded Blankie and Zankie like the Stars and Stripes and placed them in a storage room remains palpable to me, on par with the death of loved ones. I know how that sounds, but it felt like saying goodbye to something much bigger.

Blankies, my mother, Night of the Living Dead—proxies of safety, happiness, contentment. I wonder if having all these Night products around is a substitute for photos of my dead loved ones, which might be too much to take. Night, on the other hand, gets just close enough.

00:00:59 CEMETERY ENTRANCE

Let’s get our LeMans to its destination. The car drives off under the screenwriting credit, then comes back toward us under more credits. At 00:01:04, we get our first sound effect: tires on pavement. The real world is beginning to bleed through the eerie, heavy echo, telling us, in film language, that the spectral and the everyday are set to collide.

Two shots later, we come to the famous turnoff. Again the LeMans heads toward us only to make a hairpin turn up a steep, slender dirt road that leads into what look like woods. Given how slow the film’s first ninety seconds have been, this is downright gripping. The car has abandoned its Sunday-style meandering to make a distinct choice. We’re officially off the beaten path.

The camera punches forward to give us a closer look at the LeMans’s climb. It’s the first shot of Night I’d call iconic. It’s the sort of shot people who “have an eye” for photography can frame by instinct, a geometric conflux of slanting lines, weights and counterweights, and lights and darks, all of which draw the eye to the diamond-shaped road sign reading: CEMETERY ENTRANCE.

That’s sinister enough, but the state of the sign is more ominous still, and Romero gives us thirteen seconds to absorb it. It looks splattered with globs of mud. But how could mud end up that high? Look closer. It’s bullet holes. If you’ve spent time on American interstates, you’ve seen plenty of road signs shot to hell. Usually the victims are random signs touting off-ramp BPs and Wendy’s. Sometimes, though, the bullets have a purpose. There’s an unforgettable photo out there of a Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Expressway sign marred by forty or fifty bullet holes. These are threats from pissants with guns. Our country is packed with both.

The bullet holes warn us the LeMans is heading into a contested space. Of course it is. The living are here, above ground, driving overlarge sedans; the dead are below, melting to goo inside caskets at best, returning to life at worst. Any cemetery is a DMZ as edgy as the Thirty-Eighth Parallel, where we toe up to rectangles of turf to enact rituals that may or may not match what the buried parties wanted, or still want. The sign below CEMETERY ENTRANCE, legible only on the best copies of Night, reads NO PARKING PRIVATE DRIVE. Private to whom? The dead, I’d like to think.

At last we’re in the boneyard. The trail elevated us; the woodsy horizon is below. The cemetery is, in a word, unimpressive. Rutted dirt path, sporadic pines, patchy grass, a hodgepodge hundred or so grave markers. The LeMans chugs down the path. It knows where it’s going.

Over the film’s eighth shot comes the final opening credit: DIRECTED BY GEORGE A. ROMERO. No shot Romero ever directed means more to me. As a kid, I knew movies began with lists of names, but this was the first time I wondered about one of them. The shot pans left to right to follow the LeMans, the first delicate camera move of the film, and it tells us there is an author here, a hand behind the camera. There’s a pointed difference between the “George A. Romero” named here and the “George Romero” of his screenwriting co-credit. He’s giving this credit the gravity of a middle initial, goddamn it.

The shot is foregrounded by one of those mini American flags people jab in the graves of veterans. It’s close enough to the camera to be out of focus, and flutters leftward in opposition to the car’s trajectory. For a single electrifying instant, precisely two minutes into the film, the LeMans disappears behind the flag. A magic trick, all humans erased from the planet. This is, in fact, the message behind Romero’s six-film zombie cycle: Night of the Living Dead (1968), Dawn of the Dead (1978), Day of the Dead (1985), Land of the Dead (2005), Diary of the Dead (2007), and Survival of the Dead (2009). In short, the erasing of people and what that might mean for the world. (Spoiler: It’s a good thing.)

It’s gobsmackingly prescient for Romero to introduce himself by transposing his name over the flag. It’s on par with the great ironic uses of the American flag in art, from Captain America’s helmet in Easy Rider to album covers like Ice Cube’s Death Certificate and NOFX’s The War on Errorism. From this point onward, Romero’s work will be about how America cloaks its hypocrisies and inadequacies in the good old (blood) red, (bone) white, and (corpse) blue.

The next shot is forgettable, a six-second piece of adhesive material as the car pulls to a halt. I love it for its flaw: The bottom left corner of the frame is clipped by black. It’s part of the camera lens hood, a doohickey used to stop sunlight from making lens flares. Back in ye olde days of shooting on film, these adjustable flanges were common gremlins in student and low-budget cinema. I find this flaw moving, in the same way blurry, off-guard snapshots of loved ones are moving. And there are countless more flaws to come.

You find the humanity of creators in their imperfections.




00:02:11

THE DAY THE TIME CHANGES

ONE OF THE BEST TOO-WEIRD-TO-BE-TRUE STORIES about Night is that Romero asked Betty Aberlin to star as Barbra. You won’t recognize the name, but if you’re old enough, you’ll recognize her namesake role: Lady Aberlin, the principal character of the Neighborhood of Make-Believe that was the best part of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. Aberlin was gentle and unintimidatingly pretty, and because she often comforted a little puppet named Daniel Striped Tiger, I—another Daniel—felt mothered by extension.

It’s a shorter road than you’d think from Mr. Rogers’s synthetic suburban street to Night’s isolated farmhouse. Per Tom Fallows’s deep-dive into Romero’s business dealings, George A. Romero’s Independent Cinema (2022), the twenty-two-year-old Romero got a job at local WQED-TV heading up a series of films on “how to entertain youngsters in Pittsburgh.” This segued into work on the “Picture, Picture” segments of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood, also shot at WQED. (Fellow Pittsburgher Michael Keaton would also work on “Picture, Picture.”)

Among Romero’s contributions were “How Lightbulbs Are Made,” “Things That Feel Soft,” and the eleven-minute opus “Let’s Talk about Going to the Hospital,” in which Mr. Rogers gets a tonsillectomy. Romero often joked it was the scariest thing he ever made. He wasn’t totally wrong. There’s an eeriness to Mr. Rogers’s dreamy narration as he’s given anesthetic gas (“And he showed me this mask and said, ‘Why don’t you try it on?’”).

Romero liked to speak of his Mr. Rogers work as a pre-Night origin story, though in truth the timeline doesn’t jibe. According to archival WQED papers, “Hospital” aired in either 1970 or 1971. Romero shot the segment after the release of Night. I actually prefer this version, as it illustrates how un-rich and un-famous the film made Image Ten; Romero had another decade of gig work still ahead of him. But I can’t blame Romero for perpetuating the tale. One, it was a long time ago, and two, hey, it’s a better story.

None of this means the story’s punch line isn’t true. Fred Rogers took Romero aside and politely (I mean, of course) asked Romero not to cast the costar of his children’s program in his movie about flesh-eaters. Perhaps a more arrogant auteur would have said “Fuck you, Mr. Rogers!” but George was a go-along-get-along sort of dude.

Judith O’Dea was cast instead. Like everyone else in the movie, she was an unknown, unless you were an obsessive of Pittsburgh musical theater. She debuted in a local production of the musical Leave It to Jane at age fifteen (along with her future costar Russ Streiner), and worked as a traffic and weather reporter for WJAS Radio (using the name “Dawn O’Day,” which predicted the titles of Romero’s next two zombie films). At twenty-two she moved to L.A. to pursue acting, and indeed scored a commercial for Olympia Beer. Shortly after the move, she was called back to Pittsburgh by producer and costar Karl Hardman to audition for his odd little fright flick.

O’Dea then returned to the Golden State, where she continued to be involved in theater. She married the appropriately named Peter Younghusband and ended up at Hughes Aircraft teaching execs how to do oral presentations. O’Dea was pretty. But this was the era of the Elizabeth Taylor and Brigitte Bardot bombshell. The chip in O’Dea’s front tooth alone limited her Hollywood potential. Then there was the question of screen appeal. Of the six major cast members in Night, O’Dea often takes the critical brunt. I don’t agree—I think she’s perfect as Barb—but I concede I don’t watch her and think “she could have been a superstar,” which is something I do think every time her costar Duane Jones is on-screen. Though O’Dea has appeared in many stage productions since Night, her sole major film credit is a bit part in the 1978 TV movie The Pirate, in which she melts down in a very Barbra-like way.

O’Dea—a.k.a. Barbra—is introduced at 00:02:11, just as “Eerie Heavy Echo” fades out and the LeMans pulls to a halt right where the camera can look through the open passenger window. As the first human we see, there’s a lot riding on Barbra. She needs to grab our attention. Instantly, she does the opposite, the character equivalent of the film’s opening shot—bland and uninvolving. By now we understand this is intentional. A pattern is being established. It’s a ballsy move, boring us on purpose, but it’s going to pay off like gangbusters.

Barbra’s vacuousness is epitomized by her hairstyle, a smooth, hot-rollered flip parted down the middle, a pair of blonde parentheses framing nothing. (O’Dea kept the “band fall” wig that created this look, until it was lost in a move.) Barb’s eyes have the fuzzy focus I associate with shallow thinkers, and the first words out of her mouth, the first piece of dialogue in the film, enunciated in O’Dea’s patrician accent, are the kind spoken by people constitutionally incapable of allowing conversational gaps.

“They ought to make the day the time changes the first day of summer.”

I mean, what? If I was in that car, I’d groan. Now I have to discuss daylight saving time? The man behind the wheel responds in kind: “What?” Barbra flashes a perky smile that’s grating after so long a ride: “Well, it’s eight o’clock and it’s still light.” Like, I don’t even know what she’s saying. It’s mindless chatter.

It does help establish stuff, though. Daylight saving in 1967, the year the film was shot, landed on Sunday, April 30. So that’s the day the movie takes place. Or as Barbra (and the film’s title) prefers it, the night. Eight o’clock p.m., Sunday, April 30, 1967—even documentaries rarely get so specific.

On a broader scale, 1967 sweltered with American tumult. The United States was in its third year of the Vietnam War and on pace to lose over eleven thousand soldiers in that calendar year alone. Martin Luther King Jr. was preaching nonviolence even as the streets were ablaze with race riots and antiwar demonstrations.

When Barbra arrives at the cemetery in her sleeveless dress, making small talk about the time change, this is the world she lives in, one of fire and fury and murder, all of it blocked from view, by her hairdo, by the LeMans windshield, by everything. We ought to view the “time change” Barbra mentions through the prism Bob Dylan introduced four years earlier. The times—that’s what were a-changin’. Romero injected the plasma of these changes straight into the veins of Night of the Living Dead, whether he was aware of it or not.

00:02:21 WE STILL REMEMBER

Then there’s Johnny. After nearly two and a half minutes of film, during which we’ve seen not as much as a single other car, Johnny is the spark plug we’ve been waiting for. In fact, in the first shot of the siblings, Barbra is a little soft. The person the lens is focused on is good old Johnny.

Johnny is a paragon of what today I might call “the angry nerd.” White, slender, slicked hair, ostentatious glasses, ridiculous leather driving gloves, radiating a foppish intelligence, but with a cruel curve to his lips. An old Latent Image press binder containing cast breakdowns describes Johnny as “Early 20’s. Barbara’s brother. Pleasant, informed, interested in girls and cars.” I buy the latter two descriptors, anyway.

Johnny’s played by Russell Streiner, who cofounded both the Latent Image and Image Ten (as well as Theatre Service Corporation, a short-lived company that made commercials for drive-ins). As of this writing, at age eighty-five, Streiner remains Night’s standard bearer, defender, and living memory. Like everyone in the film, he is perfectly cast. So perfectly cast that it’s a relief to see him in behind-the-scenes photos holding clapboards and light meters. He looks perfectly nice—and is, in fact, legendarily convivial in real life. Quite the opposite of Johnny.

A quick word here on spellings. The script calls the character “John,” and the closing credits don’t award the character with a name at all. Over time, “Johnny” has won out over “Johnnie” or “Jonny” or even the “Johneee!” that appears in the script when Barbra whines. “Barbra,” meanwhile, is even more tangled. In the script, it’s “Barbara,” but the closing credits (authored by Russ Streiner!) misspell it as “Barbra,” another lovable error. The spelling elevates O’Dea’s would-be heroine into rarefied air, with Streisand as the only other “Barbra” of note.

Barbra’s peppy attitude is parried by Johnny’s sour one and we swiftly learn why: “You know, we’ve still got a three-hour drive back. We’re not going to be home until after midnight.” It’s 1967; one assumes Barbra can’t drive and her brother was guilted into the job. That’s six hours in a car with a brother who can’t stop griping (“You think I want to blow Sunday on a scene like this?” he asks) and a sister giving herself an ulcer trying to keep things civil. Shortly, Johnny will ask if there’s any candy left and we know why there isn’t: The self-centered sonofabitch ate it all.

Finally, we get to the meat of it. Dialogue tells us that Barb and John have come to put a memorial on their father’s grave at the behest of their mother, who lives in Pittsburgh. It’s worthy to note that “three hours” (or “two hundred miles,” as Johnny will soon specify) is not very close to Pittsburgh! In that time, you could make it to Cleveland, Charlottesville, D.C., Erie, or Buffalo. If they are still in Pennsylvania, they are either in the Appalachians (I don’t see any mountains) or, more likely, the rolling hills of what is called the Allegheny Plateau.

In the script, Johnny identifies their location as Parkville. There is a Parkville, Pennsylvania, though it’s way the hell out east, near Baltimore. To add confusion, the film later identifies the area as Butler County, a half hour’s drive north of Pittsburgh (where Evans City is actually located). None of this really matters except as excuse for me to say the following. We are nowhere. We are everywhere. Fitting for the beginning of civilization’s end.

Wherever we are, dialogue will soon confirm the siblings grew up here. Johnny has a chip on his shoulder about it; I identify with that. Barbra, though, looks yearnful. There’s a deer-meets-headlights quality to Barb that tells me Pittsburgh is too much city for her. Part of her wants to move back here. She has no idea that, in fact, she’ll never leave.

I wonder how this setup resonated with the biggest Night of the Living Dead fan I knew as a kid: my mom. Susan Laura Kraus (née Jeffrey) grew up in Chicago. In 1980, when she was twenty-seven and I was four, she moved with her young family to Fairfield, Iowa, a town best known for the Maharishi International University, an untraditional college grounded in transcendental meditation that would eventually attract such disciples as David Lynch and Jim Carrey. When I was a kid, it wasn’t unusual to hear of S. E. Hinton–style teen rumbles between the “roos” (slang for “gurus”) and the “townies” (the rest of us hillbillies).

My mom died at age fifty-two, and years later, my older sister, Jenny, while working on a family history, turned to Susan’s childhood friends to understand her thoughts on leaving the city. Susan, she learned, idealized country life and had been excited about the move. So both Susan and Barbra got what they wanted. But what you want is never exactly what you need, is it? In a sense, Susan and Barbra were driven out to rural communities and plunked into houses inside which they would have to survive.

Johnny wants to move the grave to Pittsburgh. This upsets Barbra. Naturally: Disinterring a loved one is a reliably upsetting notion. The funeral industry’s night-club-magician sleight of hand, the embalming, the pricey casket, the plot, the stone, the ceremony, the suits and dresses, the pleasant music, the handshakes and hugs—all of it crumbles like soil when the casket comes back up. What’s left? Body decomp and the awareness that nothing you did (and paid out the wazoo for) made any difference in the end.

Johnny lifts a plastic cross, festooned with plastic flowers, from the back seat. (If you squint, you’ll find Romero and his camera reflected in chrome beside the driver-side window.) Johnny mocks the cross. It says WE STILL REMEMBER but he insists he doesn’t. This renunciation of familial respect is jarring. Sure, people had such conversations in 1967, but not on-screen. If first-time watchers were bored by the car ride, now they’re sitting at attention. Death isn’t being handled with kid gloves, or even leather driving gloves. Johnny has taken them off.

00:03:04 A TECHNICAL PROBLEM

Barbra ends the grousing by rolling up her window and getting out. Johnny follows suit but is distracted by a radio squelch. This always strikes me as odd. I’m pretty sure radios in old cars don’t play when keys are out of the ignitions.

In any case, a broadcaster with a stiff transatlantic accent (the voice of costar Karl Hardman) apologizes to listeners for going off-air “due to a technical problem.” Johnny shrugs and turns off the (already-off) radio. While not intrinsically creepy, a library-cue sting by William Loose and Jack Cookerly entitled “Night Suspense (JB-33)” begs to differ. A minor-key clarinet scores Johnny, grave ornament in hand, as he catches up to Barbra: “There’s nothing wrong with the radio. Must’ve been the station.” Our first hint of sci-fi, and one Romero would work hard to scrub away in his five subsequent zombie films.

It’s our first full view of the siblings. Johnny’s in a dark suit (blue in reality) with a loud paisley tie, both of which flop as carelessly as his hairdo. The dork’s got Flair markers in his shirt pocket. In a commentary track recorded at the Hardman-Eastman facility in Pittsburgh for the 1994 Elite Entertainment 25th Anniversary Collector’s Edition LaserDisc (the first release licensed by Image Ten, as well as the first restoration), O’Dea states with authority that Johnny’s an engineer. All right. (The gang got an $8,000 advance and 40 percent of receipts for the Elite LaserDisc, but ran into a roadblock that Elite’s Vini Bancalari (also known to fans as Zombie Feasting on Fisher’s Dead Body in Day of the Dead), warned them about in a circa-1995 letter: “The recent announcement of a new ‘optical disc’ format, DVD (digital video disc), has really caused many buyers to hold back a bit in their buying.” Image Ten’s luck in a nutshell.)

Barbra, by contrast, is not an engineer. I’ll eat my hat if she’s employed at all. She’s buckled and belted into a tailored poplin raincoat of straitjacket snugness, and she pulls it even snugger, a physicalization of her dutiful, repressed, literally buttoned-up character.

Look at the siblings’ left hands. Wedding bands, both of them. This surprised me when I noticed it. Because Barbra and Johnny exist out of time (we never learn anything about them), I always imagined them both as single. But this was 1967. If you weren’t married by age thirty, folks might assume you were living an alternative lifestyle. Johnny I sort of get; I imagine him driving some poor wife to popping pills. Barbra, though, seems like the sort who wouldn’t shut up about her husband, taking everything he said as gospel. That she doesn’t mention him once in Night makes me entertain darker options. He’s dead and grief has turned Barb into the nervous wreck we see. Or he’s an abuser, and that’s why she enlisted asshole Johnny today, anything to get away from the monster waiting for her back home.

The forty-acre Evans City Cemetery sits in the southwest corner of Jackson Township in Butler County. Right behind the siblings is the cemetery’s only building, a little brick chapel. We glimpsed a reflection of it earlier in Barbra’s car window, meaning there’s no spatial cheating here; everything in reality is where it is in the film. The white panels over the chapel’s windows could be shutters, but I think they are boards, indications the chapel was being used to store gardening gear in 1967. Night’s crew used it for craft services.

It makes sense, then, that the 1923 building was scheduled for demolition in 2011 until Night sound engineer Gary Streiner (Russ’s younger brother, who joined the Latent Image while still in college) raised fifty grand in a Fix the Chapel fundraiser (and then, along with several others, got a tattoo of the chapel). With assistance from Pittsburgh engineer Don Gilmore, the chapel received a new foundation, roof, columned porch, and was bestowed with historical status—all of which helped shift Evans City’s perspective on the film that, until then, some locals had scorned. Today you can even get married in the chapel, if necropolis nuptials appeal to you. A photo from the 2014 Living Dead Festival shows nearly all surviving cast and crew on the chapel’s new porch, including Judith O’Dea and Russell Streiner. Yes, Barb and Johnny drove all the way back out there, hopefully with a working radio this time.

The duo spends thirty-five seconds searching for their dad’s grave and bickering. The fact that most genre films center on romantic couples makes Night’s sibling relationship fresh and increased my investment as a child. I didn’t care about romance, but sibling rivalries? I had two sisters, and my feeling was that my older one, Jenny, got all the trust and privileges while my younger one, Julie, was the coddled baby. There’s truth to this appraisal, but it’s also true I, in what felt like caged frustration, was a jerk to both of them. Jenny deflected me with enervating ease. Julie, though, didn’t have the tools. Her peaceful play filled me with jealousy; I felt none of that peace. The energy I devoted to snuffing her joy remains one of my life’s most stinging regrets.

In other words, I was Johnny.

I’m not being metaphorical. Let me explain.

On March 16, 1991, when I was fifteen, my dad, a southern Illinois farm boy who moved to Iowa to work in soil conservation, inexplicably came home with a camcorder. (Perhaps not so inexplicably: The day before, our dog, Penny, had run away and gotten killed by a car, an incident I, probably unfairly, blamed on my dad. The camera might have been an apology.) The camcorder wasn’t VHS, Super VHS, Betamax, or Hi8, but the extremely weird format of mini-VHS. To watch what you shot, you popped a blocky little tape into a VHS-shaped holster before inserting it into a VCR. So, like VHS, but even shittier.

My family toyed with it for a bit, but soon I established squatter’s rights. Over the next five years, I spent much of my free time directing a series of increasingly ambitious movies. To wit, my first outing, Kat Killer (shot on May 17, 1991, in unedited sequence, as I had no editing equipment) was five minutes long, while my magnum opus, shot in 1993–1994, The Godfathers, Part Two, was a soul-crushing two hours and forty minutes. I made these under the cringey moniker “Danman Productions” and aired them on a fledgling public access station broadcasted from the local library with all the pomp and circumstance of a teen employee pressing play on a VCR.

My siblings and friends became an adolescent Image Ten, everyone contributing (poorly but enthusiastically) in front of and behind the camera. If Jami was being stabbed, Julie was mixing the blood he’d spew. If Julie was being decapitated by hedge clippers, Shad was cueing her when to start screaming. Our budgets were less than Night’s original $6,000 (typically they were $0), but as we progressed, I began shelling out for props and music.

Once I was too broke to buy a cassette tape I wanted for soundtrack music and told Joe (my most frequent leading man and, perversely, our worst actor) that if he bought it for me, I’d thank him if I ever won an Oscar. The wild thing is, a quarter-century later, a story idea I had as a kid evolved into the Oscar-winning The Shape of Water. Sadly for Joe, it didn’t earn me a turn at the Dolby Theatre stage mic. (Though I did get to see, in person, George Romero’s picture come up in the Oscars’ “In Memoriam” section, as Eddie Vedder crooned through Tom Petty’s “Room at the Top.”)

One of my Danman Productions was Night of the Living Dead. It wasn’t the only remake in my adolescent oeuvre; I had previously shot mini-versions of Misery and The Blob. It shouldn’t surprise you that my version of Night remains the most watchable Danman Production. When my English teacher, Mr. Slechta, showed it in class, the applause was genuine. Love drips off every auto-focus shot. The fact that it’s only ten minutes long makes what I chose to include from Romero’s film revealing.

Shot on August 8, 1991—two weeks after another rewatch of Image Ten’s Night—my version begins with me as Johnny and sister Julie as Barbra. Siblings playing siblings. Instead of Evans City Cemetery, we’re in our backyard beside a grave marker made from two nailed-together sticks. This “grave” sits between a hay bale my dad used for bowhunting practice and a random cinder block. We’re both wearing shorts. This was practically law in Danman Productions: Everyone must wear shorts. I’ve got chicken legs. I’m wearing a T-shirt from the school tennis team. But just like Russ Streiner, I complain about the long drive.

Several seconds later, my character dies on the grass (right alongside the clearly visible script). I often cast myself as the first character to die; it got me back behind the camera where I belonged. But I like to think there’s a little more here going on. As Daniel, I was a jerk to Julie, and as Johnny, I paid for it.

I didn’t come to my jackass style of moviemaking out of nowhere. Image Ten was to blame. They instilled within me a profound, lifelong affection for indie filmmaking. I’m not talking about “indie film” as applied to, say, Pulp Fiction ($8.5 million budget). I’m talking the real stuff. The shooting-on-nights-and-weekends stuff. The we-might-all-die-if-this-special-effect-goes-wrong stuff. I’m talking Equinox ($8,000), The Battery ($6,000), Black Devil Doll from Hell ($10,000), and Bone Sickness ($4,000).

The importance of art like this grows by the day. In a world where AI and CGI create seamless visual media, seeing those seams right where fallible human hands put them is everything—it’s proof of intent, of passion, of life itself.

No-budget filmmaking is an especially American folly-slash-miracle, the dreams of the anonymous cauldroned in backyards and basements in hopes of acknowledgment. Of what? That their designs matter. That they matter. Much of this cinema falls into the horror genre, for horror is our equalizer. Cancer, car crashes, school shootings, they pluck us out at random. Horror fiction cancels out our IOUs of existential dread. That must be why I write it. Especially when you consider what a nervous, fearful child I was.

Conversely, the emotion generated by no-budget horror is rarely terror. It’s joy. Delight. Admiration and love. Every cruddy prosthetic (Night has several) and substandard effect reveal our dreams to one another. It doesn’t matter if it’s Steven Spielberg and Tobe Hooper building extravagant Poltergeist effects on an MGM soundstage, Image Ten splattering chocolate-syrup blood in Pittsburgh, or Danman Productions doing god knows what in Iowa.

Call it Don Quixote Disease. Or just call it the American spirit. It’s not the finished product that matters, it’s the chase of it. Night of the Living Dead is a literal and symbolic chase all the way through, and that’s why I love it.

00:04:07 CHURCH WAS THIS MORNING

At last, Barbra spots her father’s grave and the siblings approach a low, wedge-shaped headstone. We can’t see the engraved names, but if you visit Evans City Cemetery, you’ll find the stone marks the resting place of Grace and George Cole. We would be within our imaginative rights to call Grace and George the mother and father of Barbra and Johnny. Barbra Cole? Johnny Cole? I like the sound of it. (Anyway, it’s better than “Ozarowski,” as suggested by the unofficial and not-too-good comic book spinoff Rise.)

The larger stone next to it—tarnished today from all the fans who touch it—belongs to Samuel Q. Blair, 1836–1909, who, as it happens, served as a first sergeant on Little Round Top at Gettysburg. (That’s not even Night’s closest Civil War connection: zombie extra Colin Fitch was the great-great-grandson of Union general William Tecumseh Sherman.) There’s a tall tree next to the Cole stone in this shot, but it’s gone now, a victim of the so-called Beaver Falls Tornado of May 31, 1985, part of “a twilight filled with terror,” The Pittsburgh Press reported, that “ripped clothes off people’s backs, killed at least 46, and injured hundreds in at least 11 Pennsylvanian counties.” The F4 twister that hit Evans City knocked down tons of cemetery trees and, according to Jack Russo, pulled two hundred bodies out of the ground. (Pretty much everyone else disputes this.)

The post-tornado photos are most easily viewed in The Farmhouse Seven, a peculiar coffee-table book self-published by Jeff Moreno in 2022. I’m tempted to discount this text for both its shoddy grammar and the fact that it’s plastered throughout with roughly seventy celebrity quotes Moreno apparently obtained at fan conventions—and rather comically, over half these celebs, from Anthony Michael Hall to the Soup Nazi, admit to never having seen Night! Yet the book is rich in arcana, and due to the contributions of Richard Ricci and Judith O’Dea, must be contemplated.

Farmhouse Seven’s cemetery pictures are insane, with headstones rolled like dice, trees spilled like toothpicks, and caskets exposed by collapsed mausoleum walls. When trees that big fall, their root systems can upchuck almost anything. In 2024, Pennsylvania Cable Network released The Living Dead Reunion, a documentary on the film’s fifty-fifth anniversary, in which Romero historian Lawrence DeVincentz walks viewers through the film’s cemetery scene versus how the joint looks today. All the trees that aren’t there is shocking.

Anyway, it’s a lovely shot, the two stones creating negative spaces that Barb and John perfectly fill. Each hides their discomfort in a specific way. Barbra, in another smart bit of business by O’Dea, toys with the leaves of a dangling branch. Johnny kneels to stab the plastic cross into the grave. He remains brash, but brashness in a graveyard is bluster. You can’t be surrounded by that many dead bodies and sustain a belief that you’re special. The dead will wait you out. They’ll get you. Johnny has no idea how soon.

The bluff he chooses is sarcasm about the plastic cross. “Yeah, a little spit and polish, [the caretaker] can clean this up, sell it next year. Wonder how many times we bought the same one.” Another clever joke; Barbra has no hope of keeping up with her brother. To some viewers, that makes her a simp, but it makes me like her all the more.

Johnny steps to the side and so begins Night’s first immortal sequence. It’s like a switch gets thrown, like the wire prongs of the plastic cross have plugged into a spectral outlet. Suddenly, the foregrounded Johnny pops so crisply that the cemetery looks like Old-Hollywood rear projection. The audio choices are similarly stunning. Aside from a twitchy reproach from Johnny (“Hey, come on, Barb, church was this morning, huh?”), there’s suddenly no dialogue. Romero instead lays a bed of sound effects: a breathy wind, the grumble of a developing storm. The moment feels like a storm, queasy and anticipatory, the world gone thin enough for something otherworldly to soak through.

It goes on like this for forty seconds, an eternity of screen time. That’s ten seconds longer than the camera lingers on Michael Corleone’s face before he plugs Sollozzo. All the action is at the grave with Barbra, yet Romero affixes us to Johnny so we can sense his loosening grip on a situation he’s tried to keep at ironic arm’s length.

Abruptly there’s a jump cut, probably because Romero couldn’t match the shots in editing, but maybe, just maybe, to disrupt a film that thus far has been naturalistic. It steals a breath from your lungs: One frame, Johnny’s looking down to the right, and the next, he’s looking up to the left, and we’ve punched into a close-up, Johnny’s face saturated in white light, a nuclear blast or alien landing, we assume, until our brain registers the thunderclap.

It’s lightning. But from where? It’s odd enough to be a dream sequence, except this dream will last for the remainder of the film. For the remainder of all Romero’s zombie films. The first two sequels, Dawn of the Dead
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