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A Note from the Authors

Paul Downey

THE wind was howling against my bedroom window, on the 24th December 1998 as I was channel hopping between our five terrestrial channels in search of something to watch. Christmas Eve always brings along festive favourites such as Home Alone, Gremlins and National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation, but on this night, I would be introduced to something completely different. It was around 9:30 pm and I switched over to Channel 4. It was at the point in a film where a group of teenage girls were receiving harassing phone calls. The noises that came down that phone didn’t sound human, until the voice changed and said bluntly, “I’m going to kill you”.

At that point, a chill ran down my spine. The delivery of this line with such chilling conviction was something I’d never heard before. Who was this person? Why did they want to kill that girl? I needed to watch the rest of the film to find out. We didn’t have a TV guide (surprising, I know, around Christmas too), so I had to wait until the closing credits to find out the name of this chilling film; it was called Black Christmas.

Not since around the age of 7 years old had I been so affected by a film. This was the age when I accidentally saw a VHS recording of Halloween, and my obsession with horror began. For a couple of years afterwards, I always wondered about Black Christmas, as it felt like I’d never see it again. As if Channel 4 got their knuckles wrapped for putting on something so scary. Whilst in my third year of college three years later I was accumulating a decent amount of disposable income from a part-time job and started to build a collection of DVDs - mainly horror of course. I was also in the final year of A-Levels in Film and Media Studies, and thus was accumulating knowledge on film making and separating the great from the indifferent.

At the time, we had a store in my hometown called Music Mania, which did discount deals on DVD’s, and it was here that I stumbled upon Black Christmas again. I couldn’t believe my eyes and had to double-take before grabbing it off the shelf and rushing to the till to buy it before someone else did. I’m sure no one else in the store understood the joy I felt knowing I could finally watch this film that completely terrified me once again. It was this second watch and the many more after that really gave me the passion and appreciation for Bob Clark and this little Canadian horror film. Even more surprising was joining the dots to see that the same director also created Porky’s, one of the classic raunchy comedies of the 1980s as well as Billy.

This book is a labour of love for both myself and co-author David Hastings, who also understands the importance of Black Christmas as one of the first slasher films, and one of the greatest horror films put to screen. We hope you find some stories you’ve never heard of before and gain a better understanding of a true horror classic.



Dave Hastings

I first encountered Black Christmas in the late nineties, first when Channel 4 screened it over the festive period and then again when it was subsequently released as a special edition DVD in 2003. Being a kid in the UK, and a horror fan at that had been tough since the 80s, with these sorts of films being hidden away on the shelves in video stores for our own wellbeing. Yet the controversial video nasties had long since cast a stigma over us fans and these films we so dearly loved.

At the end of the day, horror movies to me were escapism, just as much as Arnie was when bloodily blowing up the bad guys, so I was always frustrated by these double standards in regard to o-n screen violence. Instead, we horror fans and the films we wanted to see were seen as a difficult and freakish set of commodities. Black Christmas, with its extreme expletives and sinister vibe, was naturally one of these titles left in the shadows for years in the UK, with the odd few being lucky enough to track down a worn-out copy as part of a Sunday morning car boot sale.

Sadly, I wasn’t one of those lucky ones. After years of searching for this fabled slasher film I’d heard so much about (primarily from John Carpenter and associations through my love of Halloween), I was over the moon when I finally got my chance to rewatch it. I remember sitting down in my bedroom, firing up the TV and getting ready to see again what I’d heard so much about, with my own eyes. And my goodness it was more than I could ever have imagined!

Right from the start, I was captivated once more, as we heard the joyful Christmas Carols in the distance, juxtaposed against the ominous eerie score and heavy breathing of someone who clearly doesn’t fit into this facade of colourful lights, snow and genuine yuletide celebrations. The shocks and suspense just kept building too, with those horrendous and extreme phone calls, a tapestry of mythology building outside the main plot (the murder of the little girl in the park), all ratcheting up the tension towards a terrifying finale, with only the littlest of peeks at the antagonistic yet unseen - Billy, as his psychotic eye stared at us from behind a door, forever scorching itself into horror history!

Yet this was the film’s beauty, and Bob Clarke’s genius; an extraordinary cocktail of the most wonderful time of the year mixed with the most hideous of evil, amplified by an overall sense of deep, sinister foreboding. From the young ladies, who despite their flaws, still long for comfort and joy; to those infamous phone calls, which even today, are still as chilling as they would have been in 1974. And Billy, one of cinema’s most infamous icons of horror, is equally on par with the likes of Michael Myers, Freddy, Pinhead and Jason.

Despite all of these wonderful attributes, the most disappointing aspect of Black Christmas is the lack of definitive material on the film, despite some well-intended and marvellous avenues, all with great merit. There has been a strong lack of attention and academic interest towards the film, as well as a lack of comprehensive insight into the making of the film; the stories from behind the scenes as well as understanding the lasting legacy the film has had on fans and other celebrated filmmakers, all of which have been afforded to other franchise counterparts. So, when Paul asked me to help him write this book, I jumped at the chance, because it deserves the attention just as much as Carpenter’s Halloween has over the years, and all in one place for accessibility.
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Clare in the attic window -

We have scoured and trawled as far and wide as we can to try and present as comprehensive a book as we can here. As definitive of a database, we can provide, based on our own resources as well as battling against the ravages of time. I hope you will enjoy what we have been able to put together here, as it was done with a great passion and love for the original material.

So, like me, late on every Christmas Eve as tradition dictates now, I hope you will sit back, pour a glass of blood-red coloured wine and indulge yourself, as we take a trip back to that infamous sorority house, its residents and an unseen killer within, all of whom made an indelible mark on the genre - one that only now in recent years, is being given the recognition it so dearly deserves.
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The infamous wreath artwork for Black Christmas (1974)




Foreword

Dan Duffin - Webmaster of Itsmebilly.com

I was incredibly honoured when the Bloody Flicks team reached out to me around a year ago about the possibility of writing the foreword for this book. At that time, I wasn’t sure what I would be able to say after so many years, but my friend and editor Paul Downey made a comment that left an impression on me - “You’ll always be Mr. Black Christmas to us”.

Wow, it has really been around 20 years since I first launched the Itsmebilly. com website. At that time, Black Christmas was a cult classic horror movie known by very few and even the most ardent of horror fans had somehow missed it. Over the next 10 years, the movie really gained recognition and I heard from many fans around the globe. The movie caught up a lot of ground on Halloween in those years. I managed to meet almost the entire cast and crew of both the 1974 and the 2006 movies. I spent part of my honeymoon in the 1974 Black Christmas House, and for a period of time, I looked after the 35mm prints in my office here in Toronto. I guess I was Mr Black Christmas after all.

The real Mr Black Christmas was of course Bob Clark. A creative genius and a true hero of mine. I introduced myself to him on many occasions, and he eventually knew me by name. It’s so sad that we lost him the way we did, I cried when I heard the news. I think it’s also important to remember Roy Moore here, the original writer under the title; The Babysitter Murders. I managed to get to know Roy’s friends and family here in Canada. Lovely people who cherish his memory.

To me, Black Christmas exists on two levels. The 1974 dark movie that I adore and watch every Christmas, and the 2006 live-action version that I witnessed being created by Director Glen Morgan when I spent time on the set of the remake.

I’m proud to have taken some role in the resurrection of Black Christmas, and it’s wonderful to see it being recognised in this fantastic book. The cast and crew of both the 1974 and 2006 movies have all been incredibly welcoming and open with their stories and experiences, and I think you will enjoy delving into this classic a little deeper in these pages. The past 2 decades with Black Christmas have been an interesting ride, and the movie seems to have a habit of pulling me back in from all angles even when I pay it no attention at all. I wonder why that is? And what will be next?

I long aspired to remake the movie myself, but I think with the 3rd remake, that time has now passed. I would never be happy with anything less than total control. But I will leave you with this. After calling my website itsmebilly.com for many years, and helping push the notion that the killer was in fact called Billy… I eventually developed a new theory on why he is not called Billy at all and exactly how I would reveal that… And like the 1974 classic, we will leave it at that…for now.

Toronto, Canada - 2020



[image: img]

Italian poster for Black Christmas (1974)
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Chapter 1: Introduction

IT is hard to believe that at the time of writing this book, there has not already been a definitive account of Black Christmas. With the Friday the 13th, Halloween and A Nightmare on Elm Street franchises all taking the limelight, this classic has often been relegated to solely cult status. Back in 1974 long before Freddy, Michael Myers and Jason, there was another killer running amok and creating a bloody body count of teenagers; and no, we are not talking about Leatherface. The mysterious Billy is the essence of what makes Black Christmas such a special and terrifying experience; from his heavy breathing, harassing phone calls, to his brutal attacks, all whilst never seeing this perpetrator of the crimes.

This is one of the reasons the film remains such a bone-chilling experience today, as most horror villains are unmasked or revealed at some stage, but not with Billy. The most we get is a silhouette and one shot of an eye, clearly of a crazed individual in the final showdown with Olivia Hussey’s Jess. Before his untimely demise Bob Clark did hint at a wider origin for Billy, which we will explore in these pages, but with the film comfortably part of horror history those answers will now never come. However, this book is intended to give you as comprehensive a history of Black Christmas as possible, with the exploration of themes running throughout the narrative such as urban legends, abortion and the idea of reading the film in a new academic way.

In 2006, Black Christmas was revived with Clark taking a backseat to a blood-soaked 80s-style slasher clone with an obsession for eye-gouging. Whilst this version was a critical and commercial failure, in 2019 it was revived again for a reboot (in name only), focusing on a group of sorority girls fighting back against their male oppressors. While these films will be covered (as well as much more), with interviews obtained for them, we have been primarily concerned with the 1974 original, obtaining a series of exclusive interviews with crew members involved, alongside some insights from Horror Historians such as Justin Kerswell (The Teenage Slasher Movie Book) as well as authors Adam Rockoff and Anthony Masi (former Editor of Halloweenmovies.com).

As previously alluded to, perhaps the most iconic visual from the film is Billy’s eye staring at not only Jess but us; the captive audience, who have been along for the festive thrill ride so far. Additionally, the film itself has been seemingly developing a resurgence, with more modern horror fans rediscovering this classic of the genre, as well as embracing it so much so, that it has become part of their annual festive horrorthon, alongside the likes of Gremlins, numerous incarnations of the ghostly Christmas Carol and more recent festive classics such as Krampus.

However, while this is a welcoming addition by aficionados, Black Christmas never received a longer life through various sequels, which could have pitted Billy against more sorority houses on Christmas Eve, allowing him in the process to succumb to the laws of ever-diminishing returns (which is not a bad thing of course!). Hence, while not inspiring a part 2 or final chapter of his own, the image of Billy’s eye has remained like our killer himself, an elusive cinematic experience.

Made on a modest budget of £620,000 (in today’s world, $4.4 million), the film was released by Ambassador Film Distributors and made $2 million ($11.1 million in 2020 terms), on its initial Canadian release while overall, combined with international receipts, the film made a total of £4.4 million ($24.5 million, again in 2020 terms), despite some critics being scathing in their reviews such as A.H. Weiler in The New York Times, who observed a “murky script...dull direction [that was] hardly worth the efforts of all concerned”, while finishing with “the question of why it was made”.

However, others exclaimed the film as “a classy stylish horror picture” as well as praising the film for capturing a unique and “uninhibited campus milieu with accuracy and often raunchy hilarity” (Kevin Thomas, L.A.Times).

This insistence on vulgarity and taboo themes such as abortion seemingly prevented Black Christmas from interacting with more mainstream audiences, especially in a Conservative America under the leadership of Gerald Ford, where the moral compass swung in a completely different direction in terms of decent societal values. Though released, the film was renamed initially Silent Night, Evil Night, as the studio were worried audiences would mistake Clark’s film as part of the blaxploitation genre. Over in the UK, the BBFC made numerous major cuts to the film, removing the word ‘cunt’ as well as dumbing down the more sexual and obscure references made between characters, both protagonist and antagonist in nature.
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Silent Night Evil Night artwork

Such treatment meant the film’s overall power, themes and stylistic choices were either not promoted as much or watered down for years to come, hence impacting on its commercial viability. Despite these concessions, the film was a modest hit though and did reclaim its budget and beyond.
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2 Girls Slain headline featured in St Petersburg Times

Moreover, the timing was not on the film’s side either as its eventual scheduled Television premiere, unfortunately, coincided with the Chi Omega Sorority House double murder, wherein two students were violently murdered as well as others being brutally attacked by a killer who would become known to the world as Ted Bundy.

After being asked by the then Governor of Florida, Reuben Askew, NBC President Robert Mullholland pulled the film from their schedules in light of the recent troubling and traumatic events, further limiting the film’s reach, but rightly so in the circumstances.

Despite the poor timings, as well as mixed reviews, Black Christmas is stylistically notable in the hands of Bob Clark, who utilised Steadicam technology to force us into the psychotic point of view of Billy, predating Carpenter’s Halloween by four years, even going one step further by having the camera attached literally to Camera Operator Albert J. Dunk who scaled the building in order to simulate Billy’s undetected entrance to the house’s attic.

Such technological decisions as well as other techniques and pre-production choices had rarely been seen by the horror community, so it has been great to unearth some new fascinating insights into this realm of the Black Christmas’ production. Such practical considerations as well as insistence on much more mature and taboo themes not often seen in generic slasher films has allowed the film to only now over the last two decades, the opportunity to truly find a more appreciative mainstream audience. Some, like ourselves, only discovered it by chance at the dawn of the DVD format (in the UK, the film was released under the now-defunct Tartan label), as well as it receiving its rare aforementioned terrestrial screening on Channel 4 in 1998, on Christmas Eve no less, at 12.10 am (ok, Christmas Day then technically!).

The channel was already well known for its controversial programming, commissioning such shows as Queer as Folk as well as screening Eurotrash in the 90s amongst other infamous shows, so the story of a sexually coarse worded psychopathic surrounded by themes of abortion, foul-mouthed sorority girls and anti-religious symbology accompanied by horrific and traumatic scenes of violence felt right at home on the channel.
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Scream Factory’s Blu Ray cover for Black Christmas

Over the last decade, the film has also been gathering even more renewed interest via multiple international releases via both DVD and Blu Ray. With the recent Shout Factory release presenting a brand new 2k scan of the original negative surrounded by a huge variety of special features, all of which had been reclaimed and packaged into this one attraction to provide the ultimate Black Christmas experience through home video.

Of course, this begs the question, if there are already so-called definitive editions and interviews out there, why read this book? Well, there is still a fascinating wealth of information out there on the film that has yet to be unearthed. We have gone to great lengths to secure new and revealing interviews with select cast and crew whose thoughts are still new to the public domain and have not yet been revealed in print.

Additionally, very little has been discussed about the film on an academic level, with just a host of reviews and summary revaluations being written for numerous websites, but which have not delved further into the narrative, themes as well as stylistic choices of the film as well as its cultural repercussions. After watching the film for the first-time decades ago, both of us have been frustrated by this lack of serious analysis on the film, while praising what little information and behind the scenes trivia was available by Dan Duffin.

We wanted to know more about this special film and what we have discovered over the years gone by, especially more so now the film is being rediscovered on new formats. We have been fortunate enough to interview both select cast and crew from the film, joining together both archive and brand-new commentary from the players involved, as well as those who have been inspired by its legacy and impact on cinema through their own mediums, such as remakes and even a recently released crowdfunded fan film sequel which is currently available on YouTube.

We hope you will join us on this very festive journey back to the infamous Canadian sorority house that started it all. Our many humble thanks to everyone who has helped us bring this book to life with their kindness and valuable insight, helping us uncover further secrets from the Black Christmas legacy. So, take the phone off the hook (you wouldn’t want to be disturbed now, would you?), draw the curtains and switch on the Christmas tree lights. And don’t worry about that piercing eye staring back at you from behind the nearest door, it’s just Billy…



[image: img]

Chapter 2: Black Christmas (1974)

i) Origins of a Black Christmas

ON Wednesday, November 17th, 1943, a 14-year-old boy named George Webster employed his baseball bat to brutally bludgeon his mother to death, while subsequently then trying to kill other family members in the household. Such an event shocked the city of Westmount, which is situated not too far from Montreal. A location that up until then, was a place where neighbours were welcoming to one another.

However, this event cast a huge shadow on the city, and while newspapers such as the local Gazette ran with the story, giving it huge space in their publications, the actual details of what happened to George have been a lot harder to pinpoint.

Alongside this tragedy, the urban legends whispered as gospel around latenight campfires and slumber parties were becoming more and more popular, such as the babysitter being stalked by a killer, leaving the rural landscapes and becoming more ingrained back into cities and towns (ironically where they had come from in the first place). This led aspiring Screenwriters Roy Moore and Timothy Bond, two close friends, to plot a script that would essentially attempt to combine these two avenues into one chilling overall narrative.

Despite these urban legends typically being associated with fictional scary stories used to terrify our friends to drive fear of the boogeyman, lots were rooted in some tragic reality. The most infamous story believed to be the main source for the babysitter and the man upstairs legend comes from Columbia, Missouri and the still-unsolved murder of babysitter Janett Christman in March 1950.

According to reports, Janett had decided to babysit instead of going to a party with her friends, using her time to watch over a 3-year-old boy. However, a few hours later, the 13-year-old girl was found raped and strangled to death with what Police said was an iron cord. Horrifically, she had tried calling the police, screaming to them down the line to “come quick!”, but Police were unable to trace the calls. While there isn’t any evidence that the killer was calling Janett, the case today still remains unsolved, and the killer was never officially identified.

Originally titled as the rather chilling Stop Me!, further macabre inspiration for Moore and Bond had come after hearing of another story involving a serial killer who wrote a chilling message in lipstick on the wall of his second murder.
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Stop Me! Roy Moore’s original script
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“For Heaven’s sake, catch me before I kill more. I cannot control myself”

After this chilling communication, the offender became known as the Lipstick Killer and was ultimately apprehended and identified as William Heirens in June 1946, after a third murder in his spree months before in January where he had abducted six-year-old Suzanne Degnan and cut her to pieces.

While a dignified line was drawn between these and many more actual crimes, which had been spun and sensationalised into Urban Legends, the parallels are clearly there when you reflect on these reports and just how eerie the character of Billy is in the script. Like Webster, Billy brutally bludgeons those in the household. In the babysitter legend, the phone is used as an important plot device for both killer and sisters, either threateningly or trying to cry out for help, and like Heirens, Billy enters the homes undetected. There is definitely a great deal of these urban legends and more rooted in the genesis of Black Christmas.
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Billy’s silhouette seen behind the glass unicorn in Barb’s room

ii) The Script

Despite the two writers sharing redraft duties to streamline the script more and more, they eventually parted ways after funding options became increasingly convoluted. “Roy and I were young, eager and ambitious, and we figured a horror movie was a good way to break into the business. I believe there was a news story at the time about a babysitter terrorising kids in his care, that got us started” recalls Bond.

The pair had formed a film production company and what would eventually become Black Christmas, was going to be their first project under their collaborative banner, with Bond taking up the directing duties, given his background in theatre. However, after many close calls with various investors, all of whom were dictating their own clauses into contracts that were nearly signed and closed off, it became apparent that too many financial burdens were in their way and would not be in place to fall back on, should the project fall behind or have issues arise. At the same time, and after meeting with a variety of investors and coming away with nothing, Moore and Bond decided to part ways too. “We were kind of at another’s throats by now” comments Bond. However, the two decided that while Bond would keep the company, Moore would keep the script and credit.
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Fangoria ‘Im dreaming of Black Christmas’ article

A while later, the script eventually made its way to Bob Clark, who began to also take some time to revise Moore and Bond’s initial ideas. Speaking in Fangoria #159, Clark remembers how “the script was brought to me and with Roy Moore’s blessing [however]; I made my own changes to it”.

He also recalled how “if we had played it straight, without adding the lighter touches to give some humanity to the characters, it wouldn’t have worked for me. It would have been too grim. Adding humour makes it more realistic”.

Some examples of this humour Clark added was to characters such as Mrs Mac, who “was based on my dear Aunt Mabel. Except she used to hide wine bottles around the house, not whiskey”, he mused. “The original script was more graphic, but Roy was very pleased to see it move towards the sort of subtle, more subliminal ideas suggested, more than graphic. That was probably the biggest shift”.

Additionally, redrafting the script further allowed Clark to fully immerse himself into his role as director, in which Editor Stan Cole comments helped make post-production a lot easier in some ways; “Bob designed the movie with his shots, and I innately understood his intention laying out the drama and powerfulness of the scenes which I think I contributed too”. While Clark was adding his own touches to the script, it allowed him a chance to almost visualise the entire film in his head, meaning that whenever he came to set, everyone would know he would be prepared well in advance.



INTERVIEW

Timothy Bond

Uncredited Co-Writer

Tell us about developing the idea for Black Christmas?

I wish I could remember back that far. Roy and I were young, eager and ambitious, and we figured writing a horror movie was a good way to break into the business. I believe there was a news story at the time about a babysitter terrorizing kids in his care, which got us started.

Why did you choose a sorority house and the setting of Christmas for the plot?

The sorority house setting was adopted after I left the project.

How did the writing process begin between yourself and Roy Moore? Did you co-write together or work on different drafts?

We co-wrote for several drafts and then took turns rewriting one another.

Can you tell us why you decided to have your writing credit removed from the film?

Roy and I had formed a film production company and this was to be our first project. We came very close to pulling the financing into place, the idea being that I would direct - (I was a theatre director at the time, with minor film credits). We got financing from a lab, an equipment house, the Canadian Film Development Corporation, and a Montreal based investment company that had some kind of tax advantage to attract investors to the film world. We actually got as far as the closing, lawyers and executives (and little us) around the table, tops off the Mont Blanc pens.

The head of the film development corporation announced he had only one small change to make – delete clause aaa in item xxx of some schedule at the end of the financing contract. The clause said the Canadian Government would guarantee completion of the film – i.e. if we went over budget the investors would not have to pony up more money. Take that clause out and they would be on the hook if Roy and I screwed up. I still have a mental image of the caps being screwed back onto the Mont Blanc pens around the table.

We kept fighting to save the funding, and the lab was very helpful (the government less so). We went to New York and almost closed a deal with an upstart distributor (a name I’ve forgotten, but it was run by Dennis Friedland and they had just made the movie Joe). When that fell apart, Roy and I decided to go our separate ways, but we had a company with some other properties and some short films. Roy found the deal with Bob Clark and we agreed to give me the company and Roy the script credit.

So there it was...

The original working title for the script was Stop Me! - what was the meaning behind this title?

There was a news story about a serial killer who wrote “Stop me before I kill more” in blood on a wall. This figured in our early drafts.

Were there any parts of your script that didn’t make it into the film?

Probably, but I can’t recall after 50 years in the business.

In your script how fleshed out was the character of Billy?

Very well fleshed out in the sense that we knew his entire back story. I am very keen on fully developing characters after my stage experience.

How close was the finished film to your script?

I can’t recall, really. I suspect Bob Clark made a lot of contributions after I was out of the picture.

Were you pleased with the finished film?

Oh yes, and jealous of Bob Clark. But his contributions, especially setting it at Christmas, were stellar.

One of the alleged inspirations for the script was the murder of a babysitter (Janett Christman in 1950) who was receiving harassing phone calls, is this true?

Yes.

Who came up with the title Black Christmas?

Not sure. Not me. Roy or Bob Clark or the studio.

Can you tell us when you first saw the film and what your reaction was to it?

I loved it. Saw it in the theatres when it was first released.

When did you realise a film, you co-wrote had become such a cult classic?

A couple of years later. Fortunately, I had my name on another cult classic a few years later; Happy Birthday to Me.

Did you ever consider writing a Black Christmas 2 script?

No, and I’m sure the rights would be entangled by Roy Moore’s estate. But mainly, I think sequels of a great idea are always flatter than the original. Only Hollywood Studios (with insurance company creative mentalities) would ever make sequels or remakes.

Have you ever seen the 2006 remake?

No. Funnily enough I recently had a meeting with Copperheart here in Toronto and saw the poster on their wall. I had no idea there had been a remake. I hear someone is trying to remake it a third time.

Did you ever get a chance to speak to Director Bob Clark about the film?

No, sadly we never met. He was a very talented guy. His movie about the boy who wants a rifle for Christmas is a brilliant classic. Pity he never topped that one.

You directed episodes of Goosebumps, Friday the 13th and Alfred Hitchcock Presents, amongst other notable shows of the past 40 years, how did you find directing compared to writing?

It’s almost 50/50 for me, but I prefer directing. I like working with all the other artists and channelling the experience toward a goal that only exists in my head. Also, you get to work outdoors a lot, which beats on office or a Starbucks.

I made the pilot for Goosebumps, which was a huge hit for Fox TV. I also made half a dozen more episodes. It was creatively a lot of fun. R.L. Stine was interesting. The only adult he ever spoke to on the set was me, I guess because he felt he should. He spent all his time with the child actors.

Friday the 13th was immense fun creatively. We were in the very early days of computer-generated imagery, so we were doing cutting edge work, at least for television. Every episode had to differ from the others before it. Each presented huge technical challenges. A lot of the visual tricks were done in the camera or at least started from shots made on the set.

Some of my favourites:

* The story of a guy who used a magic lantern showing a slide from the US Civil War as a window, to go back in time to rob dying soldiers of artefacts he sold as antiques in the present day. The fun for me was figuring out how he could step into the black and white photo projected on a wall and emerge as the only moving and colour element in the scene to follow.

* The story set in the world of dance, featuring an ancient music box (with a steel disk) that played music that made the dancers dance until they drop. I found a lens on the end of a long steel tube that had its own light source, made to insert into human bodies for a look-see. We were able to make some astonishing shots of the disk turning, sliding down under the disk as it played the music, to reveal gears and levers in extreme close up.

Alfred Hitchcock Presents was another kettle of fish. Here the stories rested solely on actors’ performances. I have always loved working with actors since I began directing in live theatre.

You also wrote the screenplay for Happy Birthday to Me, tell us how you got involved in this film?

After Roy Moore, I found another writing partner, Peter Join. We had been friends since meeting at a university drama festival a few years before (he acting, me directing). We were approached by John Dunning, head of a Montreal company called Cineflix. He took us to dinner and asked us to write a movie for him. He told us the story he said was “in his head” which was the genesis of the eventual movie.

Peter and I created a screenplay from scratch but incorporating his idea of a campus killer. We did several drafts, never once realizing that there had been another writer before us who had actually created the story that was in John’s head. It all came to a climax when the movie was finished, and the other writer precipitated a credit arbitration with the Writers’ Guild.

We were very excited to learn that J. Lee Thompson (The Guns of Navarone) would be directing. We went to meet him in Montreal. A lovely guy. With John Dunning, the producer, we sat down to page through the script. Ten minutes in John said we should come up with something better than the accident that injured the girl, Virginia. By now J. Lee was looking dozy, maybe jet-lagged. But I piped up. This is one of the best scenes in the script! The girl and her mom are driving over a lift bridge without realizing it was opening. They end up teetering at the edge. When mom moves to open the car door for her daughter, she changes the balance of the car, which falls into the water, sinks to the bottom, and is run over by a boat, injuring Virginia’s head. J. Lee suddenly sat up. “This is brilliant” (he obviously had not read the script). “I know a perfect tank in Hollywood where we can shoot this!!” John Dunning, dollar signs fading in his eyes, weakly protested. But the scene stayed in.

I have no idea how Lee shot it since we were not invited to the set. During the shoot, John Dunning kept agitating for a better ending (our ending was the birthday party and the reveal that Virginia is the killer). He had just seen Carrie and wanted something as good as the hand shooting up out of the grave at the final fade-out. We couldn’t figure out how to top the birthday party, though God knows we tried.

We later heard that Lee came up with a “wonderful finale”. We were not invited to see the film and had to buy tickets to see it. That ending....!!! What a piece of shit. The only comfort for Peter and I was that the audience, who had been loving the movie throughout, booed the ending. We joined in. Despite the lame finish, the movie did very well.

Of course, Columbia and Cineflix tried to screw us out of our profit participation. How did a movie that cost $4 million and grossed $100 million worldwide fail to make a profit?

Black Christmas is credited as one of, if not the first-ever slasher film, what films did you take inspiration from in the writing process?

None really. Although I sure loved Psycho which I saw in a drive-in theatre. A huge rainstorm broke out during the shower scene. Perfect. My mother was terrified and wanted to go home, but my brother and I insisted on staying to the end.

Was it always your intention to never reveal the identity and motive of Billy?

Yes. There’s a full back story embedded in the character, his behaviour and responses. But never revealed.

iii) The Filmmaker

While Black Christmas remains arguably the finest work in Bob Clark’s filmography, his career in the film industry was diverse, creating a handful of notable features that are still being watched today. Showing
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