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    Chapter 1


    Horror in the Time of Free Love: An Overview


    


    In many respects, the ‘70s began in 1968. The shift to greater freedom and fresh new thematic concerns did not occur overnight, however. In order to understand this, it is necessary to put things into context.


    It has been said, with much justification, that the horror genre takes its strength from the horrors of society. The first explosion of what would become known as horror cinema came after the First World War — and much of it was centered squarely in the German film scene. In the 1940s, the horrors of World War II gave way to a new cycle of monster movies from Universal and psychological terrors courtesy of RKO’s Val Lewton. Then in the 1950s, fear of “the other” (i.e., Communism) and of the potential of nuclear holocaust gave way to a fresh wave of sci-fi horrors dealing with loss of identity (as in Don Siegel’s masterful version of Invasion of the Body Snatchers, 1956), “foreign” menace from other worlds (It Came from Outer Space, 1953), and giant bug movies such as Them! (1954) which warned of what could happen when science was left unchecked.


    In the 1960s, major changes were afoot, both within the film industry and in society at large. The classical studio system of Hollywood resulted in a smooth, efficient behemoth of a machine which cranked out a mixture of pulp product and auteur-level cinema — not that a real understanding of that was really in the air outside the pages of Cahiers du Cinema. The major studios like MGM and Paramount had created a signature style based around a cluster of influences, including the personal tastes and whims of the men in charge, and the cumulative talents and sensibilities of those who were under contract to them. Even the average person on the street could pretty much tell the difference between a glossy MGM soap opera and a gritty gangster movie from Warner Bros., for example. The smaller companies like Universal and RKO had their own unique aesthetic, too, and of course there was no mistaking the impoverished look of “poverty row” outfits such as Republic or Monogram — though when Orson Welles ended up making Macbeth (1948) on a shoestring for Republic, he admittedly brought a very different sensibility to bear on their typical programmer.


    As the conservativism of the ‘50s gave way to the experimentation of the ‘60s, the way in which movies were made in Hollywood began to change. The studios lost their stranglehold and the typical way of working, wherein talent was placed under long-term contracts and a steady stream of product was generated throughout the year, was more-or-less abandoned. Independent companies like American International Pictures (AIP) started to enjoy mainstream success and the old-school stuffed shirts who ran the roost were gradually replaced by wunderkinds like Robert Evans at Paramount. Long gone were the days of classical middle-aged journeymen in suits and ties calling the shots while the contracted players dutifully obeyed, lest they be hit with penalties for breaking their contracts. Younger men (and women) with long hair, wild clothes, and wilder ideas started to find their way into the talent pool — and this was reflected in the tone and tenor of their work. While a few of the new generation worshipped at the altar of old school Hollywood (think of cineastes like Peter Bogdanovich and François Truffaut, for example), anarchy was very much the order of the day: forget about the rules, man, and let’s get real for a moment.


    Inevitably, the overall goal was pretty much still the same: selling tickets. No matter how deeply personal and experimental a filmmaker might be, they were usually aware of one practical reality: if you want to keep making movies, your movies have got to turn a profit. One sure-fire way of doing this was to appeal to a key demographic: the young. The older generation, being more buttoned-down, might have been resistant towards the new trends which arose out of slackening censorship; they didn’t necessarily hold with all this sex and violence and, well, subversion. For the young and the restless, however, it was a dream come true. Having been weaned on the likes of The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet or old Andy Hardy movies, wherein things weren’t much more complicated than getting good grades in school or getting the pretty girl (or hunky guy) to take notice, the young generation thrilled as films ranging from exploitation-level programmers from AIP to “art house” experiments by established auteurs like Antonioni started to grapple with issues which really engaged and interested them.


    The so-called counterculture was established on screen in the ‘50s thanks to “rebels” like James Dean, Montgomery Clift, and Marlon Brando. Dean’s iconic Rebel Without a Cause (1955) might seem the ideal template, yet wasn’t Brando’s Johnny Strabler in The Wild One (1953) the one who summed it up best? When asked what he was rebelling about, he quipped: “Whadda you got?” A new genre was born: the juvenile delinquent picture. True, there had been antecedents in some of the well-meaning but hopelessly conservative “social” melodramas of the 30s and 40s — just think of the anti-marijuana camp classic Reefer Madness (1936), for example. But those films didn’t really seek to grapple with why young people were unhappy; they sought to offer a pat diagnosis and offer insight into how to prevent them from getting to be out of control. This new breed of “misfit” cinema was much freer and more unfettered, and as the ‘50s yielded to the hedonism of the ‘60s, things continued to morph into something much less black-and-white.


    The notion of drug addiction was nothing new in the horror genre, of course, though it was typically codified or subverted in ways that made it more palatable to the audience — and the censor. The classic template is to be found in Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, published in January of 1886. The story dealt with the idea of unleashing the Id, with the typical well-intended scientist learning the hard way that “there are some things man is not meant to meddle with.” Of all the screen versions, the 1931 Rouben Mamoulian adaptation starring Fredric March (winning an Oscar for Best Actor — a first for the genre…and a last, until Anthony Hopkins won the gold for playing Hannibal Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs, 1991) is probably the best remembered, while Victor Fleming’s glossy take for MGM with Spencer Tracy in 1941 is notable for its kinky sexual symbolism. All the versions deal with the notion of addiction in some way, as Jekyll struggles to keep sight of his basic humanity while the transformative serum continues to wreak havoc on him.


    In early 1945, producer Ernst Lubitsch and director Joseph L. Mankiewicz cast Vincent Price in a role which had an eerie foreshadowing of things to come for the actor. In Dragonwyck (released in 1946), the then-thirty-three-year-old character star and sometime-leading man plays a callous aristocrat with a shameful skeleton in his closet: he’s a drug addict. It’s pretty remarkably upfront stuff for a major feature from 20th Century Fox, but to his credit, Mankiewicz doesn’t skirt the issue. Price’s portrayal of an outwardly charming but inwardly morally decrepit aristocrat paved the way for his later stardom in low budget horror movies. The actor was well aware of this and would later joke that it was the first of his many “dead wife pictures.”


    Which brings us to a major player in the counterculture horror movie movement, namely Roger Corman. A ferociously creative — both artistically and fiscally — force to be reckoned with, Corman burst into films as a producer before moving into directing an array of very low budget westerns, horror movies, and science fiction pictures — many of them shot in 10 days or less. He was also very prominent in the “youth run wild” movement, as evidenced by his production of The Fast and the Furious (1954) or his rock and roll pictures like Rock All Night (1957). In 1960, he enlisted Vincent Price to play the lead in his most ambitious movie to date: a color, widescreen adaptation of Edgar Allan Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher. Corman’s partners at AIP, Samuel Z. Arkoff and James H. Nicholson, had their misgivings, but decided to trust Corman’s commercial instincts by allowing him a longer-than-usual schedule (15 days!) and added money to film in color and Cinemascope. It was money well spent, and the success of Usher led to a series of 8 Poe adaptations directed by Corman — 9 if we count the bizarre Poe-like Gothic The Terror (1963), and yes also admitting that one of them (The Haunted Palace, 1963) was really the big screen’s first taste of H.P. Lovecraft.


    Corman’s Poe films were undoubtedly part of the classical Gothic tradition, with the additional validation of being literary adaptations (meaning that it was OK for the snootier critics to embrace them), but they all had touches of psychedelic cinema. This is most evident in the film’s many dream and/or fantasy sequences, which are as revered these days as they are parodied. The use of distorting lenses, colored gels, and unnatural soundtracks has all the hallmarks of what would become known as “trippy cinema.” The psychedelia is even more prominently featured in the last two entries, both of which were shot in England, where the cost-conscious Corman was able to take advantage of some tax breaks: the hyper-stylized The Masque of the Red Death (1964, photographed in very vivid colors by Nicolas Roeg, whose later forays into directing, beginning with Performance (1970), would help to push psychedelic cinema into bold new directions) and the more somber and pastel-tinted The Tomb of Ligeia (1965).


    The Poe films are significant in this context because they allowed Corman to experiment with the sort of drug-fueled imagery which would come to the foreground in later efforts like The Trip (1967), which was essentially his attempt to translate his one LSD experience into a cinematic “happening.” Apart from the Poe movies, one must also consider his horror/sci-fi classic X: The Man with the X-Ray Eyes (1963), in which scientist Ray Milland invents a drug which allows him to see through things — with horrific results. Interestingly, Corman originally wanted the anti-hero to be a jazz musician — but the counterculture movement hadn’t quite exploded just yet, so going with the “mad scientist” angle was safer commercially. The fractured, impressionist imagery of The Trip has its roots in these earlier genre movies, underlining the fact that such hallucinogenic stylization has its roots in genre cinema, where such excesses were more sympathetically received.


    It also makes sense that there should be this link between “science gone wrong” strain of genre cinema and the sensation-pushing counterculture movement. Ultimately, the motivating impulse is much the same: to see, to experience, to go beyond that which is normal and mainstream. In their own way, the counterculture types — the hippies, the anarchists, etc. — were pioneers just as the men of science in those earlier films had been. In questioning authority and pushing the envelope to see just how much sensory stimulation we could take, the youth movement was looking to shake things up and force society into facing its own limitations head-on. Though frequently misunderstood by the conservatives as purely being concerned with self-gratification while avoiding things like “good, honest, hard work,” they launched a revolution which helped to break down some of the barriers of old while coming to a deeper understanding of the human condition.


    By the 1970s, the world — both cinematic and at large — was a radically different landscape compared to even twenty years prior. The horror genre felt the change pretty radically. In many respects, the new order was established in 1968, thanks to a trio of very different, yet hugely influential pictures. George A. Romero’s Night of the Living Dead demonstrated that horror movies didn’t need big budgets or name actors to sell their ideas. Paradoxically, the Polish-born auteur Roman Polanski ended up making his big transformative splash in the genre thanks to the machinery of one of the major studios: Rosemary’s Baby found Paramount tackling the sort of subject matter which had previously been consigned to the likes of AIP or Hammer Films in England. And then there was AIP’s co-production with British company Tigon, Witchfinder General, in which Vincent Price played a historical monster named Matthew Hopkins, who capitalized on fear and religious hypocrisy by condemning many innocent people to death for practicing witchcraft. The three films were realized with radically different resources, but crucially they were all the work of supremely talented auteurs with a strong and inflexible vision. Night and Witchfinder pushed gore and brutality to terrifying extremes, while Rosemary cleverly subverted the sort of fluffy Rock Hudson/Doris Day romantic comedies into a horrifying satire of just how far an ambitious wannabe movie star (John Cassavetes) is willing to go in order to realize his dream.


    Crucially, all three films connected with audiences. The landscape started to change. Imitations ran wild, and the genre as a whole would never be the same. As more “thirsty young Turks” worked their way into the film industry and tried to make their mark, the comparatively staid old school craftsmen of the ‘50s and ‘60s found themselves trying to play catch-up: for example, look at the sudden burst of extreme gore in Mario Bava’s delightful giallo/proto-slasher/black comedy Reazione a catena (Twitch of the Death Nerve, 1971), which was a direct response to the success of the much younger Dario Argento, who burst on to the scene with L’uccello dalle piume di cristallo (The Bird with the Crystal Plumage, 1970) and generated box office far beyond anything the older filmmaker had ever achieved. Whether one prefers Bava or Argento, or rates them both equally, is a moot point in this context: the significant thing is the way the younger man connected to audiences and thus helped to change the landscape. Through the ’70s, more young filmmakers would come along and contribute to this revolution: Tobe Hooper, John Carpenter, Joe Dante…and among the lesser-known, but no less valid, was Paterson, New Jersey native Alfred Sole (born 1943).


    On the face of it, Sole’s thematic concerns could be seen as conservative or even old hat. In situating the action of his horror-thriller in 1961, he was looking to evoke the very real controversy over the topic of divorce among Catholics. True, it’s a point that was missed on some commentators — more than one critic of the time scratched their head in wonder at why Sole went to the trouble of setting the film in the ‘60s to begin with. Arguably it was a film made by Catholics and for Catholics, first and foremost, but it would be a gross mistake to interpret the film as a love letter to the Catholic Church. And yet, how typical such an interpretation would be: many insisted on viewing seminal slasher fare like John Carpenter’s Halloween (1978) as inherently conservative and anti-sex, even if that particular agenda couldn’t have been further removed from reality. In writing Halloween, Carpenter and his then-girlfriend Debra Hill — who, horror of horrors, were “living in sin” — weren’t looking to condemn pre-marital sex or suggest that the pleasure of sex must be met with the pain of brutal death; far from it. The critics who were looking for a way of savaging such films took this as an easy approach to criticism, failing to realize that the success of Carpenter’s film inspired filmmakers who were looking to copy its most “sellable” assets. Sex and violence have always sold, and they always will. That the linkage between the two might have been misunderstood or misinterpreted was beside the point: it allowed for a great deal of hysterical condemnation among the critics who were frankly sick and tired of being assigned to write about these films.


    The film that started life as Communion and ended up being known as Alice, Sweet Alice before it was retitled once more as Holy Terror didn’t concern itself with the whole “teen in peril” milieu of so many other genre pieces of the period. However, it pays to remember that while it made its way across the globe very slowly between 1976 and 1981, it was actually made before the whole slasher boom got up and running. Yes, there had been antecedents, including the aforementioned Reazione a catena and Bob Clark’s Black Christmas (1974), but Sole’s primary sources of inspiration were decidedly more “respectable”: specifically Alfred Hitchcock, by way of Psycho (1960), and Nicolas Roeg’s Don’t Look Now (1973). Hitchcock, of course, had long been lionized as a serious filmmaker worthy of serious study. By the time Sole came on to the scene, Brian De Palma had already made at least one overt Hitchcock pastiche (Sisters, 1973) and he would soon be responsible for more — including the Vertigo (1958) riff Obsession, which made its debut the same year as Sole’s picture. John Carpenter would also consciously channel Hitchcock in Halloween, but later imitators seemed less concerned with suspense than with gory shocks. Similarly, Roeg’s film had the added protection of art house validity. Don’t Look Now is genuinely frightening, with at least one shock sequence that still packs one hell of a punch, but its elliptical storytelling and artful visuals mark it out as something unique within the horror genre. Its influence would be profound, too, and nowhere more evidently than in Alice, Sweet Alice.


    In namechecking such “established” examples, Sole was seemingly hedging his bets by looking to make a “classy” genre picture. His precise visual style, informed by his background in the fine arts, gives the film the look and feel of an avant garde European import. As mentioned earlier, it feels more like an Italian giallo than some really Italian gialli — especially the ones that try much too hard to look and feel “American.” The critics who were sympathetic to the film picked up on this and found something to admire, even if they had issues with other aspects of the picture; those who couldn’t get past what they deemed to be its gory excesses, however, used it as a battering ram to really pummel Sole for having the audacity to aspire for something more than the usual grindhouse genre fare. There’s simply no pleasing everybody.


    Sole’s relationship with Catholicism is, to use contemporary parlance, problematic. He seems fascinated by the ritual and the pageantry, yet he also recognizes that its attempt to stifle healthy sexuality can result in a form of repression which can become poisonous and destructive. In setting the action in 1961, Sole at once complicates things for himself while also situating the drama in a very specific context. He’s complicating it because, quite frankly, as a low budget filmmaker, his access to “period” trappings is limited. He doesn’t have the ability to build sets from scratch, to shut down local traffic for extended periods and draft in a fleet of vintage cars, and to meticulously load the frame with details which scream “period.” Instead, he is judicious about what he shows — and if the occasional anachronism slips through, it pays to remember just how tight the resources were. And yet, the context is absolutely critical to the overall impact of the picture. Had Sole elected to simply set the film in the ‘70s, then the central theme of divorce wouldn’t have carried the same weight. By 1975, when production was gearing up on the film, the old standards had loosened somewhat. The Catholic Church would never truly embrace the concept of divorce, of course, but it was no longer quite the same as a source of shame and scandal. “Your marriage isn’t working? Get divorced! You’ve only got one life to live!” Sole was canny enough to understand that, in setting the action in 1961, the audience members in the know about the history of divorce in relation to the Church would get it — while everybody else could conceivably go with the flow and simply appreciate it as a straight-ahead horror film.


    All that being said, Alice is not strictly anti-religion, either. As such, it’s not entirely in line with the anti-establishment mentality which dominated the new wave of filmmaking in the 1970s. Sole stops short of suggesting that everybody in the Church is corrupt. The primary representative of the Church, Father Tom (Rudolph Willrich), is depicted as a kindly and benevolent sort; there is nothing dark or foreboding about him at all. It is the dogma itself which is at the heart of Sole’s commentary. The sense of grief, shame, even revulsion which is instilled in the parishioners over perfectly natural feelings (be they lust or the grim reality that relationships sometimes simply don’t work out) has the capacity to trigger devastating acts of violence. Similarly, Sole relishes the presentation of religious hypocrites who get their jollies “tut tutting” the moral foibles of others while failing to live up to the letter of the Good Book themselves.


    Like George A. Romero before him, Sole is also at heart a regional filmmaker. Romero had turned down overtures from Hollywood to relocate and make films there, preferring the familiarity of Pittsburgh and the group of local talent to whom he felt a special kinship, whereas Sole would eventually be lured by the siren call of Los Angeles. It’s hard to fault him for this, and yet it’s clear that something was lost when he made this transition. Just as Romero had a flair for finding the right locations in and around the ‘burgh, Sole’s status as a Patersonian gives Alice a tremendous sense of mood and atmosphere — as well as a verisimilitude which somehow makes the horror all the more unsettling. Going back to Hitchcock for a moment, it was his innovation in Psycho to take horror out of the Gothic and to put it into common, everyday places — the bathroom, the bedroom…the shower. Hitch managed to have his cake and eat it, too, by also allowing for the Bates house to stand out as iconic a presence as, say, Castle Dracula had been; yet, within that framework, much of Psycho unfolds in locations which are remarkable for their ordinariness.


    Roman Polanski managed a similar feat on Rosemary’s Baby — opening the film with a sensual exterior view of the high-Gothic architecture of the Dakota apartment building (where, appropriately, genre icon Boris Karloff once resided — and where, tragically, John Lennon would later be gunned down), before allowing the action to unfold in blandly benign settings.


    Films like this helped to pave the way for the independent filmmakers of the ‘70s, none of whom had access to the production machinery afforded to even low budget film factories like England’s Hammer Films. In lieu of imposing castles and chateaus, the likes of Romero, Carpenter, Hooper, and, yes, Sole would allow their films to take place in the sort of settings most of us encounter on a daily basis.


    This is part of the lasting impact and appeal of Alice, Sweet Alice. It doesn’t unfold in the sort of idyllic “every town U.S.A.” environs as Halloween, nor does it inhabit the rustic space of Night of the Living Dead’s secluded farmhouse. It’s definitely an urban film. The sense of urban decay and blight hangs heavily over the picture — and sadly that blight has only gotten worse in the forty-plus years since the picture was made. It’s a world of moldy bricks and chipped paint, a world that was once prosperous but which has since fallen into disrepair. Amid the gradually worsening economic conditions, we’re left with people with pride in what once was — and who are too stubborn to admit what it has now become. Sole’s eye for locations is second to none, and working within the often tight confines of real locations, he always manages to find a way to make things look off-kilter. Nowhere is this more evident than in the scenes set in the nightmarish dwelling of the grotesque landlord Mr. Alphonso (Alphonso DeNoble), which almost tip the film into self-parody at times. Sole walks a tightrope in these sequences, but his eye for interesting details remains undiminished. That sense of a space that was once ornate and well-appointed, which has deteriorated into a grisly shadow of its former self, provides the perfect backdrop for the story; it’s something that could never have quite been replicated on a Hollywood soundstage.


    As shall become apparent, Alice, Sweet Alice did not take the box office by storm. Critical response was mixed — some reviewers appreciated its ambition and its attention to detail, while others decried its bloodshed and felt that the filmmakers were too self-conscious to tell a coherent or engaging story. It would become a true cult movie, attracting a loyal following among those who typically first encountered it in dodgy quality on VHS or on late night screenings on television.


    As such, it is one of many so-called “unsung gems” which dot the genre landscape in the ‘70s. Not every film enjoyed the sort of success and exposure as The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974), Halloween, or Dawn of the Dead (1979). Among the many gems initially consigned to relative obscurity — to which we can certainly add the likes of Deathdream (1972), Messiah of Evil (1973), and The Wicker Man (1973) — Alice stands tall as one of the most distinctive and accomplished.
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      Italian poster for Deep Throat (1972), the porno movie that took the world by storm. Courtesy Arrow Productions

    

  


  
    
      [image: Image21] 

      Linda Miller and Brooke Shields in a tense moment.
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      Passaic County Administration Building, the former site of the church and rectory. Courtesy Michael Gingold

    

  


  
    Endnotes


    


    
      1. This is consistent with the narrative presented to the author by Alfred Sole; however, on other occasions, he has said that originally he tried to interest his friends in funding a more mainstream movie, and that his poker buddies told him that if he were to make a porno movie, they’d chip in to make it happen.


      

    


    
      2. Chadwick, Bruce, “Out of ‘Deep Sleep,’ Into Wonderland of ‘Alice,’ ” Daily News, November 7, 1977.


      

    


    
      3. Contemporary reports indicated that the budget was $1 million. This was almost certainly inflated to make the film seem more “important.”


      

    


    
      4. As related by Sole in his audio commentary for the Roan Group laser disc.


      

    


    
      5. Chadwick, Bruce, “Out of ‘Deep Sleep,’ Into Wonderland of ‘Alice,’ ” Daily News, November 7, 1977.


      

    


    
      6. Rose is credited in Deep Sleep as Willard Butts.


      

    


    
      7. Chadwick, Bruce, “Nearly Jailed, Now Tank’s for the Memory,” Daily News, November 3, 1977.


      

    


    
      8. Spero, Bette, “Paterson welcomes violent film by a penitent director,” Star-Ledger, November 13, 1976.


      

    


    
      9. The long-overdue soundtrack release finally emerged from Waxwork Records in 2021; as per Dante Tomaselli, Stephen Lawrence found the original master tapes after an extensive search.


      

    


    
      10. The film in question was The Emperor Jones (1933), starring Paul Robeson.


      

    


    
      11. Delarose, Larry, “Edison started it — now it’s back,” Courier-Post, November 10, 1976, p. 24.
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      17. Thanks to Michael Gingold for the release information on The Mask Murders. Italian genre buffs will be heartened to know that one of the films it played with under that name was The School That Couldn’t Scream, a retitled version of Massimo Dallamano’s What Have You Done to Solange? (Cosa avete fatto a Solange?), 1972.
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      20. Chadwick, Bruce, “Out of ‘Deep Sleep,’ Into Wonderland of ‘Alice,’ ” Daily News, November 4, 1977.


      

    


    
      21. Gunther, Marc, “For Lillian Roth, Paterson’s An Upturn,” The News, July 21, 1975.


      

    


    
      22. Interview with Stephen Lawrence on the Arrow Blu-ray of Alice, Sweet Alice.


      

    


    
      23. This appears to have been the only mainstream reference to American Soap, which was never released in any form.


      

    


    
      24. Directed by Delmer Daves and starring Suzanne Pleshette and Troy Donahue.


      

    


    
      25. Williams was actually pushing 60 when she appeared in American Soap.

    

  

OEBPS/Images/BearManorBear-EBook.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Alice39.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Alice21.jpg





OEBPS/Images/UnholyCommunionCoverImage.jpg
Ll

ALICE, SWEET ALICE: FROM SCRIPT TO SCREEN

Py /”'\ p






OEBPS/Images/Alice8.png
LINDA LOVI:LACE






