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    The following people have been interviewed for this book, and I would like to thank each and every one of them for their wonderful contributions:
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    Keith Gordon — “Arnie Cunningham”
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    John Carpenter — director/co-composer


    Richard Kobritz — producer
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    “Bad To The Bone”: The birth of Christine, Detroit, 1957


    


    During the late seventies and early eighties, Columbia Pictures would only produce a handful of horror films, which would be a strange decision made by the studio when the genre was turning in healthy profits for fellow companies at the time. Clearly, the most bankable of horror subgenres during this period was the much written about and discussed slasher boom that dominated the scene with writer/director John Carpenter’s Halloween (1978) being a massively influential force jettisoning a slew of stalk and slash “knife pictures” for years to come. As well as being the most successful independent feature film at the time, Halloween also launched Carpenter’s career (albeit he had made a number of films prior) and branded this talented maestro of the moving camera, king of frame composition and dedicated craftsman of mood, as a new master of horror. Clearly Columbia Pictures was on board when they were approached by producer Richard Kobritz to take on Carpenter to adapt popular horror novelist Stephen King’s latest book about a supernatural car named Christine that takes out the bullies that persecute “her” owner — the put upon nerd Arnie Cunningham.


    A haunted car movie could be considered a risky venture for the studio, however, Columbia’s horror choices varied in content, theme and style in the late seventies and early eighties. The studio most certainly followed trends and took on slasher films including the sports-themed riff on the “Ten Little Indians” motif Graduation Day (1981) starring genre regular Christopher George and the complex and beautifully crafted J. Lee Thompson Canadian venture Happy Birthday To Me (1981) which featured Melissa Sue Anderson of Little House on the Prairie (1974-1983) fame as well as Hollywood veteran Glenn Ford. But Columbia also tapped into the eco-horror fad that hit its peak in the seventies with the serious in tone Nightwing (1979) which featured bubonic plague carrying bats as its featured threat and the directorial debut of James Cameron who delivered a Euro-sleaze style “follow up” to Joe Dante’s excellent socially aware Roger Corman produced film Piranha (1978) with Piranha II: The Spawning (1981). Adding to the mixed bag of varied horror films was When a Stranger Calls (1979) which would feature one of the most terrifying opening sequences ever put to film, where a wide-eyed Carol Kane answered a constantly ringing telephone asking if she has “checked the children,” Night of the Juggler (1980) starring James Brolin as a man chasing down a psychotic played by the googly eyed Cliff Gorman who has his kidnapped young daughter, and Eyes of Laura Mars (1978) — which incidentally would have a screenplay written by Christine director John Carpenter — which was a stylish American Giallo starring Faye Dunaway, Tommy Lee Jones, Brad Dourif and featuring a theme song by superstar Barbra Streisand. Christine, from 1983, would be yet another offering of the horror genre for Columbia and here, this brilliantly conceived and constructed character study and acute commentary on the role of “possession” would become a cult classic, a critical triumph and a perfectly realised adaptation of Stephen King’s rich and provocative novel.


    With the Columbia Pictures logo making way for the credits (white over black), John Carpenter’s Christine opens much like many films of the late seventies and early eighties — simple, ambiguous and evoking a sense of ominous foreboding. When you look at this trend, it seems to surface in varied films that have directors at the helm wanting to keep the sense of drama at bay because the audience will be punched in the face with it as the film moves forward. Michael Anderson’s Orca (1977) does this — it features the credits rolling over a black screen with the haunting sound of whale cries simmering in the audio-distance, while Alan Parker’s Fame (1980) features an even more foreboding soundscape where the High School of Performing Arts is just waking up and coming to life, before we are faced with the onslaught of the gruelling audition sequence that sets off the film. Here in Christine, John Carpenter has his credits sequence accompanied by the roar of the Plymouth Fury’s mighty engine — she is birthing, she is breathing, she is fuming. In a film, much like the aforementioned Fame, that is so musically driven, it is a clever choice from Carpenter to have the title sequence music-free and completely devoted to the sound of a revving machine; in this regard, it makes the music (the first number being “Bad to the Bone” by George Thorogood and The Destroyers) even more dynamic and forceful — just like Alan Parker’s use of a quiet opening, followed by a monologue from the play “The Dark at the Top of the Stairs” is all the more disconcerting when he then hits his audience with the loud energetic frenzy of a young boy playing rock ’n’ roll drums. Ultimately Carpenter, much like Parker and Anderson, understand sound as a dramatic tool, and Christine is a perfect testament to this.


    The title card for Christine is also an inspired invention of design combining classic American muscle car imagery while evoking an image of female genitalia (something that the film will be thoroughly invested in). The shiny golden V-shaped chrome would replace the Plymouth Fury’s cursive “Fury” emblem, and the slick CHRISTINE lettering would be sprawled across it like a flag celebrating both the world of automobiles and the strength and beauty (and danger) of women.


    The opening scene of the film would also be the first day of filming and John Carpenter would later share the story of being late to the shoot having been stopped midway to have a breathalyser test by local police. Shot in the Californian Valley in an abandoned factory, the sequence is what would be the “birth of Christine,” as she would come together in an assembly line. Opening on a large metallic fan that helps keep the building air-conditioned at best it can, this image pushes the energy of movement and progress whilst commenting on the world of machines and industry — the story of Christine will open in 1957 and during this year a number of events would spark the concept of change and endeavour. For instance, the teen-centric rock ’n’ roll TV show American Bandstand (1952-1989) would premiere on ABC while Elvis Presley would purchase Graceland. In regards to Christine, a film that plays with the notion of the “dangers of rock ’n’ roll,” these two major pop-cultural events would leave an impression on the film’s subtext: young people are slaves to their subculture, heroic icons like Presley become an institution represented by a Memphis mansion and so forth.


    The thunderous sound of “Bad to the Bone” spews out and welcomes us into this secret world of cars and auto-industry. The song was released in 1982 and was a mainstay for the newly invented MTV, which would ultimately be the eighties equivalent of American Bandstand. “Bad to the Bone” would not compliment the title card of “Detroit, 1957” but it would also completely summarise Christine herself as an entity that is born a bad seed — she is evil incarnate, and nothing demonic or human has influenced her in any way. Christine’s birthplace is Detroit — America’s motor city and a city of industry — and she is tended to men working in trenches, lifting their tools up towards her, fine tuning her rivets, codeplane and debouncifiers. Christine is a stunning piece of machinery, a blood red Plymouth Fury with a brilliant sheen and vibrant energy. Even in her placid state, of being pulled across the production line, she commands attention and is viewed by John Carpenter’s camera like a gorgeous woman walking the streets in a tight fitted skirt, exposed legs, breasts heaved up and sporting high heels. Christine is the only painted up Plymouth on the factory line and she is presented as the star of the film in an instant — a glamorous diva who is in charge, self-possessed and ready for action. Her fins, her hood, her lines and the way she cruises down the bearing pull is completely fetishized and made to look sleek and sexy; the garage attendants are working class Joes completely dwarfed by her supernatural magic that Carpenter successfully manages to get across. Outside of the image of Christine herself, the entirety of this sequence is shot in a bronze sheen, which is a masterful turn from Carpenter and his director of photography Donald M. Morgan who sets the illusion of yesteryear in this curtain raiser. The look of the orange hue comes up in previous Carpenter works such as his TV miniseries musical biopic Elvis (1979) where early years are given the golden touch, setting the tone of an older period of time as the child Presley experiences growing up in the impoverished south. In Halloween, this glorious use of color and light gives the film an unworldly sensibility, and leaves the impression that not all is right in the safe compounds of American suburbia — this still, pond-like horror film becomes an almost dreamlike Never Never Land all thanks to this incredible use of the golden hue. Harking back to legendary filmmakers such as Vincente Minnelli who would use this technique in varied films such as Meet Me in St. Louis (1944) and Home from the Hill (1960), Carpenter’s masterful handling of color, light, space and movement is all up for showcase here in this opening segment as he directs Donald M. Morgan’s crane across the large factory closing in on the film’s monster, this impressive and gorgeous Plymouth Fury.


    The entire scene is populated by men, and the “women” in this sequence are the cars. These monstrous American machines are all serviced by the men, pampered by them and “cruised” by these oily and grease-stained workers. Christine, however, in her fiery red get up is the only one who chooses not to be objectified or mishandled. She chooses difference and refuses to submit to human bondage — she is her own machine. When a supervisor lifts her hood and inspects her engine, his hand is left in a vulnerable position, however, it is read as though he is peering underneath a young woman’s skirt and placing his hand where it shouldn’t be. When Christine slams her bonnet down, crushing the supervisor’s hand, it is not only her first act of violence, but it is also indicative of whom Christine reflects: a woman who will not be mistreated. The instance she slams her sheet of metal upon the supervisor’s hand it kills “Bad to the Bone” and makes way for this poor unfortunate working class Joe to scream in pain. Here in Christine, it is primarily men who will fall into the victim category — and ultimately, only male characters die on screen. Also, it is interesting to note that Christine is not the only one being “checked out” by male operators, the way in which her rear view mirror picks up an attendant reflects the possibility that she herself is “cruising” him, and this is a classic testament to this monster car owning choices to be made — it is as if she is already, in her infancy, carefully selecting a “mate.” In the case of Christine, her male “owner” will be her plaything, her “lover” and ultimately her victim and the song “Bad to the Bone” (although not from her era) becomes her anthem that transcends time and space. It is an important factor establishing her malevolence and it also dictates that she will go on long after each male “owner/plaything/lover/victim” will drop off.


    When a serviceman’s fingers come close and tamper with her on the inside — nearing to the engine — this is a somewhat graphic depiction of a conceptualised moment of molestation, so therefore he must pay, and then later in the sequence when a black serviceman “enters” Christine without “consent” and through such neglectful nonchalance pollutes her with his cigar smoke and ash, there will be hell to pay. Throughout the film, Christine is abused at the hands of men, but these men don’t live too long soon after. When George Thorogood’s lyrics belt out “She could tell right away/I was bad to the bone,” we understand the innate evil in Christine, and yet she is also somewhat a monster that might harvest pathos and sympathy — in many ways, she is a woman who wants to be respected and treated well. However, the film pushes it in a more direct monstrous angle, where she becomes a vengeful witch that will manipulate and torment the film’s human male protagonist Arnie Cunningham (Keith Gordon) of whom we shall meet in the follow up scene.


    With the factory’s bell ringing to send the workers home, the head supervisor notices Christine’s headlights are still on as well as her radio. When he opens the car door, the dead body of the aforementioned cigar smoking serviceman spills out — his wide dead eyes glaring upward. The scene ends in a grisly moment of shock and horror, with the head supervisor honking Christine’s horn to usher his workers back in to help. The build up to this moment is made all the more intense and sinister by the use of magnetic and hypnotic camera movement — the bird’s eye view shots, the crane shots, the long tracking shots, the continual movement, all of this contribute to a world at the mercy of machines and paints up a pretty picture of a new kind of movie monster. Christine is empowered by her stance and there is no reasoning with her; she is a monstrous entity ready to kill. Her sister Plymouths are benign, virginal and white, while she is a hypersexual (and violent) red. Christine is stealthy and sensual, glistening with a feminine ease that sends inept servicemen away with their hands wrapped up in bandages, nursing dreadful wounds.


    When the factory clock shows 5pm and the work day is complete, Christine makes her first kill, as if suggesting that she “works around the clock,” just like Bill Haley and the Comets celebrated the fact that they could (and will) “Rock Around the Clock.” This song would also be the hit used for the first season of popular fifties-themed TV sitcom Happy Days (1974-1984) that would prove to be a source of inspiration for writer Stephen King, who would call his anti-hero Cunningham in tribute to the Cunningham family on the Gary Marshall produced show — proving that everything inspired is in no doubt connected. Music plays a massive part in Christine, and in many ways the film reads like a Greek Chorus themed musical where the songs comment on situation, story or character. The songs that come from Christine act as her “voice,” so when the black supervisor turns her radio on and Buddy Holly’s “Not Fade Away” comes singing through, the first lyrics we hear are “I’m a gonna tell you how it’s gonna be…” which perceptively lets us know that Christine sets up the rules, and that she is in charge.


    Carpenter’s choice to stress the importance of the black serviceman flicking the ash from his cigar onto Christine’s brand new upholstery is made all the more powerful by holding that shot on that suggestive image, and so when the payoff comes (his dead body sprawled out of the car with the cigar still wedged in his mouth) it is somehow expected and yet still shocking. When the supervisor toots Christine’s horn, the focus is on the radio which will ultimately make a connective link to 1978, which is the year the rest of the movie is set. Here we understand the importance of music and rock ’n’ roll songs in Christine, where Stephen King’s novel opened every chapter with lyrics from a song about a car or making a reference to a car, here in the film, screenwriter Bill Phillips loads the movie with a musicality and uses each song to make commentary on what is happening or what the Plymouth Fury is “feeling” or “thinking” or trying to communicate. In many ways, the film is similar in structure to Bob Fosse’s Cabaret (1972) which rejected the integrated songs of the original source material, in favour of placing the songs inside the Kit Kat Klub (albeit for one number performed by a Nazi youth) which made commentary on the situation at hand — namely the rise of Nazism during the beginning of the forties in Berlin.


    This entire sequence was inspired by screenwriter Ernest Lehman’s recollection of Alfred Hitchcock’s idea of a body falling out of the trunk of a newly assembled car. The thought that excited John Carpenter was this notion that a brand new car would be assembled, and that each scenario would show you that this was in fact a new automobile being manufactured and brought to life. However, in the final moment (the gag, if you will), a dead body would be discovered in the boot, which would add an element of the supernatural, the mysterious and the macabre. The question is: How did this body get inside a brand new and newly constructed car? This would launch the inspiration buzzers for Carpenter who sets this sequence (a sequence shot on Fuji while the rest of the film was shot on Kodak to give the scene a softer and more nostalgic quality) up to read like an old EC Comics horror story.


    


    JOHN CARPENTER: (director) There is this elaborate crane shot at the beginning of the film that travels from the fan to the carline and from then on I completely stole an idea from Alfred Hitchcock in this entire sequence. Hitchcock always talked about wanting to film a sequence where you see a car being built and then as you get to the end, you see a body fall out of the hood. So I thought, “You know what, let’s do it!” I thought about doing this “birth” sequence where Christine is built and comes to life, and I wanted to do the same kind of thing that Hitchcock always wanted to do. This was my tribute to Hitchcock and one of his great ideas that he talked about. The visual look and the bronze sheen that comes with this sequence came from conversations I had with my Director of Photography Don Morgan. He and I first worked together on a TV movie called Elvis, and one of the great things that he did to make the film look old and make certain sequences look kind of old fashioned, was a trick with the lighting where you underexpose it slightly, and this is what we did here with the opening of Christine, so it has that sense of yesteryear.


    


    RICHARD KOBRITZ: (producer) The first scene in the picture is the making of Christine which sets up her being born bad. We knew that we wanted this establishing scene from the start. Most of the film was shot in Irwindale, California, but they had found a place outside of there for this opening and it was a real factory that was used to manufacture fences during the war. Much of what you see there was never changed, it was abandoned and they were trying to sell it, and it was huge and cavernous. So you only saw one half of it, while the other half was used to reuse the cars, to paint them, and we had a body shop on the other side of that wire assembly plant.


    


    JOHN CARPENTER: The producer Richard Kobritz came across “Christine” in galleys and he was very excited about it and I went along with him because I needed a job after The Thing (1982) failed at the box office. Richard Kobrtiz and I met on a made for TV movie I did called Someone’s Watching Me! (1978) which starred Lauren Hutton. There is that photo of me on the set of Salem’s Lot (1979) with Richard, but we actually met and worked together on the Lauren Hutton picture. He produced that and did an excellent job.


    


    BILL PHILLIPS (screenwriter): Early on in the adaptation, I phoned producer Richard Kobritz to say that the book didn’t make it clear whether the “devil” was Roland LeBay or the car itself. Richard called Stephen King, who told him, “Gee…I never thought about that.” So we were left with that choice. At the time, MTV was just starting out, and one day in Santa Monica, George Thorogood’s “Bad to the Bone” played. My girlfriend Teresa said, “There’s your solution.” From that moment on, I took the attitude that Christine was just “born bad.” Christine was the evil. From there, one could surmise that she had an influence on Roland, but since we cut him from the film anyway, we stuck with Christine being the seat of evil. I didn’t plan to make the script dialogue heavy. This was my first feature script. I had written Summer Solstice (1981), the last film Henry Fonda (and Myrna Loy) ever acted in. [There was some activity about that, reportedly, when Jane Fonda successfully prevailed on Henry’s biographer and took out any mention of Summer Solstice so that they could pretend that On Golden Pond (1981) was his last film. It wasn’t. It was his last feature film, but the propaganda machine was at work. Apparently Peter Fonda strongly disagreed about that censorship.] My agent (also John’s agent) was David Gersh. He felt that John and I might collaborate well together, since I supposedly had a skill writing “soft,” meaning having likeable characters portrayed in a sort of “non-car chase” way, and John was an expert at writing “hard,” being able to provide scares, etc. Since The Thing was (unfairly, in my opinion) unpopular when it came out (the same day as E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (1982), as I recall)…Gersh felt we might work well together. And we did. Anyway, because I didn’t have a lot of experience with writing film, I didn’t have a strong sense of the role of dialogue. Now, more than fifty scripts later, I would do it completely differently. One should always go through a script and rid it of every shred of dialogue not absolutely needed…it helps keep the film more visual. But I do acknowledge that retaining much of Stephen King’s dialogue (and inventing some of my own) did contribute to making this film something out of the ordinary. It’s not really a scary movie…but it is, I think, a satisfyingly odd movie, and it’s one that many people identify with, because it captures how ill-at-ease most of us feel during adolescence. I didn’t see the opening as a change of pace away from dialogue necessarily. I think it was primarily visual, and I was aware that this would help us play George’s song without a lot of interference or competition from dialogue.


    


    RICHARD KOBRITZ: We had Michael Ochs choose the music and we were shooting somewhere in South Pasadena and we got a phone call and he had to talk to me and over the phone he played me “Bad to the Bone.” He told me that he wanted to use it, and I said that would be fine, but it was going to cost quite a bit, but we had to settle on it straight away because Michael Hanselhoff was going to use it in another picture. So he played it for me and I said “Yep, let’s buy it!” Then I told John that if he didn’t like it we could throw it out, but we did just spend this money on it, but he liked it and it was as if this song was written specifically for this movie.


    


    DONALD M. MORGAN (cinematographer): How I met John Carpenter was really interesting. I was working with Kurt Russell on Used Cars (1980), and one day Adrienne Barbeau was on set. She told me that John’s next movie which was going to be Christine and she asked if I would like to meet John. I said, “Yeah, I would like to meet him!” and she said, “Let me see if I can set that up!” So John came over for lunch one day and told me what the project was. We had a little chit-chat and he never said “You’re the cameraman” or “I like you” or anything, he just said, “Nice meeting you.” I went back to the set and Adrienne said, “Great! You got the job!”


    


    ROY ARBOGAST (SFX Supervisor): John Carpenter called me in, and we read through the script and the big questions was “How do we make the car do what it is supposed to do?” So the producer Richard Kobritz set up six to eight weeks to go ahead and see what we could do and how we could do it, before they even green lit the picture. I hired a crew and we made moulds on the whole car — the hubcabs, the hoods, the fenders, the mirrors — and we put together a body and took the car parts apart and rebuilt it.


    


    BILL PHILLIPS: The most fun I had writing the script was being able to collaborate with Michael Ochs (brother of the late protest folk-singer Phil Ochs). Michael owns (or he did in 1982) the Michael Ochs Archive in Venice, California. I forget how I met him, but Richard and John soon approved my working with him because (unlike most film scripts, where the writer rarely is invited to suggest songs, primarily because they’ve become so expensive to use) since every chapter in the book is prefaced with a stanza from a rock song, we realized that this was a crucial part of this story. Michael and I identified about a dozen spots where music could go (without stopping the story, the way music in old-fashioned musicals would do). Then we chose about three alternative choices for each of those spots and later ran them by John and Richard, to choose which ones they wanted. Some were retained for their perfect fit with the story, some were dropped because the musical artist didn’t want to sell his rights to the movie (I recall Bo Diddley didn’t want to license “Who Do You Love?” That turned out fine, because John and Alan Howarth came up with great synthesizer music for the Buddy Repperton death scene.) I would phone Michael (these were the days before email), and say, do you have “such-and-such” I could listen to? He’d respond, “Do you mean the 1953 version done by the Platters or the 1962 version done by…” etc. Then he would traverse his (as I recall) three-story house on the beach in Venice and within a minute drop the needle onto the record and play me the cut. His organization and knowledge was tremendous! I also recall that despite having over 50,000 albums he knew how to access immediately, he was just beginning to receive copies of CDs, a brand-new medium at the time. By now, most record companies knew about Michael, so they routinely sent him copies of everything they produced, so there would be a library record of it.


    


    KIM GOTTLIEB-WALKER (on set photographer): The factory we created with a mixture of artificial and natural light was beautiful. Barry Bernardino had gathered 18 Plymouth Furies from all over the country for the film and the pristine ones were on that assembly line.


    


    BILL PHILLIPS: I had just finished adapting “Firestarter”(1980), which John really liked but which he walked away from when Universal cut his budget from $27 million down to $15 million. He had the legal right to do this because he had a “pay or play deal,” and since they changed the contract, he chose to walk. He bought a Bell-Jet Long Ranger helicopter with the money and took flying lessons. As I recall, he had become fascinated with helicopter flying since working on The Thing in Alaska. Anyway, when Firestarter (1984) fell apart (our version was much better than what was released…I had taken out all the Six Million Dollar Man-type pyrotechnics that people were then seeing every week on TV…the new version put them all back in), John phoned and asked if I’d like to consider Christine. He told me that it was about a killer car, so I first told him I didn’t think I’d be interested. All I could think of was Knight Rider (1982-1986) and My Mother the Car (1965-1966). He asked me to give the book a chance. Just read it. So I said I would, he sent it over, and halfway through I called and said I’d do it. I really liked it and saw that it was head-and-shoulders above other “vehicle” stories at the time.


    


    JOHN CARPENTER: Firestarter was the movie that I wish I had done. That would have been great. I had my heart set on directing that film, I just thought the story was excellent and moving and interesting and a lovely tale about a father and daughter. Bill Phillips did a superb job on the script, I mean this script was top notch, as is Christine, but I really wish Firestarter went ahead. Universal of course changed gears and dropped the project and gave it to someone else, and it was all to do with budgetary reasons. This was such a shame. Bill Phillips is such a great writer and very good at adapting Stephen King’s novels, he knows how to condense the material and bring all of the great stuff to the fore. Firestarter was a perfect example of this, and I just fell in love with the story. I thought what they did with it was good, but I just wish I got to do it. I wanted to explore this relationship between this girl and her father and how they’re both on the run.


    


    RICHARD KOBRITZ: It was coincidental for John to get that phone call to do Christine after Firestarter got cancelled, and that has to be devastating when a film gets cancelled. You feel like you’re about to hit the goal line and do a touchdown and then you find out your film project got cancelled! That is awful. So, you tend to grab something else, and I think that’s what John did with Christine. And it worked out!


    


    KEITH GORDON (“Arnie Cunningham”): I knew about the silly reviews for The Thing, and I knew that John had gone through this really difficult thing, no pun intended, where he was so beat up for The Thing, and he was wanting to do something small. At least when he talked about it at the time was the beauty of Christine that it was made for Columbia, but it was made like an independent movie. It was by comparison a small budget; it was a negative pick-up, so you didn’t have the studio riding him nearly as closely as they might otherwise. So I knew that after The Thing he was really like, “I want to do something that is less money, and I don’t have to worry about what everyone thinks so much.”


    


    ADAM DEVLIN (on the songs): This George Thorogood and The Destroyers classic rock number from 1982 opens the film. It’s 1957, in the Chrysler automobile factory in Detroit USA, where the production line for the Plymouth Fury is in full swing. The production line is full of pale beige cars except for one, which is red (Christine). “Bad to the Bone” is at the fore of the opening scenes, with George Thororgood’s heavy growl and the Destroyers’ heavy rock thump — it’s the perfect choice to open the film. I particularly like the timing/editing of this opening scene, with the camera focusing on Christine, the only car that’s different, just as Thorogood gets to the first chorus, with him repeating z“Bad to the bone/Bad to the bone/B-B-B-B-Bad/B-B-B-B-Bad/B-B-B-B-Bad/Bad to the bone.” Straight up we know there is something menacing going on. A car-worker opens Christine’s hood, the second verse is heard — all about breaking hearts at will and then, as the worker kneels down to check Christine’s grill, he puts his hand on the radiator to balance himself and we get Thororgood bursting into a repeat chorus — the hood drops and traps the worker’s hand. Christine was released in 1983 and George Thorogood’s “Bad to the Bone” was release the previous year. Opening the film with this song serves two main purposes. Firstly, as a major hit from the previous year it gives the film a contemporary “feel.” It is full of machismo and perfectly suits the opening scenes of a car production line. And despite being a relatively new track, its production style harks back to 1950s “rock ’n’ roll,” the period the opening scene is set in. It’s a clever way to invite the 1980s audience back to the 1950s. The second purpose of this song is through its lyrics. It’s full of bravado. The opening line “On the day I was born/The nurses all gathered ’round/And they gazed in wide wonder/At the joy they had found…” ties in beautifully with the image of the car having its final touches applied to it on the production line — as if being “born.” It personifies the car. It tells us this car is “different,” that this baby is “bad to the bone.” It so perfectly tells us exactly what we need to know about this car that it’s hard to believe this song wasn’t written specifically for this scene, which of course it wasn’t.
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      Christine on the assembly line.
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      The dead attendant spills out of Christine after ashing his cigar on her upholstery.
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      Donald M. Morgan overlooks a shot with John Carpenter, during the opening sequence shoot.
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      Multiple Plymouths were sourced for the shoot.
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      Producer Richard Kobrtiz and director John Carpenter on set during the prologue.
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      Producer Richard Kobrtiz and director John Carpenter on set during the prologue.
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      The attendant cops a slap on the wrist from the malevolent Christine.

    

  


  
    “Not Fade Away”: Dennis picks up Arnie


    


    Cutting from the urgency of the automobile machinery supervisor honking Christine’s horn, we now arrive in the fictional Californian suburb of Rockbridge — a major change of locale from the novel which was set in Pittsburgh, in tribute to Stephen King’s friend and sometimes collaborator, horror maestro George A. Romero. The title card also lets us know that times have changed, and we are brought into the late seventies — 1978 — which would make it twenty one years after Christine was born. The music transition is most interesting here as we shift from Buddy Holly’s classic “Not Fade Away” with its warm hum and airy nuances making way to an updated version of the number from country and western artist Tanya Tucker who gives the song a grittier and more sexually charged edge. Holly recorded the number in 1957 in New Mexico with his band The Crickets and utilized the Bo Diddley beat for its percussion, having drummer Jerry Allison pound out the beat on a cardboard box. Here in Tucker’s version, distorted Fenders would ring out the melody and add to it, while her vocals remain laid back and yet evoke a sense of sensual beckoning. Tucker’s greatest hit would be the incredibly moving “Delta Dawn” which would later be covered by Bette Midler on her debut album “The Divine Miss M” (1972) and given an even more theatrical sensibility, and here Tucker’s adaptation of Buddy Holly’s masterfully composed hit is reborn for a new sound aesthetic.


    This musical transition accompanies a large dark blue 1968 Dodge Charger cruising down the leafy suburban street. This is one of director John Carpenter’s most treasured and romantically embraced worlds — the American suburb. In Halloween, he delivers a poignant and mesmerizing image of small town USA, and what he manages to do so beautifully is power it with a sense of foreboding, ethereal otherworldliness and a quietly nightmarish pulse. Here in Christine, Rockbridge is very similar to Haddonfield; a white middle class halcyon tree-lined suburb that is a perfect environment for hushed terror — where a masked madman can stalk boy-crazy babysitters or a car that drives on its own can run down slacker never-do-wells. The Dodge is driven by athletic and handsome jock Dennis Guilder (John Stockwell) who drives down the picturesque street pulling up at his best friend Arnie Cunningham’s house. He honks his horn (once again, the sense of urgency and beckoning comes into play) and impatiently mutters “Come on Arnie…” which is a great telling first line — if the entire movie examines Arnie Cunningham’s inability to “keep up with his peers,” then this throwaway from Dennis is remarkably insightful. Dennis is a good looking self-possessed winner, while his friend Arnie is out of step with his generation, pathetic, nerdish and a loser. Before we are introduced to Arnie, we meet his mother Regina Cunningham (Christine Belford) who from the get go is a domineering figure. Her demeanour, her tone, her attitude and her physical presence is built up and around perpetual annoyance, frustration and seething disdain for a world that doesn’t fit into her “schedule” and an embodiment of the “overbearing mother” archetype that sometimes props up in the much more rare male-centric horror. This role of the domineering matriarch in horror stems from a thorough understanding of the same kinds of women in legitimate and pop-psychology, where eternally nagging mothers who fuss over their boys result in said boy becoming either unable to relate to his peers, a fumbling mess with girls, a homosexual or — and more so often in horror films — a psychotic killer.


    Arnie Cunningham, on arrival, is established instantly as a pathetic, skittish and atypical geek; he clumsily runs out of his house, spills garbage onto the driveway, forgets to collect his lunch and jolts towards Dennis with a painful nervousness. By the end of this scene, Regina calls out “Slow down,” insisting Dennis doesn’t speed and this is also incredibly insightful in her role as a character desperate to have her son “slow down” and “not grow up.” It also signals the dangers of teen driving which the film embraces as a thematic centrepiece. John Carpenter paints an impressive world of driving teenagers and scrutinizes the importance of the car in the teenage male’s life. He also delivers Regina in an acute fashion, fastening her as the forever over protective mother to a boy that will ultimately rebel and suffer.


    Another interesting aspect to this establishing scene is the moment where Regina calls out to Arnie that he has forgotten his lunch and that there is “yogurt in there.” Yogurt during the late seventies and even more so throughout the health conscious eighties would become a symbol of the burgeoning fitness movement made incredibly popular by everything from Jane Fonda’s workout videos to Olivia Newton-John’s “Physical” (1981) video clip. This is also another element of controlling Arnie; a way in which Regina can puppeteer her son with the food he puts into his body. Later, the yogurt’s symbolic visage will come to be representative of male “fumbling in the dark” and penal malfunction, something that Regina would not even want to think about, after all, she wants Arnie to remain a child (“Try and keep it cold, there’s yogurt in there!”). Fumbling and creating chaos and mess is exactly what director Carpenter and screenwriter Bill Phillips weave here in visual terms, with the garbage bag tearing open and spilling onto the driveway being emblematic of Arnie’s inability to do a good job and the worrisome fact that this boy is completely out of step with conventional capability.


    Regina’s complaint about Dennis’s car radio is also an indication that she is not only easily irritated but also someone consumed by newsworthy fads and topics that feed into the living rooms of suburban households. She describes the Tanya Tucker version of “Not Fade Away” as “noise pollution,” and likens it to Dennis “dumping toxic waste” on her lawn — screenwriter Bill Phillips concocts this character as a woman driven by battling constant and petty inconveniences, something that suburbia is a magical place for. The horror that is born within suburbia — also explored in Halloween — can therefore spawn from an extension of banality and innocuousness; for example, Regina’s bitterness and irritability can be countered by Christine’s eventual rage, fury and bloodthirsty killer instinct. These two female counterparts for Arnie symbolically and tangibly represent oppression at one hand and liberation at the other — but ultimately, a slow death is the result from both. It is only Leigh Cabot (Alexandra Paul) that offers pure salvation, however she is eventually rejected in favour of the vindictive witch that is Christine.


    The tree lined streets, the long stretches of asphalt and the rich greens that cinematographer Donald M. Morgan captures with his lens all add to the romance of leafy suburbia, and this unlikely friendship shared between Dennis and Arnie somehow fits in well amidst the neatly groomed lawns and wide driveways. These two boys — who can be read as pseudo-lovers, for their compassion for one another (before Christine enters the picture) is undoubtedly passionate and dedicated — have clearly been friends since they were children, and in Stephen King’s thoroughly romantic novel, this is certainly established. Both boys come from very similar backgrounds, and here we see that the Cunningham household is the embodiment of comfortable middle class America and the economically OK baby boomers of the late seventies, with America finally coming out of its oppressive recession.


    


    JOHN CARPENTER: The change of the locale from Pittsburgh, which is where Stephen King sets the novel, to California was set up during the script writing stage of production. I can’t truly remember the exact reasoning behind changing the location, however I do strongly believe that Los Angeles has a beautiful picturesque quality to it and that would play well with this film about a car — also, California is a car nation, so it makes sense. The other thing is that Pittsburgh is not the most attractive city in the world, and it’s hard to tell this particular story in a big city, I mean a haunted car movie really needs to take place in a semi-isolated place like a small town for it to work.


    


    BILL PHILLIPS: Rockbridge was an invented town, it didn’t exist in California. I recall using September 12 superimposed over Dennis’ picking up Arnie. That was my wedding anniversary date. No one else in the world cares. A lot of the book features voice over narration by Dennis Guilder and I’m not a fan of narration. Too often in films it’s used as a crutch, imposed by studio executives to talk down to the audience and essentially say, “What the filmmaker meant to say but failed to cinematically was…” Look, for example, at the first release of Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982). It’s full of stupid stuff someone imposed on the film, but at the time, Scott didn’t have the clout to insist on keeping the narration out. Ten years later, Scott re-released the film in theatres without the narration. It was much better. Granted, there are some movies where a narration works. My favorite is Days of Heaven (1978). I tend to like narrations that aren’t “voice of God.”


    


    KEITH GORDON: I loved Carrie (1976) and The Shining (1980) and I certainly read some of Stephen King’s works, but I wouldn’t read everything of his. But of course Stephen was not directly involved with the making of Christine, although I did get to speak to him on the phone which was exciting. The novel itself was a hugely successful popular best seller right while we were making the film adaptation which is a very rare thing, and it was extremely hard to get a hold of, so I couldn’t read it before getting into the role of Arnie. King was becoming very popular and two other books were being made at the same time we were making Christine — Cujo (1983) and The Dead Zone (1983) — so I was certainly well aware of his growing fan base. I was aware of all this, but not at all focused on it. I always thought of Christine as more of a John Carpenter film than a Stephen King adaptation. As far as getting the part of Arnie, my agent called me and told me they were auditioning and I was very excited as I was already a big fan of John Carpenter’s. I had never met him but really wanted to work with him, so I got the script and went into the audition with my two looks: the nerdy Arnie look with the glasses and the buttoned up shirt and the cool/crazy Arnie look with a black t-shirt and what not, and the read went well. Then later I went in and shared a scene with John Stockwell who played Dennis Guilder. John was cast first which I thought was odd seeing that Arnie is the central figure of the movie, but I guess Carpenter found John first and saw something he liked so cast him before me.


    


    BILL PHILLIPS: I loved my contributions to Arnie’s introduction. The book worked very well, but I had fun with the garbage bag breaking as he was taking out the trash, the yogurt being packed by his mom and later causing him to slip on the floor, the adult word Arnie had tried to use in Scrabble…even the fact that he played Scrabble. I also thought giving the family a Volvo was perfect, since Volvo (a perfectly good and respectable car) also symbolized to me a slightly overprotective and conventional owner. These tiny details add up. One never wants a detail to be a show-stopper…every element of the script (and the film) should contribute to making the story work. So I just tried to come up with as many elements as I could. Of course, there were many already there from the book. When Kevin Bacon turned them down to play Arnie, I phoned the producer immediately and reported just seeing Keith Gordon in Brian De Palma’s Dressed to Kill (1980) (where he plays Angie Dickinson’s son). I seem to recall that the next day (although my memory may be hazy…maybe it was a few days) they announced signing Keith Gordon to the role. I was very happy mainly because Keith is great and secondarily because traditionally in features (unlike TV) no one listens to the writer. John Carpenter always did. Soon after the film wrapped, I saw Keith on the Venice boardwalk. He gave me his newly-minted business card, white with red blood splotches. It said, “Blood and Guts All Over the Place Productions.” Now Keith is a wonderful director.


    


    ELISSA ROSE (on costume design): We first meet the character of Arnie Cunningham taking out the trash, looking like somewhere between a 1950s bookworm and a 1980s geek the likes of Lewis Skolnick (Revenge of the Nerds (1984)) or Professor Julius Kelp played by the legendary Jerry Lewis (The Nutty Professor (1963)). His costuming is non-assuming and low key, consisting of low cut Converse sneakers, sensible olive coloured trousers co-ordinated with a beige button down shirt, the inside top pocket concealing a plastic pocket protector laden with pens. Completing the cliché is his slicked down hair and thick plastic framed glasses that are later smashed in a confrontation with the greaser bullies and subsequently taped together at the nose piece. The hero garment that develops almost like an emotional barometer to the film’s plot is the pale blue Gabardine “Ricky” Jacket.


    


    BILL PHILLIPS: I remember yogurt was often something a health-conscious parent might pack in their kid’s lunch, and it also seemed to be something very “uncool” for Arnie to have to bring to school. And of course it was intended all along to be a set-up for Buddy to impale with this switchblade.


    


    ADAM DEVLIN: As the worker who had his hand trapped in Christine’s hood is walked off in the previous scene — hand in bandages — another worker comes over and sits in the car. He is smoking a cigar and as he sits, he turns the car radio on, dropping some smouldering ash along the way. The radio starts playing “Not Fade Away” by Buddy Holly. This was first released in 1957, as a B-side to The Cricket’s hit single “Oh Boy,” which appeared on their album “The ‘Chirping’ Crickets.” The Crickets were a rock ’n’ roll band that Buddy Holly founded in the early 1950s. We only get to hear the first two lines of the song — “I’m a-gonna tell you how it’s gonna be/You’re gonna give your love to me…” We then hear the “knock-off” bell and all the workers leave. The foreman notices something on the production line — a car’s headlights are on and its radio is playing. He walks to the car, opens the door and as we hear the lyric “My love a-bigger than a Cadillac/I try to show it and you drive a-me back/Your love for me a-got to be real/For you to know just how I feel…” the cigar smoking man falls out onto the floor, dead — with his cigar is his mouth. The car is Christine. The use of this song for this scene is inspired. Firstly it sets us firmly in 1957 after George Thorogood had suggested it in “Bad to the Bone.” Secondly the lyric clearly states that this car is in charge. This car is demanding love and respect. It’s a brilliant juxtaposition of song and film. It is as if the car radio is “speaking” for the car. The song then changes into an updated version, sung brilliantly by country star Tanya Tucker and we see a blue “muscle car” with a young man (Dennis) at the wheel. Text on the screen tells us we’re now in 1978, and Tucker’s version of “Not Fade Away” cuts in with the line “A love for real not fade away.” This line, at this point in the film — just as we’re meeting Dennis and his blue “muscle car” — tells us this car, like the song, is from that original period but has been “updated.” It is basically saying the old can, and should, be renewed.
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      John Stockwell as Dennis Guilder.
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      John Stockwell as Dennis Guilder.
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