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	The Walking Dead

	
	The scene opens on a lonely country road as a car drives slowly toward the camera. Or, to be more precise, we should say that two scenes open on a lonely country road as a car drives slowly toward the camera. Two different works, filmed over 40 years apart, use the same imagery to begin their story about the zombie apocalypse, the time when the dead rise to eat the living. This is not a coincidence. The first, George A. Romero’s 1968 movie Night of the Living Dead, is the seminal zombie film that has defined all zombie films since. This film set the basic rule we now accept about the cinematic undead: zombies have one goal, and that is to eat living human flesh.

	The second zombie story that opens on a lonely country road is a television series, The Walking Dead. Before the opening credits roll, the hero of The Walking Dead, Rick Grimes, drives his police car along that country road; he passes an overturned truck and abandoned cars. This opening scene differs from the opening of the comic book that the series is based on. The series creator Frank Darabont wanted to pay homage to Romero’s work. There is no music, just an eerily quiet world that the viewer, like Rick, must quickly assess. We are about to enter a world that we don’t understand.
 
	In the 40-odd years between these projects, zombie stories have grown beyond a mere sub-genre of horror. The zombie apocalypse was once the domain of late-night television, drive-in movie theatres, and independent video stores. In recent years, though, zombie-themed entertainment has hit the mainstream. It’s evolved from low-budget horror films to comic books, literary fiction and even pairings with Jane Austen heroines (in a book and upcoming film). That invisible line that once separated “art” from “genre” fiction like horror has become blurred. While Romero’s film defined the zombie genre, The Walking Dead is working to make its own impact on pop culture. Most zombie projects have been movies, where the characters encounter the undead and battle them for two hours. The television series, like the graphic novel it is based on, pushes beyond the limitations of film and explores life after the apocalypse. It asks, What will become of humankind when we must question who is living and who is dead?

	Monster stories containing seemingly unstoppable and unnatural foes are not new. The hero’s journey through adversity and danger has been a part of human storytelling even before stories were written down (for a more in-depth discussion of the similar paths diverse cultures have taken in describing the hero’s journey, see Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with the Thousand Faces, among others). The ancient Greeks faced giants, Cyclopes and angry gods from the heavens or the underworld. Devils, demons, vampires, wolves, dastardly villains and unscrupulous leaders have fueled stories about ordinary people becoming heroes. The zombie apocalypse offers a variation on the hero’s journey but goes a step further: it entails the destruction of society and questions whether or not that society can be rebuilt. By examining what happens when civilization comes to a crashing halt—in this instance because the dead have risen and are eating the living, which is a dramatic step, certainly—we are left to decide what it means to be a survivor in this world. How do we define ‘living’ when surrounded by so much death, or the undead as the case may be? Other works have touched on this topic: I Am Legend, the basis for Omega Man and the 2007 film version I Am Legend, and even the novel Monkey Planet and the Planet of the Apes film series it inspired, to name only a few in a long list of apocalyptic entertainment, all describe the destruction of one society and the establishment of another. The Walking Dead takes this premise even further by delving into what happens when humans and zombies co-exist and when the survival of one means the destruction of the other.

	The Walking Dead opens with Rick Grimes, a police officer in a small town in Georgia, waking up from a coma in the hospital well after he was shot in the line of duty. He is alone, the machines around him are silent, and the wall clock is stopped at 2:17. Rick, weak and disoriented, struggles out of bed and down the hospital corridor. The overhead lights flicker as Rick looks on in horror. He observes evidence of a horrendous struggle, and there are no living people in sight. He finds doors chained shut and painted with the words, “Do Not Open. Dead Inside.” This is Rick’s awakening to a world that he doesn’t recognize. He slowly comes to realize that the world he knows and understands has ended. The starting point for The Walking Dead feels familiar because it is familiar—books and movies often use the moment after the apocalypse as a starting point.
	
	Pop culture zombies as we know them today really began with George A. Romero, who is often referred to as the Godfather of zombie movies. Zombies existed before Romero, but they were very different creatures. The term “zombie” has its roots in Haiti and with the descendants of West African slaves. According to the legends within this culture, a zombie is a person who was raised from the dead and remains under the spell of a voodoo master to work as a slave. North American audiences were introduced to this concept of the zombie in 1929 through William Seabrook’s novel, The Magic Island. Other stories soon followed. In 1932, Bela Lugosi starred in White Zombie, noted as the first zombie film (and the nominal inspiration for Rob Zombie’s heavy-metal band of the same name). A handful of other zombie films followed, most notably the 1943 movie I Walked with a Zombie, produced by Val Lewton and directed by Jacques Tourneur.
 
	Authors published serious, scholarly discussions of zombies as well. In the 1930s, Zora Neale Hurston, a writer best known for her novel Their Eyes Were Watching God, published a non-fiction book, Tell My Horse, that examined voodoo and zombie culture in Haiti. Her book contains purported accounts of zombies—people who had supposedly died and been buried years ago but who were seen working in servitude. Perhaps the best-known writer who explored pre-Romero zombie culture is Wade Davis. His book, The Serpent and the Rainbow, adapted into the 1988 Wes Craven film of the same name, suggested pharmaceutical explanations for Haitian zombies: he claimed that narcotics can cause people to resemble the walking dead. It should be noted that Craven’s film took a less scholarly approach to the subject. However, in the modern context, there is no simple explanation for the zombie. Research into the modern zombie is taking place: Brendan Riley, an Associate Professor of English at Columbia University, teaches a course on Zombies in Popular Media, and Matt Mogk, founder of the Zombie Research Society, opens the discussion of a possible zombie apocalypse to include topics of disease control, city populations, over-crowding, and technology. In fact, these modern zombies resemble the Haitian version only in that they are both considered the walking dead. The zombies in George A. Romero’s version, however, are decidedly more sinister.
 
	George A. Romero, who was born in New York in 1940, grew up loving movies, and not just horror pictures. One film in particular that influenced him was The Tales of Hoffman, Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger’s 1951 adaptation of Jacques Offenbach’s opera. Romero claims that Hoffman is his favourite film and the reason why he wanted to make movies. The film, which weaves three magical tales through ballet and opera, was also inspiration for another influential 1970s filmmaker, Martin Scorsese. Romero recalls that when he would go to rent the film from Janus Films—this was long before the days of video stores and DVDs so he would have to rent a 16mm projector, as well—and the film was already out, he would often be told that some kid named Marty had it. While it might be hard to see the similarities between ballet and flesh eating zombies, consider the quiet moments of the films as much as the horrific ones. It is not all about the gore. The stories have a simple ethereal quality, too. It is our world, we recognize all the points, yet we are removed from the familiar, and that’s what makes it uncomfortable.
 
	Romero moved to Pittsburgh to attend Carnegie Mellon University. He stayed in Pittsburgh after graduation, working in television (including Mr. Roger’s Neighborhood) and writing his own scripts. In the late 1960s, he and a group of friends formed Image Ten Productions and started looking for investors for their first movie, a horror film. In earlier drafts of the screenplay, the story was more comedic than horrifying, featuring teenagers and aliens. Over the next few drafts, Romero moved the story toward the living dead, but he added his own twist: these corpses were not traditional zombie slaves but predatory beings that dined on living flesh. In this version, when people die, they turn into a reanimated corpse, and the only thing that can stop them is a blow to the brain.
 
	As the producers had a limited budget (their original estimate was $6,000, but the final budget was closer to $100,000), they had to be creative with their production costs. Between June and December 1967, they shot in rural areas outside Pittsburgh and cast local actors and friends. Chocolate syrup stood in for blood, and a local butcher, who also had a part in the film, donated meat to serve as human flesh and entrails. Duane Jones, a local African American actor, was cast in the lead role of Ben. Jones’s casting stood out in 1968, because it was unusual for an African American actor to lead a white cast. Over the years, many critics have pointed to this casting as a commentary on the era’s racial conflicts. Romero, however, denies any politically motivated intent, saying that Jones simply gave the best audition.

	One important point to remember about this film is that the word “zombie” is never mentioned. Rather, critics and fans applied the term. Romero called them “Flesh Eaters,” as in Night of the Flesh Eaters, which was the original title of the film. The Walter Reade Organization, the film’s distributor, requested the title change. As Walter Reade was the only distribution company that didn’t demand edits, Romero and his team were willing to comply. Unfortunately, when the distributors created the new title card, they forgot to include a copyright logo. This oversight meant The Night of the Living Dead was technically in the public domain. It turns out that this might not have been the worst thing for the film, though. Consider It’s a Wonderful Life, a film that wasn’t a huge success when initially released and the copyright was allowed to lapse. As a result, the film played endlessly on television and became a holiday classic. Night of the Living Dead similarly played in drive-ins, theatres and late-night television for years and thereby gained a solid fan base. Of course, being in public domain also meant that both films suffered the ignoble treatment of colorization, a popular twist during the 1980s video market boom.
 
	Romero made a number of other films during the 1970s and 1980s, including The Crazies, Martin, Creepshow and Monkey Shines. But his greatest success remained in the zombie genre. In 1978, he released the next film in his zombie series, Dawn of the Dead. Most of the action in this film takes place in a shopping mall—a clever commentary on consumerism. Day of the Dead, released in 1985, dealt with the rehabilitation of the zombies. This film also marked the first professional work for Ernest Dickerson, who would direct several episodes of The Walking Dead (after many other directing credits, including The Wire, and working as the director of photography (DOP) for most of Spike Lee’s films up until Malcolm X), and Greg Nicotero, who would become the head of makeup and zombie effects for The Walking Dead series. Romero has continued with his zombie saga, right up to his 2009 film Survival of the Dead.

	But, of course, Romero’s films weren’t the only entries into the modern zombie-movie field. Other, mainly low-budget horror films contributed to the genre. Some contained a mixture of outlandish horror and dark humour, like Children Shouldn’t Play with Dead Things and Corpse Eaters, while others reflected a more grim and distinctly gory take. The 1979 Italian film Zombi 2, directed by Lucio Fulci, highlights the gruesome (a slow impalement of an eyeball, for instance) and the ridiculous (for anyone who wondered if a zombie can survive underwater or fight a shark). Its title, Zombi 2, is also noteworthy because there wasn’t technically a Zombi 1. However, Romero’s Dawn of the Dead was released in Italy under the title Zombi, so Fulci took advantage of the name.

	The Walking Dead started life in 2003 as a comic book. Robert Kirkman, a comic book writer from Kentucky, had worked for Marvel briefly in the ‘90s. Marvel Comics formed in 1961 and published stories by Jack Kirby and Stan Lee, among others. Their titles include The Amazing Spider-Man, Fantastic Four, X-Men and Captain America. With such well-loved and long-playing series, Marvel is protective of their characters (as are their legions of fans) and will only allow authors so much leeway when writing for them. It is certainly possible for a character or story reboot, and comic book writers and artists can make their mark on popular characters (witness Allan Moore’s take on Batman—from DC Comics—in the 1980s, the Dark Knight series), but they will always be Marvel characters rather than their own creations.
 
	While Kirkman continued to take on Marvel contracts, he also wanted to create his own series, to decide the fate of his own characters and stories. Publishing with Image Comics, a company started by comic book creators who understood that writers and artists wanted to maintain control of their work, would better suit his dream. Kirkman had previously written a few series for Image, including The Invincible, Science Dog and Battle Pope, but none had lasted more than a few issues. So when Kirkman pitched his zombie apocalypse story, the partners at Image were understandably cautious.

	Kirkman’s initial idea was to base his comic on Night of the Living Dead (since it was in the public domain), but Image wasn’t convinced that a straight-ahead zombie story would work and felt the story needed a hook. So Kirkman pitched a new concept. This time, the story would reveal that an alien virus had caused the zombie outbreak. After a few issues, the aliens would then invade and take over the earth. The Image partners accepted his pitch for a zombie-alien
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