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			INTRODUCTION

		

		
			Steve Hutchison reviews 100 amazing horror films from the 1970s. Each film is analyzed and discussed with a synopsis and a rating. The movies are ranked from best to worst. How many have you seen?

		

		
			#1

		

		
			Jaws
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			1975

		

		
			A police chief, a scientist and a fisherman set out to stop a great white shark.

		

		
			8/8

		

		
			Like fishing, Jaws takes time, patience, and may or may not be rewarding when all is said and done. In the hands of Steven Spielberg, though, this movie promises to mark a generation of movie-goers. One of the lead is a loud-mouthed shark specialist; another one a sheriff who inspires confidence while taking danger seriously. The third boat occupant; squeamish, upholds the horror layer.

			For a summer blockbuster about a killer shark, Jaws is especially shy on animatronics. The effects are ahead of their time and truly terrifying but are used very sparingly. The movie is shot in deep water and gets around enormous challenges imposed by an unusual script. Legends say the props didn’t take water so well. As a result, we end up with a heavy drama and very little shark mayhem...

			The actors give an honest, authentic and subtle performance. Spielberg takes a genre considered learning ground for filmmakers and raised the bar so high that he had to resort to dialogue to craft tension when he met a technical wall. There is a shark, but he won’t show up until we’re fully involved in the characters. With its immersing scenery and intrigue, Jaws takes fear back to its origins.

		

		
			#2

		

		
			Alien
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			1979

		

		
			An ore harvesting crew discovers a dead alien and large unidentified eggs inside an abandoned spaceship.

		

		
			8/8

		

		
			From stasis cages and poorly lit tunnels to the deep isolation of space, and considering how small the sets appear to be, Alien is vividly claustrophobic. It succeeds both on the horror and science-fiction levels. It’s disorienting from the start and confinement isn’t even the horror of it all. There is a giant extra-terrestrial aboard the ship and it’s more a monster than a cute humanoid.

			The beast is gradually revealed but never fully. Mystery and build-up are some of the many strengths of the well-paced script. There is unifying rigor in the creature and ship design. The rooms aren’t just atmospheric; they are conveniently built, from the storyboard phase, to inspire distress. In a way, after all, this is a slasher taking place in space with, for victims, bored public workers.

			The cinematography is a delight; always mastered, always vibrant. The effects are something else. If you needed a reason to fear alien invasion, this is it. They are depicted as smart but too savage, too animalistic to negotiate. Dense in detail and scientific procedural, Alien is high caliber sci-fi that’s virtually flawless on all aspects and speaks to a rather intellectual niche.

		

		
			#3

		

		
			The Exorcist
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			1973

		

		
			Different scientists and clerics attempt to heal a young girl believed to be ill or possessed.

		

		
			8/8

		

		
			The Exorcist is a battle between faith and the devil. It is implied, here, that God exists. The concept is reminiscent of vampire mythos, but is adapted to an urban tale of demonology. One of the singularities of the film is that is contains virtually no humor. It takes its horror very seriously, like few of its cousins. It is sad, terrifying, disgusting, and generally conveys negativity.

			Once rid of its convoluted first act, the movie wastes no time getting to the hard stuff. It is heavy on symbolism and hard-felt dialogue, and uses the kind of filler that at least contributes to the suspense until the key scenes. In The Exorcist, Linda Blair plays a possessed child who swears, slaps her mother, masturbates with a crucifix, floats over her bed, and regurgitates on priests.

			Judicious effects come into play to make this feel real. Some stunts are so violent they seem like they were not meant to be seen. The directing is impeccable. The pacing is effective in gradually dragging the audience in an increasingly troubling plot. It’s a gory, gooey and blasphemous masterpiece, and one of the best slow-burns of recent horror history.

		

		
			#4

		

		
			The Texas Chain Saw Massacre
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			1974

		

		
			Siblings and their friends, while driving to the desecrated tomb of their grandfather, run out of gas and become the victims of cannibals.

		

		
			7/8

		

		
			The Texas Chain Saw Massacre features a kind of violence that is closer to realistic torture than most horror flicks dare or choose to go. There is nothing supernatural, here, although there is a mysterious aura to the cannibal family our protagonists are targeted by. The cinematography is minimalist, the picture grainy, the set design simply spine-chilling.

			Visceral, it pulls no punches and always brings us back to our basic, every day ultimate fears: suffering, mutilation, torture and death, mostly. The film isn’t exactly bloody but it’s crude, gritty and conveys pain through dry audio effects, screams and sudden loud noises. It essentially speaks to the phobias humans have about evil, sociopathy, insanity, sorrow and pain.

			Watch a bunch of teens get chased, butchered, and meet Leatherface, an iconic chainsaw-wielding brute masked by dead human skin. Depicted as a dumb teenager watching over his family, he is a walking gimmick. He quickly turns a road thriller into physical and mental torture horror. The antagonists are all played by performers who are so natural, yet creepy, they don’t seem to be acting at all.

		

		
			#5

		

		
			Halloween
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			1978

		

		
			A masked psychopath stalks and kills teenagers.

		

		
			7/8

		

		
			Halloween is the ultimate stalk and kill movie. It has a lot to offer as a slasher that hasn’t been considered pertinent in past horror history. One of the early scenes is mostly composed of a long point of view shot that puts you behind the mask of a psychopathic child. We then cool down with the nice, lengthy character exposition of average high school personas with simple backgrounds.

			There are lots of moments filled with nothing but girls walking around in peaceful neighborhoods, chatting. It’s all about friendships, family and suburban life until bodies start piling up. It then becomes your typical campfire tale about a mental institute escapee coming to get you. Drop in hints of possession, some alcohol, nudity, a babysitter and a cool mask and you get a fun, creepy flick.

			The sonata is chilling, intense, overused, but establishes a trademark. The monster’s design is great. The script is strong, though simplistic. This kind of horror is accessible, visceral but not necessary gory. If some slashers rely on the red stuff, this one glorifies stalking. Michael Myers is that shy brute that hides in the shadow, watching you, plotting against you...

		

		
			#6

		

		
			Invasion of the Body Snatchers
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			1978

		

		
			A group of friends suspect that the human race is being replaced by alien duplicates.

		

		
			7/8

		

		
			Like zombies, body snatchers are here to invade us, but they do it through our social weaknesses and our need for sleep. They are therefore not so much a physical threat, affecting us on the psychological level instead. They walk and talk as we do, or at least try to. You could recognize them if you noticed their moral rigidity and lack of emotion, but it’s subtle and not enough to act upon.

			The visual effects are infinitely more elaborate than those of the original film. The performances are more authentic, although the overacting can get annoying and comes across as pretentious. Those quirks fortunately dissipate as the paranoia element intensifies. The odd character exposition proves to have been necessary when it is revealed that personality is what the invader cannot replicate.

			There is little room for comedy and scenes are often barely lit because, once aware of the invasion, the main protagonists need to remain unnoticed, avoid eccentricities and sudden noises. The ambiance is deliberately depressing and gets very thick by the third act. 1978’s Invasion of the Body Snatchers is one of the best horror films to depict hopelessness in an apocalyptic context.

		

		
			#7

		

		
			Dawn of the Dead
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			1978

		

		
			A zombie outbreak forces different professionals to remain barricaded inside an empty shopping mall.

		

		
			7/8

		

		
			George A. Romero’s Night of the Living Dead, released in 1968, introduced a new creature to horror movie fans. It was neither a demon nor a vampire. It behaved somewhat like the Haitian zombie, but with a trigger event that was viral rather than Vodou. Dawn of the dead celebrates the new decade by upgrading his living dead. They’re more coordinated, funnier, fun...

			The ensemble cast is part journalists, part SWAT officers, so we get both warm and cold perspectives on the situation. The make-up is horrendous, the zombie acting fake, but the ambiance is breath taking. Most of this sequel takes place in a large empty mall that they try to infiltrate. As frantic as this film gets during its key scenes, it is generally slow paced. What’s more, it’s now in color!

			Black and white made the original creepier, so Romero used color as a tool, here, using it to his advantage, and innovated. This is a comedy, something Night of the Living Dead wasn’t. The characters are contrasted, the gore is bright and purposely fake, and there is credible physical contact during the many action scenes. Many bullets are shot and more zombies die than you can possibly imagine!

		

		
			#8

		

		
			Duel
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			1971

		

		
			A commuter is pursued by the malevolent driver of a massive tractor-trailer.

		

		
			7/8

		

		
			The plot of this film fits in the palm of your hand. It is simple and straight to the point. It is so quintessential, that you wouldn’t believe, at first glace, it is a feature film. Duel is 90 minutes long, and it’s a roller coaster ride. The antagonist is introduced six minutes in, and that alone is a tour de force. The identity of the bad guy isn’t revealed, and we may never see his face.

			In Duel, a business commuter is pursued by a giant truck. Spielberg puts his camera everywhere he can, usually mounting it onto vehicles. It’s not rocket science, but it works. The suspense starts early on and never drops, not even when the protagonist leaves the road, like that moment when the film turns into a short whodunit, with David trying to figure out who his assailant is inside a diner.

			The truck driver is such a good stalker that, at some point, we start doubting he’s even human. It doesn’t matter where David hides and how fast he drives, he’s always two steps behind the villain. This is written by Richard Matheson, so expect a strong and captivating screenplay. The movie pretty much writes itself, but there are many surprises along the way.

		

		
			#9

		

		
			Carrie
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			1976

		

		
			A bullied teenage girl discovers she has telekinetic powers.

		

		
			7/8

		

		
			It’s a film about how hard it is to be a reject, the reasons why, and just how much worse it gets when the abuse victim starts developing increasing telekinetic powers. Carrie’s mother, like her school bullies, are depicted as the bad guys, yet the girl’s powers are the ultimate threat. What could perfectly work as a straight coming of age film evolves in something only Stephen King could write.

			The bullies are designed to be very oppressive, mean and sadistic; each in their own way. Even the ones who mean to help only do wrong. Although some characters are downplayed, everybody who Carrie comes across, you manage to hate. The film is sensual at times, but it is never anything else than a contrasting excuse for shock, horror, and a succession of awkward, aggressive, sad moments.

			Carrie is shot and scripted in a dramatic way. There is a photographic haze between us and the washed out picture. Like many converging elements in the film, this creates quite an ambiance. The third act is absolutely amazing. It gives a purpose to the oddities you’ve been sitting through. Here’s a great adaptation that redefines the roles of protagonists and antagonists in a supernatural setting.

		

		
			#10

		

		
			Jaws 2
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			1978

		

		
			Repeated shark attacks terrorize swimmers on the shores of a touristic island.

		

		
			7/8

		

		
			Two of our leads return; Brody and his wife, and their fates intertwine with that of a new killer shark... or possibly the same one. They are still played by Roy Scheider and Lorraine Gary who manage to recreate their original chemistry. This said, the global vibe isn’t exactly matched. Where Jaws was first and foremost a drama, Jaws 2 embraces horror and feels like a deliberate slasher.

			The writing, here, isn’t as keen. The new story is dangerously close to the original and it conveniently depicts a hero with no notoriety or credibility in regards to previous events. Aside our two leads, no actor in this shines through. The shark of Part 1 was sneaky, smart and resilient. The new one is meaner and more prolific. It is so proactive it feels supernaturally enhanced.

			The fact that we have to deal with protagonists already broken and depressive when the film starts puts us in a dark mood from the get go. There’s a beach full of mindless partying tourists to lighten the mood, though, who are mostly there to graphically succumb to an aquatic rendition of horror villains such as Friday the 13th’s undead serial killer Jason Voorhees.
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