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  Biographical Note


  A Conversation with the Interviewer


  by G. Michael Dobbs


  The Eisenhower years of status quo, white-bread Americanism seemed hardly appropriate to be the time in which two culturally subversive forces rose full grown to stalk through the country’s imagination. One was rock ‘n’ roll, the music that not only dared to cater to the growing numbers of teenagers, but also helped break down walls between white and black America.


  The other was a new and intense interest in horror, specifically horror films. Certainly, there had been several times when the moviegoing public was treated to cycles in which such films were in vogue, but something was different in the mid-fifties. These horror films were aimed at the teens who were now making up a vital part of the movie audience. Adults were staying home more to watch television and were only lured to the theaters out of habit or when a spectacular, such as Ben Hur, gave them what free television couldn’t.


  Theater owners were elated when independent producers started giving them movies that teens enjoyed—rock ‘n’ roll musicals, lurid tales of kids-gone-bad, and horror and science fiction films. At the same time, Universal Pictures sold packages of their classic horror movies to television stations around the country. The now-legendary “Shock Theatre” included such favorites as Bela Lugosi’s Dracula, Boris Karloff’s Frankenstein, and Lon Chaney, Jr.’s The Wolfman.


  Many stations even hired hosts to introduce the films. Personalities such as John Zacherle who were not content just to tell people what they were about to see but gave many viewers their first taste of dark humor. As a kid, I vividly remember an appearance by Zacherle on “The Today Show” that both scared and delighted me. Zach was chortling maniacally as he was showing Jack Lescoulie his giant “amoeba,” in actuality a stitched-together cheesecloth bag of Jell-O—a delightfully odd image for 7:45 in the morning!


  There was a new esthetic being born, although scarcely anyone would have called it that back then (and I shudder to sound so pompous now). Young people were discovering a darker kind of entertainment. A celluloid roller coaster that in moments could whisk them from nervous laughter to sheer terror. The images of death and the supernatural were no longer taboo. They were (gasp) (shudder) cool.


  Certainly there was plenty of resistance to horror. After all, Dr. Fredric Wertham’s infamous Seduction of the Innocent was fresh in the collective American memory, and this book practically killed the horror comic industry all by itself. Many people were concerned by the more overt sexuality and the increased bloodletting in contemporary horror films (Hammer’s 1957 production The Curse of Frankenstein was considered “revolting” by many critics).


  One could imagine why the Wiaters of placid Hadley, Massachusetts, became concerned about their son Stanley’s viewing and reading habits. Hadley was known as a rural community populated by salt-of-the-earth Yankee and Polish farmers. Its broad green fields of corn, squash, and asparagus were not the appropriate backdrops for vampires, zombies, and werewolves. Young Stanley’s interests may have been viewed as an exception to the norm by his parents, who couldn’t possibly realize just how many kids were being thrilled by the things-that-go-bump on the television or movie screen all across the country.


  Like rock ‘n’ roll, horror films seemed to be the near exclusive province of the postwar generation. Rock ‘n’ roll had token adult Dick Clark to promote it, and monster movies had Forrest J. Ackerman, a kindly uncle sort whose publication Famous Monsters of Filmland gave horror fans a voice and meeting place. For Stanley Wiater, discovering FM proved to be a turning point in his life, just as it was for film directors Steven Spielberg, John Landis, and Joe Dante. (Not to mention an entire generation of horror writers, including Stephen King.)


  Ultimately, Stanley’s parents were so concerned that they told him he could have a subscription to any magazine he wanted so long as he gave up reading monster movie publications. He chose Playboy, believing they would never let their fifteen-year-old son actually receive it, but they were sincere. Stanley of course did not live up to his part of the bargain and started sneaking Famous Monsters into the house under his shirt and reading late into the night with his flashlight.


  Stanley has come a considerable distance since his flashlight days. He has not only met and interviewed many of the people responsible for his interests, passions, and career, but they view him as a colleague. This is partly because, besides being an accomplished journalist and “cineteratologist,” he is also a considerable writer of horror fiction. (Short stories for now, with novels and screenplays on the way.) Put another way, he knows this territory of fear from both inside and out. Now, to set the tone for the fascinating conversations that follow, let’s interview the interviewer.


  Dobbs: What is your earliest fantasy film memory?


  Wiater: It would have to be the original Godzilla, as that is the first movie I ever convinced my parents to let me stay up and watch on the late, late show. I was about six or seven years old and completely hooked on dinosaurs. And after that movie, I found myself sneaking downstairs after my parents had gone to bed to stay up for “Shock Theatre” and see the great old Universal horror films. Basically, it was Godzilla that eventually led me to sleeping by day and living by night. Dobbs: What did your parents think about all this?


  Wiater: My interest in the fantastic was pretty innocent at first. Dinosaurs seem harmless enough, but then it was the idea that my folks didn’t really know what was going on. You see dinosaurs were also monsters, and I craved anything that might have to do with that subject. I was begging, as all children beg their parents, to stay up late at night to watch these shows. This was around 1959, 1960, and there were great horror shows on like “Thriller,” “Way Out,” “The Twilight Zone” … even “Alfred Hitchcock Presents” could scare the hell out of you back then.


  All my parents could figure out was that it didn’t seem like the best thing for their son to be hooked on. Back then, articles were being published in the newspapers and general interest magazines by so-called experts saying, “Hey, horror movies might be giving your kids nightmares. This might lead to permanent brain damage someday, or maybe just rabid juvenile delinquency. So watch out!”


  Dobbs: For me, an interest in horror has a subversive quality to it. I mean, you’re not outside tossing the football with Dad, you’re spending a lot of time in dark theaters or glued in front of the television with these ugly monsters. Did you ever feel that?


  Wiater: I did. I knew it didn’t please my parents, and none of my relatives—with the exception of my wonderful godmother—understood it, and I guess that was part of the unconscious attraction to it. With horror, I could say “This is mine. You don’t understand how important it is, and that’s great.”


  Dobbs: When did horror become something you purposely sought for entertainment?


  Wiater: I’d say between ten and twelve, that magical period when you’re not quite a child and not yet a teenager, and you’re still trying to figure out what you’re supposed to be doing in the world. But in 1964 I was actively reading horror and science fiction comic books and paperbacks, which my parents really didn’t mind because at that point they were just happy to see I had an interest in reading. Anyway, the day came when I saw Famous Monsters of Filmland at the newsstand—issue 30 I believe, with Bela Lugosi on the cover—and that cemented it all for me.


  It was the idea that horror was not just a weird interest for a little kid in a one-horse town, but that people took it seriously enough to actually publish magazines on the subject.


  Dobbs: I think that’s the whole reason all the other horror fanzines sprang up. People wanted to communicate with others their interest in horror, and FM was the catalyst.


  Wiater: Exactly. There was also Castle of Frankenstein, which remains my favorite. The point is, you could find these magazines at nearly every newsstand, and it made you realize, Well, I’m not very good at science. I’m not very good at Little League, and I’m not very good with my hands in terms of being a plumber or a carpenter. But so what—these people are happy talking and writing about monsters and death and the dark.


  As I was growing up, and began hanging around with guys my own age, we had our own monster club for a while where we put on makeup and pretended to be famous monsters and swapped issues of assorted horror comics and magazines. This club was something that brought me into the world of lasting friendships and imagination. It wasn’t Little League—my parents forced me into that stupidity for two summers and I hated every minute of it.


  But Famous Monsters gave me my first clue by saying that people write about this for a living, make horror movies for a living, and maybe—just maybe—somehow I can fit into this special world. It was a light saying, “Come, come this way. We’ll get you going in life on this path.” And the path was monsters. You had to be very brave or very naive to think that’s where your destiny was. But I always did.


  Dobbs: Do you recall your first fright in a movie theater?


  Wiater: Sure. My dad would drop my two older sisters and me off for the Saturday or Sunday matinee almost every weekend. We saw everything, from Disney to Elvis Presley. But this time it was the House of Usher, and I was all of seven years old. It scared the hell out of me. [Laughs.] Yet it was a wonderful feeling finally seeing a horror movie on the big screen because at that point I had only seen them on television, and of course on a black-and-white set. It was very memorable to finally see blood in color, if you know what I mean.


  Dobbs: You started your career as an interviewer while still an undergraduate at the University of Massachusetts?


  Wiater: Yes, I won a scholarship to study moviemaking at Warner Brothers Studios in the summer of 1974. That experience gave me the opportunity to interview several authors and filmmakers, including my literary idol Ray Bradbury and the late George Pal. I sold the interviews to a local newspaper upon my return, and I thought. Hey, this is something I can do with my life after college. I may never be as famous as a Bradbury or a Pal, but at least I can interview famous people until my own writing career takes off. I’m still trying to have my cake and eat it, too.


  Dobbs: You’ve already done a volume of interviews with horror authors in Dark Dreamers, many of whom you’d admired since childhood. In this collection, you speak with both Vincent Price and Roger Corman, the star and director respectively of House of Usher. It must have been a thrill for you to talk with the two people who gave you your first movie theater scare.


  Wiater: It was wonderful! It’s one thing reading about the idols of your childhood, or seeing documentaries about them, but to be able to meet these people and tell them directly: “You know, you changed my life forever thirty years ago” or “Because of you I discovered what I wanted to become in life” is something else again.


  As far as I’m concerned, there’s so much inherent sadness in the world and so much grim reality that to find any happiness is a long shot. So it’s great if you’re able to thank that person who made you happy at a time when you didn’t fully understand what was supposed to make you happy. One of the reasons I did these books is because I wanted to go and meet those people who so favorably upset my life—and become another link in that chain of helping people learn more about what brings them joy.


  Dobbs: You cover a wide territory of talents, from directors to actors to screenwriters to producers in this book. Why not just stick with directors?


  Wiater: I wanted to look at the horror film industry from more than one aspect for the simple reason that filmmaking is a collaborative art. With the exception of a very few, such as John Carpenter for example, directors rarely write the screenplay and compose the score as well as direct the picture. I thought that in this particular genre, the special makeup effects people, such as Dick Smith, have as much creative input as does the screenwriter or the actor. Then again, what would Psycho have been like if Joseph Stefano hadn’t written such a brilliant screenplay? And what would A Nightmare on Elm Street have been like if Robert Englund hadn’t done such a great interpretation of Freddy Krueger? Or how successful would Aliens have been without an incredibly creative producer like Gale Ann Hurd?


  I wanted to get as many different voices, as many different visions as I could. And I wanted to keep it as contemporary as possible, not a trip down nostalgia lane, with the obvious exception of Vincent Price of course!


  Dobbs: Any of the interviews for which you have a particular fondness?


  Wiater: That’s difficult to say. As I stated before, growing up in a small town, you often felt everyone was right and you were wrong when folks said horror was bad for you, and that playing sports and looking forward to a nine-to-five job was supposed to be the only normal way to act.


  What I found most memorable in these interviews is how these people were able to put out sensible, logical, and persuasive arguments about why horror is, in a word, good for you. I grew up trying to explain my beliefs to my peers and probably did a poor job of it—why there’s nothing strange in liking monster movies and collecting monsters models and the like, while still enjoying every other “normal” aspect of life.


  Yet when I interviewed the gifted personalities who make up Dark Visions, what was most fascinating to me was how, on many different levels, they could articulate that the “strange” people who write, produce, and direct horror movies are helping keep us “normal” people all sane. That if we didn’t see the release of violence and death on the screen or in some fictional form, then we’d all be a lot more screwed up as human beings than we already are.


  As I stated at the beginning of Dark Dreamers, the people who best enjoy the light are those who willingly explore the darkness. Dobbs: Do you get any overall sense of what the future of horror in the cinema will be like from these “conversations with the masters of the horror film?”


  Wiater: Just that the endless series of Friday the 13th sequels and Halloween clones seem to be on the wane. The so-called “splatter films” have pretty much run their course. It seems that horror films are continuing to follow in the tradition of horror literature, and the current trend in horror fiction is away from the explicit description of gore and mayhem and is now moving into deeper psychological and metaphysical themes. Although since the fifties most horror films have been geared primarily with an adolescent audience in mind, I think we’re seeing a change toward some truly adult horrors. Technically and esthetically, we’ve gone to the limit of bloodletting and exploding heads. I believe what the people involved in Dark Visions are saying is “We know already that we can do all that, so now let’s investigate more primal fears.”


  Dobbs: What’s next on your agenda in the horror field or as an interviewer?


  Wiater: I’d like to do a book of interviews with the top comic book artists and writers in the world, as I’ve always had a great affection and respect for comic books that has never left me. As the saying goes, “It’s never too late to have a happy childhood.” Until then, I hope I’ve done my job by exploring these dark visions.*


  *Author’s note: G. Michael Dobbs is a college instructor, film historian, and writer who has interviewed dozens of people in the motion picture industry, as diverse as Lillian Gish, Rick Moranis, Dave Thomas, and Elvira. He is currently working on a book on the life and career of pioneer animator Max Fleischer and has written The Year in Fear, a calendar for horror fans with artist Stephen R. Bissette. He lives in Springfield, Massachusetts, with his wife Mary and daughter Chau.


  


  Clive Barker


  If there’s anyone who deserves to be in both Dark Visions and its already published companion volume, Dark Dreamers: Conversations with the Masters of Horror, it would have to be Clive Barker.


  This multitalented horror superstar is acclaimed as an award-winning writer of fiction (Books of Blood, Weaveworld, Damnation Game, The Great and Secret Show, Imajica), screenwriter (Underworld, Rawhead Rex), and director (Hellraiser, Nightbreed). He was also executive producer on Nightbreed and the sequels to Hellraiser, the first being Hellbound: Hellraiser II, with the third film in the series about to go into production. He has a two-picture deal in the works with Universal as writer-director, and has several other film deals in various stages of development, primarily stories from his six-volume Books of Blood. Like that of his good friend Stephen King, virtually all of his published work, whether in novel or short story form, is under option. Among the topics not mentioned in this interview are the comic book adaptations of his stories or the forthcoming books of his fantastic and grotesque artwork.


  Clearly, Barker has already sold his soul to the devil to keep all these projects going simultaneously without having his brain explode.


  In person, Barker does project himself as an individual of seemingly boundless energy, who just happens to be doing what he loves best: taking us past the borderlands to even stranger worlds just beyond this reality. Born in Liverpool, on October 5, 1952, Barker is most revered by his fans because he makes no apologies for being a person consumed with “dark visions.” Like many of the great dark dreamers of our time, Barker was enthralled with horror from a very early age and even built the Aurora kits of the Wolfman and the Mummy.


  His enthusiasm on any subject he cares to discuss is infectious, and he clearly enjoys being identified as someone who prefers to be making horror films rather than musical comedies.


  I interviewed Clive Barker as he was working on the treatment for his next project as writer-director, an original retelling of one his favorite childhood horror themes: the ancient legend of the Mummy.


  SELECTED FILMOGRAPHY


  Underworld (1985) (screenplay only)


  Rawhead Rex (1987) (screenplay only)


  Hellraiser (1987) (screenplay, director)


  Hellhound: Hellraiser II (1988) (story, executive producer)


  Nightbreed (1990) (screenplay, director, executive producer)


  Wiater: Oliver Stone, who directed two mediocre horror films early in his career, once said that to be a truly successful director of horror you “have to be a sadist with a camera.”


  Barker: There are two levels in which there’s an element of truth in that statement. First, you’ve got to communicate something very intense to an audience who is being pushed beyond the limits of their taste or what they feel is acceptable. I think that’s part of your duty as a director; people are coming to horror movies for a very different kind of experience than they would in a thriller or suspense movie. They’re there to be terrified.


  That’s got to be at least part of what their response to the movie is. Maybe the movie is going to make them feel repulsed, distressed, uneasy. Full of dread. If the inducing of those feelings in an audience is “sadistic,” then Stone is correct. But to be a true sadist, you’ve got to be doing this to somebody who really doesn’t want to have this done to them. [Laughs.]


  But the experience is really an act of pseudo-sadism: the audience knows what they’re coming to see, they’ve paid their six bucks. They’re saying, “Okay, Mr. Barker … or okay, Mr. Cronenberg, okay, Mr. Lynch, or whoever the director is, horrify me.” So true sadism may be not horrifying them!


  Wiater: However, for those who regularly attend this kind of movie, it seems that every generation has new heights—or depths—of what it takes to be satisfied as a collective audience. Perhaps there’s almost no way to truly scare an audience anymore—they simply want gory special effects brought in as quickly as you can kill the characters off?


  Barker: There is absolutely a problem with the attention span of today’s younger audiences. Which is certainly a consequence of the way television programs and MTV and advertising presents images. Young audiences are much less willing to sit through the conversation and character-building scenes. In testing Nightbreed, for instance, if a scene of two people talking went on for more than three minutes, the audience got restless! There really is the constant seeking for the new sensation, the new special effect. And a filmmaker who wants to work in a populist area like a horror movie—rather than making an art house movie—then you’ve to be aware that you’re going to have this problem with an audience. And you’ve got to find some way around it.


  I tried it one way with Hellraiser. I tried it another way with Nightbreed. One of the ways I did it in Hellraiser was presenting some pretty threatening material; it would silence them for the next ten minutes … sort of tamed the audience temporarily. I will continue to find other ways with my next film.


  Wiater: One of the most eagerly anticipated films of 1990 was your Nightbreed. Unfortunately, the studio literally dumped the movie on the market, with almost no publicity. Frankly, it was as if they just wanted to throw your effort—and their money—away.


  Barker: I remember how the studio executives saw the finished film and said, “How do we sell this thing—the monsters are the good guys!” [Groans.] The problems started to appear then. But these people have such a low opinion of you and me—the audiences for these kind of movies—that they are intellectually (and I use the term loosely) condescending to us. That somehow we just don’t care if a horror film is good or bad; we don’t have any critical facilities one way or the other.


  More than one person of the upper echelons at 20th Century Fox and Morgan Creek, the production company, said to me: “You’re an intelligent man, you can make movies. Why do you make these kind of movies? Why do you do it?”


  Wiater: In other words, you have some taste and talent, why are you jumping into the sewer with this unworthy genre?


  Barker: That’s exactly right! In their eyes, it’s one step up from making hard-core porno movies. Their attitude as far as horror movies are concerned is much the way the critics’ attitudes towards horror and fantasy literature was twenty, twenty-five years ago. Movie companies do not like to risk anything—they want to be the second to do it. They never want to originate. They’re fearful of originators—they love people who make wonderful pastiches of something else.


  But using your analogy of “going into the sewer” in terms of how studio executives feel about horror films, the fact is, if that’s where your personal vision takes you, then that’s where your personal vision takes you. So you cannot be bothered by the way the world treats you. Any more than Francis Bacon could be bothered about it when he was painting his extraordinary flayed bodies, while the art community thought he was a wretched and disgusting voyeur!


  But you get on with it and you paint. You get on with it and you make movies. And you take the consequences, no matter what those consequences are.


  Wiater: Speaking of working in a populist arena, you obviously don’t object to having sequels made of your work, including the possibility of a Nightbreed II. How can you claim to be offering original visions when doing these sequels?


  Barker: There’s a long and not dishonorable tradition of sequels in the movies, and I’m not as “antisequel” as some people are. For example, I prefer Bride of Frankenstein to Frankenstein, and I prefer The Godfather II to The Godfather. I think John Carpenter’s version of The Thing is better than Howard Hawks’s. There’s a lot to be said for movies that are sequels or follow-ups or remakes—which are actually vast improvements over the originals. David Cronenberg’s The Fly is a vast improvement over the original. So I’m not against that in principle.


  What I think is important is that new ideas be brought to the project. Now in the case of Hellraiser II, there were some new ideas in there (I didn’t quite like the way they’d been dealt with), and I certainly don’t think the movie is a complete botch by any means. I’m hoping that Hellraiser III will also move into fresh territory. That’s what counts.


  Wiater: It’s interesting to note that you have such an affection toward monsters, and that your primary monsters in those films, the Cenobites, have since been transformed into a plastic model.


  Barker: I am delighted by the fact that Screamin’ Products has put out the Hellraiser model. And Pinhead is far and away their most successful model. I think Pinhead is a class act. The fact that he holds people’s attention, and he doesn’t do that with witticisms and doesn’t attack people in showers, makes me hope that in the movies I plan to make in the future, people will find something interesting and poetic and strange in the creatures I create, and will want more than just bloodletting and naked girls in the showers.


  Wiater: Of course, everything in the arts goes through cycles. It would appear that the “slasher” movies of the past fifteen years have finally begun to lose their effectiveness—and their popularity.


  Barker: I tend to agree that it has seen its day. I would like to see horror movies taking a move toward the fantastical. I have always believed that the whole area of imaginative moviemaking and imaginative fiction on the page is in fact one territory. It isn’t divided up neatly into science fiction and horror fiction and fantasy fiction. Alien, for example, is very clearly a horror movie. And it’s very clearly a science fiction movie. They are not mutually exclusive genres.


  I would like to see more cross-fertilization between these areas than we’ve seen in the eighties, when horror movies had only one thing on their minds: to make people jump and accomplish very little else. Where there was the occasional frisson because the soundtrack went quiet for a while, and then a loud sound came in and a guy with a machete appeared, I would like to see the movies embrace a more fantastical and more imaginative attitude to horror fiction. Any genre is the sum of the people who want to work in it; there’s always been an audience for this kind of picture. There always will be.


  Wiater: So how is Clive Barker going to make his mark on the cutting edge of the fantastic cinema? How do you stay ahead?


  Barker: Well, part of the problem of course is that you can never know what the enemy is thinking. And by “enemy” I mean the corporate mind. You can never know what they’re going to get worried about this season. Are they going to be worried about sex? Are they going to be worried about religion? Are they going to be worried about violence? What are they going to try and persuade you not to do in your film?


  You just have to be prepared to speak to your vision, even if it does not suit certain individuals, and know that when you make movies, you have to work with other people. You have to share your vision with others and say, “Listen, come with me on this adventure.” You hope to find producers sympathetic to that. You hope to find marketing people who will understand that vision. You hope to find actors and special effects people who will give their life’s blood to make that happen. Most of the time you’re disappointed.


  Wiater: But when you write a novel or short story, you have no compromises to make with anyone then, do you?


  Barker: You fight battles in movies in ways you don’t in books. There’s only one real enemy in writing books, and that is your own entropy. Your own laziness. In movies, there are all kinds of enemies: lawyers, accountants, list makers, the upper echelon of the studio sometimes, people who don’t want to risk their jobs, people who don’t want to support an original vision. There are compromises and intellectual mediocrities. There are a lot of these enemies in the studios—but there are a lot of them in every walk of life.


  You are also constantly working with people who don’t fall into any of those categories; you align yourself with these imaginative, creative people. That’s got to be the way forward for me, to try and do that. Hopefully, I will get lucky and end up working with people who share my vision and want to preserve its purity, and fight a reasonable battle.


  Wiater: But more often than not, the corporations who hold the purse strings ultimately decide the fate of your film, as witness Nightbreed.


  Barker: I know I’m going to lose some of those battles. [Pauses.] I guess if you can’t stand the heat, you get out of the kitchen.


  Wiater: Whitley Strieber, author of The Wolfen and The Hunger, among his many best-sellers, once told me that he doesn’t consider his vision complete unless it’s been published and filmed. Do you feel that same way?


  Barker: No—if no other movie was ever made of my work, it would not break my heart. The book is the ultimate statement that I can make; it’s the most intimate, the most confessional. Movies are fun because you can remake the story. But the book is not the movie, and the movie is not the book. The book is God—in the beginning was the Word, and the Word means the author. I’ve been driven more crazy by more people directing two movies than I have writing eleven books.


  Wiater: Then why do you claim to enjoy making movies?


  Barker: Because I’m a moviegoer. I love the sensation of movies, and I love to be among audiences experiencing them. I even love movies that date badly. By that I mean there are sections of King Kong that don’t look so great anymore, ox Bride of Frankenstein. But the fact is, between those creaky performances, there are moments that after nearly sixty years—in spite of technical advances—are still moments of magic that are extraordinary and unsurpassed.


  So, for me, my career is a whole mishmash of possibilities and activities. I’m drawing a lot, I’m painting, I’m making movies, I’m writing books. And at the end of my three score years and ten, I’m hoping people will say, “He was a good, professional imaginer. He expounded his philosophies and processes of imagination in a variety of media, with care for his craft and respect for his audience.”


  Wiater: That’s a long epitaph, Clive. [Laughs.]


  Barker: I’m planning on a big tomb. [Laughs.]


  Wiater: What advice do you have for someone who wishes to be a screenwriter, or is interested in writing horror fiction?


  Barker: For anyone who wants to be a writer, I simply say, “To thine own self be true.” The major gift that anyone has to give is not a technical gift but the gift of their own personal vision. We all know authors who are not great stylists but whose vision is compulsive reading. And we also know great prose stylists whom we fall asleep in front of. I’ve always told young writers to find that part of themselves that is uniquely them—find those visions that everyone else has said they should have nothing to do with, that forbidden part, and write them. Tell the world about the dark stuff, and do it without embarrassment.


  Wiater: You make it sound so natural, almost effortless.


  Barker: You’ve got to want the process of writing more than the achievement. The pleasure has got to be in the business of the writing, not the business of the publishing. If you spend the six months of writing a novel thinking about what it’s going to look like on the bookshelves, you’re not doing it right.


  A lot of fledgling writers that I’ve spoken to, if there’s one pitfall they weren’t aware of, it’s that the writing life was great—except for the bit about actually doing the writing. [Laughs.] They loved the idea of being published, they loved the idea of going on TV talk shows, but if they could just get over this fucking business of actually doing the writing; if they could just get that bit over!


  Wiater: How differently do you approach writing screenplays compared to writing fiction? Is there a different mind-set?


  Barker: For me, totally. You know how movies are rewritten and rewritten and rewritten. Everything in a screenplay is conditional. Anything you write down is subject to almost infinite change. A screenplay is a blueprint for another activity—that activity will happen on the floor when you actually start to shoot the picture. At that point, another set of voices—quite different from the producers’ and the executive producers’ voices you’ve already heard—enters the scenario.


  There’s the actor who feels a line could be improved or turned, the cameraman who has a different view of how the scene should be shot—it’s a long list. Then, when the shooting is done, the voice of the editor, who can literally reorder the lines you’ve written on the page and can make completely new sense of them. Or make complete nonsense of them. So a screenplay is a very tentative article.


  With Hellraiser II, for example, when Peter Atkins and I had originally beaten the story out, it made sense. But by the time it went through all those voices, by the time it actually reached the screen, it didn’t make anything like as much sense as it should have done.


  Wiater: How about the two motion pictures that first brought your work to the screen: Underworld and Rawhead Rex! You’ve pretty much disowned the films; do you have any good memories of the original screenplays?


  Barker: Oh, sure! They’re primitive work compared with some of my later scripts, but I like the screenplays a lot. One of these days, I wouldn’t mind seeing the screenplays published. Because it would in some way validate that while the movies are not great, what was on the page in the first instance—while not Citizen Kane—certainly made more sense than the movies that emerged from them! Particularly in the case of Underworld—which potentially could have made a very nice picture—it just didn’t come off.


  Wiater: Then how do you do craft horror for a movie, versus the manner in which you devise a horrific situation for a book?


  Barker: Let me try to explain my situation, which is that now I’m writing screenplays in the certain knowledge that I’m going to direct them. I don’t write screenplays for other people. So I’m writing screenplays now in a kind of shorthand, and working on a film that way. The process of generating the horror on the page in a novel or a short story is going to be one of completely involving the reader with the full range of sensations that are necessary to evoke that feeling. In a screenplay, that’s just not the case.


  You’re offering the bare bones of the activity, knowing that it’s going to be filled in by the special effects men, by the actors, the designers, and so on. A screenplay is a very quick read; takes an hour to read. So it takes a lot of colors to be filled in to make it all work. I think reading screenplays is actually quite difficult, because a large amount of imaginative commitment must be made to get past the words on the page and to what those words are going to mean when they’re finally on the screen, transferred into images.


  Wiater: Do you ever restrict your vision for the screen, simply because of the economics of moviemaking?


  Barker: I’m pretty much aware that movies cost a lot of money. [Laughs.] I love special effects movies. I love big, fantastic pictures. But I have to continue to earn the right to make them. I think the way I earn the right to make them is by making movies that work, by spending other people’s money intelligently. I admit there’s a big ego satisfaction from directing movies. I get a big high from it; there’s no two ways about it. You write something on the page, or you describe something in a sketch, and the next thing you know, money is being spent to make that idea flesh—or at least latex.


  But somewhere within this incredible high of having this happen, you’ve got to be aware that this is a large amount of money, and it has to be used intelligently. I was also the executive producer on Nightbreed, so it was like looking at the production from both sides of the fence, as it were. Moviemaking is not a cheap art form.


  Wiater: But in terms of censorship, do you ever “precensor” your cinematic vision, figuring that the Motion Picture Ratings board may brand you with an X rating if you don’t?


  Barker: Well, you certainly can’t shoot a film thinking about the censors. That’s no way to run any creative endeavor. But, it’s equally no use for me to spend a day shooting a piece of special effects, if I know full well it’s not going to find its way onto the screen. So what I try to do is find ways of making the material work so that the MPAA will look at the material and realize that all the material is dramatically justified.


  Wiater: But because you do make horror films, won’t the MPAA be looking at your film closer than they would, say, a cop movie?


  Barker: Of course they’re going to find some tough material in my pictures and in my choice of subject matter. There’s no way that they’re not going to find stuff they’re going to choke over! What I’m saying is that when I go on the floor in the morning to shoot a scene, I’m not thinking of the MPAA—it’s a useless endeavor. What they may be believing in today, they may disbelieve tomorrow. As I stated previously, certain areas of censorship come in and out of vogue. There are all kinds of areas that are subject to change, and I think they are a reflection of social pressures, and to some extent, political pressures.


  Wiater: But in terms of ever influencing culture, wouldn’t you say that more people will see your most poorly distributed film than will ever read your most accomplished work of fiction?


  Barker: That’s probably true, if you’re counting heads. But I’m not sure if that’s the only way you can assess these influences, and I’m not sure it’s even a particularly useful way to assess them. You could go one step further and say that The National Enquirer is read by a lot more people than, say, War and Peace. But whether the material contained in The National Enquirer has any significant influence on the minds that it touches is a different issue. There are clearly cultural phenomena that come into fashion, like Hoola Hoops and yo-yos, and next year are completely forgotten. The same thing applies to movies and books.


  What’s important is not whether a movie or a book or a television show is in fashion or whether it’s going to sell for a short time very intensively. What matters is whether it will last. Whether the images in the book or the movie have any staying power; that’s far more important than the success over a six-month period that a movie or video may do. Movies date badly. Books date very well. Imagine if Great Expectations had first been a movie rather than a book. Or Les Miserables, which now has found a new and extraordinary life as a musical, of all things.


  Wiater: To go right back to the very beginning as we end our conversation, why do you think people have always been fascinated by horror in the arts, no matter what the medium?


  Barker: I don’t think there’s a simple answer, Stanley. We both know there’s been an enthusiasm for this kind of material since a group of higher primates sat around a fire together and told each other ghost stories.


  Wiater: As if it’s always been human nature to look at the dark side, no matter how safe and secure your life may apparently seem?


  Barker: Right. I can imagine that the first conversation was something like, “Gee, I’m glad we’ve got fire. But doesn’t it make the darkness even darker?” I think we’ve answered the question right there.


  John Carpenter


  One of the most popular and celebrated directors of dark visions, John Carpenter has been responsible for some of the most entertaining and thought-provoking genre films ever made. If anyone can be considered to have achieved mainstream success as a director of commercially successful horror, fantasy, and science fiction films, it would probably have to be Carpenter.


  Born in Carthage, New York, in 1947, Carpenter is one of those special individuals who knew very early’ on in life what he wanted out of it: to be a filmmaker. Fate had him seeing the 1953 3-D release It Came from Outer Space, and at that point, Carpenter’s interest in motion pictures would forever be geared toward the fantastic and grotesque.


  In terms of his career, it was by writing and directing the 1978 film Halloween that Carpenter made his initial breakthrough, since two previous films—a science fiction movie and a contemporary action-thriller—appeared and disappeared almost without a trace. His Halloween was a hit, however, and at the time of its release was the most successful independent feature ever made. Produced for $300,000, it has since earned over $75 million worldwide. (It has so far spawned no less than four sequels.)


  Refreshingly, Carpenter doesn’t try to disguise what kind of films he is making; he doesn’t have the pretensions to say that what he is doing is something other than providing good, solid thrills and chills for a receptive audience. But because Carpenter is himself such an unabashed fan, he brings an
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