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    Foreword by Mark Anthony Galluzzo Director of R.S.V.P. and Trash


    


    Ah yes, the Horror Flick. What exactly is it about this well-worn genre that — despite some of the poorest displays of filmmaking ever committed to celluloid, including porn — still manages to pull audiences back for more? Go to any modern film market (AFM, Cannes, MIPCOM) and you can be assured that nearly every single booth on the floor will be flogging at least one, if not dozens, of horror films. Slashers, thrillers, creature features, supernatural epics, macabre comedies, you name it and you’ll find it. As a wizened old sales agent once croaked at me, “You find yourself a serial killer that no one has made a film about yet, and I can guarantee you six figures in Japan alone.” Overhearing conversations such as that and getting an eye-full of the menacing blood-soaked posters lining the floor, one would not be wrong to ask oneself, “What does all this grisly content say about our modern society?” Indeed, what does it mean when a good leisurely night out for many apparently normal upstanding members of our community often involves: a) consuming a large bucket of buttered popcorn, and b) watching a half-dozen beautiful coeds get hacked to pieces for their viewing pleasure? Have we, as a modern people, become so jaded and hardened that we lust to witness the fictionalized suffering of others (The Passion of The Christ notwithstanding; those viewers are just plain cuckoo)? Or are horror films nothing more than a natural and much less barbaric progression from the blood sports of old? No longer throwing Christians to the lions in front of a bloodthirsty crowd at the Coliseum, do we now just settle for throwing big-breasted blondes to killer zombies via a glowing screen? Have we replaced two gladiators’ fight to the death with “Freddy vs. Jason”?


    Undoubtedly this is probably part of the mystery, but in my mind it does not sufficiently answer the core question. From an evolutionary perspective, I would argue that another reason for the longevity of the horror genre is that perhaps our lives have become so soft and predictable that we yearn for that primitive, protective, and yes, even addictive emotion of raw unadulterated fear (residents of war-torn Third World countries and totalitarian regimes excluded). An emotion that was once crucial to avoiding the jaws of a saber-toothed tiger is now used to simply entertain us. Yes, it’s true ladies and gentlemen, FEAR is now officially on sale at a theater near you. Our cowering caveman brethren might be gobsmacked at our audacity, but a look back at art in any medium over the centuries will clearly show that, from ancient Greek theater to the modern haunted house, Gothic novels to trashy paperbacks, mankind has always found quality entertainment in scaring the beejezus out of his fellow man.


    Stephen King made a mint by proving over the course of three decades that the audience was insatiable when it comes to the macabre. Like the best horror masters, King effectively tapped into the primitive side in all of us that wants to go back to being that kid whose heart used to race at a strange noise in the night or an amorphous shadow in the closet. Back to a time when you might find yourself cowering on your bed, talking yourself into paralysis as you slowed your breathing, pulled the covers tight and hoped/prayed that when you put your foot on the floor to take a pressing wee, nothing would grab it. Thus, yet another raison d’etre for the horror film — it is a way to reach back and channel our innocence.


    Yes, there are plenty of scary things in the real world (war, famine, pestilence, disease, Republicans), but for most of us, life is insulated and mundane, surrounded by safety glass, airbags, and innumerable warnings (e.g., Warning! Do Not Stick Babies in Bin-Liners! Gee, thanks.). Horror films provide that missing thrill and are a jolt to remind us that we are indeed still alive…which consequently means we will eventually die. Just preferably not on the business end of some lunatic’s chainsaw. In other words, enjoy it while you still can.


    I myself never actually intended to make a horror film (albeit some would argue, yours truly included, that R.S.V.P. is more of a stealth-parody than a horror). R.S.V.P. just sort of happened. I had just debuted my first feature film, Trash, a coming-of-age drama set in the trailer parks of the Deep South, and was dead broke. A money man came to me with the idea of doing a loose remake of Rope. Not really thrilled about the idea of taking on Hitchcock in a head-to-head battle, I agreed to make it as long as I could do something drastically different, i.e., turn the genre on its head and simultaneously poke the audience in the eye. Much to my surprise he actually gave me the green light to do just that, and R.S.V.P. was born. Thus I set out to not only explore the Leopoldian theme of Fame vs. Infamy in our modern fame-obsessed culture but also to dissect the genre itself as described above. Using the metaphor of a bullfighting aficionado as a character, I sought to draw a parallel with the horror audience itself. Asking the question, if we know how they’re both going to end (the bull gets killed vs. Neve Campbell gets away), why do we still watch?


    Like most of the young filmmakers who are currently taking their own a stab at the horror genre, I came of age at the dawn of the VCR and the birth of premium cable television such as HBO and Cinemax. Two new delivery mediums that, like many before and after them, turned to the old standbys of breasts and blood to attract their initial audiences. Wandering through my local rental shop in backwater Florida, the pickings were slim: James Bond, soft-core porn, and…horror. Having already seen most of the Bond collection while watching Sunday afternoon matinees with my dad, and being unable to convince the clerk to let me walk out with Hollywood Hot-Tubs III, I was naturally drawn to the horror aisle where the likes of Freddy, Jason and Michael Myers awaited. I was vaguely familiar with the R-rated horror films via their ad campaigns in the cinema, but being only about 10, I was never allowed into the theater to watch. My only contact with them was when the naughty 16-year-old girl from down the street came over to baby-sit and would make out with her brace-faced boyfriend to the romantic backdrop of the Evil Dead flickering on my Dad’s wood-paneled Sylvania. But joy, oh joy, when I found out that while the video clerk in my tiny Bible-belt town was firmly against handing over any flick involving the baring of female flesh, he was more than happy to let me walk away with buckets of blood and human depravity.


    Much to my mother’s dismay (especially when I came home with a fresh copy of I Spit On Your Grave), I devoured the entire aisle in a matter of months. She would occasionally duck her head into the TV room with offers of snacks and a disapproving gasp as my friends and I watched some poor sap get shredded for the tenth time in slow-motion rewind. But for the most part, she let my horror phase run its course. She assumed that it was just a kid thing and that eventually I would grow more sophisticated tastes. And you know what, she was halfway right. I did develop more sophisticated tastes, moving on to study Welles, Lang, Hitchcock, Stone, Scorsese, Spielberg and such. And much to my surprise not only did I discover their Oscar-winning classics, but also some early works in the horror/thriller genre! Furthermore, as my education moved forward, as well as the better part of a decade, I started to recognize that not only was the horror genre a launching pad for directors but also a tremendous number of mainstream actors as well. From Johnny Depp in A Nightmare on Elm Street to Renee Zellweger and Matthew McConaughey in Texas Chainsaw Massacre: The Next Generation, the horror film is almost a cinematic rite of passage. Oliver Stone’s The Hand, starring a young Michael Caine, comes to mind as a prime example on both sides of the camera. Further evidence of the demise of horror’s reputation as catering only to the dregs of cinema is the fact that even the fictional characters from our modern horror franchises have seeped their way permanently into pop culture: Freddy, Jason, Carrie, Pinhead, Michael Myers, Leatherface, and my personal favorite, Maliki from Children of the Corn — don’t ask why. Taking their place right alongside veterans such as Dracula, Frankenstein and The Mummy.


    So ingrained is our desire to be scared that even after genre-busting films such as Scream and Scary Movie pulled back the curtain on horror flicks and let the audience in on the method behind the madness, we still flock to see them. So much is the horror movie part of our mainstream culture that it is nearly impossible to write characters in a horror film that do not reference classic slasher movies when trapped in their own “horror” situation. “Wait, don’t split up, you morons!” “Hey, don’t smoke that joint.” “Shit, I’m the only the black guy in the haunted house! I’m never gonna make it out alive!” “Hell no! Don’t even think about picking up that drifter in the middle of the fucking desert! Didn’t you see The Hitcher!?” “Go in the basement? Are you out of your freaking mind!”


    Yet still these characters make the same mistakes as their predecessors (smoke pot, have sex, split up) while we sit glued to our seats, merrily shouting at these bloody fools to run or cringing at the ludicrously predictable by-the-numbers plotline…


    Either way it doesn’t matter, for every now and again a genuine horror classic comes along that reaffirms our love for this redheaded stepchild of a genre. This fine book is an in-depth collection of those select horror gems — the good, the bad and the comically ugly.


    Just remember, though, to paraphrase the words of Jonathan Banks in my own genre-busting horror/comedy R.S.V.P. “To truly enjoy, horror fans must learn to appreciate ‘the details.’ For it is the details that separate the aficionado from the masses.”


    Having already picked up this horror film history chock-full of such details, one can only assume that you are indeed well on your way to becoming an aficionado of cinematic macabre.


    


    M.A. Galluzzo
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      Scary Movie 2 spoofs modern day horror films, much to the delight of horror film fans, studios and theaters.
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      Mark Anthony Galluzzo.
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      The notorious I Spit on your Grave — one of the earliest “video nasties.”
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      LOTR Viggo Mortensen in Texas Chainsaw Massacre III.

    

  


  
    Introduction


    


    So what makes Minds of Fear any more interesting than the many other horror film books vying for your attention? Well, aside from the fact that this little labor of love has involved conducting a number of exclusive interviews with top genre names, what you have in your hands is the perfect guide to 30 horror flicks that are each well worth your time. You may even discover a little gem that you otherwise might never have given the time of day — hence the focus, throughout this publication, on movies that haven’t yet suffered from overexposure. As tempting as it may have been to dedicate sections to Night of the Living Dead, Last House on the Left (already the subject of a tremendous book release from the UK’s FAB Press) or Halloween, the wealth of information available on these titles arguably reached saturation point a long time ago. However, from such classic benchmarks as An American Werewolf in London and The Hills Have Eyes to guilty pleasures like Evilspeak and Silent Night, Deadly Night and finally to the modern hits Jeepers Creepers and Wrong Turn, there should be something in here to satisfy every scary-movie addict. And even if you have seen every feature discussed in this tome, the variety of actors/directors/producers/writers and special effects maestros interviewed to accompany each entry should — at the very least — reveal a few interesting, even thought-provoking, secrets about the making of these cult favorites.


    Of course one person’s gold is another person’s garbage and it is worth noting that horror film fans are possibly the most argumentative bunch you’ll ever come across…just go to a convention or a genre movie festival and see for yourself. Better yet, take a trip onto an online horror message forum — sooner or later things will get messy and expletives thrown around as passionate fans argue over whether or not, say, Fulci’s walking dead have held up better than Romero’s. Well, that’s been my experience anyway. Horror movie followers are dedicated and opinionated and so are the genre’s critics — and who would have it any other way? The conflicting essays and reviews inherent in many a genre publication or online web site are what makes the horror scene so exciting, invigorating and thought-provoking. The loyalty of its fans (who often carry an encyclopedic knowledge of their subject) is usually nothing less than startling, and for those filmmakers, special effects artists and performers who work in the genre, one can only imagine that it is a rewarding experience to encounter such devotion. However, it is rare to find that “unified” horror gem that brings together fans and critics alike in deeming it as an undisputed classic. As such, the 30 films discussed in this book are likely to cause a number of disagreements among readers. In answer to any complaints about leaving out “such and such” a film in favor of a movie of lesser quality, all I can say is that each title contains a critique whereupon I have tried, as best I can, to put forward my own favorable defense. Even so, one would be stupid not to be prepared for any resulting controversy…


    For example, for everyone, such as myself, who proclaims Scream (1996) to be a contemporary great, there will be many others to state the opposite, perhaps arguing that it is little more than a glossy retread of the films that it sets out to spoof. While it is probably safe to consider Night of the Living Dead (1968) an undisputed masterpiece and the benchmark of modern terror (it is certainly difficult to find any critical dismissal of it), everything else falls onto far trickier ground. The Exorcist (1973) might be a classic to Mark Kermode, who writes at length about the movie in his British Film Institute book on it, but to Phil Hardy in The Aurum Film Encyclopedia it is full of flaws. Likewise, The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974) might be considered an untouchable milestone to many — but Leslie Halliwell largely dismisses it in his popular Film Guide. Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining (1980) seems to attract the same level of hatred as it does support, and while Friday the 13th (1980) was a huge (and influential) hit in its day, few would consider it worthy of being discussed in the same breath as Night of the Living Dead.


    As such, each movie written about in the forthcoming pages is a personal choice — a film that has, in some way, etched its way into my collection (and my heart) since my love affair with the genre began at five years old and a showing of An American Werewolf in London. “Were your folks crazy?” asked John Landis when I revealed this to him. Well, you can blame it on my older sister and the family’s investment in a video recorder rather than on my parents, but seeing horror films with childhood eyes is something that I personally miss. Plot holes, stupid characterization and incompetent filmmaking could be swept aside back when I was a wee 10-year-old feasting on a diet of Amityville, Basket Case, The Evil Dead and Friday the 13th. Looking at these films now, with adult eyes, I don’t honestly know that I’d let a child see them — but when I was younger these were the greatest things ever and they never, for one second, did me any harm at all. Well, except for causing me to write about them…


    


    A Few Words About the Modern Horror Film


    


    The modern horror film is largely seen to have begun with Night of the Living Dead (interested readers should check out Kim Newman’s essential Nightmare Movies for further discussion), although the first horror film to really take terror out of the realm of the Gothic and the supernatural and place it in our present, everyday lives was undoubtedly Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960).


    Herschell Gordon Lewis went further by inventing the “splatter film” with 1963’s Blood Feast — and Lewis gets acknowledged in this very publication through his 1964 classic Two Thousand Maniacs! In Italy, Mario Bava mixed Psycho with added blood and gore and the result, 1963’s Blood and Black Lace, is probably the very first “body count,” or slasher, movie. Where George Romero really changed things, with Night of the Living Dead, was with his finale. Up until 1968, horror films invariably featured a “wrap up,” whereupon evil was defeated and the audience could comfortably leave the theater without feeling too distraught by the onscreen unpleasantness. Yet, when Duane Jones is shot dead in Romero’s film — after having done everything correctly in order to fight the zombie plague — and his body mercilessly burned by a group of gun-toting rednecks, things changed. Suddenly horror did not have to follow any rules at all. Romero broke every rule. There was no happy ending in Night of the Living Dead. The terror is not destroyed at the end, and the audience has faced so many macabre, disturbing images (even today, the undead little girl stabbing her mother to death remains among the most horrifying sights in genre history) that the movie is genuinely difficult to shake off. Predictably, Romero’s influence is present in almost every film in this book.


    The realistic brutality of Wes Craven’s Last House on the Left (1972) is certainly a further turning point for horror cinema’s depiction of graphic violence, and the full-color disembowelments make even Night of the Living Dead look tame. How things had changed in only four years. Tobe Hooper’s The Texas Chain Saw Massacre took Craven’s stark realism one step further by combining it with genuinely credible filmmaking and, surprisingly, actually managing to attract an enormous audience in the process. If William Friedkin’s The Exorcist did anything, it was to reaffirm Satan as a threat during the decade of Last House-inspired contemporary, real life, serial killer villains and produce a modern blockbuster. The movie also ushered in a new era of grisly special effects that would be followed up by the gory excess of Dawn of the Dead (1979) — perhaps still the definitive landmark of “splatter” cinema. Halloween (1978), and later Friday the 13th and A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984), would inspire the general direction of American horror cinema during the 1980s (witness even the slasher film coda in 1987’s Fatal Attraction) for better and for worse. After these three hits, anyone with a money-spinning horror character would tire themselves out with two or three sequels — witness the direct-to-video schlock of the Sleepaway Camp (1983) and Slumber Party Massacre (1983) series. The slasher film movement is focused upon with five of the better examples in Chapter Three.


    Italian horror cinema would find itself indebted to Dario Argento, Mario Bava and Lucio Fulci, although their impact on the English-speaking world was largely undervalued for a considerable length of time. That Argento’s Suspiria (1977) is the forefather of Halloween, and his early giallo films the inspiration behind a number of mainstream thrillers, from Dressed to Kill (1980) to 2004’s Saw, now goes without saying. That everyone from Tim Burton to Scorsese now credits Bava as a master filmmaker seems to have secured his reputation — as does the lingering influence of his Twitch of the Death Nerve (1971) upon the stalker movie genre. Fulci, meanwhile, remains the darling of low-budget independent filmmakers everywhere — his influence even managing to spread to the Far East, as fans of 1988’s Japanese oddity Evil Dead Trap will attest. My recent visit to the Los Angeles-based special effects house “Spectral Motion,” which has worked on Hellboy (2004) and Blade 3 (2004), confirmed that Fulci’s reputation has finally begun to penetrate the mainstream as the makeup artists sang the late director’s praises.


    The 1980s also saw the rise of David Cronenberg’s weird form of “body horror,” which reached its peak with 1982’s outstanding Videodrome — a sure influence on the gory visuals of, among many others, Clive Barker’s Hellraiser (1987) and Brian Yuzna’s Society (1989). As a new decade was ushered in, the nineties were initially a quiet time for the genre. 1991’s The Silence of the Lambs succeeded in advertising itself as something it was not (i.e., a top-rate thriller as opposed to a big-budget psychological thriller), although its presence on any number of direct-to-video serial killer movies is immeasurable. 1995’s Seven, likewise, chose not to advertise itself as a horror movie despite its giallo roots and often disgusting visuals. The subsequent influence of David Fincher’s movie on horror has not been especially vital, despite its commercial success, and it was instead Wes Craven’s Scream (1996) that reinvigorated the genre. Scream spawned a number of copycat movies ranging from I Know What You Did Last Summer (1997) to Halloween H20 (1998) as well as its own sequels. Afew years later and 1999’s The Blair Witch Project and The Sixth Sense allowed the genre to be more adult again — the scares in each film being far more imaginative, mature and primal than those seen in, for instance, 1998’s awful Urban Legend.


    Since Blair Witch and The Sixth Sense, it has been difficult to point a finger toward another original horror title that has, in effect, broken new ground or inspired a new confidence in the genre at the box office. However, this may be a rash conclusion. After all, it can take a few years before a film’s influence can really be measured and the recent success of, for instance, Open Water (2004) might well create a renewed interest in shark movies and even the release of Jaws 5. Hey, it couldn’t be any worse than Jaws: The Revenge, could it? What is for sure is that, post-September 11th, there has been an unmistakable rise in the popularity of horror flicks — and especially fantasy-based horror features whereupon the viewer is transported into a living, breathing comic book full of macabre violence. Just check out some of the films that reached number one at the American box office during 2003 alone: Freddy Vs. Jason, Jeepers Creepers 2 and The Texas Chain Saw Massacre remake. Terror is big business yet again…as long as it remains far enough adjusted from reality. With the possible exception of King of the Ants, Chapter Six showcases a small selection of horror movies, made since the turn of the new millennium, that are decidedly removed from the brutal reality that previous trendsetters such as Last House on the Left reveled in.


    Disagree with the choices in this book? Well you can either write your own follow-up or take solace in some of the films that were considered but ultimately left out of this first chapter. 1973’s The Wicker Man was definitely one movie that, had Allan Brown not written his own excellent book on it, would have been included here. 1980’s Italian classic Inferno is another horror title that I hold a lot more highly than most, although including a Euro-horror title is arguably taking this book down a whole other street. After all, European horror is almost a genre unto itself — with its own star directors and subgenres. 1974’s Deranged was also played around with, since it remains a powerful slice of nastiness all these years later. For the “Future Classics” chapter I deeply regret not being able to write about Marc Evans’ excellent My Little Eye (2002), which left me feeling, to put it bluntly, pretty damn fucked up when the end credits rolled in the cinema. Only my failure to nail down Evans for an interview on the film (having already discussed his new movie, Trauma, at length with him) stopped this excellent title from inclusion. 2003’s May, another modern cult hit, was also thought about as a possibility for this chapter but, looking back, I don’t regret the films chosen here. Each entry is a fine film, and a cult classic, in its own right and if this publication manages to alert at least a handful of readers to the merits of, say, Death Line, then it is a job well done.


    


    Calum Waddell
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      The Exorcist — trash or treasure?
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    Chapter 1: Modern Classics


    Five landmarks of the contemporary fear film

  


  
    An American Werewolf in London


    Director: John Landis


    Produced by: George Folsey Jr.


    Written by: John Landis


    Cast: David Naughton; Jenny Agutter; Griffin Dunne; John Woodvine; Lila Kaye; Joe Belcher; David Schofield; Brian Glover;Anne-Marie Davies; Frank Oz; Don McKillop; Paul Kember


    Special Effects: Rick Baker


    Year: 1981


    Plot Synopsis:


    David (Naughton) and Jack (Dunne) are two young Americans backpacking across Europe. In England, the two begin their trek across the vast Yorkshire moors. They arrive at a small local pub called The Slaughtered Lamb. When they enter they meet with a cold reception. Nevertheless, Gladys (Kaye), the barmaid, serves them a cup of tea and the two Americans take a seat. Jack notices a pentangle on the wall and mentions to David that it is “the sign of the wolf.” He asks his friend to raise the subject but David objects. “Remember the Alamo,” comments Jack — which is overheard by Gladys and leads to a Mexican joke from one of the men in the pub (Glover). Jack finally asks what the pentangle on the wall is for and the pub goes quiet. The two boys are told to leave and warned, “beware the moon and stick to the road.” Outside, the two backpackers opt to get as far away from The Slaughtered Lamb as possible. As they do they wander onto the moors. Soon they find themselves lost and followed by a mysterious animal that growls and stalks them. Back at The Slaughtered Lamb, Gladys tells her customers that they should not have let the two Americans leave. She tells the men to go and help them.


    Jack falls over on the moors. When David attempts to help him up to his feet, a huge wolf attacks and begins to devour his friend. David turns to run but, hearing Jack’s screams, he doubles back where he, too, is attacked. The men from The Slaughtered Lamb arrive and shoot the wolf dead. David has been mauled. He sees his attacker appear in human form, just before he blacks out.


    Three weeks later, David regains consciousness at a London hospital. Two nurses are present: Alex Price (Agutter) and Nurse Gallagher (Davies). David is under the care of a friendly male doctor called Hirsch (Woodvine). David blacks out again and dreams about running through some woodland. When David wakes up, an obnoxious man from the American Embassy (Oz) arrives to grill him. David explains that it was not a lunatic that attacked him but a wolf.


    Two men from Scotland Yard (McKillop and Kember) arrive in Hirsch’s office to investigate the case. They then interview David, who restates that he was attacked by a wolf. However, the case is deemed closed because the body of his attacker was found. David again dreams about running through the woods. This time he is naked and he beheads a deer with his bare hands.


    Alex brings David some food to eat. They flirt. David has another nightmare — this time he dreams that he sees himself turn into a vampire while being attended to by Alex. When he wakes up he informs Doctor Hirsch that he’d rather not be left alone.


    Alex spends the night looking after David. He tells her that she is very attractive and falls asleep again. David has a nightmare in which a gang of maniacs kills his entire family. When he awakens, one of the maniacs arrives in the hospital room and kills Alex. He wakes up again, having had a nightmare-within-a-nightmare.


    The next morning David sees Jack — who appears to him as a decaying corpse. Jack warns David that he will turn into a werewolf at the next full moon. David screams for Alex, and when she arrives he kisses her. Alex asks David if he would like to stay with her when he is released from hospital the following day. The next evening David and Alex make love at her house. When David wakes up during the night, he is again greeted by Jack, who then repeats his warning about David’s metamorphosis into a lycanthrope. Alex goes to work the next day and leaves David alone. Doctor Hirsch investigates The Slaughtered Lamb where one customer (Schofield) warns him that the “boy is in danger.” At Alex’s apartment, David changes into a werewolf and prowls the night. His first victims are a young couple (Geoffrey Burridge and Brenda Cavendish) and their friend (Christopher Scoular). Hirsch is concerned for David’s safety and asks Alex to call home — when she does there is no answer.


    Three tramps are attacked and killed by David. His final victim is a businessman returning home via the London underground (Michael Carter). The next morning, David wakes up naked in London Zoo’s wolf den. He escapes and, after stealing someone’s jacket, makes it back to Alex’s house. Alex hails a taxi to return him to the hospital, but when the taxi driver talks about the previous evening’s murders, David insists on being let out of the cab.


    Alex chases after David as he shouts that he was the one responsible. David tries, and fails, to get himself arrested. He tells Alex that he loves her and kisses her goodbye. David rings his house in America and talks to his young sister. He fails to slit his wrists in the phone booth, and notices Jack beckoning him into a pornographic movie house. In the cinema, Jack introduces David to his latest victims, who all tell him to commit suicide. However, it is too late and David begins to transform again.


    The police barricade up the cinema after David mauls a customer. The werewolf escapes, killing one of the men from Scotland Yard and wrecking havoc around Trafalgar Square. The police corner the wolf, but Alex breaks through their firing squad. She tells David that she loves him, but when the wolf attempts to pounce at her, the police open fire and kill it. David’s dead, bullet-ridden body lies on the ground as Alex weeps and Dr. Hirsch runs to her side.


    


    Critique:


    An American Werewolf in London is a movie that hits so many high points that it is difficult to even know where to begin, but this is likely to be one of the most biased critiques that you will ever read of the feature. Simply put, An American Werewolf in London is rivaled only by Fantasia and the first two Godfather movies as this author’s favorite film of all time. Yes, it really is that good and if you have — as unlikely as it is — picked up this book without having seen the movie, then one can only emphasize his envy at the thought of once again viewing this classic for the first time.


    From the endlessly quotable script (“A naked American man just stole my balloons” or “Have you ever tried talking to a corpse? It’s boring!”), to the groundbreaking man-to-beast transformation courtesy of Rick Baker, the movie is every bit as entertaining now as it was 25 years ago. While new breakthroughs in digital special effects have allowed for the sort of realism evident in productions such as The Lord of the Rings trilogy (and, indeed, permitted for such horrific cinematic experiences as the Star Wars prequels), there remains a huge satisfaction in knowing that what you are watching was actually constructed by someone from the ground up. Moreover, it is a testament to the skills of Baker that David Naughton’s incredible metamorphosis into a four-legged lycanthrope is still amazing to watch, especially as it takes place with full lighting, and the sequence certainly puts to shame the computer-generated transformations that informed the 1997 in-name-only sequel An American Werewolf in Paris. Even when one looks at the werewolf design for 2003’s awful Goth blockbuster Underworld — a film with budget to spare — the end result is not even fit to lick the boots of this movie. [1] While some have argued that Joe Dante’s 1981 classic The Howling has the superior lycanthrope, [2] this writer is inclined to disagree simply because of the sheer length of the special effect that Baker creates, not to mention the emotional involvement that we have in David Naughton’s character. His portrayal is so accomplished, and his character so likeable, that his pain becomes our pain — undoubtedly the sign of a classic picture. Furthermore, breaking the rules of the genre, Landis makes it clear from the get-go that his werewolf does not need silver bullets to die. This is very much a movie that drags an old literary and cinematic genre into the contemporary age and, in doing so, recreates everything that went before it.


    The special effects aside, what really makes An American Werewolf in London such a delight is its obvious humanity. Credible, unforgettable characters drive a narrative that flips between humor and horror with an ease that most other genre movies can surely only envy. Certainly, neither emotion ever clashes with the other — such is the skill of Landis as a director and the beauty of his script. It is remarkable that the director creates some of the most nightmarish moments ever filmed, such as the dream-within-a-dream set piece and the shocking moment in which Naughton tears a deer’s head asunder with his bare hands, yet he also crafts a number of laughs and a genuinely moving romantic subplot. The number of laugh-out-loud moments is too vast to comprehensibly list; however, it should be noted that Landis’ eye for documenting the personalities and culture of England is impeccable. The cheery Cockney couple, the straitlaced policeman at Trafalgar Square, the tackiness of British sex comedies from the 1970s, the all-male Northern pub, the overworked National Health Service staff and the grim hospital meals all lead one to conclude that this is somebody whose knack for satire is unparalleled. Perhaps the film’s standout comedy moment involves the initially silent welcome that the two Americans are greeted with when they enter “The Slaughtered Lamb,” an isolated Northern English pub. The entire scene will likely have most British viewers in hysterics and yet, this hilarity quickly turns to something altogether more sinister at the blink of an eye. What is at first lighthearted and amusing begins to seem conclusively more mysterious — and our laughs turn to nervous anticipation as Dunne and Naughton are forced to leave the pub and walk into certain danger. Landis’ casting choices are all excellent. Jenny Agutter makes for an inspired choice — her natural beauty shines throughout the movie, although she is not too glamorous (one might say that she really is a brilliant example of the girl next door) for us to find it impossible to believe her spontaneous romancing of a strange American man. Agutter embeds her character with a sad-eyed hint of misfortune that is perhaps inevitable from an overworked and underpaid NHS nurse. When she tells Naughton about her failed relationships, it adds a real emotional impact to the movie’s sudden, tragic ending. There is evident chemistry between the two stars, and the end result makes for one of the most believable onscreen romances this side of Casablanca. When Naughton is shot dead at the finale of the movie, it is following Agutter’s pained “I love you,” which in the hands of many lesser filmmakers could all too easily descend into farce (she is, after all, speaking to a werewolf!). Instead, the emotional performance by Agutter actually makes her lover’s death as bittersweet and moving as anything ever put on screen and infinitely more effective than such redundant “romantic comedies” as Pretty Woman (1990) or Sleepless in Seattle (1993). It is indeed difficult, if not impossible, to think of any other horror movie that can boast an honest, powerful romance to accompany the inevitable carnage — making An American Werewolf in London a truly unique experience. Exactly how this hodgepodge of so many different emotions and ideas did not end up as a farce is beyond belief, and on account of this movie alone one feels that a case could, and should, be made for Landis to be listed as one of the finest directors to ever walk onto a film set.


    If all of this praise seems somewhat overbearing, then keep in mind that this is the movie that also features a cameo from the Muppets, a naked David Naughton running around London Zoo, a killer soundtrack and, perhaps best of all, a jovial talking corpse — without a doubt one of cinema’s most inspired sights. Dunne’s performance is flawless as the dead Jack Goodman, appearing to forewarn Naughton’s character about his imminent transformation, and one wishes that he had gone on to do more in front of the camera (although appearing in this film and then working with Scorsese on 1985’s masterful After Hours is boasting right enough by anyone’s standards). However, perhaps the greatest tragedy of An American Werewolf in London is that Naughton never went on to become a leading man even in spite of the talent that he showcases in this feature. Considering that his performance is the standard by which every subsequent, and even previous, werewolf film should be measured upon (even Jack Nicholson’s turn in 1994’s Wolf does not hold a candle to Naughton’s complex and tormented leading role), it is unfortunate that the actor never received further opportunities in films of this size. Moreover, for those of us who have little fondness toward the commotion, inwardness and quagmire of the U.K.’s capital city, it is a cathartic experience to see a werewolf trash the entire area.


    An American Werewolf in London not only forced the Academy Awards to recognize makeup effects as a genuine art form, it also paved the way for a short spell of lycanthrope movies that included The Beast Within (1982) and the Stephen King adaptation Silver Bullet (1984). Although no future movie could ever come close to recreating the special magic that is evident in Landis’ feature, it is pleasant to know that 2000’s Ginger Snaps and 2002’s Dog Soldiers have, at the very least, made an admirable attempt to do so.


    And remember: “Beware the moon and stick to the road.”


    


    Standout Moment:


    Could it be Jenny Agutter’s now-legendary shower scene? Not quite. Rick Baker’s amazing transformation sequence is still an incredible accomplishment.


    


    Memories of the Film:


    Following the classic comedies Animal House in 1978 and The Blues Brothers in 1980, John Landis would enter the horror field with a bang with An American Werewolf in London. “Well, I’d written it in 1969,” reveals the director. “I was out in Yugoslavia working on Kelly’s Heroes and when I made the movie in 1981 it was almost exactly the same.” So what changed? “Well, there was this cartoon theater…the first time I was in London was 1965, and then in 1975 I was hired as one of the writers for The Spy Who Loved Me, which at the time was to be directed by Guy Hamilton — who later pulled out. It was back then that I spent a lot of time in London, it was the time when [Bond franchise owners] Cubby Broccoli and Harry Salzman were at each other’s throats all the time…and I went to these cartoon theaters. There was one in Piccadilly Circus, one in Victoria Station, one at Trafalgar Square and one at Leicester Square. They had these perfect prints of the Warner Bros. and Disney cartoons, and they showed all the classics — Ward Kimball, Tex Avery, Friz Freleng — and at that time in the U.S.A. you only saw them on television. So I was frequenting these cartoon cinemas and the only other people there were the homeless or children, whose mothers had left them there so they could get away to work. Anyway, when I wrote the movie I set the end sequence at Arrow’s Theatre in Piccadilly and I originally had the carnage unfold to Road Runner cartoons. Then when I went back to shoot the film, the theater was showing porn — and so we changed that and that’s the only difference between the script I wrote for it back in 1969 and the one that made it to the screen.”


    As for why it took so long for the film to make it to the big screen, Landis remains candid. “In the movie business — well, it’s called the biz, or the industry — it’s not about quality, it’s about success and when you have a bit of success it gives you some power. So Animal House was successful, which allowed me to make The Blues Brothers, which was also successful and they didn’t expect it to be because it was this twisted comedy, and that led to me being allowed to make An American Werewolf in London. Virtually every studio had turned down the script since 1969 — it was considered to be too weird. Then I finally got to make it.” An American Werewolf features Griffin Dunne and David Naughton, both unknown actors at the time, in fantastic performances. All the same, was there any reason for casting unknowns in the lead roles? “This was a different time,” states Landis. “In the movie business now it’s the cart before the horse — you develop a franchise or make movies out of comic books and everything is pre-sold. It was a better time then, you could still make films from your own platform, but now it’s either you make it big in the first three days (of release) or you don’t. I wanted people to accept these two boys as just being two boys. That’s my reason. With Jenny (Agutter)…I had known her for years and I was a big fan of her early stuff, right from The Railway Children. It was an insane part for her to play because she invites this patient back home with her and I wanted to cast someone that the audience could take seriously in that role and not just think she was a slut,” laughs the director.


    From the spoof of the film in the Guinness television advertisements to the consistent television showings on U.K. television, An American Werewolf secured its place in the British consciousness a long time ago. However, it did not fare quite so well in the States. Why does the director think this might be? “Well, first of all it did quite well here in America,” maintains Landis. “It wasn’t a big hit…people were taken aback by the graphic violence. In the U.S. it’s considered to be a comedy, while in the U.K. it’s considered to be a horror film, which is correct — I wanted to make a horror film and it’s not really a very funny film. It has some humor in it — I mean, it’s a British film, it was financed in Britain.” Not that the film went without acclaim in America — and Landis admits that he was “thrilled to bits” when Rick Baker received an Oscar for his work on the movie.


    To this day, An American Werewolf and John Carpenter’s remake of The Thing are the movies that are usually held up as examples that you don’t need CGI for good effects — surely this is something of an honor? “The Thing came out a year later,” states the director. “I thought it was great. But it got terrible reviews and no one went to see it and I never understood why. It was a wonderful movie…But, you know — if I did Werewolf now I’d do a combination of both. I think when it’s done well it works — like with some of the scenes in Lord of the Rings — that [series] has marvelous CGI.” Speaking of computer effects — what did Landis think of the truly woeful digital werewolf that informed the in-name-only sequel, An American Werewolf in Paris? “I’ve never seen it,” insists the director — although Landis did write his own sequel. “Yes, I wrote a sequel to An American Werewolf — but Michael Kuhn at Polygram hated the script. It was set 10 years later.” With the original cast returning? “Of course they return. Even the dead guys in the theater” laughs Landis. Although the director admits that it’s probably “a bit late now” to see a proper sequel to An American Werewolf, he is happy to share a little bit about what could have been. “The sequel that was made, that was not a true sequel, I believe that’s the case anyway,” states Landis. “With my sequel, it involved the girl from the original that they are speaking about at the beginning…Debbie Klein. We meet her in Beverly Hills and she is assigned to her company’s London branch. She keeps asking herself, ‘Whatever happened to David?’ See, the official explanation is that a lion got loose from the zoo. What we don’t see in the first film is that the day David spends pacing Alex’s apartment, he writes Debbie a letter and it’s very weird and mysterious. So Debbie pursues what happened but she keeps hitting a brick wall, and then she finally finds out the truth, and it goes from there…”


    One of the things that shocked audiences and critics is the finale to An American Werewolf, and the way the jovial, upbeat version of Blue Moon kicks in after the somber ending. Of course, to many of us, it’s a classic finish to an outstanding film, but did Landis ever think that the intrusive nature of the music might alienate some viewers? “What? Is that a serious question?” asks the director with notable shock. “It’s called irony. If they don’t get it then fuck ’em.” Was it a surprise that the biggest star to come out of the film was the barely glimpsed Rik Mayall and not David Naughton? “No, I don’t think it’s bizarre,” answers the director. “With David I’m actually surprised he never took off. He was in a Dr Pepper commercial in America, and I liked his personality. Rik Mayall is not really all that well known in America, but I think he’s brilliant.” An American Werewolf was unique in mixing comedy and horror — was Landis aware at the time that he was breaking new ground? “No, not really… I knew what we were doing was unorthodox though.” And is it true that Cat Stevens refused the rights for one of his songs to be used in An American Werewolf? “Yeah, that’s true. I wanted to use his song Moon Shadow and he wouldn’t let us use it. He had just converted to being a Muslim at that time, he was very religious and he disapproved of the film. It’s funny though because now I find out that he’s allowing car companies to use his music in their commercials.”


    An American Werewolf received some further reappraisal upon its eagerly anticipated DVD release in 2002. However, Landis was not part of the audio commentary for his finest film. Why was this? “I don’t like them,” he insists. “I’ve recorded two of them now but I don’t like doing them. I always want to say ‘Shut up, I’m trying to watch the movie.’ ” Has the director listened to the audio commentary that the stars, Griffin Dunne and David Naughton, did for the DVD? “Yes, and I thought it was very funny,” he states. Even with the huge gaps of silence when neither actor says anything? “Yeah, well they’re watching the movie. That’s what you’re supposed to do!” laughs Landis. So how does the director react when someone like me approaches him and mentions that An American Werewolf is his favorite horror film of all time? “Well, you know — you meet an interesting cross-section of fans that appreciate different films you’ve done. I never know which movie someone is going to talk to me about. I mean, obviously I had an idea of what it was in your case,” answers the director. “But I was quite taken aback recently when I met a guy from the Czech Republic and he told me about the incredible impact one of my films has had on his life. So I’m thinking of my most well-known ones — Blues Brothers, American Werewolf, Trading Places, Animal House — and he tells me it’s Spies Like Us. I didn’t think that was such an important movie — I mean, it was Bob Hope’s last film, but I had no idea why he picked Spies Like Us. Well, he told me about the time when soldiers occupied Czech and there was strict censorship and his father had recorded Spies Like Us from a satellite station they picked up from abroad. It turns out people would come over and watch it in secrecy and everyone loved it because it made fun of the Russians and the Americans and just everyone really. So you have no idea how your films are affecting other people.” David Naughton will forever be associated with starring in An American Werewolf in London, without doubt the most prestigious role of his long acting career. “I was in this Dr Pepper commercial that was very popular at the time,” explains Naughton.


    “John Landis was an avid Dr Pepper drinker, although he was shipping in Tab as well. Well, I got discovered from these commercials and I remember going to John’s office at Universal. It was a curious opportunity because back then this was the guy — he was the whole deal, he wrote the script, he was casting it — with the help of a casting director — this was not like my television experience where there were so many people involved. John had the final say. I met with him, it was a very social occasion and we got along well. He told me about Rick Baker, who had worked with him on Schlock, and he said, ‘Whoever plays this part is going to be working with Rick (Baker) a lot.’ I told him I’d lived in London and traveled all around Great Britain, and he said ‘The character’s backpacking, have you done that?’ I said, ‘Oh sure,” that’s what every actor says to get the part — ‘You’re going to wake up naked in a zoo, you ever done that?’ — and you say, ‘Oh sure.’ ‘Ever jumped out of a plane?’ — ‘Oh sure’ (laughs). You just assume you’ll pick everything up as the film goes along — it’s usually a personality test to see if you fit the profile of the character. John was not particularly big on having stars in the film, although there were well-known people who wanted to be involved in ‘The next John Landis film.’ It was his pet project for years, and he said to me at the interview, ‘Call me tomorrow.’ I remember thinking, ‘That’s unorthodox,’ because usually you have to go through agents, do a screen test, meet executives… John and I were of the same generation and of the same age, primarily. So the next day I called him and he said, ‘So, do you want to be a werewolf?’ I said, ‘Well, what does that entail?’ and he told me I’d have to go meet Rick immediately. This was October and they started filming in January.”


    So how did Naughton react to the script, which called for the actor to be naked three times? “Well, it was really only three times, just like you mentioned,” he answers. “You read it in the script and it’s, like, only an eighth of a page. You read something like, ‘He turns into a wolf,’ you go, ‘Well, okay,’ and then ‘They make love passionately’ — there’s not much more detail. ‘He wakes up naked in the zoo.’ It’s only when you get on set that you realize — ‘As in naked? With real wolves?’ You get told, ‘Oh yeah, there will be real wolves and it will be zero degrees out there’ (laughs). I remember going to meet Rick and he said to me — ‘So you’re playing what part?’ and I told him I was the lead. He says, ‘Oh, I feel so sorry for you,’ which wasn’t really the reaction I was expecting (laughs). Well, little did I know I’d have to go through all this painstaking makeup, which was not like anything I’d ever done, and I had to be in shape so I was working out and always out jogging…Rick Baker — he’s as much of a perfectionist as anyone I’ve ever met — it doesn’t matter how long it takes, he wants things perfect. I’m not sure he even does makeup anymore. I remember saying to him, ‘Are we ever going to be ready? It’s been 10 hours,’ and he’d say, ‘No, not yet.’ It would drive you crazy, but he won the Academy Award for it, and now he says, ‘Of course I could have done better’ (laughs). I think the biggest criticism he had was that he wasn’t a fan of the wolf. When it was out on the street it had this fixed, locked jaw that he wasn’t crazy about. He wanted a working jaw that he could control, but there was nothing like that at the time. The transformation part, this was back in 1981 and we had Wolfen and The Howling coming out soon, these rival films, and to this day I think our film holds up. With the love scene it’s best to do something like that on the first day. That’s the time when everyone is most nervous, and you’re not familiar with each other, so there are not any personal problems yet. Not that there were any personal problems on this film, but that
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