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      DAVID J. SCHOW’s short stories have been regularly selected for over twenty-five volumes of “Year’s Best” anthologies across three decades and have won the World Fantasy Award, the ultra-rare Dimension Award from Twilight Zone magazine, plus a 2002 International Horror Guild Award for his collection of Fangoria columns, Wild Hairs. His novels include The Kill Riff, The Shaft, Rock Breaks Scissors Cut, Bullets of Rain, Gun Work, Hunt Among the Killers of Men (part of Hard Case Crime’s “Gabriel Hunt” series), Internecine, Upgunned and the forthcoming The Big Crush. His short stories are collected in Seeing Red, Lost Angels, Black Leather Required, Crypt Orchids, Eye, Zombie Jam, Havoc Swims Jaded, and a not-to-be-named new book. He is the author of the exhaustively detailed Outer Limits Companion and has written extensively for films (Leatherface: Texas Chainsaw Massacre III, The Crow) and television (Tales from the Crypt, Perversions of Science, The Hunger, Masters of Horror). When a legendary movie poster artist asked him to write text for his next book of images, the result was The Art of Drew Struzan (Titan, 2010). You can see him talking and moving around on documentaries and DVDs for everything from Creature from the Black Lagoon, Incubus and The Shawshank Redemption to Scream and Scream Again (a BBC4 special about the horror film boom of the Eighties available on YouTube), Never Sleep Again, Beast Wishes and The Psycho Legacy. He is also the editor of the three-volume Lost Bloch series for Subterranean Press and Elvisland by John Farris (Babbage, 2004). He has co-produced supplements for such DVDs as Reservoir Dogs, From Hell, I, Robot, The Dirty Dozen Special Edition and Chronicles of Narnia: The Lion, the Witch & the Wardrobe. His bibliography and many other fascinating details are available online at his official site, Black Leather Required: http://www.davidjschow.com.
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      When the film opened, it was met by outraged attacks against its motives, its competence of execution, and the unabashed saturation of gore. It was dismissed by critics, flagellated by concerned commentators who viewed it as a prime example of the pornography of violence, and cited as a contributing factor to everything from crime in the streets to the corruption of the morals of American youth.


      — George A. Romero, from the Introduction to Night of the Living Dead,


      by John Russo (1974)


      
        
      


      Once upon a time, an independent Pittsburgh filmmaker and commercial cinematographer named George A. Romero conceived of a low-budget movie about corpses that reanimate and attempt to eat everyone still alive. Supposedly activated by a space virus, (possibly the product of governmental experimentation gone horribly wrong), these walking dead laid siege to the living, killing and infecting them with the virus so they, in turn, become new walking, flesh-hungry zombies.


      Romero originally wrote out his concept as a prose piece titled “Anubis” (after the Egyptian god of the dead) and presented it to the partners in his company, Image Ten. The topic of an independently-financed movie had been tabled and bashed around by others in the company, becoming a sort of community casserole of gags, ideas, and set-pieces which one of the partners, John Russo, eventually completed as a feature screenplay.


      Miles of copy have been written about the Romero “zombie trilogy” in the years since 1968, when Night of the Living Dead — originally titled Night of the Flesh Eaters —first became notorious for depicting naked corpses on the hoof, greedily devouring, on camera, “stunt guts” (animal entrails standing in for human tripe). This poverty-budgeted black-and-white quickie offended nearly everybody and established what was then an important new foothold for graphic special effects in film; no movie since Psycho and Peeping Tom had demonstrated such an ability to grab its audience by the genitals and honk. It also kicked off Romero’s career as a “real” moviemaker, and in due course, between other projects, he presented the world with the second and third acts of his zombie saga, Dawn of the Dead (1979) and Day of the Dead (1985).[i]


      Where Night laid down the rules of game play, Dawn eagerly exploited them to become the exploding head movie of the Seventies. By deftly setting its action in an iconographic (and characteristically character-less) suburban shopping mall, its theme of identity loss through the consumer ethic resonated heavily with another basic American fear — victimization by the masses, the Wad. Thus, Dawn became not only an ass-kicking zombie movie splashed in lurid, anatomical primary colors, but also an incisive observation on the burial of the individual by the herd.


      “When there’s no more room in Hell, the dead will walk the Earth,” intones Ken Foree in Dawn. The grand joke of the film is that most of the zombies he must battle were “dead” even before they died — they were dead inside, finding solace only as a consumer mob. He points out why the zombies are magnetized tropistically back to the mall: “This place was important in their lives.” It is a conclusion not only simple, but elemental: Now they only exist to consume, the shifted priority being now they only exist to consume you. Instead of being swallowed up by a mercantile culture, they now do the swallowing. Being dead gives them a more unified purpose; they exist to do what viruses do — perpetuate themselves (even as that pointedly nonspecific virus from Out There that started it all did).


      Dawn also depicted its zombies as a nascent new class, below peons, below derelicts (who were at least nominally human), below even the brain-dead (who at least didn’t try to gobble you up). Yet it is clear that by the time-frame of the second movie, the walking dead are slowly learning basic tool use and retaining some functional memory.


      
        
      


      Then came “Anubis,” Phase Three.


      Romero conceived a spectacular conclusion for his zombie trilogy, set in a terminal environment in which the living dead have actually become part of a New World Order. In Night, the phenomenon was freshly-rooted; by Dawn, this dark new “race” was clearly giving humankind stiff competition, so to speak. By the final third of this triathlon, the seesaw has definitely tipped in favor of the virus and its constituents. As Paul R. Gagne summed it up in The Zombies That Ate Pittsburgh:


      
        
      


      
        In the third and final stage of “Anubis,” Romero’s original story on which the trilogy was based, an army of the living dead chases a solitary human figure over a hill … (this) treatment took the zombie “revolution” to the point where the living dead have basically replaced humanity and have gained enough of a rudimentary intelligence to be able to perform a few basic tasks. At the same time, an elite, dictatorial politburo of humans has found that the zombies can be trained, and are exploiting them as slaves. (Prior to the film being made, it was often facetiously referred to as Zombies in the White House.)[ii]

      


      
        The hitch, of course, is that they have to be fed in order to be controlled (something alluded to in Dawn), and we all know what zombies like to eat.

      


      

      
        
      


      Prior to filming, Day of the Dead hit a speed bump of surpassing mundanity — United Film Distributors, Romero’s backers, refused to pony up the $6.5 million required for this biggest of the filmed trio unless an “R” rating could be guaranteed. Since Dawn had been a success arguably because of its lack of a rating rather than in spite of one, Day had to hew to a similar graphic, gory mark just for starters.


      “For me, the Grand Guignol is part of these films, part of their character,” Romero remarked to Fangoria magazine in 1985. Accordingly, Day of the Dead was scaled down to accommodate a $3.5 million budget, and as a result was not quite the vast final curtain Romero had hoped for. On its own terms, however, it is quite stark, bleak, and depressing in its chronicle of a tiny band of surviving humans fighting legions of zombies (as well as each other) within the confines of an underground missile facility. The film successfully conveys the impression that these characters are perhaps the only “real” humans left in the whole world … and for that reason alone it remains essential viewing for the zombie enthusiast.


      Originally, Romero’s zombies were the product of white pancake and dark eyeshadow, deriving from such cinematic precedents as the ghosts in the black-and-white cult classic Carnival of Souls (1962) and the titular walking corpses in Hammer Films’ Plague of the Zombies (1966), in which the dead are resurrected as slave workers for a tin mine via more time-honored voudou methods, hence “zombis.” Once the zombie archetype had been revitalized by Night of the Living Dead, it crashed face-first into the prosthetic innovations of Dawn of the Dead … and a new zombie mythology had grabbed hold of popular consciousness. Horror writers new and old were taken with this retrofit of the traditional — the first “new” monster since that nice Norman Bates proved that even the boy-next-door could kill you without preamble. Romero’s zombies are both a logical extension of Norman and a trump on him, upping his ante.


      They are also one of the first monster archetypes to spring from cinematic rather than literary roots, along with the giant Japanese city-stompers and the Creature from the Black Lagoon. Living
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