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O’Bannon rehearses the Yellow Cadaver scene. (© Rory Flynn)








 



Foreword by Brian Peck



The first time I was ever required to act was for a school play when I was in the fourth grade. In conjunction with the American history we had been studying, my teacher decided we would stage a series of vignettes portraying different key moments of America’s past. We were divided into groups and given free rein to decide and create for ourselves which bit of history we wanted to present when we eventually performed onstage in front of the whole school. Having a strong affinity for the macabre from a very early age, I excitedly chose to portray the Donner Party; the ill-fated wagon train of pioneers who were trapped in the snow-covered Nevada Mountains circa 1846 and resorted to cannibalism. This had been the only bit of American history that had really perked up my ears during our teacher’s lessons.


This particular scene in the play was a resounding success (at least that’s how I remember it!); the highlight being the moment I ripped a plastic doll arm from a nine-year-old girl’s sleeve and began voraciously chewing on it. The audience howled with laughter. I think I learned then that comedy and horror were not such a bad mix, but it would be a couple more decades before my acting skills would once again be required for a horror production featuring comedy and flesh-eating as key ingredients.


To say I was excited when I learned I had been cast in Return of the Living Dead would be the understatement of the century. Raised on black-and-white creature features flickering endlessly from my TV screen in a bedroom decorated with Aurora plastic models depicting Universal’s classic movie monsters, the idea that I would be paid to battle zombies in a film was almost too much to take. While other actors aspired to Shakespeare, I wanted nothing more than to share the screen with things that go bump in the night – it was something I had literally dreamed of for years.


As a kid, I was always the first in line for the opening weekend of every horror film that ever came out. I recall that my mom even let me stay out extra late to attend the opening-night special midnight showing of Romero’s Dawn of the Dead. I was so jealous of the lucky actors in that film; I so badly wanted to do that too and now, at long last, I was finally going to get to.


Add to the mix that this film was written and to be directed by the great Dan O’Bannon, who I held in extremely high esteem as the driving force behind Alien, one of my all-time favourite films. Dan did not disappoint, nor did spending the summer of 1984 in a dusty old warehouse in Burbank, California, battling half-corpses, split-dogs, Tarmen and Trioxin-infused rain. It was, simply put, one of the best experiences of my lifetime and one not to be easily topped. (Full disclosure: holding Captain James T. Kirk hostage in Star Trek V was pretty sweet too!) I can remember as if it were yesterday, being on the mortuary foyer set, wildly swinging a sledgehammer at the zombies busting through the windows – it was a real “pinch yourself is this really happening” kind of moment for me.


This, in spite of the fact that in between takes one of the “zombies” would continuously poke her latex-covered face in through the window and complain that I was hitting her arms too hard with my foam-rubber sledgehammer – apparently this was not a long-held-dream-come-true moment for her, like it was for me.


While shooting ROTLD, I had no idea how big of a release the film would receive or if it was going to be the kind of movie anyone would remember or talk about a month after seeing it, but even if the film had never come out I would have been satisfied, the experience of making it having been so life-changing. It seemed pretty low budget and I wouldn’t have been surprised if it had ended up primarily on a double bill at the slowly dwindling drive-in theatre circuit. Not that I thought it deserved that fate; it’s just that I simply didn’t know what the release plan was, or if many people would even embrace it. Keep in mind that at the time, in the US, at least, zombie movies were the domain of Romero and the occasional dubbed Italian job. I never would have predicted that, twenty-five years later, I’d be writing this for a book celebrating the ever-growing popularity of these films. Meeting the many fans over the last few years has been such a great joy. I’ve seen the image of my character “Scuz” tattooed on no less than five people, prompting my dear friend to sincerely declare that that’s cooler than winning an Academy Award. I’m not sure I disagree.


In a bizarre twist of fate and coincidence, I sit at my computer writing this as I prepare to attend a memorial celebration this afternoon for the late, great Dan O’Bannon, our illustrious creator. Once again, I’ll have the chance to reminisce with my incredible cast mates about this amazing time in our lives that we all shared. I only wish the circumstances for our gathering were different. I want to dedicate these ruminations to Dan O’Bannon and take this opportunity to express my eternal gratitude to him for allowing me the honour of being a part of this ongoing, incredible adventure.


If you are a fan of these films – and if you are reading this, I suspect you are – you have Dan to thank for creating this crazy, wonderful paramedic-eating world. I’m thrilled that, in Dan’s not nearly long enough lifetime, he was able to join us at a few of the reunion screenings overflowing with rabid fans (not weasels) and see how the film he created over a quarter-century ago just won’t die … not unlike a zombie. So dim the lights; sit back and enjoy reading about the Living Dead. And if it should begin to rain and you hear something shuffling outside your window, lock your doors and, for God’s sake, protect your brains!
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Actor Brian Peck in 2010. (Photo courtesy of © Lee Christian)
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Brian Peck as Scuz on the set of ROTLD. (Photo courtesy of © Victoria Krieger Slaymaker)








 



Introduction by Brian Yuzna



“Send . . . more . . . paramedics.”


Send us more horror movies like Dan O’Bannon’s Return of the Living Dead.


It has been twenty-five years since Dan realised the first true cinematic child of the EC Comics’ horror world and today it lives on as a landmark genre film.


The early ’80s gave horror fans three classics; three horror films that redefined the genre, that fed the bloodlust of a hungry audience who grew up in the wake of EC Comics and Mad Magazine. These publications shocked a generation of parents with their irony, satire and grisly cartoon gore that was denounced as decadent, subversive and injurious to the moral fibre of American youth. In fact, they used humour to infiltrate the regimented, paranoid post-war conformist mindset. The “baby boomers” who revelled in these publications created the counter-cultural ’60s and made their mark on cinema in the ’70s and ’80s. For horror fans came three who threw body parts at the screen with unbridled gusto and then brought them back to graphic, glorious life with a sense of humour, satire and just plain horrific fun. They held nothing back, creating three horror classics – Evil Dead, Re-Animator and, of course, Return of the Living Dead.


This book celebrates one of them and the sequels it spawned. But clearly it is O’Bannon’s achievement that makes the sequels possible and it was his talent and imagination that finally brought pulp-comic sensibility to the silver screen and television. Without Return of the Living Dead to show the way, there would have been no Tales from the Crypt or any other of the myriad spin-offs and inspired-bys. Oh sure, it had been tried before – the idea of taking the horror comics’ sensibility to film was nothing new, but until O’Bannon gave it a shot of 2-4-5 Trioxin, it had never quite worked. Not that the movies were bad, it is just that they had never successfully captured that wild, exhilarating, outrageous, in-your-face horror-sex-gore of EC Comics – nor the subversive satire of Mad Magazine.


Contemporary audiences may find it dated; it was filmed before digital FX and big-budget genre fare, but its raw combination of energy, graphic pulp images, ironic horror and nihilistic fun is difficult to find in the tsunami of zombie films that are now mainstream cinematic fodder. Some of these latter-day horrors are dour and colourless; some try too hard to be zany; most are self-conscious about their redeeming “message”, or stridently striving to be as violent and painful as possible. Some are good, others better, many are entertaining, but only a few approach the pure intelligent originality, masterful storytelling and satirical style that marks Return of the Living Dead.
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Director and producer Brian Yuzna on the set of Return of the Living Dead III. (Photo courtesy of © John Penney)





After Return of the Living Dead, Dan O’Bannon went on to direct the relatively unseen classic H.P. Lovecraft adaptation, The Resurrected, but thereafter confined himself to writing films, not directing them. And, based on the results of his two efforts, we fans are the poorer for it. But Dan’s genius flourished not in the chaotic scramble of the movie set, but in the dead of night in his own particular lair; not under the Klieg lights and harsh glares of production managers and accountants, but in the mad universe of ideas. His imagination took wing without the limitations and restrictions of producers and budgets and union rules and production reports. His was a genius of the mind. Storyteller and thinker, student and philosopher, humorist and religious theorist, practical joker and satirist – this was the Dan O’Bannon that I was privileged to have known and worked with. Dan’s mischievous sense of humour bore an intelligence that elevated his sci-fi and horror entertainments to heights that few genre films achieve. And his sly, seemingly effortless, humour lifted Return of the Living Dead from being the unofficial knock-off sequel to George Romero’s Night of the Living Dead that many expected. Instead it became a classic of fantastic cinema in its own right.


During the production, my good friend and Hollywood guide Bob Greenberg showed me around the warehouse that served as the shooting stage for Return of the Living Dead. It was one of the first film sets I had ever visited and, looking back now, I am struck by how successfully Dan was able to use the lighting and camera, the framing and blocking of the actors to create a believable stylish environment. The imaginative artwork and zombie designs of William Stout made the biggest impression on me. Dan was famous for his taste in art and artists, having already championed H.R. Giger for the production of his Alien script. As we walked around the set, Bob related Dan’s battles with the budget – fighting for a bigger, more detailed, cemetery and paying for it out of his own pocket when the recalcitrant budget managers demurred; fighting for the statue of the weeping angel that, (though only featured in one shot in the film), gives a sense of quality to the scenario. It still amazes me that Dan, who was not one to suffer fools lightly, was able to get through the frustrations, limitations and politics of film production.


As an undisputed classic of modern horror, it is difficult to pick out one element of Return of the Living Dead that makes the biggest impact – the acting, the energy, the humour, the unabashed pulp sensibilities of the visuals. For my money, it’s the writing; first and foremost, the writing. What a story! What a brilliant construction of a story. From the opening text, upending the standard disclaimers – no, the characters and events of this movie are absolutely true; the names have not been changed to protect the innocent (i.e., the filmmakers from lawsuits, the writer from his fictions); the sly wink at Psycho, with its ominous interjection of the exact time on screen indicating that this really happened, documentary-style. And the first view of the Uneeda Medical Company leaves no doubt as to this film’s aesthetic parentage. This movie will twist the genre to its own delightful ends – this will be the Zap Comix of horror movies. When James Karen asks, “Did you see that movie, Night of the Living Dead?” Dan gives notice that he not only knows his antecedents, he knows how to use them, bend them and manipulate them to his will – with relish.


Sequels are a celebration of the first movie. And I feel fortunate to have been able to participate in one of them. There was no way that I could hope to match the original; I don’t think I could ever have the pure understanding of pulp storytelling that Dan mastered and take it to the screen, but I was keenly aware of the world of Return of the Living Dead and was delighted to have the opportunity to do my thing within it, just as Ken Wiederhorn did before me, and Ellory Elkayem did after.


It is with honour and pleasure that I introduce this definitive look at Return of the Living Dead and its sequels and give my enthusiastic appreciation to one of the great horror films of our time and to one of the most unique and imaginative creative minds that I have ever met. If you are reading this you are probably a horror fan too and I hope that you join me in appreciation of what Dan O’Bannon spawned.
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Brian Yuzna, circa 2007. (Photo courtesy of © Brian Eeles)
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I. Night of the Living Dead



1. ‘You see that movie, Night of the Living Dead?’


The seeds for what would become The Return of the Living Dead were sown back in the late 1960s, when a group of friends banded together to shoot a low-budget horror movie. Lacking studio funding or a marketing campaign of any description, their film would tap into the imagination of audiences around the world, reinventing the zombie for the modern age. Whereas the likes of Victor Halperin’s White Zombie and Jacques Tourneur’s I Walked with a Zombie had been set in some far-off land and explored such exotic themes as voodoo, Night of the Living Dead would bring the horror to our own doorsteps.


One of the most important elements that the movie would bring to the genre was cannibalism. Prior to this, zombies of the screen had often fallen under the spell of a crazed genius and would serve as slaves or henchmen in their insane quest for power. But in Night of the Living Dead, the zombies had no master and no motive; they were driven purely by their hunger for human flesh. The bleak tone of the movie, in which even the hero was seemingly doomed, took the genre into darker territories – a reflection of the state of America at that time. With the ongoing horror of the Vietnam War, racially charged riots occurring in cities across the country and the assassinations of both Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy, the pessimism of Night of the Living Dead struck a chord with audiences of the day.


Synonymous with the movie is George A. Romero. Having developed a taste for filmmaking as a child after borrowing an 8mm camera from his rich uncle, Romero attempted to direct his first feature, The Man from the Meteor, before relocating to Pittsburgh to study commercial art at the Carnegie Institute of Technology. Eventually losing interest in his studies, Romero and a small group of friends obtained $2,000 to form an independent company, Ram Productions, with the intention of shooting a motion picture. Unable to complete their film, the company eventually disbanded, but Romero and wannabe actor Russell Streiner (another talented unknown destined to become a Hollywood veteran) were determined and soon set up the Latent Image, directing commercials for local companies whilst planning their first real movie.


Drafting in many of their friends once again, the pair soon began to make name for themselves as an efficient and professional company, with Romero directing the majority of TV spots. Many of these were based on feature films, with their most successful being a spoof of The Fantastic Voyage for a detergent. But their ambition had always been to make a commercial movie and soon they began to give serious thought to a small, self-financed project. Deciding that a low-budget horror would be the most viable option, they figured that if ten people could be persuaded to invest $600, they would be able to produce a professional-looking feature. Recruiting various associates from around Pittsburgh and calling themselves the Image Ten, the young filmmakers commenced work on what would become Night of the Living Dead.


Romero had previously written a short story entitled Anubis, based loosely upon Richard Matheson’s classic novel, I Am Legend. He felt the story could be suitable for their movie. This would form the first half of their screenplay, yet none of the group could decide where to take the story next. John Russo, who had been the first to suggest the possibility of producing a feature, had a concept of his own.


JOHN RUSSO (writer, producer; Night of the Living Dead): “When I was in grade school I loved the Bela Lugosi/Lon Chaney Dracula and Wolf Man movies. Then, as a teenager and as a college student, I saw every movie that came into town – my hometown of Clairton, Pennsylvania – which was a thriving little city in those days and which had three movie theatres, with pictures changing twice a week. I went to see all the horror films, mostly ‘B’ and ‘C’ Hollywood offerings with trite, overworked, boring plots. I saw a few zombie flicks, but was not impressed with any of them. Even when we made Night of the Living Dead, we did not call our flesh-eating dead people ‘zombies’. We called them ‘ghouls’ because, technically, not every zombie is a ghoul. A ghoul is a being – alive or dead – who eats dead human flesh.


“George Romero wrote the first half of what became Night of the Living Dead – in story form, not in screenplay form. He had people being attacked, but never said who the attackers were or what they were after. I suggested that they should be dead people and he agreed. I then asked what they were after and he said he did not know. I then said, ‘Why don’t we use my flesh-eating idea?’ He agreed to this also. The idea came from a screenplay I had started to write about aliens who came to earth in search of human flesh. When George got tied up with a commercial client, I took over all the writing chores and ended up putting his story into screenplay format, then completing the second half of the screenplay, with my ideas augmented by the rest of the people in our group – the group, that is, that became incorporated under the banner of Image Ten, Inc. George’s story had no title but eventually, when the full screenplay was copyrighted, it was under the title, The Anubis. After a couple more title changes, the movie became Night of the Living Dead.”
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A ghoul (Bill Hinzman) kills Johnny (Russell Streiner) during the opening scene of Night of the Living Dead.
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Image is everything: George A. Romero directs Judith O’Dea, assisted by sound engineer Gary Streiner, on location for Night of the Living Dead.
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The co-writer: John Russo enjoys a cameo as a zombie.
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King of the dead: Director George A. Romero, whose short story, Anubis, was the inspiration for Night of the Living Dead. (Photos courtesy of © Image Ten, Inc.)





Indeed, the script would be known under a variety of working titles, although the two most popular were Monster Flick and Night of the Flesh Eaters. Despite Romero’s initial budget of $6,000, production costs eventually came to over $100,000, with many of the principals adopting a variety of roles. Karl Hardman and Marilyn Eastman, who were partners in a local sound studio, were cast in two pivotal roles, whilst also assisting with the design of the ghouls, whilst Streiner himself appeared briefly during the opening sequence.


In the search for the film’s hero, Romero was introduced to Duane Jones, who had once lived in Pittsburgh and studied at the acclaimed Actors Studio in New York. Although much has since been made of Romero’s decision to cast a black actor as his lead, the filmmakers insist that race was not an issue and that Jones was merely the best man for the job. For the role of Barbra – who is set up in the opening scenes as a plucky heroine, only to spend the remainder of the movie in a virtually catatonic state – Hardman suggested Judith O’Dea.


JUDITH O’DEA (Barbra; Night of the Living Dead): “George and I met several years before Night of the Living Dead was even a glimmer in his mind. It was at an audition for one of his earlier feature films. I didn’t make the cut. My audition for Night happened because of my friendship with Karl Hardman, who played Harry Cooper in the film. I was in California at the time, trying to break into Hollywood, when Karl called to ask if I’d like to return home to audition for this cool horror film he, George Romero and company were planning to make. I jumped at the chance, caught the next plane out of LAX and the rest is history.”


Night of the Living Dead opens with two grown-up siblings – Barbra and Johnny – arriving at the cemetery to leave a wreath at their parents’ grave. Whilst O’Dea would take the role of Barbra, Streiner would portray her brother – the first victim of Romero’s flesh-hungry ghouls. Barely able to escape the shambling stranger who dashes her brother’s head against a tombstone, Barbra flees to a nearby country house. There she meets Ben, who attempts to barricade the doors and windows to keep the dead from breaking in. Hiding in the cellar are a middle-aged couple – Harry and Helen Cooper – and their sick daughter, Karen. Hardman and Eastman took the roles of Harry and Helen respectively, whilst Hardman’s own daughter, Kyra Schon, would play Karen. As well as their acting duties, both Hardman and Eastman would contribute to the make-up effects: Hardman used mortician’s wax to create decaying flesh, whilst Eastman gave the ghouls their deathly pallor. Had events worked out differently, the special effects in Night of the Living Dead could well have been conceived by Tom Savini who, a decade later, would become one of Romero’s key collaborators. 1978’s Dawn of the Dead is the acclaimed product of their combined efforts.
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Prince of gore: unable to work on Night, Tom Savini promised more outlandish gore for Romero’s Dawn of the Dead. (Photo © www.savini.com)
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A mother’s love: actress and investor Marilyn Eastman meets a grisly end at the hands of her daughter, Karen, in NOTLD.





TOM SAVINI (make-up and cosmetic special effects; Dawn of the Dead): “I was following him around his office, flipping through pages of my make-up portfolio and he said, ‘We could really use you on this gig’. I had already enlisted in the army and the time came and I was inducted and was in Vietnam when he made NOTLD. I think there would have been more zombies and zombie make-ups and probably some more interesting make-up effects involving the killings.”


Romero himself would contribute to some of the effects, specifically the corpse that Barbra discovers at the top of the stairs. Starting with a skull model kit from a hobby shop, he applied clay to the face in order to create the skeletal structure and added ping-pong balls for the eyes. This DIY ethic would become commonplace on set, with everyone having to fill in for more than one role. For the infamous gut-munching scene – in which two more victims are devoured (after a failed escape attempt results in them being burned alive in their truck) – the producers obtained intestines from a local butcher. It is worth noting that, at the time, the actors were not aware of just how graphic this sequence was to be.


JUDITH O’DEA: “I was not privy to all the violence and gore until seeing the movie at its Pittsburgh premiere. It was shocking to see such brutal behaviour so graphically depicted … a first, I believe, on screen at that time. But was I concerned about it? No. Reason being, I was twenty-three years old and didn’t think or feel beyond the pure excitement of having been in a feature film that was going to play in theatres across the country. I left those censor and distribution worries to George, Russ, Karl and Jack.”
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“They’re all messed up”: investor Bill Hinzman as Night’s iconic cemetery ghoul. (Photos courtesy of © Image Ten, Inc.)





The explosion itself would be something of a spectacle: Regis Survinski (whose brother, Vince, was production manager) and Tony Pantanella would be in charge of “special effects”, which would include setting the vehicle on fire. To achieve this, a Chevy truck was filled with gasoline and TNT (more than would be deemed safe by today’s standards), causing the explosion to literally lift the truck off the ground, lighting up the night sky. Whilst it would take the filmmakers by surprise, there is no denying how effective their handiwork turned out to be.


The location choices were the result of some resourceful thinking, making use of whatever was available at the time. The basement where Harry and his family hide out was not actually located at the farmhouse, but underneath the Latent Image studio. The house itself, which was situated near Monongahela River, has since been demolished, whilst the newsroom sequences were shot at Karl Hardman Studios. In order to give their movie a wider scope, a small group made their way to Washington D.C., where they filmed fake news footage of government officials discussing possible causes of the outbreak. Since they’d obtained no permit to do so, the crew were forced to shoot as fast as possible before their cameras could be confiscated.


After approximately nine months of shooting (with several breaks whenever Latent Image needed to produce a commercial), the movie was finally complete. Once it had been edited and scored, Romero and Streiner made their way to New York in an effort to sell their picture. But before they arrived, it was announced over the radio that civil-rights activist Martin Luther King had been assassinated in Memphis. The fact that their movie would end with the senseless shooting of a black hero became a cause for concern. Sure enough, Night of the Flesh Eaters was turned down by every studio in town (many of whom had insisted on a happier ending), forcing Romero and Streiner to return home defeated.


However, they soon managed to attract the attention of the Walter Reade Organisation, who were willing to distribute it without any significant changes. Their only concern was the title, since they had previously released a movie entitled Flesh Eaters and were concerned about the similarity. Eventually, Reade suggested Night of the Living Dead, which the filmmakers felt was more effective. But when the title on the print was replaced, the copyright was not reinstated (perhaps foolishly, they had included it at the beginning with the title, instead of at the end of the movie, as was common practice), resulting in Night of the Living Dead slipping prematurely into the public domain.
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Another one for the fire: Vigilantes prepare to dispose of Night’s hero, Ben (Duane Jones).
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Damsel in distress: As Barbra, Judith O’Dea escapes from the living dead.





JOHN RUSSO: “Night of the Living Dead has been a great career booster and has made money for us, but nowhere near the millions we should have made if the picture was distributed fairly and honestly. We contend that it is not in the public domain and we are still fighting that battle and so I cannot comment further on an ongoing legal dispute.”


JUDITH O’DEA: “If you want to base payment for creative contribution and financial investment in the film on its gross receipts over these many years, then no, I don’t believe any of us were paid equitably. But, on the other hand – and really much more importantly – I honestly believe that all of us have received a much more lasting and meaningful reward for our contributions and that is from the thousands upon thousands of fans who have made Night one of their all-time favourite films. For me, being able to speak with so many people at conventions throughout the country has had a profound and lasting impact on my life – one for which I am beyond grateful. George Romero has certainly left quite a legacy with his Dead films. They’ve paved the way for so many other filmmakers to put their own unique spin on the fascinating world of zombies and ghouls. I am thrilled to have been one of the ‘founding’ participants in such a legacy.”


With the success of Night of the Living Dead, the filmmakers began discussing possible ideas for their next project. Their initial concept would be dubbed “Horror Anthology”, a collection of five short stories that would explore different themes and styles of terror. This is a project that Romero would eventually realise a decade later with the Stephen King-scripted EC Comics homage, Creepshow. The Image Ten had been formed to produce one picture only, but now the group – who had still yet to see a real return from their first movie – was eager to commence work on a second. Armed with $100,000 from local investors and equipment from the Latent Image, Romero and his band of trusted collaborators decided to adapt a half-hour film written by one of the group, Rudy Ricci, into a full-length screenplay – the result of which would be There’s Always Vanilla.


Production, however, was anything but smooth. Hardman and Eastman would soon back out and the remaining filmmakers simply couldn’t agree on the genre. Exactly what kind of movie were they making? Should it be a comedy, a romance or a drama? Romero also decided to shoot the film in colour, having been irritated by the criticism levelled at Night of the Living Dead, with many complaining the black-and-white zombie flick looked like it had been shot on old stock. Over the years, there has been much speculation as to how severe these fall-outs actually were and the part their lawyers played in the proceedings, but Russo himself insists that these troubles have been blown out of proportion.
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Screenwriter John Russo in Ghoul form. (Photos courtesy of © Image Ten, Inc.)





JOHN RUSSO: “Image Ten, Inc. did not fall apart, but no other pictures were made under that banner because the corporation was set up to make only one movie. There were problems and disagreements during the making of There’s Always Vanilla, but this picture did not cause any dissension between me, Russ Streiner or George Romero.


“The dissension was caused by others. Much later, our parent company, the Latent Image, split up over disagreements concerning the commercial end of the operation. Through it all, Russ Streiner, George Romero and I remain friends, even though there have been some ‘rough spots’ along the way. We respect each other’s talents and abilities to this day and we wish each other well on all our individual endeavours.”


The film was finally completed and distributed by Cambist Films. A New York-based company formed by Lee Hessel in the early 1960s, Cambist specialised in exploitation and had been responsible for such long-forgotten features as De quoi tu te mêles Daniela! (also known as Daniella by Night and Rent a Girl), before enjoying minor success with Ilsa, She Wolf of the SS (and its sequel, Ilsa, Harem Keeper of the Oil Sheiks).


There’s Always Vanilla did not fare so well. The film was a financial and critical failure and Romero and his collaborators soon parted ways, with Romero embarking on his first project as a solo filmmaker – Jack’s Wife. The movie was picked up by cult distributor Jack Harris (who would later handle John Carpenter’s low-budget comedy, Dark Star) and subsequently released under a variety of titles – most notably Hungry Wives and Season of the Witch, the latter of which was an attempt to draw in the same crowd who had flocked to see Night of the Living Dead.


Returning to the horror genre with his next picture, The Crazies, Romero would encounter further financial disappointment, bringing the filmmaker to the brink of bankruptcy. Attempting to put his own spin on vampire mythology (as he had previously done with zombies), Martin would finally mark his comeback, as well as being Romero’s first project with two of the most important collaborators of his career: producer Richard Rubinstein and make-up effects artist Savini. The positive experience of both the shoot and the critical reaction inspired Romero to get to work on a concept he had been toying with for some time. He immediately contacted Savini – who had missed his chance to work on Night of the Living Dead – hoping to recruit the talented artist for the sequel.


TOM SAVINI: “Well, I was a little envious of the film and how good it was and that I didn’t get the chance to work on it. Years later, I was more than satisfied that he asked me to direct the remake of the film. The film is a classic piece and was inducted into the Museum of Film History and the Library of Congress and all you have to do is watch the documentary American Nightmare to see the true impact.


“I was doing a play in North Carolina and got a telegram from George that said, ‘We got another gig, start thinking of ways to kill people’. I simplified the zombies, thinking that this is a sequel to NOTLD, which was black and white, so in colour they will all be grey. The lighting, however, made them look blue, or green sometimes, so that didn’t really work. Plus there were a lot of make-up effect zombies with wounds and the most horrible-looking movie blood there was. I hadn’t learned Dick Smith’s blood formula at that time and used a blood made by the 3M Company. It looked like melted crayons, but it added to the comic-book sort of feel of the movie.”
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A group of NOTLD’s Ghouls including Bill Hinzman (far left). (Photo courtesy of © Image Ten, Inc.)





That movie would, of course, be Dawn of the Dead – destined to become one of the most popular zombie films of all time. Epic in scope in comparison to its predecessor, the majority of the action would take place inside a large shopping mall, in which a handful of survivors had taken refuge. Romero first conceived the core idea for the story in 1974, on a visit to the Monroeville Mall in Pittsburgh. Invited there by his friend, Mark Mason, Romero was shown around the two-storey complex, which hosted such stores as J.C. Penney. As the two inspected the crawl space at the top, Mason had joked that people would be able to survive there even after a nuclear attack. Romero, however, was thinking of another threat altogether: what about a zombie outbreak?


Starting with the concept of a man foraging for food in the store like a hunter, which he would then take back to his pregnant wife within the crawl space, Romero’s story soon began to expand. With additional financing from Dario Argento – who at that time was riding on the success of his masterpiece, Suspiria – the final script for Dawn of the Dead would come to a total of 253 pages. Whereas Night of the Living Dead serves as a bloodstained social commentary on the horrors of the Vietnam War and the ongoing struggle for civil rights, Dawn explores America’s newfound love of consumerism. Daunting as the prospect of shooting a sequel to the seminal Night may have been, Romero and his crew certainly made the most of their time in the mall. And, given carte blanche to do as he pleased, Romero’s chosen make-up artist was only too happy to go all-out with some outrageous set pieces.


TOM SAVINI: “I always felt Dawn would be better ‘cause we could do better things with it. And it’s true. When you think of a zombie movie you think of Dawn of the Dead. There were a lot of factors to why it was so good and I’m happy the make-up effects were a big contributor.”


JOHN RUSSO: “I really liked Dawn of the Dead. George invited me to the first screening and to dinner afterward and I told him that the over-the-top gore FX weren’t exactly my cup of tea, but ‘You are going to make a bloody fortune with this movie’. George smiled delightedly because he respected my opinion and I turned out to be right. I always wish him well.


“George Romero is a brilliant and highly talented person and he can never be counted out. I loved Martin, Season of the Witch and Bruiser – they are all underrated.”


With a running time of 139 minutes, Dawn of the Dead premiered at the 1978 Cannes Film Festival. Elsewhere, Argento (who had retained the European rights in return for partial funding) set about re-cutting the movie for release in Italy. Complete with a new score by Goblin (who’ve contributed to such Argento films as Profondo rosso/Deep Red and Suspiria), it was shown under the name, Zombi, and became an equally huge success. Determined to keep the graphic violence in his movie, Romero eventually opted to bypass the MPAA (Motion Picture Association of America) and release the film unrated. Over the next few years, Dawn of the Dead would earn approximately $55 million worldwide, outselling Night of the Living Dead by far.
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No more room in hell: David Emge as Stephen in George Romero’s 1978 film Dawn of the Dead. (Photo courtesy of © Anchor Bay Entertainment)
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2. ‘The Dead are Rising Again’


As Romero commenced work on Dawn of the Dead, his former collaborators – Russo, Streiner and Ricci – were planning a sequel of their own. Set ten years after the events of Night of the Living Dead, Russo’s Return of the Living Dead would focus on the failed attempts of a small community to stop the dead from walking once again. Whilst Romero had taken his own series in a more slapstick, comical direction, Return of the Living Dead would be closer in tone to Night, even setting its final act in a farmhouse. Although urban legend has it that Return is the result of a court settlement with Romero, Russo insists that their agreement was far more civilised.


JOHN RUSSO: “George Romero and I have never fought over much of anything, and rumours or gossip to this effect are false. When I left the Latent Image, it was an amicable arrangement; George wanted me to stay, but I decided I had better strike out on my own. Not too long after that, we mutually decided that since we had shared the screenwriting credit for Night of the Living Dead, we should come up with an agreement that enabled each of us to pursue our separate projects. We read each other’s scripts and I gave him the right to pursue financing for Dawn of the Dead and to call it a sequel and he gave me the right to pursue Return of the Living Dead without calling it a sequel.”


Return of the Living Dead initially developed as a screenplay by Russo, Streiner and Ricci. Unable to sell their script to a producer, Russo retained rights to the story and set about adapting it as a novel. His version opens with the funeral of a young child who never recovered from rheumatic fever. As the girl’s parents mourn, the Reverend presents her grief-stricken father with a large metal spike and a single bizarre instruction: he is to drive it through the skull of his daughter. The community live in fear of whatever caused the dead to rise years earlier, scared that it will strike again as inexplicably as before. Of course, the only way to know for sure that it will not is to destroy the brains of the recently deceased – or else sever the heads completely. A necessary evil it may be, but this precautionary measure has never been officially sanctioned by the government or courts. And so, the townspeople must carry out their grim ritual in secret.


But a bus crash on the outskirts of town, with thirty-four passengers and no survivors, threatens to destroy their peaceful existence once again. Thus, the Reverend instructs his people to make their way to the site and lay as many of the victims to rest as possible before the local police can arrest them. When Sheriff McClellan arrives on the scene with his rookie deputy, they discover the bodies in a clearing not too far from the bus – with many a skull caved in by the Reverend’s men.


In either incarnation – novel or screenplay – Return of the Living Dead is far closer to Night in pace and tone than Romero’s Dawn of the Dead. Instead of opting for the EC Comics-inspired approach of the latter, Russo revealed that, though the horrors of Night had come to an end, the threat of a future outbreak had never been far from the minds of the few who survived. Even with the police doing their utmost to pretend the killings never occurred, ignoring the superstitious warnings of the Reverend and his followers, they can’t forget the past.
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After the bus crash, McClellan and his deputy manage to prevent a rape, although the deputy and the victim – as well as the two perpetrators – are killed in the process. Sometime later, they’re lying in the funeral parlour … and the bodies begin to stir. Newly-risen, the rape victim brutally stabs the mortician, before sinking her teeth into his flesh. Meanwhile, in the county morgue, all of the corpses from the crash which have not been spiked also rise, making their escape into the night. Dismissed by the police as paranoia, the townspeople’s fears prove entirely justified. And now they’re coming true…


What kind of movie might have been produced from this original screenplay (mirroring that of Russo’s novel) is an interesting question. Certainly, Return of the Living Dead would have been a different film from the one that was eventually released in 1985. Whilst the final cut references Night of the Living Dead as a film based loosely on true events, Russo’s first draft was a faithful continuation of Romero and Russo’s screenplay, without any such complicated narrative twist. Yet, with all of Night’s protagonists having been devoured or shot dead by hunters, Return of the Living Dead could never have been a direct sequel in the traditional sense. With no Ben, no Barbra and no zombie child, it is never even revealed whether or not the events of Russo’s follow-up were set in the same town as Night of the Living Dead, or merely within the same region of the country.


As in the final moments of Romero’s movie, the state troopers call upon local hunters to help maintain order and eliminate the zombies that had begun to roam the countryside. As with the earlier film, the ghouls in Return of the Living Dead were never referred to as “zombies”, but rather “things”, or some other equally vague term, indicating how far out of their depth the authorities truly were. Possibly drawing inspiration from Night, Russo also moves the action to a farmhouse for a short time – in which we see three sisters saved by a trooper and his posse as the undead devour their father downstairs.


Yet, whatever Russo borrowed from Romero’s world, he introduced an element that was all his own. To the minds of the devout townspeople created by Russo, there’s only one explanation for when the dead walk the earth – and that’s a punishment from God.


JOHN RUSSO: “I think I wrote the novel in a couple of months and it was based on the screenplay, which came first, as I already said. The concept that there would be religious cults springing up in the wake of the Night of the Living Dead phenomenon was mine and it is the key factor in the continuation of the story.


“I don’t think that Dawn of the Dead existed at the time the novel was published, so it could not have had any negative impact.”
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One of the more iconic Ghoul group shots from NOTLD (Photo courtesy of © Image Ten, Inc.)





The notion of religious cults was still fresh in the minds of many American citizens as Russo worked on his novel. The late 1960s had seen members of the Manson Family massacre actress Sharon Tate (who was just weeks away from giving birth) and two of her friends at the Los Angeles home she shared with filmmaker Roman Polanski. Jim Jones, founder of the Peoples Temple, had been the subject of controversy for many years, although it was not until after the publication of Return that over 900 of his followers, including Jones himself, would commit mass suicide at their retreat in Guyana, South America.


When members of the “cult” in Russo’s book desecrate the dead, it’s with good reason; yet, in the eyes of outsiders (those who don’t belong to the same insular community) – and the police – their actions are criminal and would surely be condemned in a court of law.


New York-based Dale Books first published Return in America in 1978, with Hamlyn Paperbacks handling the British release the following year. Though it failed to reach the same audience who made Dawn of the Dead such a success, the book would perform well enough to attract the attention of Tom Fox, a sharp-eyed investment banker from Chicago looking for a way to break into the film industry.


JOHN RUSSO: “We met Tom Fox through a fellow named Bill Links, who had done some movie distribution work in Chicago and had tried hard to get Return of the Living Dead financed. Tom offered us a lot of money eventually and we took the deal.”


TOM FOX (producer; The Return of the Living Dead): “I’ve got all the rights from John Russo for all [the] Living Dead titles. He had a script based on his novel, but Orion Pictures decided that was not the script they wanted. Russo’s original script was very similar to the original Night of the Living Dead – a Pittsburgh farmhouse, a rural area and all the action takes place in the one farmhouse.” (Deep Red; no.1, December 1987 – Chas Balun and Dennis Daniel)


What Fox did not know was that zombies were about to enjoy something of a revival. Although the 1970s had seen a variety of movies exploring the concept of the dead rising from their graves (such as Bob Clark’s Children Shouldn’t Play with Dead Things and Jorge Grau’s Non si deve profanare il sonno dei morti/The Living Dead at the Manchester Morgue), it would be the success of Dawn of the Dead that would finally convince producers to follow suit, particularly in Europe. First to cash in on the craze were the makers of Zombi 2. This movie would be marketed as a sequel to Romero’s Dawn, despite having no particular claim to the name. Directed by Lucio Fulci – who had previously been known for his stylish thrillers, Una lucertola con la pelle di donna/A Lizard in a Woman’s Skin and Non si sevizia un paperino/Don’t Torture a Duckling – Zombi 2 would become a huge hit, out-grossing the very film that spawned it.


The Italian film industry at that time had become notorious for its derivative nature and the next few years would give rise to countless imitators – most of them inferior. These efforts include Bruno Mattei’s Virus/Hell of the Living Dead, Umberto Lenzi’s Incubo sulla citta contaminata/Nightmare City and Fulci’s own “Gates of Hell” trilogy – namely, Paura nella citta dei morti viventi/City of the Living Dead, E tu vivrai nel terrore – L’aldila/The Beyond and Quella villa accanto al cimitero/House by the Cemetery. It is worth noting that, whilst Romero’s movie had been a critical success, its Italian counterparts were mostly reviled. Indeed, Zombi 2 (under the title, Zombie Flesh Eaters), Virus (as Zombie Creeping Flesh), The Beyond and House by the Cemetery would all fall foul of the “video nasty” scandal in Britain during the mid-1980s.


The American market was not to jump on the zombie bandwagon straightaway, however. Across the ocean, the werewolf was fast becoming monster of the moment. Even before Michael Jackson unleashed his spectacular music video, Thriller (which would also help to revive interest in zombies in America), filmmakers Joe Dante and John Landis (the latter being the creative talent behind Jackson’s promo) were reinventing the beast with their post-modern horror-comedies, The Howling and An American Werewolf in London respectively. Without the competition of similar movies threatening to take business away from his product, Fox was confident that Return of the Living Dead would be his calling card.
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Novel of the dead: Various covers for John Russo’s 1978 novel, Return of the Living Dead, which took place ten years after the events of Night.





JOHN RUSSO: “Initially, I was supposed to direct. Then, later, for the sake of marketability, I got Tobe Hooper involved. But when Dawn of the Dead came out, the major studios started to say that straight horror was dead and that horror comedies were the way to go. I did not agree with this entirely, but such is the biz.”


The marketable Mr Hooper first gained acclaim for his low-budget horror movie, The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, during the mid-1970s, though his track record since then has been somewhat inconsistent. His sophomore effort, Eaten Alive (also known as Death Trap), was the disappointing tale of a hotel owner who feeds guests to his pet crocodile, though he went on to win positive reviews soon after for his miniseries Salem’s Lot, based on the novel by Stephen King. His 1981 slasher, The Funhouse, was largely ignored by its target audience, whilst the blockbusting Poltergeist (released the following year) sparked more than a little controversy due to tensions between Hooper and the film’s overbearing producer, Steven Spielberg.


Hooper initially considered shooting The Return of the Living Dead in 3D, due to a recent revival of the gimmick, which had seen sequels to Friday the 13th, The Amityville Horror and even Jaws enjoying varied levels of success. But constant delays in production would eventually force Hooper to walk from the project, in favour of a three-picture deal with Cannon Films, the results of which must surely be counted amongst his least successful yet – Lifeforce (a remake of Invaders from Mars) and an over-the-top sequel to The Texas Chain Saw Massacre.


JOHN RUSSO: “At this point, Tom Fox was dealing with Tobe and I don’t know what happened there. Getting motion pictures financed and distributed is always frustrating, so what else is new?”


In fact, The Return of the Living Dead is just one of many projects abandoned by Hooper. In the mid-’70s, he began work on two new features with his Chain Saw co-writer Kim Henkel – Bleeding Hearts and Viper – only to be replaced by John “Bud” Carlos on 1979’s The Dark. Other Hooper projects that ultimately came to nothing include Venom, Motel Hell (which would later be directed by Kevin Connor) and Whose Woods Are These? Even as the project changed hands, however, one Hooper contribution would remain; actor James Karen – whom Tobe had previously directed in Poltergeist – opted to stay on board. With Hooper gone, Fox was forced to look elsewhere for a director who could be relied upon to bring Russo’s story to the big screen.
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Zombie massacre: Original ROTLD director Tobe Hooper directing Cannon Films’ 1986 remake of Invaders from Mars. (Photo courtesy of © Cannon Pictures)
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’80s gimmick: The original teaser poster for the proposed Return of the Living Dead 3D, which was to have been directed by Tobe Hooper and written by Dan O’Bannon, circa 1984.
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“They’re here”: ROTLD star James Karen with Craig T. Nelson in 1982’s Poltergeist. (Photo courtesy of © MGM)
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II. Return of the Living Dead



1. ‘I’ll Call the Boss’


The Return of the Living Dead was set for a startling change of direction. And Dan O’Bannon was surely the man responsible. Born on 30 September 1946 in St Louis, Missouri, O’Bannon became fascinated with all things bizarre and macabre as a child with a passion for EC Comics and Tales from the Crypt. As students at USC (University of Southern California), O’Bannon and classmate John Carpenter embarked on an ambitious project for their Master’s thesis. Carpenter had already worked in various capacities on the Academy Award-winning short The Resurrection of Bronco Billy, but for his own directorial debut he joined forces with O’Bannon to create what would eventually become Dark Star.


Ostensibly a satire of two of Stanley Kubrick’s greatest works – Second-World-War comedy Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb and science-fiction epic 2001: A Space Odyssey – Dark Star was initially conceived as a fifty-minute piece about four hippie astronauts, trawling the galaxies in search of unstable planets to destroy. Carpenter would co-write, direct, produce and compose the music, whilst O’Bannon co-wrote, edited, created the special effects and took one of the central roles. Since the project was self-funded, O’Bannon’s effects were less than state-of-the-art. The “alien” adopted by his character Pinback as a pet, is quite clearly a beach ball with hands glued to the sides.


Although intended as a graduation piece, the filmmakers became convinced that the project could be extended to feature length and began to call upon investors to help complete the picture. Thanks to a $10,000 donation from another student, they were able to put the finishing touches to a sequence in which Pinback chases the alien into an elevator shaft. Yet Carpenter and O’Bannon were soon seeking further assistance from independent producer Jack H. Harris. After several years, the project was eventually complete. But by this point, the key personnel were no longer on speaking terms and their achievement was tainted by Harris’s decision to sell the rights to Bryanston Distributing, who gave the film a brief release before pulling it from theatres.


Soon after the completion of Dark Star, O’Bannon found himself in France, working on an ambitious adaptation of James Herbert’s bloated novel, Dune. He was one of a team of talented artists hand-picked for the project by industry veteran Alejandro Jodorowsky. French comic designer Jean “Moebius” Giraud, British illustrator Christopher Foss and Swiss artist H.R. Giger were just some of the other inspiring names on board. Jodorowsky happened to catch a screening of Dark Star at a film festival in Los Angeles. Impressed by what he’d seen, Jodorowsky was keen to get the young talent on board to help with special effects. But during a brief return to America, O’Bannon received a telegram informing him that the investors had withdrawn.
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One-sheet for Dark Star, the sci-fi spoof that began as a student film by Dan O’Bannon and John Carpenter. (Photo courtesy of © Jack H. Harris Enterprises)
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Sci-fi visionaries: Dan O’Bannon and artist H.R. Giger. The two had first collaborated on an adaptation of Frank Herbert’s novel Dune with director Alejandro Jodorowsky. (Photo © Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation)





Broke and depressed, O’Bannon retreated to the sofa of one of his friends, Ronald Shusett, where he began to read through his old screenplays and treatments in search of his next project. Shusett had previously dismissed one of O’Bannon’s horror scripts entitled Omnivore, expressing his distaste for the lashings of gore. Eventually the two came across Memory, which O’Bannon developed into the first act of his new script, Star Beast. Having re-worked his concept of gremlins causing havoc on a B-17 bomber during the Second World War into the second half of the script and changed the setting to a spaceship, O’Bannon was drafted in by George Lucas to create targeting screen effects for his own science-fiction movie, Star Wars.


Recruiting Giger to help create the “Star Beast” itself (though the film had since been renamed, Alien), O’Bannon had always envisaged the flick as low-budget science-fiction. Yet when Shusett began to shop around the script (along with illustrations by O’Bannon’s Dark Star collaborator Ron Cobb), he soon found himself in talks with Brandywine, a production company run by filmmakers David Giler and Walter Hill and producer Gordon Carroll. Throughout the development of the project, the script underwent numerous rewrites and soon Giler and Hill were fighting for sole writing credit, insisting that O’Bannon’s name be removed from the picture. O’Bannon eventually won the battle and Alien became a phenomenal success, making the writer hot Hollywood property.


Even before its release, the hype surrounding Alien had been enough to allow O’Bannon and Shusett to move their next project into development. Dead & Buried was created by first-time screenwriters Jeff Millar and Alex Stern and optioned by producer Robert Fentress – who duly brought it to Shusett. O’Bannon was hired to help rewrite the script and before long, he hit upon a crucial idea. The plot hinged upon a revelation about the town’s secret; why not move this from the middle to the end of the story, where it would surely be more effective? In light of his contribution, the Writers Guild insisted on crediting Shusett and O’Bannon only, but the two refused, resulting in Millar and Stern being given story credit also. Due to numerous behind-the-scenes issues (including ownership of the production company changing hands), the shoot was plagued with difficulties and the movie failed to score a major release.
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One of the most famous sequences in horror-movie history – commonly referred to as the “chest-burster” scene – from Ridley Scott’s Alien. (Photo courtesy of © 20th Century Fox)
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The Shakespeare of sci-fi: Dan O’Bannon at his writing desk for Ridley Scott’s Alien, circa 1978. (Photo © Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation)
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Alien visitor: O’Bannon on the set of Alien (circa 1978). (Photo © Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation)
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Take a break: Dan O’Bannon relaxes at home during an interview with journalist David Del Valle (1985). (Photo courtesy of © David Del Valle)





Some time earlier, Shusett had purchased the rights to a short story by sci-fi author Philip K. Dick (then relatively unknown). It was called We Can Remember It for You Wholesale. Having paid out $1,000, Shusett was determined to adapt the tale into a screenplay and, once again, called upon O’Bannon to assist. Total Recall, as it would become known, would spend over a decade in development hell, passing through such directors as David Cronenberg (who directed 1975’s Shivers, which he claimed Alien stole heavily from), Russell Mulcahy (Razorback) and Lewis Teague (Alligator), producing tycoon Dino De Laurentiis and even rising star Patrick Swayze. As with Dead & Buried, the endless delays eventually caused O’Bannon to walk. Instead, he turned his attention to several other films and television shows, including the cult animation Heavy Metal and John Badham’s action thriller, Blue Thunder. The Return of the Living Dead would mark his directorial debut.


DAN O’BANNON (writer, director; The Return of the Living Dead): “Russo wrote a script called Return of the Living Dead. Romero made Dawn of the Dead, this independent producer named Tom Fox bought Russo’s Return of the Living Dead, set up a production deal with whomever and however – you know how these things happen. When it finally arrived to me to write it and I read Mr Russo’s script and I didn’t want to make that script, I didn’t think it was right to intrude so directly onto Romero’s turf. It was a sequel, a serious sequel to Night of the Living Dead which was going its own way in Romero’s films.” (Return of the Living Dead: Designing the Dead; 2002 – Greg Carson)


JOHN RUSSO: “By the time Dan O’Bannon was hired by Tom Fox, Russ, Rudy and I had been bought out. So Fox and O’Bannon were free to do whatever they wanted.”


Given free rein over the project, O’Bannon opted for a drastic rewrite of the original story, jettisoning both plot and characters, with Bert as the only remaining name (now spelt “Burt”). In a conscious effort to avoid stepping on Romero’s toes, as well as the inevitable comparisons with Night of the Living Dead, O’Bannon decided a complete change of tone was called for. Along with the obligatory gore, he added a certain amount of slapstick, toilet humour into the mix.
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Writer and Star of Dark Star Dan O’Bannon takes a well deserved nap on set (Photo © Jack H. Harris Enterprises)
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Hats of the dead: Despite a gruelling production schedule, the crew found time to have some fun. Production manager Michael Bennett celebrates “hat day”. (Photo courtesy of © Victoria Krieger Slaymaker)





O’Bannon moved the action to Louisville, Kentucky – and more specifically, the Uneeda Medical Supply warehouse where party-loving punk Freddy has just started work. His foreman, Frank, shows him the ropes before leading him down to the basement, where he is shown a dusty old military canister. Inside is a rotten corpse and across the front an emergency phone number is stencilled. To Freddy’s horror, the drum begins to leak, spraying a mysterious green gas into the faces of Freddy and Frank. As they fall to the ground unconscious, the gas begins to fill the room … some time later they awake – only to discover that the corpse has disappeared. Coming from the walk-in freezer where fresh medical-school cadavers are stored, they hear a loud banging.


Despite its comical tone, O’Bannon’s script was surprisingly tight and would provide the viewer with an impressive amount of information within the first few minutes. Night of the Living Dead, Frank reveals, was based on a real incident that occurred in America during the late 1960s, though Romero was forced to change the facts in order to avoid a lawsuit. The “truth” is that the army made a grave error, accidentally shipping canisters of a dangerous chemical – 2-4-5 Trioxin – to Uneeda, where they have remained undiscovered for the past fifteen years. It is worth noting that, during this scene, Frank refers to the date of the “incident” as 1969, although Romero’s movie was actually released the previous year. With the back story established before the opening credits, the remainder of the movie was free to play with the concept, taking both the horror and comedy aspects as far as possible.


Although Frank and Burt Wilson, the owner of Uneeda, were written as middle-aged characters, most of the other protagonists are teenage or twenty-something punks. At the end of Freddy’s first day, his girlfriend, Tina, is waiting across the road in an old cemetery with a group of friends: Suicide, Legs (renamed Trash for the movie), Casey, Scuz and Meat (or Spider, as he would later be called). Suicide is the group’s designated driver (possibly the only reason that they are friends with him at all); Trash is preoccupied with paranoid thoughts of having her clothes ripped from her body, being molested and eaten alive; Spider is the most level-headed and Scuz the “silent type”. Tina, Casey and Chuck (another member of the gang) meanwhile, seem out of place amongst this group of misfits, in that they’re almost “normal”.


Two more characters would play significant roles in O’Bannon’s story: Ernie Kaltenbrunner, embalmer at the appropriately titled Resurrection Funeral Home and a close friend of Burt’s (who is eventually convinced to burn the body parts of a corpse that has come back to life) and Colonel Glover (referred to as “Colonel Grover” in the script), who has been searching for the missing canisters for over a decade. Although Glover only makes two appearances throughout the movie, it is he who is responsible for the way the action eventually plays out.


Although the final say was Fox’s, he had no experience in filmmaking and, unlike many producers, decided to leave the creative aspects to those he had hired. O’Bannon had ample experience as a writer, a special-effects artist and even an actor (he had initially written the role of Frank for himself), but The Return of the Living Dead was his directorial debut. Brought on board to help produce the picture was Graham Henderson, who had previously worked on James Bond flicks and Superman movies.
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Tough Brit: The Return of the Living Dead’s co-producer Graham Henderson at his desk. (Photo courtesy of © Victoria Krieger Slaymaker)
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ROTLD’s production manager Michael Bennett at his desk in the production office. (Photo courtesy of © Victoria Krieger Slaymaker)
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The money man: Producer Tom Fox in Ernie Kaltenbrunner’s embalming room. (Photo courtesy of © Julio Macat)



OEBPS/images/f0026-03.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0026-02.png
TOBE HOOPER

'IO

IIE'I'I.I
I.lVlllf DEAD





OEBPS/images/f0028-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0027-01.png
THEY'RE BACK FROM
THE GRAE!E AHB






OEBPS/images/f0024-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0023-01.png
efl the Latent Image, it was an amicabie
arrangement; George wanted me to stay, but |

decided | had better strike out on my own”
John Russo






OEBPS/images/f0026-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0025-01.png
John Russo

=

- 7@t
Sf g
RETURNOFTHE

LIVING
DEAD





OEBPS/images/f0021-01.png
“To he honest with you, zombie films
were not high on my ‘favourites’ list
back then. | was more a

Ghost and Mrs Muir

Kkind of gal.” Judith 0'Dea






OEBPS/images/f0020-01.png
“Iwent down to his office, planning
to audition for the vampire. That part
was already cast, but we once again

started talking ahout o

make-up efiects.” b

Tom Savini x ‘
: > '






OEBPS/images/f0022-01.png
ETOILE DISTRIBUTION

[

avec . ROMERO - JOHN A. RUSSO

Judith 0'Dea Russel Streiner Duane Jones Karl Hardman | pesers 0 e

INTERDIT AU MOINS DE 18 ANS





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0017-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.png
“In this business, lots of things can go
wrong because of the hazards of
collaboration and ‘doing things

by committee’.”

John Russo






OEBPS/images/f0018-02.png





OEBPS/images/f0015-03.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0016-02.jpg
“I think there would have been more
zombies and zombie make-ups and
probably some more interesting
make-up efiects invelving

the killings.”

Tom Savini






OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE COMPLETE HISTORY OF
£, M

s 11 v BT
CHRISTIAN SELLERS GARY SMART





OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.png
THEY WON'T STAY DEAD!
‘ v

o MAGE TN Prductio

— of

They keep coming back in a
bloodthirsty lust for
HUMAN FLESH!...
Pits the dead against the living (
in a struggle for survivall

o/
J

Y

JUDITH 0'DEA- DUANE JONES - MARILYN EASTMAN - KARL HARDMAN - JUDITH RIDLEY- KEITH WAYNE






OEBPS/images/f0015-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0015-01.png
people | know. | saw him then as an
, focused young man new what he
@ wanted on film and how to getiL.” Judith 0Dea






OEBPS/images/f0011-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0010-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0012-02.png





OEBPS/images/f0012-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0009-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0002-01.png
CALL SHEET

oure WEOTSOMY  Bfifet

219
oM FOX & OAY oF suooTiNG
provucen _CRAHIAM HENDERSON _ A caew cawe
Smes Scos casi___Tom [ eAGesT 1oCATION.
ESrTey
oo 5w
T weeves Sy |SC 90 ey TAtaE =
T o - A P 55 A NN Y =
BT T 5 Gl K -t 2l B AR KK T M 2.
I WAESToUss W, | S¢. 155 Syn uei el 2,0 1.8.2) e
o o il N3 = \
Gt 8 DAY PLAVER S CAL REMAREY
T wlh
Clu Gul wiy BRET D Soew
4+ Bon ca1: >
m
Gisok
Ty
7y
Ty
3 B —
IO Wark Venturinl Ty
~IT Linnes Quigley oA
i A TeRoTNN | e Y 7
BT S T T
ATMOSPHERS AND STAND-NS SPECIAL INSTRUCTIONS
B ¥ T AT e v —
=

Ty
Seure _vESw SR G C

IERE
zizz

PRODUCTION MGR._M. Bemnett

1st A.D._D. mobertson U/t
2nd A.D._5. Javine





OEBPS/images/f0029-02.png
“When Dan was on set he was
inspiring! The arguments that me n 5

and Dan _III‘ WEI_G fun and we had h’ﬁ
l:::;l:(l;'lglllnﬁ having them.” R~ \






OEBPS/images/f0008-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0033-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0033-01.jpg
“Imet with Tohy once, heard ahout
theidea of 3D butthat is about a\l \

Graham Henderson A,






OEBPS/images/f0033-03.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.png
THE COMPLETE HISTORY OF

‘THE EVENTS PORTRAVED IN THIS FILM
ARE ALL TRUE. AFFIDAVITS BY THE
PARTIGIPANTS ARE ON FILE WITH
AGENCIES OF THE UNITED STATES

GOVERNMENT. THE NAMES ARE REAL
NAMES OF REAL PEOPLE AND REAL
ORGANISATIONS.

THE RETURN OF THE LIVING DEAD
FINAL SHOOTING SCRIPT — REVISED, 15 March 1984

PROPERTY: DEPARTMENT OF THE ARMY
IN CASE OF EMERGENCY CALL
1 (800) 454-8000





OEBPS/images/f0030-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/title1.png
THE COMPLETE HISTORY OF

CHRISTIAN SELLERS  GARY SMART

foreword by introduction by

BRIANPECK  BRIAN YUZNA

closing chapters by
WILLIAM STOUT  DIANE 0'BANNON

Plexus, London





OEBPS/images/f0030-01.jpg
ABSOLUTELY

O VISITOR

OUT WRITTEN PERMISSH
PRODUCTION MANAGE)






OEBPS/images/f0032-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0031-01.jpg
Dr. Strangelove on a wide-ai
Ifyou want to scare an
audience you can't see they
foralong time.” Graham|






OEBPS/images/f0029-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0028-02.jpg





