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PREFACE:


WHY THE 1980S?


Having written or co-written books on horror films of the 1930s (Golden Horrors), the 1940s (Forties Frights) and the 1960s (Sixties Shockers), I’ve become well-versed in the highs and lows of a specific decade of horror cinema. Yet all those were viewed through an historic lens, since I wasn’t born until 1962. But the 1980s, well… I lived it. I was in the sticky-floored, gum-coated trenches, watching the good, the bad and the outrageous as they arrived on American drive-in and indoor screens (not to mention via the voracious venue that was home video). So for me, this decade is personal. As such, I’ll be bringing a more direct frame of reference to bear on this cinematic body of work while still aiming for an objective critical perspective.


As I came of age in the ‘80s (both temporally and cinematically), so did horror cinema, with the decade seeing taboos broken, technology explode, and storytelling go off in wild, uncharted directions. For me, the 1980s became a perfect cinematic storm, as it was the first decade in which I could fully apply my critical faculties alongside my youthful enthusiasm while watching many of these films first-run in the theater (I was a devoted denizen of our local cinemas), leading to some truly memorable experiences. For instance, during a screening of Lucio Fulci’s The Gates of Hell at the late lamented Valley Drive-In, when the head-drilling sequence came on, an apparently squeamish friend I was with simply got out of the car and walked home. That was a Statement! Then I took my girlfriend to see The Evil Dead. Oops. When the woodland rape sequence started, she abandoned the theater to wait in the lobby, leaving me to finish watching on my own (which I—with perhaps more cinematic dedication than relationship wisdom—did). A couple of years later, the same thing happened during Demons. (Fortunately, these cinematic incidents cost me neither friend nor girlfriend, as I’m still in touch with both—the latter having even married me!)
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That scene from Lucio Fulci’s notorious The Gates of Hell 
(released as City of the Living Dead in Britain and some other territories).


Going in cold to see the little-publicized Creature in a near-empty rundown Seattle theater proved a gorily entertaining surprise; while viewing the unrated Re-Animator in another (less-dilapidated and far fuller) hardtop right up the road left me both agog and delighted, not to mention wondering what the hell I had just witnessed. I remember being so startled at one point during Evil Dead II that my Junior Mints exploded all over myself, resulting in a chocolate massacre to rival Ash’s blood-drenching. Going to see The Shining during a soccer tournament road trip inspired nightmares in half my teenaged teammates; while stumbling upon A Chinese Ghost Story at an art house theater proved so enthralling and exhilarating an experience that I immediately became a devotee of the crazy world of Hong Kong horror (even driving 150 miles to Vancouver, Canada, expressly to prowl that city’s Chinatown and score Asian horror videos). I took my father to see Killer Klowns from Outer Space (I can’t remember just why I thought that would be a good idea, as his interests lay more along the lines of John Wayne than John Wayne Gacy…); and while I absolutely loved the film’s inventive zaniness, he, on the other hand, didn’t appreciate all the grotesque, well…clowning. In fact, he never let me choose the movie again.


Unlike with my earlier decade-centric books (not to mention a number of all-inclusive subgenre tomes like Drums of Terror: Voodoo in the Cinema; The Werewolf Filmography: 300+ Movies; and Mummy Movies: A Comprehensive Guide), it quickly became apparent that such a comprehensive approach to Eighties Horror was not only impractical but impossible. With over 1700(!) horror, science fiction, and fantasy films released from 1980 to 1989 (the decade was nothing if not prolific), such an exhaustive undertaking would require three million words, a ten-volume set, and a lifetime to research and write. That left a pick-and-choose approach in which I could take a representative sampling of the decade’s best, worst (yet still enormously enjoyable), and most outrageous examples and give them the in-depth coverage they deserved, thus providing an incisive overview of the genre as it evolved over that innovative and entertaining decade. This allowed for a more illuminating look at the most impressive specimens, while avoiding wasting time and energy (and precious word count) on the dull and inane. By limiting this book to 88 titles, I can leave off the pedestrian, the mediocre and the boring, and instead focus on the worthy, the memorable and the batshit crazy.


Here you’ll find a mix of ‘80s heavy hitters like An American Werewolf in London, The Thing, and A Nightmare on Elm Street; lesser-known but still creditable efforts such as Alligator, Dead & Buried, and Motel Hell; and unique obscurities like The Children, Boardinghouse, and Tales of the Third Dimension that comprise the best and most engaging the 1980s had to offer. And there are some doozies from this pivotal decade that brought us the slasher phenomenon, the FX artist as rock star, wall-to-wall synth music, and such outrageous sights as a man cutting off his own hand with a chainsaw before attaching the machine to his bloody stump to battle a cadre of demons; a detached fetus-sucking witch-head flying through the night with internal organs dangling from its gory neck; and a reanimated disembodied head giving head. It may be that not all your personal favorites are included here, but I’ve tried to present a fair and balanced assessment of the decade’s Good, Bad and Outrageous.


“Horror serves a real purpose in people’s lives,” opined frequent ‘80s genre actress Dee Wallace (The Howling, Cujo, Critters, etc.) in B. Harrison Smith’s This Time It’s Personal. “Watching a horror film decreases your anxiety, strengthens your DNA, floods you with good hormones, and empowers you to handle your fear in a safe place. Why do you think all the Disney movies have scary characters?” This is an excellent question—and point. Now that we’re all agreed that terror flicks are good for you, it’s time to delve into the cinematic world of 1980s horror and explore some of the best, worst, and most outrageous concepts and images ever committed to celluloid…


Bryan Senn


Philipsburg, MT







INTRODUCTION


“The best horror movies touch genuine nerves, things that disturb us. It’s a universal form. Horror travels well.” –Clive Barker1


Horror traveled especially well in the 1980s, a decade that has proven to be one of the greatest and most beloved periods in horror cinema history. As the Seventies brought gritty brutality to the fore, so the Eighties made horror fun. Along with some immense technical advancements, scenarios became more outrageous, more over-the-top, and were often leavened with a liberal dose of black humor that upped the fun factor exponentially. Additionally, during the Reagan/Thatcher decade, film seemed to become that much more transgressive and satirical, perhaps in reaction to the stifling backward-looking conformity and conservatism espoused at the time. Author and filmmaker Clive (Hellraiser) Barker observed that “Horror fiction is uniquely qualified to talk about death, to talk about vulnerability, to talk about sexual obsession, to talk about loss. In our society, you don’t go talking about those sorts of things at a cocktail party. That’s why it’s important to have horror fiction. It’s outlet fiction. It’s confrontation fiction. It’s honesty fiction. We all feel these things. We all fear these things, but we don’t talk about them. Horror fiction does. It’s healing. It’s healthy.”2 And in the throwback decade of political conservatism and “Family Values” that was the 1980s, such “outlet, confrontation, and honesty” was sorely needed—and provided.


The Seventies hit hard after the peace-and-love optimism of the 1960s. Watergate, the energy crisis, and, of course, the bitter aftertaste of the Vietnam war created a gritty cynicism that permeated pop culture. The ‘70s were a tough time for Americans—at least that was the perception. Vietnam raged all the way through 1975, when it finally ended amid humiliating images on national television. On the heels of Watergate’s political corruption and the oil crisis’ economic disaster, there came the demoralizing hostage crisis, rampant inflation, the Soviets in Afghanistan, the rising poverty gap, and the slide of the American education system compared to the rest of the first world. Cynicism became the watchword of the day as Americans saw their global standing steadily erode.





By the time the ‘80s rolled around, the public was ripe for something more positive, more upbeat, something brighter (hence the 1980 landslide victory of Ronald Reagan over sitting president Jimmy Carter, with Reagan’s promise of a new “Morning for America” resonating with disaffected voters). Cinema followed suit, with the grotty realism of ‘70s horror (personified best, perhaps, by The Texas Chain Saw Massacre) giving way to a brighter brand of horror (literally—with saturated colors and blue backlighting leading the charge), one often leavened with significant doses of humor. Horror’s brother-in-arms, Science Fiction, soon came to rule the box office roost, and the horror/sci-fi/fantasy genus exploded during the 1980s. Variety reported that by mid-decade, genre films accounted for nearly a third of all American box-office receipts. The 1707 titles listed in Appendix A are testament to this.


While gross generalizations about cinema (just like those about life) can just as often mislead as illuminate, a few of these coarse assumptions do serve to illustrate some general differences in the evolution of the horror film into and through the 1980s. As the long straight hair and afros of the ‘70s evolved into the teased-out poof and mullets of the ‘80s, so too did the low-key, almost washed-out color cinematography of the Disco Decade transform into the backlit, color-saturated look of the Decade of Greed. Likewise, the general feel of grit and realism of the horror movie took on a more polished, artificial tone, resulting in some truly outrageous—and exceedingly colorful—horrors.


The Me Generation, the Greed Is Good sensibility, and the Trickle-Down Reaganomics of the 1980s cast a new hue (pall?) over not only American culture but the cinematic landscape (personified best, perhaps, by John Carpenter’s incisive and incendiary cinematic pushback They Live). The Eighties was a decade of extremes, a decade of excess, and a decade of technology when, in the movies, advancements in technical prowess made stars out of special effects and those who created them.


Concurrently, the 1980s marked a more-or-less changing of the guard in Monsterdom as well, with Dracula, Frankenstein’s Monster, the Mummy, and the Wolf Man giving way to the likes of Michael, Jason, Freddy, and Pinhead. Though the classic creatures persisted in nostalgia-tinged films like The Monster Squad, they either took new iterations or became butt-of-joke variations.





Beyond all this, the 1980s remain hyper-relevant today because of the period’s status as a touchstone decade, with modern filmmakers taking inspiration from, and even directly referencing, a myriad of ‘80s horror films forty-plus years later. Make-up artist Justin Pitkethly (Dog Soldiers, 28 Days Later, Seed of Chucky), for instance, admitted that “I have always loved horror films, and am a big fan of The Evil Dead, The Fly (1986), The Blob (1988), Pumpkinhead, Child’s Play, Return of the Living Dead, to name a few. I also love a creature feature that dares to push the boat out no matter how bizarre, so I have a special place in my heart for Frank Henenlotter’s Brain Damage and Basket Case.”3


Writer-director Neil Marshall (Dog Soldiers, The Descent, The Lair) revealed that “1975 through the late ‘80s was my time period. Alien, The Thing, The Shining—all of those are my favorites. …John Carpenter definitely influenced me, and I can say I am pretty much a fan of his work. …Also, at the time The Evil Dead and Evil Dead II, early Sam Raimi stuff, early Peter Jackson stuff too, Braindead and Bad Taste.”4


Filmmaker Anthony C. Ferrante admitted that the inspiration for his Zombie Tidal Wave (2019) was “more Return of the Living Dead, where you can chop them, blow their brains out, and they don’t die.” He also noted that “I wanted to do a dummy head that we tear up with a motor blade á la Doctor Butcher M.D.” Ferrante spelled it out when he added, “We shot a lot in the daytime, like a lot of Lucio Fulci’s zombie movies. I embraced that we were making an homage to ‘80s zombie movies.”5


In talking of his 2025 Wolf Man remake, writer-director Leigh (The Invisible Man) Whannell credited an Eighties classic as a major reference point. “I was watching The Fly a lot when I was writing the film. And I was really inspired by that. I love body horror and early Cronenberg stuff. That’s really what I was going for.” The modern moviemaker enthused, “[The Fly] is such a flawless movie, isn’t it? It hasn’t aged a day. It’s still so intelligent.”6 Indeed.


Special effects legend Alec Gillis noted how he returned to his ‘80s roots while designing director Steven C. Miller’s Werewolves (2025). “When we came back from Aliens and then we did Stan Winston’s Pumpkinhead, we were applying the rules what we learned from the Alien, which were H.R. Geiger’s: how you disguise a human form, and then you just go. …Those are the kind of rules that I applied to Werewolves.”7
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Yet another of the many ‘80s “inspirations” for modern-day moviemakers.


Another modern-day monster designer, Trevor Henderson (Tarot), when asked what creatures inspired his own aesthetic, immediately answered “The Deadly Spawn. They’re basically just giant mouths full of fangs growing from crimson flesh, but it’s such an instantly iconic image.”8 And the 1980s are stuffed full of such iconic images.


REAGANOMICS VS. REALITY


During his 1980 run for president, Ronald Reagan promised to improve both the economy and the world’s outlook on America as a global leader, with his campaign commercials proclaiming “It’s morning in America.” Reagan embraced capitalism at its most extreme, promoting the notion of “trickle-down economics,” which claimed that wealth at the top will ultimately filter down to those at the bottom—a simplistic scraps-from-the-table fallacy that played out poorly in the real world of ‘80s America (and beyond). Reagan’s new “morning” promised lower taxes, smaller government, and stronger military might. Unfortunately, it proved to be a false dawn, since under President Reagan’s agenda, the rich got richer and the government got bigger. Despite his rhetoric to the contrary, under Reagan, domestic spending went up, and the Federal government went deep into debt (during the 1980s, the United States went from being the world’s biggest creditor to the world’s largest debtor). Putting it rather succinctly, New York governor Mario Cuomo pointed out in 1984 that “Reagan gave the middle class a reason not to care about the poor.”9 While the economy was indeed booming by mid-decade, with a rise of 6.8 percent in GNP (the highest annual increase since 1951), “the beneficiaries were mostly the wealthy,” as noted by historian Iwan Morgan. “The richest one percent of Americans owned 14.9 percent of the national wealth by 1988, compared with eight percent in 1980.” As reported by historian Michael Shaller, “Reagan-era policies practically doubled the share of national income going to the wealthiest one percent,” while “the number of children living in poverty, one in five, had grown by 24 percent during the 1980s.”10 Though conservatives and liberals argued over the cause, there was a growing consensus—and concern—throughout the Eighties that the gap between rich and poor was widening. As a result, many regard the ‘80s as the “Decade of Greed” (epitomized on the silver screen in the “Greed Is Good” philosophy espoused by Michael Douglas’ Gordon Gekko in the hit 1987 movie Wall Street).


Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority emerged as a political powerhouse in the late 1970s, its members turning out in droves to vote for Reagan in the 1980 presidential election. (Tellingly, Falwell had previously labeled Martin Luther King Jr. a “communist,” and had founded the private Lynchburg Christian Academy as a “segregated academy” in order to preserve “whites only” education.) The movement’s ideas were simple: women should take a subordinate role in society; school should begin with prayer; taxes should remain low, yet defense spending should increase. Such a backlash against the progressive 1960s and ecologically-minded ‘70s became all-pervasive in the Republican-dominated politics of the 1980s. As a result, art—including cinema—took frequent swipes at the status quo (as artistic and intellectual pursuits invariably do), meaning ‘80s horror went down some politically and morally rebellious paths, as evidenced by Wes Craven’s The Serpent and the Rainbow and John Carpenter’s politically-charged They Live, and the outrageous sexual terror of Re-Animator and Hellraiser. In the social atmosphere of the new conservatism, body horror (with David Cronenberg leading the charge), be it of a violent or sexual nature, proliferated in the subversive cinema of the day.
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“I have come here to chew bubblegum and kick ass… and I’m all 
out of bubblegum.” Roddy Piper as hero John Nada in They Live, 
John Carpenter’s cinematic condemnation of 1980s Reaganomics.


Additionally, “Family Values” became a catchphrase not only in conservative politics but in pop culture. Of course, while espousing such ostensibly “wholesome” sentiments, Americans also sought titillation like never before, with both the illicit drug and graphic sex industries growing in leaps and bounds, led by the massive porn explosion in both print and film. More “legit” cinema followed suit, with the slasher subgenre becoming a veritable poster child for the movement by espousing said standards in the form of killers offing anyone stepping outside the “moral” (i.e. anyone smoking reefer or engaging in premarital sex) while at the same time (ironically) offering titillation by presenting plenty of unclothed nubiles—basically offering us its sexy cake and eating it too. “Have sex and die” was the frequent mantra of the slice ‘n’ dice subset, while simultaneously presenting a way for frustrated teens to explore said sexuality in a “safe” environment (the movies). So the decade became one of dichotomies—while reveling in its wild party atmosphere, it also flogged conservative Family Values and return-to-1950s-level morality. And the movies, particularly horror movies, reflected this contrast. (Additionally, the emergence of AIDS in the early ‘80s, a disease that literalized “have sex and die,” had a direct effect on horror cinema—by mid-decade AIDS had become a major public health crisis, and the slasher subgenre began to fade.)





MOVIEGOING IN THE EIGHTIES


The 1980s was a time of transition for moviegoers, too, when the birth of home video drastically changed viewing habits by the end of the decade. In fact, the ‘80s proved to be the last big hurrah for going to the cinema. (The number of U.S. movie theaters rose from around 18,000 in 1980 to 24,000 in 1989; by contrast, there were less than 8,000 left in 1995, and a mere 6,000 by 2010.) Actor Peter Weller, who not only starred in the ‘80s classic Of Unknown Origin, but was Buckaroo Banzai and RoboCop personified, elucidated on the shared experience of watching a movie in a theater when he stated, “The best reason to go to the movies is to be with the other people. Eating the popcorn, being with people you don’t know. You see, when people are rubbin’ up against people like that, under the environs of being entertained or communicated with, humanity’s better off. People expand themselves, they get out of themselves. Love. Television doesn’t do that. Television is an isolating experience, sadly enough. …With movies, you gotta get out, man. You gotta get out and be with people.”11 Amen, Robo-brother.


Attitudes towards actors and filmmakers changed as well. As the old horror stars died (Lon Chaney Jr.), fled the genre (Christopher Lee), or aged into semi-retirement (Peter Cushing and Vincent Price), attention turned more and more to those behind the camera. When one thinks of the horror titans of the 1980s, directors’ names—such as George Romero, John Carpenter, and David Cronenberg—readily spring to mind. But there’s one man who contributed more to ‘80s horror than any other, and singlehandedly spawned a cinematic cottage industry: Stephen King. If the film output of any decade could be characterized by a single figure, the Eighties would be the King Decade. The lauded horror author is responsible for the stories (and sometimes screenplays) of more classic (and not-so) 1980s horror movies than any other individual. Genre winners like The Shining, Creepshow, Cujo, The Dead Zone, Christine, Cat’s Eye, Silver Bullet, and Pet Sematary (not to mention such lesser lights as Children of the Corn, Firestarter, Creepshow 2, and The Running Man) all began with Stephen King. King even stepped on set to direct the one and only Maximum Overdrive, an entertainingly bonkers facsimile of a movie (King admitted he was often high on cocaine during filming). It’s rather telling that the name Stephen King shows up more often than any other in the credits included in this book—underlining the fact that it does indeed all start with the story. (King’s influence on ‘80s horror cinema stretches far beyond his direct involvement. According to writer-director Sam Raimi, King’s endorsement of Raimi’s first feature, The Evil Dead, “helped immeasurably. We were just another little horror picture, and it could have remained that way, until he said, ‘No, I like this picture; it’s different than the others.’” Raimi went so far as to claim “We probably wouldn’t be making [Evil Dead II] if it wasn’t for Stephen King.”12)
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The ‘King’ of 1980s horror, Stephen King, with the feline star of Cat’s Eye.


“The horror story makes us children, OK,” stated King about his chosen genre. “That’s the primary function of the horror story—to knock away all of this stuff, all of the bullshit we cover ourselves up with. Horror is seen as this barren thing that’s supposed to take us over taboo lines, to places we aren’t supposed to be. For a long time people have thought that horror is some kind of radical—a dangerous thing to deal with. But, actually, people who deal in horror are like Republicans in three-button suits. They’re very reactionary. They’re agents of the norm. They say, ‘this is the monster, this is a horrible thing,’ but at the same time they’re saying ‘no problem with you—you’re cool, because you don’t look like this awful thing which has just crawled out of the crater’ or whatever.”13 


Still, horror movies can hold a mirror up to ourselves and reflect present-day concerns (often in the distorting image of a funhouse mirror). As screenwriter Frank Levering, co-scripter of the surprise 1982 hit Parasite, noted, “As writers have always done in the best of horror films, I hoped to harness the reality of horror in the real world and translate that horror into a metaphor that anyone watching the movie would feel intuitively. … Hollywood screenwriters, time and again, have taken on the burden of daring to challenge the frightening power-grabs and outrageous lies of prominent American politicians. At his worst, Ronald Reagan was one of these politicians—and Parasite, inextricably, was written in the era of Reagan’s prominence. So here you had a film, consciously (and metaphorically) written as an antidote to Ronald Reagan, which much to the surprise of its creators spoke powerfully to a mass audience. I believe this was because the story of Parasite provided powerful metaphor upon metaphor for a world in which the individual must fight to survive among gangs and merchants and government authoritarians in a post-nuclear world—metaphorically, Reagan’s world of death for the little guy.”14


BOUNDARIES AND INNOVATIONS


Horror films are often about pushing boundaries, and at no time was this truer than the 1980s. Admittedly, no less a lauded, cinema-obsessed personage than Quentin Tarantino has referred to “the horrible homogenous movies Hollywood was making in the eighties.”15 Yes, that was often true—for studio-made “Hollywood” product. But there were plenty—plen-ty—of independents that bucked this homogenous trend. And beyond that, even some of the bigger-budgeted Hollywood pictures rose above that “horrible homogenous movie” label—if made by the right individuals. As Tarantino himself admitted, “When it came to artists whose film work was of an uncompromising nature in the eighties, you had David Lynch, Paul Verhoeven, Abel Ferrara, Terry Gilliam, Brian De Palma (sometimes), and David Cronenberg.” The hip-snobbish Tarantino even admitted to the merits of several “one-offs” in the form of “John Carpenter’s The Thing…Robert Harmon’s The Hitcher…[and] Kathryn Bigelow’s Near Dark,” among others.16


Outside-the-mainstream, independent companies like Avco Embassy (The Fog, Dead & Buried, The Howling), Cannon (Lifeforce, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre 2, Avenging Force), New Line (Xtro, The Evil Dead, A Nightmare on Elm Street), and New World Pictures (Humanoids from the Deep, The Slumber Party Massacre, Forbidden World) gave filmmakers a chance to stretch their unique, innovative, and outrageous ideas to the limit. In the 1980s, even big studios occasionally swung for the horror fences as well (as evidenced by MGM’s Poltergeist, Universal’s The Thing, and Twentieth Century–Fox’s The Fly), with the advances in technology combining with studio cash to allow filmmakers to realize nearly anything their imaginations could conjure.


The VHS (Video Home System) boom resulted in more horror films being produced than ever before. Among those were a disproportionate amount of slasher flicks. As filmmaker Gary Sales, producer and co-writer of 1981’s Madman, noted, “After Halloween was released, the imitations started being made and they were making big money. What really did it was when Paramount picked up Friday the 13th. …It was made for $600,000 and it made like $60 million at the box office. And that was like a bell going off. All the major studios realized they had nothing on the shelf. So anything that was made in the early ‘80s that fit the slasher bill—they immediately bought. He Knows You’re Alone was one of those. It was picked up by MGM for $1.2 million. And many other slasher films kept getting made and released by the majors.”17 Cheap and ubiquitous, slasher flicks were the ground beef of ‘80s horror cinema. But that’s not to say there weren’t some mighty fine hamburgers emanating from the horror kitchen. Films like The Slumber Party Massacre, My Bloody Valentine, and The Stepfather proved to be tasty morsels indeed, though the vast majority of slice ‘n’ dice pics were more like fast-food burgers—consumed and quickly forgotten.
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Though Halloween (1978) laid the groundwork, it was the unexpectedly massive success of Friday the 13th that opened the slasher floodgates of the 1980s.





While repetition (not to mention “sequel”) was often the watchword of the day, so was innovation. Not only in technical breakthroughs (exemplified by the massive leaps in makeup and practical effects) but in the very nature of the horror—the monsters themselves. Almost concurrently, The Howling and An American Werewolf in London took the classic werewolf in a new, dynamic direction. (“During the ’80s, what was new,” explained Howling director Joe Dante, “was the emergence of new kinds of special effects that galvanized a spate of lycanthropic favorites including An American Werewolf in London and The Howling.”18) On the vampire front, The Lost Boys and Near Dark updated the tired-and-true bloodsucker. The Return of the Living Dead made the Romero-esque zombie even more terrifying, while Re-Animator stood the Frankenstein mythos on its gore-drenched head. Even the old-fashioned Bandaged One took a new turn in Dawn of the Mummy, with its cannibalistic zombie followers.


Additionally, the 1980s were filled with box-office comedy hits like Airplane! (1980), Caddyshack (1980), Porky’s (1982), and Ferris Bueller’s Day Off (1986). As a result, a number of films successfully grafted comedy onto a horror scenario, resulting in such genre winners as Ghostbusters (1984), Gremlins (1984), The Return of the Living Dead (1985), Night of the Creeps (1986), and Beetlejuice (1988). Even the groundbreaking An American Werewolf in London (1981) offered plenty of laughs along with its screams. As Joe Dante posited, “humor [is] a necessity in selling supernatural horror in a modern setting.”19 Consequently, many of the standout ‘80s genre entries leavened their horror with a hearty dose of often-sardonic black humor. Films like Motel Hell (1980), Microwave Massacre (1983), Gremlins (1984), Fright Night (1985), The Toxic Avenger (1985), Class of Nuke ‘Em High (1986), Night of the Creeps (1986), The Lair of the White Worm (1988), and They Live (1988) all spiced their terrors with saucy bon mots and satirical scenarios, something generally not seen in prior decades (at least to the same degree). It was another bit of cinematic evolution/innovation that separates the 1980s from all that came before (and much that came after).
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“THEY’RE BACK FROM THE GRAVE AND READY TO PARTY!”…and so were many viewers (at least the latter part), as the decade brought a burst of comedy-tinged horror, one of the best examples being 1985’s The Return of the Living Dead.


HORROR STARS


As mentioned, the stars of ‘80s horror were no longer the actors like in the past (with such horror giants as Lon Chaney, Boris Karloff, Bela Lugosi, Lon Chaney Jr., Christopher Lee, and Peter Cushing), but the behind-the-scenes personnel, particularly directors like John Carpenter, Wes Craven, and George Romero; and makeup artists like Tom Savini, Rob Bottin, and Stan Winston. And, of course, there was Stephen King, whose novels and short stories provided the framework for no less than 13 terror films of the 1980s, some of them the very best of the decade.


The only true onscreen horror “star” to emerge from the 1980s was Robert Englund, whose iconic turn as Freddy Krueger in A Nightmare on Elm Street led to not only half a dozen sequel reprises, but numerous roles in other terror tales. One might argue that Jamie Lee Curtis from Halloween, or Doug Bradley from Hellraiser might qualify, but after a brief flurry of horror activity in 1980–81, Curtis stuck primarily to mainstream films, while Bradley’s Pinhead, though popular, never reached the cultural heights nor permeated the zeitgeist like Englund’s Freddy. The other iconic “monsters” of the 1980s—the masked killers Jason Voorhees (the Friday the 13th films) and Michael Myers (from the Halloween franchise)—were played by various stuntmen (with Kane Hodder becoming a minor genre figure due to his four portrayals of Jason, though only two of them came in the ‘80s).


In the mid–1980s, respected horror novelist and screenwriter Robert Bloch (author of the novel Psycho, among others), recollected that “when I got into fantasy and science-fiction films as a fan, everybody interested in the genre was interested in primarily two things: the stars and the stories. When Famous Monsters of Filmland began, it featured Lon Chaney Sr. and Jr., Karloff, Peter Lorre, Bela Lugosi, Peter Cushing, Lee, etc. The productions were fairly modest efforts. Many were low-budget quickies, with limited special effects.


“Now these films have become big-budget, big box-office productions, on which much tender love and care is lavished. They attract major audiences, which never would have attended the old-fashioned films. And yet, although there have been 10 times as many of those films, not one single solitary star has emerged. I feel this is because the star today [in the 1980s] is the special effects.”20 Thanks to revolutionary technical advances, and filmmakers with the imagination to use them, this indeed became the case during the 1980s.


SPECIAL EFFECTS


The Eighties was a decade of extremes (the haves-vs.-have-nots gulf), a decade of excess (cue the cocaine cracks), and a decade of technology (personal computers anyone?). Naturally, this emerged in the cinema of the time as well, when technical advancements in the motion picture industry made stars out of the special effects and their creators.


In the 1980s, everything was bigger—the hair, the shoulder pads, the material ambition. Films followed suit, with budgets increasing for sci-fi and horror flicks (at least at the studio level), while effects (even at the lower, indy level) became a bigger part of the equation (sometimes, as in the case of many a derivative slasher effort, the primary part).


Howard Berger (the “B” in the legendary KNB Effects company) noted in a 2022 interview how “everything really started to pump up in the 1980s and it was very competitive. There were so many different make-up shops. There were something like 55, but now there’s like five, and KNB is one of them.”21





Widespread use of animatronics, latex and bladders came into effect, allowing FX artists and their directors to accomplish mind-bogglingly imaginative, and terrifyingly convincing, onscreen mutations and transformations that could only have been hinted at before. The apex of these physical effects came in films like An American Werewolf in London, The Thing, and Poltergeist—before such skin-bubbling, feature-distorting, form-mangling tangible terrors were largely supplanted by the more dubious (and cheaper) ephemeral Computer Generated Imagery of the 1990s and new millennium.
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Effects artist Rick Baker’s incredible work on An American Werewolf in London (particularly the astonishing two-and-half-minute transformation sequence pictured here) set the gold standard for practical horror effects and has yet to be bested.


Sadly, with the new CGI technology, much was often lost in translation—simple things like heft and realism. And modern-day filmmakers have come to realize this, often returning to the genre’s ‘80s FX roots by choosing practical over computer effects. “There’s nothing better than practical effects when you’re on set,” opined A-list horror filmmaker Leigh Whannell, writer-director of Insidious: Chapter 3 (2015), The Invisible Man (2020), and Wolf Man (2025). “When you can actually touch something, it’s just better. Anyone will tell you that acting against a green screen or imagining a set is not as fun as actually being there.”22





Another modern genre giant, Neil Marshall (Dog Soldiers, The Descent, Doomsday), agreed, stating, “My filmmaking principle remains the same—real is real, and I use [physical effects] whenever and as much as I can. CGI is great for enhancing, and you can do anything you want with it with the time and money, but even if I’d had more money [on Dog Soldiers, for example], I’d have done it this way.”23


In his original “Pitch Deck” for Dog Soldiers, Marshall elaborated, “Due to extreme over-exposure, contemporary audiences have very quickly become complacent, unconvinced and in many cases just plain bored with the so-called fluid motion and ethereal nature of CGI creatures. With the possible exception of only one film—Jurassic Park—CGI effects are rapidly and noticeably becoming less effective. They don’t look solid, like you could reach out and touch them, and because of this they don’t achieve any sense of reality.”24


Along with the SPFX ‘80s explosion came another (lesser) technological advancement in the shape of “new-and-improved” 3-D, which enhanced such efforts as Parasite (1982), Friday the 13th  Part III (1982), Dogs of Hell (1983), Jaws 3-D (1983), Metalstorm: The Destruction of Jared-Syn (1983), Spacehunter: Adventures in the Forbidden Zone (1983), Hyperspace (1984), Silent Madness (1984), and Tales of the Third Dimension (1984). But, just like with the original 3-D craze of the 1950s (spearheaded by films such as House of Wax, Creature from the Black Lagoon, and It Came from Outer Space), it proved an ultimately impractical and short-lived fad.


“BE KIND, REWIND”


As mentioned, the 1980s saw the rise of the near-insatiable home video market. By mid-decade, nearly half of all American households had a VCR. There were 12,000 video rental stores in America by 1985, with that number rising to 40,000 by decade’s end. Independent industry leaders like Roger Corman (New World/Concorde Pictures), Charles Band (Empire/Full Moon), and Lloyd Kaufman (Troma) led the march to video shelves with their low-budget horror output. “Video was initially an Elysian Fields for movies like The Toxic Avenger and [Class of] Nuke ‘Em High,” noted Kaufman. “The reasons for this were numerous. First, video stores had a need for product—any product. In 1982 you didn’t have 20 billion Blockbuster stores scattered across the landscape like so many elephant droppings, filled to the brim with thousands of video choices. You had a few video stores with a lot of empty shelf space. Once a VCR owner rented the few major releases available on tape, they didn’t have anything else to rent. As the big studios are in every trend, they were late to realize the potential for video. The stores simply needed something to put on the shelves. …If the stores didn’t get new movies, their customers would get pissed off about the amount they had to pay for memberships and/or the player itself. When they were most in need of something, Toxic Avenger and Nuke ‘Em came along.”25 (According to Kaufman, Troma sold over 100,000 units of Class of Nuke ‘Em High at the initial $100-a-pop rental tape price to product-hungry video stores upon the film’s initial release in 1986.)
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In the early 1980s most people rented not only videos but the (then-expensive) video players as well; but by the latter half of the decade, most households owned their own machine. (1984 Missoulian newspaper ad)


“Second, the stores purchased nearly equal amounts of all new movies,” continued Kaufman. “Therefore, a shot-on-16mm-in-my-parents’-backyard slasher movie could theoretically make the same amount of money as Grease. It was at first a truly democratic environment.


“Third, films that were commonly grouped in the category of ‘exploitation movies’—that is, films with catchy titles and (the promise of) lots of sex and violence—were tremendously popular. Much of the public, who may not have wanted to spend six bucks to see low-budget fare like this in the theater, were more than willing to check it out for two bucks in the privacy of their own homes.”26
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An amusing ad for Demons’ 1987 VHS release. “Some movies touch 
an audience. This one grabs it by the throat and stomps the life out of it.”


By mid-decade, over thirty genre-focused independent video companies—with names like Gorgon, Midnight Video, Mogul, Trans World Entertainment, Unicorn, VCI, Vestron, and Wizard—were searching for product to fill store shelves, not only raiding production company back-catalogues, but providing an outlet for new horror/sci-fi flicks. This video boom gave rise (and careers) to a raft of low-to-no-budget filmmakers like David DeCoteau and Fred Olen Ray, whose impressive output over the 1980s (and beyond, as both were still working four decades later) proved to be more attuned to quantity than quality. (That said, each made films that have stood the test of time as entertaining efforts.) Of course, for every imaginative winner like DeCoteau’s Sorority Babes in the Slimeball Bowl-O-Rama and Ray’s Hollywood Chainsaw Hookers, there were a dozen nigh-unwatchable backyard disasters like Cannibal Campout and Redneck Zombies.





As 1980s/‘90s scream queen Brinke Stevens (The Slumber Party Massacre, Slave Girls from Beyond Infinity, Nightmare Sisters) put it, “I was in the right place at the right time to ride the massive VHS wave in the late 1980s and ‘90s. Indie filmmakers like Fred Olen Ray, David DeCoteau, Roger Corman, and Charles Band all started churning out low-budget quickies. Our target audience was primarily college-age males, so videos typically featured pretty girls, ample nudity, scary monsters, lots of gore, and lurid box covers to attract viewers.”27
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Eighties actresses like Michelle Bauer, Linnea Quigley, and Brinke Stevens built their “Scream Queen” careers on popular low-budget video releases of films such as Slave Girls from Beyond Infinity. (UK VHS sleeve)


Indeed, as “Drive-in Movie Critic” extraordinaire Joe Bob Briggs points out, “The thing that happened at the beginning of the ‘80s that probably best explained it [the 1980s being a “golden age” of horror], is that VHS became the dominant standard for recording and for owning tapes at home. …You had the first generation of people who could collect films. Films were not collectable prior to about 1979, and people didn’t really start collecting them until ’83 or something like that. They were collecting on what, today, we would think of as a crappy VHS format. But they could actually own this artifact. And so, because people got so crazy with that, guys like Jim Wynorski and Fred Olen Ray were like, ‘Holy fuck, we can just spend $50,000 and make a movie on Tuesday, release it on Wednesday, it’s in the video story by Thursday.’ They were turning these things out that were just crazy silly. There was this big burst of energy.


“I think that’s what people love about it,” continued Briggs. “They love just the freewheeling nature of the ‘80s. I think they feel like people were having more fun than they’re having now. They want to go back to that. And people really weren’t having that much fun. It was the Reagan years and people were escaping.”28


BRITAIN’S VIDEO NASTIES


In the early 1980s, with the massive wave of videotape rentals washing across the British Isles just like everywhere else, “concerned citizens” soon raised a ruckus. Self-appointed morality watchdogs like Mary Whitehouse and her National Viewers and Listeners Association railed hysterically (in both senses of the word) against the influx of horror and exploitation videos. Their misguided and misinformed movement was bolstered by Britain’s spurious right-wing press, with headlines like “Four Children in Ten Watch Video Nasties” (Daily Express, November 24, 1983) and claims that “The boom in video nasties is turning Britain’s children into a generation of ghouls, haunted by nightmares” (ibid), and “violent, sadistic and perverted video films are as great a danger to a child’s mind as any infectious disease is to the body” (Daily Mirror, November 25, 1983), and “adults who allow children to watch bestial sex, the dismemberment of bodies, cannibalism, and torture in the privacy of the home have scaled the heights of depravity” (ibid). Parliament rode the self-righteous censorship wave and passed the Video Recordings Act in 1984, which mandated that all videos had to be passed by the British censor board. This resulted in a number of films being banned outright on video, with distributors of such titles subject to confiscation, fines, and even jail time. Seventy-two movies, stretching all the way back to 1963’s Blood Feast and including such ‘70s notorieties as I Spit on Your Grave and The Last House on the Left (exactly half of the listed Nasties were 1980s horrors), ended up on the “Banned” list, with 39 of them successfully prosecuted between 1983 and 1985 under the Obscene Publications Act. The UK video distributor of 1981’s Nightmare (released on video the following year under the alternate title of Nightmares in a Damaged Brain), for instance, received a six-month prison sentence! (Such absurdist actions were not without their comedic moments, however, as exemplified by a raid in which British police intending to seize copies of Cannibal Apocalypse ended up confiscating a batch of Apocalypse Now tapes instead!) Naturally, this led to a thriving underground trading industry amongst collectors, and boosted undeserving films like Contamination, Devil Hunter, and Toxic Zombies to “highly-sought-after” status—just because they were on the list. Ultimately, like all repressive and wrongheaded crusades, the stricture gradually loosened due to changing laws, more relaxed censorship, and the return of common sense. Thus, the Video Nasties era ultimately faded into memory.


TRENDS


Obviously, the most significant movement in ‘80s horror came in the form of the slasher film, ushered in by the massive success of Halloween (1978) and Friday the 13th (1980). As exploitation-fan-turned-filmmaker Quentin Tarantino put it, “The biggest horror movie boom in cinema history occurred from 1979 through 1982. The slasher film cycle was in full swing with a seemingly endless string of titles” (with said titles imaginatively—and amusingly—ranging from the likes of Hell Night and Terror Train to Sleepaway Camp and Slaughter High to Sorority House Massacre and Mountaintop Motel Massacre).29


But, as Tarantino also pointed out, “the 1980s brought us not only a zillion slasher flicks, but a plethora of monster movies, animal attack movies, Jaws rip-offs, Alien rip-offs, Omen rip-offs, Carrie rip-offs, haunted house movies, ghost stories, vampire films, science fiction terror, as well as the last gasp of theatrically released Italian horror and New World Pictures fright fests like Humanoids from the Deep.”30 Indeed, the Eighties were nothing if not… busy.


Various smaller tributaries branched off the rushing horror torrent as the decade progressed. For instance, Wes Craven’s A Nightmare on Elm Street brought the slasher into our dreams, putting a supernatural killer in place of a conventional one. Its massive success inspired not only a fistful of direct sequels, but a slew of additional “rubber reality” dream-killers to stalk the silver screen in films like Dreamscape (1984), Dreamaniac (1986), Slumber Party Massacre II (1987), Bad Dreams (1988), Deadly Dreams (1988), Death Row Diner (1988), Dream Demon (1988), Slaughterhouse Rock (1988), and Paperhouse (1989). More general reality shifts featured in films as diverse as House (1985), Scared Stiff (1987), Hellbound: Hellraiser 2 (1988), Phantasm II (1988), Poltergeist III (1988), Waxwork (1988), and Shocker (1989).
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Wes Craven’s groundbreaking A Nightmare on Elm Street inspired a 
spate of “dream-killer” imitations and offshoots. (British quad poster)


Another mini-subset that flourished during the decade arose from the so-called “Satanic Panic” permeating the zeitgeist of the time. Fueled by Religious Right paranoia arising from the Republican Party’s “Family Values” platform that pandered to religious fundamentalism, some less-reputable media members saw phantom Satanists (and even the Devil himself) under every bed. Films like Fear No Evil (1981), The Final Conflict: Omen III (1981), Evilspeak (1981), Prince of Darkness (1987), and The Witches of Eastwick (1987) were the natural cinematic outcome.


 As a particularly bizarre demonic offshoot, yellow journalists posited rock ‘n’ roll (specifically heavy metal music) as a lyrical pied piper leading America’s youth to the Devil’s door. This gave rise to the urban legend of playing a record backwards to summon a demon (or at least gain access to some Satanic message), which, of course, Hollywood and its underbelly proved quick to exploit via films like Rocktober Blood (1984), Hard Rock Zombies (1985), Trick or Treat (1986), The Gate (1987), Rock ‘n’ Roll Nightmare (1987), Black Roses (1988) and Hard Rock Nightmare (1988).


Then there was a raft of Tiny Terror flicks initiated by the massive (and well-deserved) success of 1984’s Gremlins. Subsequently, mini-monsters cavorted across the screen in the form of Ghoulies (1984), [Attack of the] Beast Creatures (1985), Critters (1986), Troll[s] (1986), Munchies (1987), and Hobgoblins (1988).





The “haunted prison” theme permeated the late ‘80s, with films such as Prison (1987), Terror on Alcatraz (1987), The Chair (1988), Death House (1988), Destroyer (1988), Slaughterhouse Rock (1988), The Horror Show (1989), and Shocker (1989); while 1989 became the Year of the Sea Monster with the release of DeepStar Six, Lords of the Deep, The Evil Below, Leviathan, and the biggest and best of the bunch, The Abyss.


Then there’s the zombie gut-munchers ushered in by Lucio Fulci’s 1979 gore-fest Zombie (itself inspired by George Romero’s Dawn of the Dead). While a veritable flood of foreign flesh-eating ghouls swept over American cinema screens in the 1980s (including Burial Ground and Dawn of the Mummy), a number of U.S. productions rode the wave as well (everything from the quirky Night of the Comet to Romero’s own follow-up Day of the Dead to the serio-comic classic The Return of the Living Dead).


And speaking of flesh eaters, one can’t forget (no matter how hard one tries) the cannibal-horror subgenre kickstarted by Ruggero Deodato’s Cannibal Holocaust. Though a few ‘70s films like The Man from Deep River and Jungle Holocaust greased the Green Hell wheels, it took the excessive, controversial, and very profitable Holocaust to lead the cannibal caravan into true subgenre territory, resulting in titles like Eaten Alive!, Cannibal Apocalypse (aka Cannibals in the Streets), and Cannibal Ferox (aka Make Them Die Slowly).
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Belgian poster for the notorious Cannibal Holocaust.





Additionally, as the 1970s waned and the ‘80s dawned, nostalgia for the “good ol’ days”—the 1950s—came into play, not only due to the Baby Boomers coming into middle age (and the financial clout that often comes with it) but to the country’s overall malaise and yearning for a “simpler,” more optimistic time. TV reflected this via shows like Happy Days (1974–84), Laverne and Shirley (1976–83), Diff’rent Strokes (1978–86), Family Ties (1982–89), and The Cosby Show (1984–92). Horror cinema did as well. Remakes often took center stage during the decade, with a heavy reliance on updates of classic 1950s horror/sci-fi. The Thing, Cat People, Invaders from Mars, Invasion of the Body Snatchers, The Fly, The Blob, Not of This Earth, and Little Shop of Horrors all received the Eighties Update treatment, to varying degrees of success.


CRITERIA


Over seventeen hundred English-language-friendly horror, sci-fi, and fantasy films spilled onto cinema and video screens from 1980 to 1989. Wow. It’s an astounding output of the good, the bad and the outrageous (see Appendix A for a complete descriptive listing). Frankly, I didn’t relish the notion of re-watching every single Friday the 13th derivative or slasher wannabe. For while the 1980s offered up cinematic breakthroughs and energetic innovators at an astonishing rate, it also upped the repetition factor to heretofore unheard-of levels, with inferior imitators, rip-offs, and sequels spewed forth at an unprecedented rate. So I chose to leave the dross behind and concentrate on the gems (of the truly precious, or at least semi-precious, variety)—88 of them, to be precise. But why eighty-eight movies? Since any given number would be a more-or-less arbitrary one, and because the book spans the, well, Eighties… it just seemed a natural choice. However, if truth be told, it was more a space/page issue; I wanted to allot each film enough ink to do it justice, so that necessitated limiting the number of entries. And while the number 88 is subjective, it’s large enough to let the cream rise to the top (of the page), as well as delineate those spoiled milk efforts that still manage to make one sit up and take notice. Which is exactly what I hope readers of this book will do…


Here you’ll find the most popular (i.e. highest grossing) horror films of the 1980s, such as Poltergeist, Gremlins, and The Fly. But, for reasons made clear in their respective essays, I also include some of the more unlikely efforts, such as the crass-and-crazy Microwave Massacre, the irresistibly entertaining Sorority Babes in the Slimeball Bowl-o-Rama, and the Connecticut-shot obscurity Attack of the Beast Creatures (which barely saw a regional theatrical release and only obtained a modicum of popularity on video). Each have their points and deserve a second look for ‘80s horror afficionados. You’ll find films here with budgets in the twenty-thousand-dollar range (like The Deadly Spawn and The Strangeness) and others closer to the twenty-million-dollar category (Angel Heart, The Blob)—and that’s in 1980s dollars.
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The ultra-low-budget Attack of the Beast Creatures finally 
made its (modest) mark on video. (VHS cover)


In my view, the only truly bad movie is a boring one. Consequently, I employ the term “Bad” here in a rather elastic manner, meaning that while it may be technically crude and critically panned, a film still offers enough action, humor (intentional or otherwise), and intriguing elements to make it worth watching and writing about. “Bad” movies can be highly entertaining—two of the most famous examples being Robot Monster and Plan 9 from Outer Space. So here you’ll not find any comprehensive coverage of a boring Eighties film, the cardinal sin of moviedom.


But what constitutes an “Eighties film”? Those movies that saw general release from January 1, 1980, to December 31, 1989. Movies that had pre-release screenings at film markets or festivals in 1989 but didn’t find an actual distributor for wide or regional (or even direct-to-video) release until 1990 or later do not qualify (meaning, for example, the wacky Chopper Chicks in Zombie Town won’t be found in this book…sadly). But then, features that were filmed in 1979 (or before) that didn’t see general release until 1980 (or beyond) will qualify (The Changeling, I’m looking at you…happily).


Also, it being a big world out there, foreign releases count. Consequently, while Lucio Fulci’s seminal Zombie landed in American theaters during the summer of 1980, it still doesn’t qualify as an Eighties film because it saw release in its native Italy a year earlier, during the summer of ‘79. And speaking of non–American product, you’ll find excellent representatives from a number of different countries here. In the 1980s, just as now, not all the best or most intriguing films came from the good ol’ U.S. of A. The world is a large and fascinating place, and cinema reflects this. So here you’ll find cinematic specimens from a variety of far-flung lands—from England to Egypt, from Holland to Hong Kong, from Italy to Indonesia (sixty percent of Indonesian films produced in the 1980s were horror movies!)—right alongside the myriad American productions. The only caveat being that they must have been released in some form or another in English (either dubbed or subtitled). I’m not being Anglo-centric here, just practical, since as a monolingual author, I can only fully evaluate a film in English.


More difficult to determine is what defines an Eighties horror movie, which bleeds into the old “what constitutes horror?” question/argument/fracas that’s been around ever since that notoriously amorphous term “genre” came into use. For instance, must there be a supernatural component, or can a more plausible or realistic scenario qualify a film as horror? (The answer to that, I think, is obvious—particularly given the proliferation of ‘80s slasher flicks.) Defining horror is like that unsatisfactory answer so often given when identifying pornography: “I know it when I see it.” In my view, any picture intended to frighten or horrify can be seen as a “horror” film. As a result, some movies others might consider mere “fantasy” (Clash of the Titans, for instance) qualify as horror (facing down gigantic scorpions, for example, I consider to be pretty terrifying). Likewise, some subgenres, like the cannibal (Cannibal Holocaust) and post-apocalyptic (Rats: Night of Terror) subsets, I generally see as horrific—right alongside the serial killer (The Hitcher) and humans-hunting-humans-for-sport themes (Escape 2000). Comedy doesn’t disqualify a film from joining the horror hit parade, either. Parodies, satires, and even out-and-out slapstick (or splatstick), if presented within the proper horror context, can certainly qualify (Evil Dead II is as much Three Stooges as it is grossout terror; while even broad comedies like Elvira, Mistress of the Dark have their moments of absurdist fright).


What I’ve tried to accomplish here is to present a good cross-section of the decade by discussing and dissecting 88 of the over 1700 genre films released during the 1980s, including specimens from various subgenres, styles, and nationalities that not only served as guiding cinematic lights and influencers, but as thought-provoking, emotion-inspiring, and, above all, entertaining specimens of ‘80s horror cinema. And if you don’t find your personal favorite among those highlighted here, I apologize in advance—and offer up 88 alternatives for your consideration. Besides, just like in ‘80s cinema, one can’t rule out the possibility of a sequel…
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THE FILMS

Alligator (1980; B&C Services; USA) Director: Lewis Teague; Producer: Brandon Chase; Screenplay: John Sayles (story: John Sayles, Frank Ray Perilli); Cinematographer: Joseph Mangine. Cast: Robert Forster, Robin Riker, Michael Gazzo, Dean Jagger, Sidney Lassick, Jack Carter, Perry Lang, Henry Silva, Bart Braverman.

At first, no one would believe it. Now, no one will forget it. –trailer

One of the more ferocious (and, more importantly to moviemakers, ferocious looking) species on earth, the alligator is probably the closest living relative of the dinosaur, making it all the more fascinating—and frightening. So it’s curious that Hollywood hasn’t exploited this natural terror (along with its sister species, the crocodile) more often than it has. In fact, most herpetological horrors in this vein have come from outside Tinseltown. Apart from the Italian The Great Alligator (1979), the Malaysian Crocodile (1981), and a few virtual “guest spots” in films like Murders in the Zoo (1933), I Was a Teenage Frankenstein (1958) and Eaten Alive (1976), there hasn’t been much in the way of gator cinema. (Even 1959’s The Alligator People featured more menace from the two-legged characters than the four.) Not until Lake Placid (1999) did alligators/crocodiles take center stage again, sparking a mini-revival of sorts, with the subsequent release of knock-offs like Crocodile and Blood Surf (both 2000).

But there was one film that for two decades ruled this little subgenre with an iron claw: a witty, suspenseful, frightening, and just-plain-fun low-budget, to-the-point feature called, simply, Alligator. The story opens at a roadside attraction alligator farm, where little Marina wheedles her parents into buying her a baby alligator as a pet. Taking it home to the big city, her disgusted dad flushes the critter down the toilet while Marina is at school. “12 years later,” Marina (Robin Riker, who noted of the film, “It’s like Jaws and I’m the Richard Dreyfuss character”) has grown up to become a herpetologist, and the flushed amphibian has grown into a 30-foot monster after feasting on the carcasses of experimental dogs dumped into the sewer by an irresponsible research lab. Soon the giant gator begins prowling topside for its meals, and the city’s citizens begin to die. It’s up to a cop (Robert Forster), with Marina’s help, to buck the corrupt political system (the wealthy owner of the research company is in cahoots with the mayor) and track down and destroy the menace.
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What Jaws did for the ocean, Alligator did for the sewers.

After director Lewis Teague deemed Alligator’s initial script by standup comic-turned-screenwriter (and obvious animal advocate) Frank Ray Pirelli (The Doberman Gang, Dracula’s Dog) unsatisfactory, he brought in novelist/playwright/screenwriter/actor/director John Sayles (Piranha, Return of the Secaucus Seven, The Brother from Another Planet) to overhaul the project. (Sayles had penned Teague’s previous film, The Lady in Red.) It took Sayles two weeks to complete his rewrite and another two weeks for the final polish. While (re)writing Alligator, Sayles simultaneously performed a similar service for Joe Dante’s The Howling. “At one point,” recalled Sayles, “I was in a hotel working on both screenplays. I ran out of paper, so I wrote the second draft of Alligator on the back of an early draft of Piranha II, which Dante gave me as a joke. There would be a knock on the door, and I would ask, ‘Who is it?’ If it was the Howling people, I would quickly pull the Alligator script out of my typewriter and put The Howling in, and I would say, ‘Oh, hi. I’m just working on your script here’—or vice versa.”



For Alligator, Sayles did an extensive rewrite. “It was a matter of keeping the title and the basic concept of a giant alligator on the loose. I added a subtext to give it some depth. Like most social ills, the alligator ate his way through the socio-economic class structure. He started in the ghetto, but the public didn’t pay any attention until he began eating the middle-class. Only then were they willing to deal with the problem.”

In addition to some sly societal critique, Sayles’ irreverent sense of humor permeates the film. “Alligator was my chance to prove once and for all that even monsters have to poop,” laughed the writer. “I always wondered with Godzilla—where is his shit?” At one point a professional hunter (played with amusing relish by exploitation stalwart Henry Silva) brought in to track the gator stumbles across a huge pile of alligator droppings and deadpans, “Don’t step in it.” (The ever-dependable Silva played heavies in everything from The Bravados to The Manchurian Candidate; starred in a slew of hard-hitting Eurocrime films in the 1970s; and, perhaps most memorably for ‘80s fans, contributed a hilarious bit to 1987’s Amazon Women on the Moon by playing himself as the host of “Bullshit or Not!” a spoof of real-world mystery docuseries.) Later, while searching the sewers, Marina explains, “[We’re looking for] evidence of alligator nesting,” to which her skeptical sewer worker guide quips, “Like shoes, handbags, luggage?” (Of course, his smart-ass is soon eaten.)

Henry Silva (whose scene in which he comes on to an attractive female reporter—former Lolita Sue Lyon in a one-day bit part—by imitating alligator mating sounds is a comic highlight) has fond memories of Alligator. “I kept saying, ‘alligator spoor’—how classy. That just means alligator shit. But I really liked that movie. It was a very nice script, and I thought it was going to be all right, but it turned out better than that and made a lot of money.”

As the male lead, Robert Forster goes a long way to make the scenario both believable and engaging. His naturalistic (and funny) playing helps draw the viewer in to the potentially-preposterous tale of a 30-foot alligator rampaging through a city. “He was such a huge factor in the success of Alligator,” praised Teague about his star, “which, I’ve got to tell you, in terms of reviews, is my most successful film. I don’t think it’s my best film, and it’s certainly not my best film financially, but in terms of reviews, it was a standout.” Forster’s natural good humor results in the actor taking several gags and running with them (including one in which he repeatedly receives unsolicited advice about his receding hairline—a notion concocted by Forster himself). “It was ideal casting,” beamed producer Brandon Chase. “Robert Forster is that guy”; and “that thinning hair gag was Forster’s own idea.” But it wasn’t just Forster’s effectively low-key comic timing that brought Detective David Madison to fully-fledged life; it was the future Oscar-nominee’s sensitive handling of the more dramatic aspects as well. As Teague explained, “I thought it would be interesting if the main character was pursued by some demons from his past that the alligator could symbolize. And his only way to exorcise them would be to face his fear and go out and slay the dragon, so to speak. I talked in conceptual terms about that with John [Sayles], and he ran with it and came up with a backstory about Madison having a partner who was killed and who he felt guilty about, and it was ruining his life.”

“Alligator is on my short list of [my] films that I loved,” enthused Forster. “Peacemaker [1990] is another. These are movies the audience has a good time with, and that’s one of the things I appreciate when I go to the movies.” Another person who appreciates such things is the King of ‘80s horror himself—Stephen King. “I ran into Stephen King at Cannes one time,” recalled Forster, “who volunteered to me that Alligator was his favorite horror picture.” Wow. “Of course,” continued Forster, “it’s a spoof of Jaws, but it’s got real good thrills in it. It was a fun picture to make and fun picture to watch.”

Indeed is was—and is, particularly for ‘80s horror lovers. Director Lewis Teague does wonders given the film’s meager $1 million budget and rushed 25-day shooting schedule. For instance, he creates an exciting—and horrifying—sequence in which the giant gator literally crashes an outdoor wedding party (tossing tables—and people—through the air with its massive tail) and begins eating through the guest list (not to mention noshing on the groom). It all culminates in an impressive assault on a limousine to get at its “tasty center.” And the climactic sequence, in which Our Hero tries to escape up a manhole temporarily blocked by a car could serve as a film course study on suspense building through expert cutting. “I tried to maximize the suspense as much as possible within the limits of the production and story,” noted the director, “and maintain a sort of consistent droll attitude toward the material. Although I didn’t think the balance of humor versus suspense was critical, the nature of the humor I felt was important. I never allowed it to drift into camp; in other words, the humor always came out of the comedy of the situation and never made fun of the situation.”
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The worst wedding crasher of all time: Alligator.

Teague elaborated on his mix of humor and horror by explaining, “Real humor comes out of reality. As long as everything in the script is believable, then it’s humor, and it doesn’t become camp until people start acting stupid. The key to any good horror film, I think, is that no matter how extraordinary the premise may be, the humans in it have to react the way real people would react were such a silly premise to exist. You need recognizable human behavior in the script.”

Teague cut his teeth working for Roger Corman in the 1970s, serving as editor on Cockfighter (1974) and Crazy Mama (1975), and second unit director on films like Death Race 2000 (1975), Thunder and Lightning (1977), and Avalanche (1978). After Alligator (his sophomore effort in full directorial charge), Teague graduated to the Big Time with two solid Stephen King adaptations—Cujo (1983) and Cat’s Eye (1985). He immediately scored again with The Jewel of the Nile (1985), but, apart from a few sporadic subsequent big-screen assignments (like the now-forgotten actioners Collision Course and Navy Seals), Teague made his living in the made-for-TV trenches until his retirement in 2010. Though his Jewel of the Nile earned nearly $100 million worldwide in 1985, Teague considered Alligator “literally the most profitable film I’ve ever worked on. Every month I still get a profit participation check.” Though Alligator came and went rather quickly in theaters in November 1980 (despite some excellent reviews by the likes of The New York Times’ Vincent Canby), it proved highly lucrative in the ancillary markets of foreign sales, video, and TV. In fact, Alligator earned $3 million from ABC alone for two prime-time showings, garnering an unprecedented 36 percent share during its initial Sunday-night airing!

Of course, it would have all been for naught had there not been a convincing 30-foot gator running around the city. To this end, recalled Teague, “We had a full-sized rubber alligator, which was only useful for stationary shots; we had a mechanical head that was mounted on a moveable rig that we could use for close-ups of the alligator chomping on things; we had a mechanical tail which was very strong and moved on a crane that we used for scenes of it swatting things; and we also used real alligators on miniature sets for a few shots. So we intercut all of those methods, and used a lot of shots from the alligator’s point of view and tried not to show the alligator whenever possible.”

Producer Brandon Chase’s career stretched all the way back to 1959’s Face of Fire, when he worked in distribution. Alligator was his biggest hit to that point as producer (his The Sword and the Sorcerer in 1982 made even more money), and he lays much of the credit at Sayles’ and Teague’s feet. “John [Sayles] is a unique character,” noted Chase. “He’s certainly the best writer we’ve ever had; a pleasure to work with, besides the fact that he’s an awfully nice guy. In this business you get lucky sometimes. The movie business is filled with, for the most part, not very nice people. Life is too short to get involved with people who are self-centered, so wrapped up in themselves. But in John Sayles and my director Lewis Teague I was blessed. I had two of the nicest guys, who were enormously competent and sophisticated enough to understand what filmmaking is all about. You don’t normally find that. You can be out in Hollywood all your life and run into a dozen guys who know what it’s all about.” Chase died in 2020, age 90.

Much of Alligator was filmed in the actual Los Angeles sewer drains (the same locale highlighted in Them!). “It was really nightmarish,” laughed Teague (who took inspiration for his sewer-shooting from The Third Man—and even spray-painted “HARRY LIME LIVES” on the sewer wall for a brief shot at film’s end). “It was a good thing it was a non-union movie where we could abuse everybody and keep them down there all day. It was odorous and damp, and we were usually standing up to our hips in toxic waste water.”

Though this Jaws of the gator world was finally eclipsed by 1999’s even wittier and scarier Lake Placid, Alligator remains the entertaining ‘80s groundbreaker which proved that alligator movies were not just a crock. (A soggy, sorry sequel—Alligator II: The Mutation—was released straight to video and television in 1991.)

With quotes from: “John Sayles, from Hoboken to Hollywood, Part Two,” by Steve Swires; “The Little Alligator That Could,” by Keith Bearden; “Exerting Influence,” by B ill Warren; “The Director’s Chair: A Conversation wit h Lewis Teague,” by Andrew J. Rausch; “The Sword and the Sorcerer,” by David Everitt; “Forster Perspectives,” by Abbie Bernstein; “Cujo,” by David Everitt; “A Directo r’s Magic Jewel,” by Carr D’Angelo.

An American Werewolf in London (1981; Universal; UK/USA) Director/Screenplay: John Landis. Producer: George Folsey Jr.; Cinematographer: Robert Paynter. Cast: David Naughton, Jenny Agutter, Griffin Dunne, John Woodvine, Brian Glover, Lila Kaye, David Schofield.

A different kind of animal. –trailer

Indeed it is—a cinematic animal as unique, innovative and groundbreaking as it is frightening, funny and entertaining. “This was my attempt to make a movie dealing with the supernatural in a completely realistic way,” explained An American Werewolf in London writer-director John Landis. “What do you do when the unreal is real? That was my premise.” To that end, Landis set his monster movie in contemporary London, staging pivotal scenes in Trafalgar Square, Piccadilly Circus, and even a seedy downtown porno theater. Landis likewise abandoned the old-fashioned werewolf notion of silver bullets (when David asks Jack about needing silver ammunition, his undead friend dismissively—and amusingly—responds, “Get serious, David”) and eschewed the typical horror movie music, replacing it with moon-themed classics like Credence Clearwater Revival’s “Bad Moon Rising,” Van Morrison’s “Moondance,” and Bobby Vinton’s “Blue Moon.” (“I wanted to use [Cat Stevens’] song ‘Moon Shadow,’” noted Landis, “but he wouldn’t let us use it. ...He was very religious and he disapproved of the film.”) In effect, Landis dragged the Gothic figure of the werewolf into the harsh light of the modern-day 1980s—and made it that much more terrifying.

College friends David Kessler (David Naughton) and Jack Goodman (Griffin Dunne) begin a three-month backpacking tour of Europe in Northern England. In the small village of East Proctor they encounter unfriendly locals who warn them to “Beware the moon” and “Keep off the moors.” But as they set out that full-moon night they’re attacked by a huge beast. Jack is killed and David wounded before the locals arrive and shoot the animal. But just before David passes out, he sees the body of a naked man in place of the beast. David awakens after three weeks in a London hospital and begins a romance with his nurse, Alex (Jenny Agutter), while at the same time trying to hold onto his sanity after his dead friend Jack starts popping up to warn David of his impending change into a monster, and to urge him to “sever the wolf’s bloodline” by committing suicide. When the next full moon comes, David indeed transforms into a four-legged beast that savagely claims the lives of six people before he awakens in the wolf pen at the London Zoo(!) with no memory of the night before. Finally realizing he’s not crazy, and that Jack was right, a frantic David flees from his newfound love (“I’m not safe to be with,” he tells Alex in a panic) to face his destiny.

[image: ]

Colorful Japanese poster for not only one of the best horror films 
of the 1980s but arguably the best-ever werewolf movie.

While most assessments of this acknowledged werewolf classic focus on such elements as the brilliant blending of humor and horror, the self-reflexive music, the innovative shocks, and the groundbreaking special effects, the film’s core still remains, like its 1941 model The Wolf Man, tragedy. Here are two young men venturing out to see the world, whose Grand Adventure ends—through no fault of their own—with death and... worse. Having been in that situation myself (a young man backpacking around Europe, not having become a werewolf), I know how it feels to see the world as nothing but prospects, and how thrilling, how alive it makes you feel. At that point in your life, and in that situation, every day truly is a new adventure, and the future stretches before you like a vast sea of possibilities. To have that ripped away—to, in fact, be urged to choose to take it away yourself—might just be too great an ask. This is the great tragedy at the core of An American Werewolf in London. It’s not merely the loss of life, it’s the loss of youth, of possibilities, of what makes life a truly amazing and marvelous gift. And what keeps the film from collapsing into a rubble-strewn emotional warzone for the viewer is Landis’ brilliantly-timed use of gallows humor. The scene in which David’s various victims cheerfully suggest all the myriad ways in which he can kill himself, for instance, offers some welcome cathartic humor with a black-as-pitch tone.

Rather than ad-hoc jokes or cheap laughs, the film’s comedy springs primarily from the juxtaposition of the terrifying and the absurd. At one point David’s doctor tries to reassure his patient with, “Now I’m sure if there were a monster roaming around northern England we’d have seen it on the telly.” Then there’s the almost surreal scene of David awakening naked in the London Zoo’s wolf cage (a rather logical place for a werewolf to bed down in the middle of an urban metropolis, actually) and having to steal a little boy’s balloon bouquet to hide his nudity until he purloins a woman’s coat as he sprints past a park bench, leading to uncomfortable stares as David stands barefoot (and bare-assed) beneath the lady’s garment while waiting for a bus. (Shooting the zoo sequence offered a few extra challenges to the naked Naughton, apart from the cold. “The female [wolf] was, as they say in England, ‘in season,’” recalled the actor. “She would come over and sidle up to me. Well, I was a little nervous. Her boyfriend is right there watching, and he’s a wolf! I was delighted to get out of that cage.”) And the sight of David desperately trying to get arrested by standing in Trafalgar Square and shouting “Queen Elizabeth is a man!” and “Shakespeare was French!” at the top of his lungs can’t help but raise a chuckle. (“I was quite embarrassed [while shooting] it,” admitted Naughton, “and, in fact, you can see that—it was done with a lot of energy, with me spinning away from the camera shouting, ‘Queen Elizabeth is a man.’ I thought they might want to dub all that, which is why I spun away from the camera. ‘Surely they won’t use that?’”)

The sharpest humor, however, involves the easy interplay between David and the undead Jack. As co-star Jenny Agutter observed, “John [Landis] wanted me to be absolutely honest. The comedy doesn’t work if you’re not completely sincere about something.” When the gory Jack, bits of tattered flesh dangling from his face and neck, initially appears to David, the first words out of his undead mouth as he glances at David’s unappetizing hospital breakfast tray are, “Can I have a piece of toast?” Later Jack complains, “Have you ever talked to a corpse? It’s boring!” When David protests to his gruesome friend, “You’re not real,” Jack dismissively answers “Oh, don’t be a putz, David” and continues on with his exhortations. “Goddammit David, please believe me,” pleads Jack, “you’ll kill and make others like me; I’m not havin’ a nice time here.”

Though the source of much of the film’s black humor, the decaying Jack still remains a darkly ominous figure, but one whose ghastly green complexion is tempered by the pale hue of compassion. “Take your life, David,” he bluntly urges at one point, “kill yourself—before you kill others.” Jack then offers to his distressed friend, “Please don’t cry,” before adding, “beware the moon, David.”

Despite the periodic comedy, An American Werewolf in London remains first and foremost a (highly effective) horror movie. As Landis himself observed, “American Werewolf is a very straightforward horror film that happens to be very funny.” The sudden and visceral attack scenes are particularly shocking, and powerfully disturbing, beginning with Jack’s death, when we see the beast violently ripping into Jack’s chest and throat as the young man screams and pleads. “My intention at the time was to make that violence truly horrific, and it is,” said Landis. “Jack’s death is particularly horrible, and it was meant to be.”

Landis noted that “one of the film’s functions [is] to surprise you. I wanted to keep the audience constantly off balance, as much as David and Jack are when they face the supernatural.” One way he does this is by seamlessly blending fantasy with reality. Plagued by bad dreams (of roaming the forest naked, slaughtering a deer with his bare hands, even waking up as a monster in his hospital bed), David’s dreamscapes become hyper-real so that both he and the viewer can’t distinguish them as such until their bloody and horrific conclusion, leading to several gruesome shocks that come one after the other as startling nightmares within nightmares. As a shaken David exclaims upon awakening from one particularly terrifying dream-within-a-dream, “Holy shit!”

The writer-director also provides one of the most action-packed, chaotic, and shocking scenes of climactic mayhem ever to grace an ‘80s horror movie. And he did it by filming for two consecutive nights (between two and four a.m.) on one of the busiest and most iconic urban landscapes in the western world—London’s Piccadilly Circus. When the werewolf breaks out of a theater onto the street, it causes mass chaos as cars—and a double-decker bus—crash into one another, sending bodies flying through windscreens and storefronts. (One of the bystanders thrown through a plate glass window is Landis himself, who started in films working as a stuntman.) As the beast charges down the street, snapping at fleeing pedestrians, pandemonium ensues as out-of-control vehicles ram, run over, or crush anything—and anyone—in their careening path in a series of shocking stunts that brilliantly encapsulate the carnage.

Landis writes his characters as three-dimensional figures, with the actors bringing them to realistic, even poignant, life. The beautiful yet vulnerable English-girl-next-door Jenny Agutter (who spent a week in a hospital as a nurse’s aide in preparation for the shoot) noted of her role, “It was a solid part. These are real characters in real situations, and that’s what’s funny about it. That’s what’s frightening about it, too, when the nightmare becomes real.”

By having their lycanthrope move on all fours (rather than walk upright), and erasing all vestiges of human-like features (from its hulking quadruped body to its snarling wolfish visage to its unthinking, vicious nature), Landis and creature designer Rick Baker makes this American Werewolf not merely a melding of man and animal, but a terrifying erasure of all humanity. This is no Wolfman, for nothing even remotely human remains, either in its form or its behavior, so that it becomes the ultimate loss-of-identity nightmare. Other lycanthropic films have taken this tack as well, but few have brought the horror to such involving, palpable life as An American Werewolf in London.
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A behind-the-scenes snapshot of the fully-transformed 
American Werewolf in London.

Landis plays with the usual werewolf tropes, keeping some (the full moon), discarding others (silver), and creating new ones out of whole cloth, such as the original—and brilliantly cinematic—notion of having the werewolf’s victims become “the undead” (which gives rise not only to some horrific images but some of the film’s edgiest comedy). As a gruesome-looking Jack solicitously tells a distraught David, “Now I’m really sorry to be upsetting you, but I have to warn you. …I was murdered—an unnatural death—and now I walk the earth in limbo until the werewolf’s curse is lifted. …The last remaining werewolf must be destroyed; it’s you, David.” Jack looks more decayed, more ghastly, each time he appears, until by film’s end he’s nearly a talking skeleton (a frighteningly realistic Baker-built puppet).

The film’s centerpiece—the amazing Rick Baker-designed two-and-a-half-minute transformation sequence—took a week to film and was all done “in camera” on the set (with no dissolves or optical work). Not only that, it took place in a brightly-lit room, with no shadows to cover potential flaws and hide the effects. “My intention was no tricks,” said Landis. “In the whole sequence, there’s only one cutaway. That was all in the script, and it was all designed to make it as visceral and realistic as possible, to take something patently absurd and make it realistic.”

Not only does this transformation look utterly convincing, it appears horrifyingly agonizing. Though other werewolf films have depicted the transformation as painful, American Werewolf took the metamorphosis to new hellish heights, casting the change from good to evil in an excruciatingly protracted light as flesh splits, bones twist, and joints crack, leaving the afflicted to endure minutes of pure agony while his inner beast fights its way to the surface. And because of our identification with the likable David, we can almost feel his agony ourselves. “I envisioned the metamorphosis from man to beast as a violent and painful one,” explained Landis. “I also specified that the sequence take place without cutaways and in bright light. The gifted makeup artist Rick Baker accomplished this with an elaborate combination of makeup, foam appliances, and what he called ‘change-o’ body parts. These were elaborate puppet reproductions of parts of Naughton’s body (including his torso, hands, feet, head and face) that could actually stretch and transform into the wolf monster in real time on camera. This sequence took five days to shoot. I ended up using one cutaway: of a toy Mickey Mouse silently watching. Rick won the first of his many Academy Awards for his groundbreaking work.”

At times actor David Naughton felt like he was indeed undergoing a form of torture. “After eight or 10 hours in makeup,” recounted the actor, “we would finally get out on the set and shoot for 45 minutes. That would be it. One day, I was in makeup for 16 hours. It was the longest day of my life. We shot for three or four hours, different angles, all kinds of moves, so that they would have anything they needed in editing. I was a complete vegetable by the end of that day. After all that, I really wanted people to come away saying, ‘Maybe werewolves do exist.’”

John Landis wrote his American Werewolf script back in 1969 at age 19, while he was working as a production assistant on Kelly’s Heroes in Yugoslavia. “It was very ahead of its time in so many ways,” praised Rick Baker, “and the fact that John had written it ten years before he made it, it seems that much more amazing.” Impressed by the film’s then-unconventional mix of humor and horror, Baker enthused, “I think John made a unique movie that makes people still talk about it today. If it was a straightforward horror movie with horror movie lighting and horror music, I don’t think it would be remembered as well.”



After the $100-million success of Animal House in 1978, Landis was handed carte blanche to make any movie he wanted, but his American Werewolf script still proved a tough sell to the studios—particularly since he wanted to avoid casting “stars” as the leads. “I wanted you to accept the complete reality of these people,” explained Landis. “It’s a complicated issue with name actors, with stars, because now, with marketing, it would be very difficult to get the money but also to sell it with total unknowns, because marketing costs are so high and so important. ...At that time, I had made three films that had made a lot of money—Kentucky Fried Movie, Animal House and Blues Brothers—and based on that I was able to do American Werewolf the way I wanted, and was able to hire unknowns.”

“Of all the movies I’ve made,” concluded Landis, “American Werewolf comes closest to my original intention. ...With American Werewolf in London, I accomplished what I set out to do. The film works. It’s funny and frightening. And I’m proud of it.”

Shot for $10 million over the course of nine weeks, the movie earned three times that at the box office, becoming the most successful horror film of 1981 (based on North American rentals). Over the years it has developed an ardent following and garnered accolades from many industry leaders and institutions. Horror movie maestro Wes Craven (creator of another ‘80s horror landmark, A Nightmare on Elm Street), for instance, labeled An American Werewolf in London the perfect werewolf movie. “[Landis] introduced a state-of-the-art transformation, which had never been seen before. The other great thing is that he introduced this weird combination of terror and humor. And the humor made it incredibly human. ...If you look at what came for the next twenty years, there was nothing really like it.”

Director Edgar Wright (Shaun of the Dead) introduced a screening of An American Werewolf in London in April 2013 for the “BFI Screen Epiphanies” series. He labeled it his “favorite film” and said, “It was the first kind of cross-genre film that I’d ever seen, and it’s influenced everything I’ve done ever since. And Shaun of the Dead, even though it’s a zombie film, the film Simon [Pegg] and I always looked to would be An American Werewolf in London because it’s really scary and it’s really funny and you care about the characters.”

In 2008 Empire magazine named An American Werewolf in London the 107th greatest film of all time. Not horror film, mind you, but the 107th greatest film, period. That’s quite an accolade, and one thoroughly deserved, as An American Werewolf in London may not only be the greatest werewolf movie ever made, but one of the best horror films from the Amazing Eighties.

A belated sequel materialized sixteen years later in the form of An American Werewolf in Paris. But without the participation of John Landis, it had little to offer and even less to do with the original. “I was really disappointed when I saw that,” lamented Landis. “I thought it was lousy.” Indeed.

With quotes from: Monsters in the Movies, by John Landis; Minds of Fear, by Calum Waddell; “When the American Werewolf Howled,” by David McDonnell; “An American Werewolf’s Girl,” by Tony Earnshaw; “Bad Mood Rising,” by W. Brice McVicar; Reel Terror, by David Konow.

Angel Heart (1987; Tri-Star; USA) Director: Alan Parker; Producers: Alan Marshall, Elliot Kastner; Screenplay: Alan Parker (novel: William Hjortsberg); Cinematographer: Michael Seresin. Cast: Mickey Rourke, Robert DeNiro, Lisa Bonet, Charlotte Rampling, Stoker Pontelieu, Brownie McGhee, Michael Higgins, Elizabeth Whitcraft, Eliott Keener.

It will scare you to your very soul. –poster

“I read [William Hjortsberg’s critically acclaimed novel] Falling Angel when it was first published in 1978 and rather liked it,” offered writer-director Alan Parker about Angel Heart’s genesis. “Robert Redford snapped it up, but couldn’t see himself as Harry Angel. Then someone dropped the project on my desk.” Parker himself subsequently “snapped it up” and set about adapting the book as a screenplay. He made the main character of Harry Angel more sympathetic and expanded the story’s New York–bound setting to include both the Big Apple and the Big Easy. According to Parker, “Hjortsberg [no stranger to the movies, having penned the screenplay for Ridley Scott’s Legend the previous year] agreed with my transposing half the story to Louisiana, and said he once thought about doing it himself. I sent my script to him for his approval, and he was very generous. Writers usually hate directors and say we’re all butchers, which we probably are anyway [laughs].”

Parker (who says he chose to shoot half the film in New Orleans for “selfish directorial reasons”) looked long and hard to find just the right locales. “I tried to find a part of New Orleans that wasn’t a postcard cliché,” he stated. “New Orleans is a hard city to find, especially the stranger side. Usually, the city is like a vain actress who only presents her best profile. But we found New Orleans’ creepier side.” Indeed they did.

In 1955 New York, small-time private detective Harry Angel (Mickey Rourke) meets with a mysterious client named Louis Cyphre (Robert DeNiro). Cyphre wants Angel to find a singer named Johnny Favorite, who was drafted in 1943 and subsequently “badly injured about the head and face. He had amnesia.” Angel’s investigations lead him to New Orleans, but nearly everyone he meets turns up dead (usually horribly mutilated), and the private eye fears he’s being set up. Aided by a young voodoo priestess named Epiphany (Lisa Bonet), Angel ultimately learns the whole, horrifying truth, both about his client (“Louis Cyphre—Lucifer”) and himself, in the film’s powerful denouement—an ending that once seen is not soon forgotten.

At 18 million dollars, Angel Heart is one of the most expensive horror films of the 1980s. Amazingly (for money rarely guarantees quality and more often than not results in an inverse ratio—the more cash, the less innovation), it’s also one of the best, thanks to a unique and involving storyline, evocative photography, superb acting, and inspired direction.

More than almost any other film involving this era, Angel Heart succeeds in its marvelous evocation of time and place, transporting the viewer back to the seamy realism of 1955 New York, New Orleans, and rural Louisiana. Through its realistic production and set design, and Michael Seresin’s rich, moody lighting, one can almost feel the New York grit under Harry Angel’s fingernails and the Louisiana dust clogging his throat.

Parker consciously strove for realism, both in its detail and in the tale’s broader scope. “From the very beginning,” stated the filmmaker, “I didn’t set out to make a supernatural story. I didn’t fall into the clichés you usually see in that kind of movie. I was making a totally real detective story that’s entertaining because of that and the supernatural elements. At no point did I allow myself, or anyone else on the movie, to think of Angel Heart as anything but real and believable. People selling their souls to the devil occurs every day of the week. And in the movie industry, more than every day!”
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Horror noir: Angel Heart.

Written and shot in a noirish style, Angel Heart is an exquisitely photographed film which often emphasizes both beauty and horror simultaneously. The opening credit sequence in which the camera roams a nighttime New York street, for instance, is so effectively lit that the scene seems bathed in an eerie blue and silver light, evoking the glittering, dark night of winter (the story takes place in January) and transforming the slush-soaked dirty street into a landscape of near-abstract beauty. This makes it doubly shocking when the camera comes to rest on a blood-drenched corpse sprawled among the refuse and soiled snow. (This introductory sequence foreshadows one of Angel Heart’s primary themes: nothing and no one in this film are quite what they first seem.)

When the story shifts to Louisiana, Seresin’s camera and lighting captures the beauty of a misty bayou twilight, replete with its quiet humidity and dusky stillness. Under Parker’s direction, he fills the film with darker images as well, such as silhouettes seen through backlit windows; long, forbiddingly black hallways; and the shadows of barred grates and slowly rotating fans that evoke a sense of mystery and menace.

Parker employs the fan as a symbolic object, for Cyphre’s appearances are invariably accompanied by an eerie, metallic creak and a shot of slowly rotating blades. When Angel first meets Mr. Cyphre, the detective glances up at the two fans in the room and gives a brief, involuntary shudder (it’s the dead of winter, after all, so why would his client want a cool breeze?). It’s as if the Winds of Evil—or of Destiny—blow at Cyphre’s presence. Parker uses this emblem to represent Cyphre’s all-invasive influence even when he himself is absent. For example, when Angel locks Dr. Fowler in his bedroom, the room’s window fan begins to slowly spin, auguring the evil to come (when Angel returns, he finds the doctor shot through the eye). The scene ends on a wonderfully composed shot of the fan’s rotating shadow thrown over a spot of threadbare carpet on which rests one of the doctor’s old shoes—lying on its side as if it had been kicked off in some violent struggle. It makes for a disturbing and portentous image.

Though aiming for (and getting) a brooding, noirish mood, Parker peppers his script with moments of effective dark humor. After finding that seemingly everyone he comes in contact with ends up murdered, Angel tells Epiphany that “There’s too many dead bodies floating around,” adding, “even for Louisiana.” Even at the end, when Angel’s world comes crashing down around him, Cyphre makes a joke out of death. “Winesap?” echoes Cyphre after Angel’s inquiry, “He’s dead—nasty accident. Don’t worry, no one will mourn one less lawyer in the world.”

London-born moviemaker Alan Parker began his career in the early 1970s in British television and commercials. He soon turned to feature films, and his subsequent eclectic output includes such disparate big screen projects as Bugsy Malone (1976), the exceedingly powerful Midnight Express (1978), the exceedingly popular Fame (1980), the exceedingly bizarre Pink Floyd: The Wall (1982), the largely unseen Birdy (1984), and the topical Mississippi Burning (1988). Alan Parker, who became Sir Alan Parker after receiving a knighthood in 2002, retired from filmmaking after the critical failure of 2003’s The Life of David Gale. He died in 2020, age 76.
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Lucifer’s lawyer loses his head in a messy scene cut before Angel Heart’s 
release. Pictured (with head attached) is writer-director Alan Parker.

Robert Redford showed good judgment when he decided he did not fit this particular anti-hero mold, for, after watching Mickey Rourke’s intense, quirky, and appealing portrayal, it’s impossible to see anyone else as Harry Angel. In Parker’s words, Rourke exhibits “something wicked, anarchic and charming.” Disheveled, unkempt, and rumpled, Rourke ingratiates himself with his seedy charm and unassuming likability. Small touches, such as when he casually retrieves a lady’s hat blown off by the wind or briefly touches the cheek of a small child sitting on the stairs as he wearily passes by, helps forge a bond with the viewer so that we become caught up in Harry Angel’s plight. Consequently, his frantic, fruitless denial at film’s end (“I know who I am!” he shouts over and over with less and less conviction until, finally, he truly does know who he is—to his ultimate despair) becomes both horrifying and poignant.

“Louis Cyphre had to be someone of incredible presence and stature,” explained Parker about his choice of actors to play the Devil himself. (Parker at one point considered Marlon Brando for the role.) “Even though Angel’s the principal player and Cyphre’s a subsidiary and intermittent one, Cyphre’s presence had to permeate the whole film. You had to feel him. Plus, I wanted an actor whose work is based on truth and reality.”

In assaying Satan, DeNiro comes as close to “truth and reality” as one could want in such a role. With his penetrating gaze, commanding-yet-ingratiating demeanor, a bemused, knowing attitude full of secret humor and secret menace, and a personality as oily as his hair, DeNiro indeed makes the Devil a very real, albeit subtly disturbing, person. When Angel and Cyphre meet in a church, Angel tells him about an interviewee’s horrific demise and how “he got choked to death with a part of the body meant for pissing with.” At this, DeNiro raises his fingers to his lips in an almost effeminate gesture and gently admonishes, “This is a church, Mr. Angel,” in a tone undercut with just a hint of mock sincerity.

More disturbingly, when Angel meets with Cyphre for the second time (in a deserted restaurant), DeNiro picks up a hardboiled egg and begins to daintily peel it. “You know, some religions think that the egg is the symbol of the soul.” After a pregnant pause, he adds, “Would you like an egg?” Then, in extreme close up, DeNiro, his eyes black and dead-looking, face totally expressionless, slowly and deliberately bites the egg in half, chewing up the meat just like the Devil chews up men’s souls. It makes for a chilling image. If Satan did exist, he might very well look and act like Robert DeNiro in Angel Heart.

While brutal, grotesque killings feature prominently in the story (death by boiling gumbo, a heart cut from a woman’s chest, even a victim choked to death by his own severed penis), Parker never shows the actual act but only its gruesome aftermath when Harry stumbles upon the monstrous scene. (The director even tastefully keeps the last-mentioned victim off-screen altogether, choosing to have Angel learn about it verbally rather than visually.) While still retaining the horrific impact such scenes inspire (via quick shots of the mutilated corpses and longer shots of Harry Angel’s shocked and sickened reactions), this helps keeps the film grounded firmly on the side of art rather than exploitation.

Like the best film noirs, Angel Heart is unafraid to take a subversive stance, showing a sly irreverence for society’s sacred cows of authority. In this case, said animal proves to be organized religion (specifically, Christianity). When Angel first goes to meet Cyphre, he finds an old-style gospel revival meeting going on in the building’s downstairs meeting hall. As Angel watches, the energetic preacher shouts, “I want you to open up your hearts—and open up your wallets!” to an enthusiastic chorus of “yeahs” and “amens” from his enraptured (and gullible) parishioners. What makes this stereotypical (and, sadly, all-too-real) scene so ironic is that directly above this religious panhandling sits Satan himself. The close physical proximity of the Devil speaks satirical volumes on the ‘religious’ transaction occurring below.

In another scene Cyphre tells Angel, “I have old fashioned ideas about honor. You know, an eye for an eye, things like that.” Even Lucifer can find something in scripture to fit his purpose. (Obviously, the Bible has something for everyone.)

“They say there’s just enough religion in the world to make men hate one another but not enough to make them love.” Beyond the fact that it’s Satan himself spouting such wisdom, he’s doing it while in a church. Then, amusingly, when Angel gets fed up with his client’s vague answers and demands “Who the fuck are you, Cyphre?” the disguised Devil only lifts his fingers to gesture about him and, with an almost impish smile, gently whisper, “Watch your language.”

While both Rourke and DeNiro provide effective, even scintillating performances, the film’s third lead, Lisa Bonet, presents a disappointing contrast. Though possessing an undeniable beauty and appealing vulnerability, this former Cosby-kid’s featherweight, shallow acting pales in comparison to her heavyweight co-stars. (Even as the eldest daughter on the long-running 1980s TV sitcom The Cosby Show, she appeared toneless and uninteresting.) At one point Angel tells her that her beautiful eyes can’t hide her fear, yet the viewer sees absolutely nothing in those gorgeous orbs, nor does any deep emotion ever register on her face. Bonet projects such a blunted affect that she appears more mannequin than mambo (voodoo priestess). Apart from a passionate and blood-soaked sex scene with Rourke (which caused problems with the MPAA and effectively ruined her professional relationship with the notoriously controlling Bill Cosby—the ultimate irony?), her character only comes alive during a backwoods voodoo ceremony in which Epiphany lasciviously rolls in the dirt covered in chicken blood. (For this sequence, Parker utilized actual Haitian ceremonial music, and choreographer Louis [Fame] Falco studied genuine voodoo rituals before creating the film’s dance arrangements.) Due to an amusing coincidence, this sequence took on a devilish connotation during filming. “Ironically,” chuckled Parker, “the slate number of Lisa Bonet’s voodoo dance scene was 666! The focus puller, who’s from England and doesn’t know about such things, yelled ‘Scene 666, take one!’ I couldn’t believe it!”

“For most of its length,” observed Parker, “Angel Heart is a Chandleresque film noir that turns into something quite different in its explanation.” Indeed, thanks to its unique and involving story line, evocative photography, superb acting (with one exception), and inspired direction, Angel Heart remains an innovative, engrossing and artful example of horror noir. If there’s any justice in the world of cinema criticism, Angel Heart is destined to be recognized as a genuine genre classic.

With quotes from: “Sam Spade Goes to Hell,” by Anthony Timpone.

Attack of the Beast Creatures (1985; Joseph Brenner Associates; USA) Director: Michael Stanley; Producers: Michael Stanley, William R. Szlinsky; Screenplay/Cinematographer: Robert A. Hutton. Cast: Robert Nolfi, Julia Rust, Robert Longyel, Lisa Pak, Frank Murgalo, John Vichiola, Kay Bailey, Frans Kal. 

HORROR,….TERROR,….DEATH,…..
THEY’LL EAT YOU ALIVE! –tagline

“They” being a tribe of foot-tall, red-skinned, white-eyed, big-fanged, vicious cannibal creatures (think the Zuni warrior doll from Trilogy of Terror—times 100) inhabiting “Hell Island” (the film’s shooting title before the distributor demanded a more exploitable moniker for release).

In 1920 a passenger liner goes down in the North Atlantic (a fairly convincing glass painting of a ship’s silhouette upended and sinking), leaving a lifeboat with nine survivors to drift onto an uncharted island (whose woodlands suspiciously look less like their supposed Greenland-area location than the Connecticut forest they actually were). Among them are ship’s officer John (Robert Nolfi), sailor Quinn (Robert Longyel), and seven dressed-to-the-Roaring-Twenties-nines passengers. (“Stratford residents D.J. and Carol Garbus, owners of D.J.’s Hair Inn in Fairfield, researched and designed the 1920s hairstyles for the cast,” reported the local paper during filming.) As the survivors search for food and water while awaiting rescue, they find a pool of refreshing H2O that turns out to be deadly acid (resulting in a gruesome facial meltdown), and, worse, are stalked by a horde of tiny, ferocious, hungry “Beast Creatures.” Periodically attacked by the terrible trolls, their numbers dwindle. Can the remainder hold out against the vicious vermin until help arrives?

Shot on 16mm in 12 days near Stratford, Connecticut, in 1981 by a cadre of amateurs, it’s amazing that this micro-budget regional wonder turned out to be such an entertaining off-the-wall entry in the 1980s Tiny Terrors sweepstakes (Gremlins, Ghoulies, Critters, Hobgoblins, etc.). Just a glance at the opening credits reveals the hey-let’s-put-on-a-horror-show attitude that brought this Little Movie That Could to fruition. For instance, actor Frans Kal also did double duty as the sound man; actor John Vichiola served as casting director; co-producer William R. Szlinsky doubled as assistant director; and scripter Robert A. Hutton not only worked as cinematographer, but as co-editor, art director, and monster designer as well. Plus, various Stanley, Szlinsky, and Hutton family members volunteered for everything from production assistant to caterer. Consequently, the sometimes rough-around-the-edges results are softened by an obvious everybody-pitches-in enthusiasm that fairly puts over a story about a tribe of tiny monsters picking off (and picking clean, since they eat their victims) a group of hapless shipwreck survivors.

Admittedly, the film gets off to a slow start, as we spend 17 minutes with these ciphers (initial character development comes along the simplistic lines of “entitled oaf,” “wilting wallflower,” and “reassuring officer”) first on the lifeboat and then wandering around the island woodlands before one finds a pool of water. He dunks his face and hands in the cool liquid—only for it to melt off his skin! He screams through a mass of mangled red meat in a startling, shocking (if not altogether convincing) effect. By the time the others reach him, he’s a mere skeleton lying half in the now-bubbling, red-tinged pool of natural acid. Apparently, this is no Fantasy Island; nor is this flick your average no-budget yawn-fest. With things now getting interesting, director/co-producer Michael Stanley ups the suspense factor over the next 15 minutes by offering shots of mysterious rustling ferns, ground-level P.O.V., and something unseen in the underbrush taking bites out of protagonists. Then things simply explode in miniature mayhem…
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Never dip your face into a pool of water while stranded on 
“Hell Island”—it just might be rather…acidic.

As our group sleeps by the fire that first night, a gaggle of glowing-eyed tiny terrors abruptly attack. Immediately, they’re everywhere—jumping on people, swinging on vines, getting tangled in the women’s hair, and gnawing soft flesh. The panicked survivors fight back—tossing them into trees (producing a splatter of pulpy red), smashing them with a branch (like some gruesome pinata), throwing them into the fire (to shriek and bounce around in flames), and crushing their faces with sticks. After two minutes of killer creature action, the little monsters finally scurry off into the brush, the camera following via some inventive forest-floor-level footage.

After this, the fiends’ menacing presence is never far from our intrepid band, with creepy shots of small silhouettes watching, low-angle long shots indicating a presence following their progress through the woods, and occasional zoom shots that reveal a tiny demonic face—sometimes on the ground, other times up in the trees looking down on the protagonists as they pass. A heavy, ominous synth score accompanies—and enhances—the Beast Creatures’ presence. (John P. Mozzi, from whom co-producers Stanley and Szlinsky rented the synthesizer, offered to do the music himself for free—which turned out to be [no] money well spent.) Throughout the day, as the group searches for food and water, the little monsters plague Our Heroes with periodic hit-and-run attacks—dropping down from a tree to fasten their needle-sharp teeth onto a shoulder, or biting a leg before running off.

The actors emote just like one would expect from a group of community theater recruits. Yet while ranging from stilted to strident at the outset, as the film progresses (it was shot in sequence so as to keep continuity with the actors’ gradually deteriorating period costumes, of which they each had exactly one set), the actors seem to grow into their roles. Led by local theater director John Vichiola’s portrayal of the dour, divisive Morgan, who balks and obfuscates at every turn, once the tiny shit hits the forest fan, these part-time thespians prove much better at playing beleaguered and terrified than their previous tepid efforts at dramatics. It helps that the dialogue level diminishes as they survive (or don’t) more and more Beast Creature attacks, with the palaver generally giving way to grim marching and periodic screaming. Ultimately, one comes to sympathize with these characters, if for no other reason than their dogged endurance. And when Morgan, seemingly fed up with it all, desperately grabs one of the demonic pygmies off a tree and bites it, one can’t help but cheer at the tables-turned moment.

Of course, the film’s plot holes and various contrivances nearly outnumber the titular terrors. For one, all the protagonists find in their search for food is a few blueberries (placed there by the film crew, since there were no wild berry bushes in the Connecticut woods). Yet no one ever complains of being hungry or needing to find something more substantial. Also, they intend to go “inland” in order to locate higher ground. Why? Why not just build a signal fire on the beach, since their plan is to simply wait for rescue. And it takes them an age—and numerous attacks—to finally decide to return to their boat and leave this deadly island, by which time the creepy critters have nixed that plan (a previous scene showed a dozen of the little fiends pushing the empty rowboat out to sea). When they need something to wrap around a man’s wounded leg to stop the bleeding, no one thinks of the obvious—using a dangling tie or a sailor’s bandana—leaving one woman to laboriously tear a strip from her skirt to use as a tourniquet! Even more confounding, none of these survivors ever think to arm themselves against the frequent onslaughts of biting Beast Creatures, apart from the de facto leader John grabbing up a pointy stick, and Morgan picking up a rock at one point.

The dialogue, at times, proves as suspect as these dimwits’ behavior. “I don’t get it, John,” observes Quinn. “We’re supposed to be in the North Atlantic someplace. If you ask anybody that didn’t know any better, they’d swear we were in the tropics.” At this, John sagely answers, “I know—this whole damn place doesn’t make any sense; maybe it’s just a bad dream.” Well, that’s helpful.

Later, after one character falls prey to a Beast Creature trap, resulting in his fatal impalement on a sharpened stick, Quinn observes, “He never knew what hit him.” Hmmm. Apparently, the previous 30 seconds of agonized screaming as the man writhed and clawed at the shaft protruding from his bloody belly doesn’t count as “knowing what hit him”?

But never fear, another Beast Creature attack awaits just around the bend. For one, Stanley and co. even take a page right out of the Alfred Hitchcock playbook. When the group finally finds some (real) water, they clean their wounds and quench their thirst (the three women even enjoy a playful water fight). As the others drift away (apparently no one thought to stick together), kindly Mrs. Gordon (Kay Bailey) remains at the stream alone, soaking her aching feet. Suddenly, we see a Beast Creature watching from the brush. After returning to Mrs. Gordon at the stream, the camera shifts back to the waiting monster, showing that there are now three more. Again the camera returns to the oblivious Mrs. Gordon, before cutting to the watching fiends—who now number half a dozen. Finally, she notices that the tree above her is full of the little devils, but it’s too late. They leap on her en masse, while others fly out of the trees to pounce on her companions as well. Unlike the first attack, this well-staged (if somewhat crude) homage to The Birds takes place in broad daylight (as do all the remaining Beast Creature encounters). So while not quite as shocking (nor surprising) as the initial nighttime assault, it still boasts plenty of (ahem) bite.

The film’s soundscape goes a long way towards selling the illusion that these diminutive demons are actually alive, with the actors’ convincing screaming and the creatures’ constant shrieking adding audio punch to the visual chaos of dolls gripping limbs, teeth biting flesh, blood flowing from wounds, and victims writhing in pain and terror. Admittedly, occasionally the editor (director Stanley and screenwriter/cinematographer Hutton shared editing chores) holds too long on a tossed-away monster, showing them for what they are—droopy dolls; but for the most part the quick cuts and varied shots keep the illusion alive, with added bits of business to juice it up, such as when one protagonist stomps on a creature, causing it to burst into a red-jellied mess.

Almost inevitably, the Beast Creatures inspire a few unintended chuckles alongside the startled gasps. For instance, when the survivors finally reach that “higher ground” they’d been yearning for, they observe a gathering of the hissing fiends standing motionless before a large primitive stone idol. “There must be hundreds of them!” one woman exclaims. Well, about 20, actually. It becomes especially snort-worthy when we notice that the monsters’ statue looks like nothing so much as a plywood cutout. (Said idol was actually a foot-tall glass painting placed in front of the tiny monsters.)



Even so, it helps that Stanley has his actors play everything straight, the deadly serious tone keeping the film from degenerating into silly camp. “Bob Longyel and a couple of the other cast members were pushing to add comedy to the film,” recounted Stanley, “but we were fans of the ‘50s and ‘60s sci-fi/horror/monster films, and one of the things we liked about them was that no matter what the story was or what the production values were, they were always done in a totally serious way. And that made them a lot of fun. So I resisted any attempts at levity.”

While no Gremlins, these toothy trolls, with their ribbed red bodies, long black hair, creepy oversized white orbs (made from the same reflective material used in stop signs), and wide, needle-toothed mouths; coupled with their constant growling/hissing (based on a sound provided by Hutton’s eight-year-old son, enhanced on a reel-to-reel tape recorder) and quick, herky-jerky movements (these malicious marionettes can even run along the forest floor, red arms pumping to the rapid patter of their feet on the soundtrack) make for a far more frightening foe than the goofy Ghoulies, the mangy Munchies, or the horrible Hobgoblins. Stanley, Hutton, and co. originally considered animating the creatures with stop-motion, but after some tests they realized such a technique was far too time-consuming and cost-prohibitive. So they settled for making four different types of their piranha people puppets—runners, biters, arm-movers, and still critters. Stanley claimed they made about 90 of the tiny monsters, comprised of rubber bodies fitted over wooden armatures, which were painted by the filmmakers’ wives in Stanley’s basement. The teeth were made of Bondo and toothpicks.
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A tiny terror prepares for the Attack of the Beast Creatures.



The film itself remains remarkably entertaining for having been made by a bunch of gung-ho amateurs without any real filmmaking experience. “We just read a couple of books and proceeded to do it,” noted Stanley. The actors were everything from a DJ to an interior designer. The main hero, John, was in real life a police detective they found taking an acting class; it was his first role. For mobile shots, Stanley and Hutton built a homemade dolly out of PVC pipes and plywood. There was no crane, so for overhead shots, Hutton had to simply climb a tree with his heavy camera! They filmed from sun-up to sundown, and “almost all the scenes were done in one or two takes… at the most,” wryly noted Stanley. It’s all pretty inventive what these enthusiastic novices did with a couple of skeleton props, a passel of puppets, a few local thespians, and buckets of stage blood.

Joseph Brenner (Autopsy, Torso, Eyeball) picked up Attack of the Beast Creatures in 1985 for distribution (“When I saw the movie, I liked it,” he said), but his company gave it only the briefest-of-brief theatrical runs. “It did business here and there,” he recalled, “it’s become something of a cult film. We never played it theatrically, except at repertory houses.” (For those few showings, noted Stanley, “I’m happy to say all the audiences had a good time.”) Soon after, Brenner contracted with Western World Video to put Attack of the Beast Creatures out on VHS in 1986. Subsequently, these Creatures largely disappeared from view until the film was restored and re-released on blu-ray in 2023.

With quotes from: “The Day Piranha People Turned Lordship Into ‘Hell Island,’” by Stephanie Gay; “Audio Commentary with Michael Stanley,” Attack of the Beast Creatures blu-ray; “Joseph Brenner: A Career Autopsy,” by David Szulkin.

Avenging Force (1986; Cannon; USA) Director: Sam Firstenberg; Producers: Manahem Golan, Yoram Globus; Screenplay: James Booth; Cinematographer: Gideon Porath. Cast: Michael Dudikoff, Steve James, James Booth, Bill Wallace, John P. Ryan, Karl Johnson, Marc Alaimo.

Now, in the ultimate form of savage combat, they are the hunters, and he is the target. –trailer



Low-rent action star Michael Dudikoff in a horror movie?… produced by Manahem Golan and Yoram Globus??… for Cannon??? Yep, Avenging Force might just as well have been titled The Most Dangerous ‘80s Game…

Two men flee through the Louisiana swamps, pursued first by a masked Ninja wielding a samurai sword, next by a camouflage-sporting commando, then by an S&M-masked gladiator(!) carrying a deadly trident, and finally by a fourth masked man whose weapon of choice is the garrote. Standing over a victim’s corpse, the jubilant victor tells the other three hunters, “You boys owe me $50,000. ...My, my, my, my, this is a great game, boys. Gentlemen, to the Pentangle Hunting Fraternity!” Pentangle turns out to be “some sort of secret society with extreme right-wing views. ...They have a weakness—they have a hunting club. Except they don’t hunt animals, they hunt men.” The authorities have “found literally dozens of mangled bodies in the bayou, all of them branded with the sign of the pentangle [a five-pointed star].” The white supremacist Pentangle organization, led by wealthy Elliot Glastonberry (John P. Ryan), intends to take black senatorial candidate Larry Richards (Steve James) off the board to further their racist political ends. Enter Matt Hunter (Dudikoff), a former CIA agent (and martial artist) who visits friend and former partner Richards in New Orleans during Mardi Gras. After Pentangle assassins kill Richards and his entire family, Hunter (an ironic sobriquet, given the circumstances) ends up as the hunted when he goes up against Pentangle, forced to play “the great game” against these four evil hunters-of-men, with his 12-year-old sister’s life hanging in the balance.

Richard Connell’s classic short horror story “The Most Dangerous Game” has been adapted numerous times since its 1927 publication, with four different variations appearing in the 1980s alone. Avenging Force is the best of the decade’s quartet (the Australian dystopian exploitationer Escape 2000 comes a close second, as detailed elsewhere in this book). It paints some intriguing variations on the concept by giving each of the four hunters their own distinct personality and favored weapons. The film also points up the extreme (to the point of sickness) competitive nature of these antagonists, as they bet against each other making the “kill,” and revel in their triumph not only over their prey but in besting their fellow murderers (or “warriors” as they label themselves).
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Avenging Force—an Eighties action update of Richard Connell’s classic 
terror tale “The Most Dangerous Game.” (Thai poster)

The well-constructed script (by actor-writer James Booth, who plays Hunter’s former boss) adds a none-too-subtle subplot about racism, with the antagonists bandying about the N-word on several occasions, and Glastonbury even positing Hitler as “a visionary.” So rather than Connell’s intellectual uber-predator grown bored with stalking mere animals, these Count Zaroff stand-ins are cast as despicable bigots—highly hissable villains who bask in their own power and skills, show off for their fellow fascists, and attain status in the organization by hunting men for sport.

With its emphasis on action, the film’s two hunts (the opening sequence and the climactic bayou showdown with Hunter as the prey) are thrilling chase-and-fight scenarios. They’re also truly horrific, particularly since for much of the final chase, Hunter is not alone but must contend with (and even literally carry) his 12-year-old sister. Little Sarah’s presence during the terrifying ordeal emphasizes Hunter’s dire situation and underscores his grim, desperate determination, as it’s not only his life he must fight for but that of the person he loves most in the world.



“The action film of the year,” boasted the Avenging Force posters. Back in 1986, such hyperbole wasn’t too far wrong. Filled with exciting set-pieces; disturbing gun violence; more brutal fight scenes than you can shake a kendo stick at; and dangerous, jaw-dropping stunts, the movie lives up to its hype as “A pulse-quickening, bare-knuckled, boot-in-the-face action film.” According to an enthusiastic production piece, “We’re talking fist fights, sword fights, crossbows, nasty Cajuns, lots of gunfire and a black-and-white moral universe. We’re talking Michael Dudikoff and Steve James, the heroes of Cannon’s highly successful American Ninja, out to kick some serious butt.” Indeed.

“Everyone enjoys a good, rip-snortin’ action film,” began another publicity article. “It heats the blood, perks up the spirit and, according to most sociologists, provides an outlet for our aggressions.” Therapeutic claims aside, Avenging Force delivers its action in spades, right from the outset when the two men must flee and fight for their lives in the swamp. Follow this with a brutal Mardi Gras parade massacre and subsequent pursuit across the rooftops of New Orleans; a multiple-vehicle high-speed car chase over a partly raised drawbridge down to the docks which ends in savage fistfights and shoot-outs; a vicious assault on a ranch home resulting in nearly a dozen bloody deaths, a hellish conflagration, and a spectacularly collapsing burning staircase (with Hunter hanging on for dear life); four exceedingly ferocious battles to the death in the filthy rain-drenched swamplands; and a final violent confrontation between the two principals in an elegant hall filled with medieval weaponry, and Avenging Force should satisfy even the most demanding action fan.

“My talent was to be able to take a written page and turn it into a visual story,” recounted director Sam Firstenberg. “The Action genre is pure cinema magic; in my films I enjoy six-to-seven-minute action sequences. Usually in a script these scenes are very vaguely described. Now on-set you must collaborate with your crew to come up with a choreographed sequence that will later cut together in the editing room. Something is created from nothing. All action sequences should have a beginning, middle and end, some type of conclusion. It should tell a mini story.”

And tell a story he does, as Firstenberg stages these set-pieces with a firm grasp of pacing and editing to generate maximum suspense and impact. Given that the two principal actors, Dudikoff and James, performed “90 percent of their own stunts” (with 100 percent of the action being actual physical stunts in this pre–CGI era), realism stands paramount. And this realism often extended to brutal extremes. One of the most impressive—and appalling—stunts comes during a Pentangle attack on Hunter’s ranch house. When Hunter rescues Richards’ young son from the burning structure, he climbs atop the gabled roof with the child in his arms. One of the assassins takes careful aim with his crossbow and shoots Matt in the leg, causing him to tumble off the upper gable, striking it end over end, with the child flying from his arms to hit the roof and then plummet to the ground below. Adding brutal insult to devastating injury, one of the Pentangle killers walks up to the two wounded protagonists and casually shoots the 5-year-old child gazing up at him with frightened eyes. This stunt (and scene) leaves a mark.

But Avenging Force is more than just a series of falls, rolls, chases, and crashes, for James Booth’s screenplay offers enough character development and interaction to go beyond the stereotypical cardboard characterizations found in so many other action-horror flicks of the time. Several scenes concisely reveal the genuine affection Larry and Matt share, as well as the love they both have for their families. Contrasted with this are scenes displaying the bigotry and monomania of the four antagonists, portrayed through their interactions with their underlings, peers and one another, their vaunted social positions and affected manners masking an arrogance and sadism that explodes in their sick, competitive game of hunting humans.

“Avenging Force’s villains,” posited a publicity piece, “represent the American individualist dream gone off the paranoid deep end, and are a reflection of certain disturbing political currents—i.e., the emergence of a New Right radical fringe—observed in the U.S. recently.” (Take that, Ronald Reagan!) Scripter Booth even took some dialogue inspiration from a then-recent court case involving a White Supremacist group who claimed responsibility for the assassination of a liberal radio talk-show host in Oregon. “A couple of them were led out of the courthouse, and someone yelled, ‘You guys are finished!’” recounted Booth. “And one of them answered back, ‘We’re just beginning.’ That isn’t just idle talk.” This made it into Booth’s script in the form of Glastonbury’s response to Hunter’s observation that Pentangle was finished: “No, we’re only just beginning.”

Such obvious moral politicizing, with Glastonbury even touting the merits of Adolf Hitler as “a man ahead of his time”(!), though about as subtle as the movie’s raison d’être (its action scenes), still remains a secondary (though colorful) subtext. It bleeds into but doesn’t preach at nor detract from the movie’s real point—good guys taking out bad guys in spectacular fashion. “The political material,” explained Firstenberg, “is beneath the action, which gives it a certain resonance. But it’s not the main order of business. Avenging Force is about thrills, suspense, excitement.”

Avenging Force packs a punch—and then some. Killing off one of the two heroic protagonists half-way through the movie and his entire family (not to mention the survivor’s kindly grandfather to boot!) offers a horrific shock to the viewer’s system. But it’s far from gratuitous—and not simply there for a cheap “thrill”—as this disturbing twist drives the story forward, providing motivation not only for the protagonist but for the viewer as well, who’s invested plenty of time in these likable and engaging characters, only to see them die senselessly and horribly.

Firstenberg makes excellent use of authentic New Orleans and bayou locales in which to stage his action. “There had been discussions about possibly filming in Los Angeles,” he said, “but the film is so closely linked to New Orleans and surrounding areas, there was really no choice but to film there.” From the gilt and glitter of a Mardi Gras parade down an historic New Orleans Street (staged with 4,000 extras, claimed the filmmaker) to the otherworldly cypress trees and rain-drenched oppression of the Louisiana bayous, Firstenberg makes the most of the exotic environment. During the brutal combat in the swamp, one can almost smell the decaying foliage and feel the muddy slime as the principals grapple in the clinging muck and snake-infested waters. This location shooting posed more than logistical challenges to the filmmakers. “You can be walking in mud up to your knees, you take another step and suddenly you’re in up to your chest,” recounted Firstenberg, who had his crew lay sections of chain-link fence and plywood sheets down under the mud to prevent such calamities. As for snakes, the production employed what they dubbed “Snake Wranglers” to form a protective perimeter around the filming area to keep the potentially dangerous animals away from cast and crew. “They killed maybe 40, 50 snakes during the three weeks we were there,” reported stunt coordinator B. J. Davis. “I was bitten by a water moccasin but his teeth didn’t penetrate my boot.”
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Stalked like an animal, Matt Hunter (Michael Dudikoff) turns the 
tables to become a one-man Avenging Force. (Mexican lobby)

Several things keep Avenging Force from being the perfect action-horror movie, however. While Michael Dudikoff injects plenty of enthusiastic athleticism into his role, his baby face and youthful demeanor fail to convince as a hardened former CIA operative whose barked commands are instantly obeyed by other, more mature agents. And while he tries valiantly to let emotions play across his generally stoic countenance, he rarely succeeds. But this immaturity is almost made up for by Dudikoff’s physical efforts, as he flees, fights and falls through scene after scene of violent confrontation, often while covered with, or even immersed in, muddy swamp slime.

Fortunately, Dudikoff’s co-star, Steve James, brings a natural charm and likability to his supporting role—despite having to ridiculously rip off his shirt to expose his muscular chest at every opportunity. James had a rocky relationship with Dudikoff, however, dating back to their first co-starring encounter on American Ninja the previous year. On that film, said James, “Michael knew boxing but didn’t know martial arts, so he had to learn it on the set. I’m sure having this big muscular guy around who studied martial arts [James was a black belt] didn’t help his insecurities. There was a little jealousy on his part that I was going to show him up. ...There was a lot of tension between us at times.” Said tension certainly didn’t show on Avenging Force, as the two have an easy chemistry together, and (perhaps on the more mature James’ part, who was a better actor than Dudikoff) display what appears to be genuine affection. This last was vitally important to the film’s story, since it’s Hunter’s loyalty towards his friend and former partner that drives the plot and even creates the eponymous Avenging Force partnership itself.

California-born Michael Dudikoff got his showbusiness start as a professional model, appearing in print ads for such publications as Seventeen, GQ, and Esquire before acting in commercials. Television soon followed, with his first appearance coming as Joni’s boyfriend on the popular sitcom Happy Days. After a number of other appearances on shows like Dallas and Gimme a Break! he moved into features, becoming a minor action star with American Ninja (1985) and a decade of mostly low-budget sequels and action clones that followed.

Dubbed “the black Rambo” by Variety, Steve James had no pretensions about his movies or his roles in them. “Who ever said action films were art?” asked the actor. “These films are about bigger-than-life fantasies that allow audiences to escape the real world for a couple of hours. And I would say that I’m perfectly suited for these films. My agent would like me to be the new Sidney Poitier, but I keep saying that I really want to be the new Jim Brown.” According to his wife Christine, James “had a photographic memory, and his happiness came from films. ...He was a true actor because even though he was so muscular and foreboding [sic] on screen, he was caring and protective in life.” As a youth, James often served as his smaller classmates’ “protector,” and went on to become an Eagle Scout, “which gave him excellent values in life.” James died in 1993 of pancreatic cancer, age 41. Sidney Poitier delivered his eulogy.

Avenging Force succeeds where it matters most. “I did not intend the Cannon movies to be serious, they are fun movies,” recounted Firstenberg on his stint for the company (Avenging Force was the fifth of seven movies he helmed for Cannon). “So the stereotyping and the over-the-top action is intentional so action fans can just watch and enjoy and have good time.” With its Most Dangerous skeleton fleshed out by some political food for thought (“We tried to capture the dark side of New Orleans,” said Firstenberg, “and after all these years the story still holds together”), this action-ful entry becomes a cinematic Force to be reckoned with.



Though far from a financial failure, Avenging Force was not the American Ninja–sized hit that Cannon’s executives sought, as it grossed just under $5 million domestically upon its initial releas e. Consequently, any sequel plans were scuttled in favor of other franchise pursuits (like American Ninja 2, 3, 4, and 5, two of those with Dudikoff).

With quotes from: Avenging Force presskit; “Interview: Sam Firstenberg,” by Jason Rugaard; “Street Fighter,” by Marc Shapiro; “From Ninjas to Breakdancing,” by Ian; “Steve James,” by Christine Pan James.

Bad Taste (1987; WingNut Films; New Zealand) Director/Producer/Cinematographer: Peter Jackson; Screenplay: Peter Jackson (additional material: Tony Hiles, Ken Hammon). Cast: Terry Potter, Pete O’Herne, Craig Smith, Mike Minett, Peter Jackson, Doug Wren.

WATCH OUT ALIENS!! HERE COMES DEREK!! –poster

New Zealand filmmaker Peter Jackson is a self-proclaimed “movie geek,” with a particular affinity for horror, science fiction, and gore (citing the likes of Ray Harryhausen, Sam Raimi, George Romero, and Stuart Gordon as his idols). The future director of The Lord of the Rings trilogy and the 2005 King Kong remake spent much of his childhood and adolescence making 8mm and Super-8 movies. The aptly-named Bad Taste was his first feature film, shot on weekends (“we only shot on Sundays because we all worked six-day weeks,” recounted Jackson) over a four-year period on 16mm with friends (and relatives of friends) as the cast and crew. Over the course of that time, a determined Jackson had to surmount such difficulties as being denied a measly NZ$7000 grant by the New Zealand Film Commission, and a lead actor (Craig Smith) who walked out on the project half-way through, necessitating a significant re-vamping of the plot. Note: Smith subsequently returned to the fold and continued on, though no longer as the main character. Two decades later, at a Bad Taste ‘reunion,’ Jackson and Smith offered this amusing exchange:


Craig Smith: Midway through, I had a religious awakening and walked off the film. I said, ‘I can’t do this anymore; I can’t be in a gory film.’

Peter Jackson: Yeah, yeah. And you eventually came back, having been through your transformation.



Smith: But I was a much better person for it.

Jackson: No, not really.



By minute three, Bad Taste has put its engaging mix of Kiwi humor and splattery horror front and center. It begins when a shadowy, clandestine official reports to the Prime Minister on the phone, whose speed-dial labels read “QUEEN,” “MUM,” and “THE BOYS.” It then shifts to a small seaside village where one of said gun-toting Boys, Barry (Pete O’Herne), blows the top of an attacker’s head clean off—complete with dollops of brain plopping onto the ground. Welcome to what Peter Jackson refers to as “our rather tasteless, low-budget 16mm feature.”

It turns out that Barry and his gung-ho partner Derek (Jackson himself) are an advance guard from the “Astro and Investigation Defense Service,” whose acronym would be… AIDS (“Wish we’d change that name,” laments one colleague—the only reference to the crass contraction). Along with two others, Ozzy (Terry Potter) and Frank (Mike Minett), the Boys are charged with investigating the curious disappearance of a town’s residents. They discover that a cadre of identically-dressed weirdos (in blue work shirts and jeans) running around attacking everyone in sight are actually aliens in disguise, sent by the intergalactic “Crumbs Crunchy Delight” company to harvest human flesh (the townsfolk are now all neatly boxed up in dripping cardboard cases). “We got a bunch of alien psychopaths on our hands,” observes Derek, “like a visit from a planet of Charlie Mansons.” Caught in the middle is dweebish charity collector Giles (Craig Smith), captured by the aliens and being prepped for “lunch.” All hell breaks loose as the Boys attempt to rescue Giles and stop the invaders from turning Earth into some kind of alien Burger King. (Bad Taste stands as a prime example of ‘80s events influencing a film. “The SAS appearance in Bad Taste,” explained Jackson, “is directly linked to the siege of the Iranian embassy in London, which occurred while we were making the movie. I saw the TV images of these guys storming the building and put them in the movie!”)

The project began when Jackson finally acquired a used 16mm camera. “I decided I was going to make a little ten-minute film,” he revealed, “something short and entertaining that I could hopefully enter into festivals.” It began as Roast of the Day before morphing into Giles’ Big Day. “I kept shooting, shooting, every weekend, and then I’d go into the Evening Post to do my job [as a photoengraver] all week long and I’d be sitting there, bored, thinking up ideas for the next weekend’s filming. It was a classic ‘make it up as you go along’ situation.” After a time, Jackson put all his footage together and realized he had a 55-minute movie. Logically, he decided to go ahead and make it a full feature rather than a short, and sought completion money from the New Zealand Film Commission. They turned him down. Undaunted, Jackson persevered, and ultimate the Commission came ‘round and offered him post-production funds, allowing Bad Taste to be finished as a “real” movie. It debuted at Cannes, where it attracted not only positive attention, but numerous buyers, and the film’s distribution was secured.

For the movie, Jackson himself not only played the bearded, bayonet-wielding alien cannibal who first attacks Giles, but the key role of clean-shaven, buck-toothed nerdy “alien-buster” Derek (a character added after lead actor Craig Smith decided to leave the production). “I cast myself [as Derek],” remembered Jackson, “having literally run out of friends who could help. And I, licking my wounds after Craig left, figured that at least I would always show up for filming each Sunday!”
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Director, producer, screenwriter, cinematographer, effects creator, 
and editor Peter Jackson also played an alien cannibal who feasts on 
the head (well, part of it, anyway) of a fellow invader in Bad Taste.

Given the revamp (and focus taken away from Smith’s character), Giles’ Big Day needed a new moniker. Thus, “Bad Taste” was born. “This [new title] seems to sum it all up rather well,” drily noted Jackson. “It has a double meaning. Not only does it describe the aesthetic qualities of the film, but [also] works in with the main plot device of a bunch of aliens with a taste for human meat.”



In contrast to the delightfully matter-of-fact playing of his three heroic colleagues, Jackson turns Derek into something of a cartoon via his over-the-top aggro attitude and farcical facial expressions. Of course, this fits in well with the fact that early on, Derek, while battling a disguised alien (one also played by Jackson, meaning the filmmaker was actually fighting himself), takes a tumble over a cliff. He miraculously survives—but with a flap in the back his skull that periodically pops open to expose his brain matter! (a bit of which he picks up from the rocks and squishes back into his skull at one point!!). Using his belt to hold his head together, Derek becomes a one-track, alien-killing, chainsaw-wielding Kiwi Rambo!!! (“Suck my spinning steel, shithead!” is his hilarious battle cry by film’s end.)

In Bad Taste, Jackson and his crew take the piss out of everything and everyone, including themselves. When the aliens come for him, Derek stands his ground, avowing, “I’m Derek, and Dereks don’t run.” He draws an Uzi from his travel bag, cocks it with a snap, strikes a manly pose—and promptly slips on a cow pat.

Rather than the expected elegant, graceful, super-intelligent Close Encounter–style extraterrestrials, these execrable E.T.s in their true form prove comically grotesque. Their fat, jowly, bulbous heads and oversized protruding buttocks look like what might happen if a Grey (the clichéd alien ‘type’) mated with a baboon. Huge bellies and misshapen shoulder blades have them waddling awkwardly, underscoring the primitive, simian-like impression.

Unlike his dimwitted blue-shirted underlings, who never utter a word (and even pass the time playing patty-cake), the mean-old-geezer-in-a-business-suit boss alien (Doug Wren) imparts plenty of tasteless bon mots like “We take off tomorrow—I’m sure you’ll be pleased to be leaving this shitty planet,” and drools over the “homo sapien low-calorie delicacies” like “organ stew, sapien burgers, and homo nuggets.”

With little in the way of money, Jackson was forced to be inventive, which included not only doing most of the special effects himself (“I sculpted the alien heads to a precise dimension so that I could squeeze them into [Mum’s] oven with about half-an-inch to spare”), but building his own camera equipment (including a makeshift dolly track, an aluminum crane, and a homemade Steadicam). Technically adept, Jackson’s visual acumen shines, with plenty of mobile hand-held camerawork to visually involve the viewer, and extreme close-ups for emphasis.



For the aptly-titled Bad Taste, splattery excess was the name of Jackson’s game. “I make no apologies for liking spectacular gore,” proclaimed the filmmaker. Consequently, we have death by machine gun, mallet, machete, automobile, chainsaw, and rocket launcher, with blood and brains and limbs sent flying. Bullet hits, blood spatter, and brain blobs prove more ubiquitous than sheep in the surrounding fields. Various over-the-top set-pieces include an alien split it two—lengthwise, and another run down in the forest and cut in half, who then promptly begins chucking pine cones at Derek even while his guts spill over the ground. At the mansion, Ozzy grabs one alien by the noggin to literally pull off its head (with spinal column still attached). He then drop-kicks it like a soccer ball through a window (“The magic’s still there,” Ozzy observes with satisfaction). (Ironically, actor Terry Potter was an avid soccer player, which, much to Jackson’s frustration, sometimes kept him from showing up on Sundays for filming.) And, of course, Jackson explodes a sheep (it is New Zealand, after all).

Jackson’s special effects prove amazingly ambitious. For instance, he blows up a full-sized car (real good) and partly demolishes a house with a rocket launcher—the mansion the aliens use as their base, and which transforms into a ship that launches into space at film’s end via some convincing miniatures. (This key shooting location was the historic Gear Homestead mansion near Porirua, where Jackson lived. “My parents knew the caretakers,” he explained, “and they kindly gave us free access during the weekends when there weren’t weddings in the garden, which was the principal use of the old dwelling.”)

The often-goofy humor is made all the more amusing by its deadpan delivery. (None of the cast were professional actors, and their natural under-playing fed perfectly into the absurd circumstances.) Sample dialogue exchange:


Frank: “Just remember, we’re only authorized to use violence when protecting the planet.”

Barry: “And the Moon.”

Frank: “Yeah, and the Moon.”



The absurdity extends to the gore effects as well. Characters often comically slip on blood and brains, with Barry even grabbing up a mop at one point, saying “This is dangerous.”



“My splatter movies—Bad Taste, Meet the Feebles, and Braindead [aka Dead Alive]—owe as much to Monty Python as they do to any other genre,” submitted Jackson. “It is about pushing humor to the limit of ludicrousness, the furthest and most absurd extreme imaginable—so extreme that the only possible response to it is to laugh because there is nothing else left to do!”
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It was Peter Jackson’s ultra-low-budget splatter comedy Bad Taste 
that first set him on the road to Mordor. (Italian poster)

“The movie is science-fiction/horror with large doses of extremely black humor, some of which is quite tasteless,” he continued. “The horror is mainly in the gore field. We sacrificed potential ‘scariness’ for humor at an early stage.” Jackson further remarked that the film was “aimed directly at the Monty Python/Animal House punters, as well as the standard sci-fi/horror buff. Someone who goes to Friday the 13th to enjoy eight inventive murders will have plenty to drool over in our film.” But Jackson also noted that “NO women get killed or threatened in the film,” thus avoiding the often-misogynistic tone of the slasher subgenre.

In his application to the New Zealand Film Commission, Jackson explained that “Our sole aim…has been to produce an addition to the ever-growing range of zero-budget, schlock gore video tapes proven video favorites world-wide. …I’m not claiming our film to be the greatest thing since sliced bread, but I do think it will at least ‘stand out from the bunch.’ It has pace that few of these films can match, good intelligent humor, and the New Zealand locations give it a fresh look [that is] well away from American suburbia or log cabins.”

After nearly four years, Bad Taste had cost about $18,000 of Jackson’s own money, with a further $15,000 coming from the Film Commission. A final $200,000 was necessary to complete post-production (soundtrack, effects, and music, plus blowing the film up to 35mm and striking prints). The Commission, after seeing the movie and hearing endorsements from the likes of industry professional Tony Hiles (who came aboard towards the end as a “consulting producer”), ponied up, and the rest is cinema history. Bad Taste debuted at the Festival of Fantasy and Science Fiction in Paris, where it won the coveted Prix de Gore for the 26-year-old filmmaker.

Hiles told the Commission that “potentially, this film could be the Ultimate Low-Budget A+ Splatter and Squelch Movie. So far it has been shot and cut with such an OTT sense of humor and style that it could become a steady earning cult movie…” He concluded that “it will, when complete, be appalling to some and brilliant to others, but it will never be average or ordinary.” Truer words were never spoken.

“I’ve never seen a movie that’s so disgusting—it’s great!” enthused The Hollywood Reporter in their review of the film, while Gorezone magazine labeled it “This Year’s Re-Animator.” High praise indeed. A unique high-water mark in the splattery ‘80s, the irreverent, wacky, gory, and hugely entertaining Bad Taste will leave a good taste in the mouths of those with an appreciation for offbeat, no-holds-barred horror cinema.

With quotes from: “Empire’s Bad Taste Reunion,” by Nick De Semlyen; Peter Jackson: A Film-maker’s Journey, by Brian Sibley; “Peter Jackson, Master of Bad Taste,” by Mario Cortini and Philip Nutman.



Basket Case (1982; Analysis Film Corporation; USA) Director/Screenplay: Frank Henenlotter; Producer: Edgar Ievins; Cinematographer: Bruce Torbet. Cast: Kevin VanHentenryck, Terri Susan Smith, Beverly Bonner, Robert Vogel, Darla Browne, Lloyd Page, Bill Freeman, Joe Clarke.

What is the secret Duane is hiding in the basket? –t railer

Some films are so original, so offbeat, so outré, that they defy categorization. Is it a horror film? Is it a comedy? Is it a slice-of-(sleazy)-life docudrama? In this instance, it’s simply… Basket Case, an Eighties micro-budget classic that grabs the viewer by the shoulders and shakes until any resistance to its seedy charm falls away. The twisted vision (and feature-length debut) of writer-director (and New York denizen) Frank Henenlotter, Basket Case is his paeon to 42nd Street, lovingly(?) capturing the notoriously sordid settings while presenting a number of unsavory misfits (friendly pusher, heart-of-gold streetwalker, grubby hotel operator) who somehow manage to endear as much as they repel.

The same can be said for the film’s central character of Duane (Kevin VanHentenryck), a likable, naïve young man arriving at the rotting core of the Big Apple from Upstate New York with a backpack and a mysterious wicker basket. (A decent drinking game could be made from whenever someone asks “What’s in the basket?”) Taking a room at the first fleabag hotel he sees, Duane sets up house, makes friends with the kindly hooker next door, and sets about taking bloody revenge on those who’ve wronged him—him and the thing that lives in the basket. You see, Duane was the normal half of Siamese Twins, with his brother Belial being a twisted lump of toothy flesh and powerful arms attached to his side. A flashback reveals that when Duane turned 12, his father decided to give him a chance at a “normal life” (disgusted Dad didn’t even consider Belial human), and engaged a trio of less-than-reputable medicos (one being a veterinarian!) to cut Belial from Duane’s side. But Duane and Belial’s bond proved stronger than mere flesh and, afterwards, Duane, who shares a psychic link with his deformed sibling, rescued the discarded Belial (who miraculously survived the operation). Now, years later, their belated mission of vengeance hits a snag when Duane becomes involved with a pretty receptionist (Terri Susan Smith), causing jealousy to rear its ugly head and leading the siblings to their entwined fate.
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Frank Henenlotter’s paeon to New York’s 42nd Street—
and brotherly love. (British poster)

Shot on 16mm for $35,000, Basket Case looks far more professional than it has a right to. The lighting, sound, and camerawork all serve the story well, with Henenlotter providing plenty of low-angle P.O.V. footage to represent the largely hidden (at least for the film’s first half) Belial, and even utilizes a cleverly-positioned bedpost in the foreground as a visual surrogate when Duane carries on a one-sided conversation with his unseen monstrous sibling.

The well-staged kills prove suitably shocking and gore-drenched, not to mention inventive. The opening murder (of the family doctor who coordinated it all), taking place before we’ve even met Belial, sets the over-the-top tone. Ominous noises at his home spooks the man, who frantically phones the police only to find the line cut. The camera approaches the now-terrified doc, before a powerful misshapen hand reaches up from below frame to grab his face and yank it down. When the man raises back up into view, his lips have been ripped away and his countenance sliced to gory ribbons. The now-blood-drenched clawed hand once again reaches up to grab its victim’s head and pull it out of frame, leaving the man’s horrible screams to mix with the perpetrator’s monstrous garbled growls in an appalling cacophony. After this gruesome initiation, the subsequent killings become more and more outrageous, culminating in one victim receiving a face full of surgical instruments, and another dispatched by an oversized buzzsaw (his demise represented by a close-up of the victim’s legs and bare feet falling sideways in opposite directions to indicate he’s been vertically split in two—a visual as blackly comic as it is horrific).

Basket Case is indeed as much perverse comedy as it is splattery horror, particularly with its two (anti)heroes being a) an innocent in the Big City, and b) an angry lump of grotesque flesh described as looking like “a squashed octopus.” And these characters offer unexpected thematic depth, given the surprisingly affecting relationship between the two brothers (or, one might say, between a boy and his monster). Additionally, should one desire to drive down the Freudian superhighway, it’s an easy journey to see Belial as the raging Id and Duane as the Superego trying to hold things in check. Not only does Belial indulge in violent impulses, he throws near-comical tantrums (trashing the hotel room, screaming like some misshapen mutant baby) when his psychically-linked brother steps out of line or—here’s a shocker—kisses a girl.

Basket Case, bloody warts and all, can also be seen as a modern-day (well, 1980s anyway) tragedy. “[Duane] wants so badly to be normal and never can be,” explained lead actor Kevin VanHentenryck about what’s really in this Basket. Despite the obvious love and affection (not to mention telepathic link) Duane shares with his misshapen monster sibling, he also yearns to experience “normal” things like love—and sex. Unfortunately, Belial’s emotions prove as stunted and deformed as his body, and he becomes the ultimate cock-blocker, going so far as to sneak out to sexually assault and murder Duane’s object of affection. (Talk about sibling rivalry…) This, of course, leads to the violent and poignant conclusion of the 42nd Street tragi-comedy that is Basket Case. (Regarding the aforementioned—and genuinely disturbing—monster-rape scene, Henenlotter’s crew felt he’d gone too far. “[For] the nude scene near the end where Belial is humping the leading lady,” recalled the director, “they didn’t have any trouble with that until I added the blood all over the side of her, and that really seemed to offend everybody! I don’t know what the hell they thought we were making before this—it’s called a horror film, folks, you know? And they said, ‘Oh, oh, oh, we’re gonna walk!’ I said, ‘Well, walk out, go home and don’t come back! I don’t give a shit!’ So the only crew there when the scene was shot were myself, [producer] Edgar Ievins who was under Belial making him hump up and down, and Kevin VanHentenryck who helped me light the shots.”)



Henenlotter had very definite ideas about blending humor with horror. “At what point is a punch line horrific and at what point is it funny, and can it be both?” rhetorically asked the filmmaker. “And the answer’s ‘yeah!’ especially when you’re dealing with gore as opposed to real violence, because gore is often so over-the-top that you can’t help but laugh. It bears no resemblance to reality, so that’s fine.”

Apart from an occasionally appalled crew, filming in NYC created its own set of unique difficulties. The hotel they chose (across the street from where Kevin VanHentenryck had lived for a time) to portray Duane and Belial’s temporary home “was so awful,” recalled Henenlotter, “that when we went looking for rooms to use as rooms for the characters, they all looked like bad sets! …It was basically a welfare and hooker hotel. …We’d get mobbed by all sorts of bums and derelicts; guys stumbling out of doorways in search of the day’s first bottle. …We had to have three or four guys over six-foot-three around to guard the sets!” VanHentenryck recalled that “the homeless were a tremendous problem. One threatened to steal cables if we didn’t buy him a bottle, and the guy next to him promised to protect the cables if we bought him a bottle!”

So the production ended up creating the fleapit “Hotel Broslin” out of bits and pieces. “The hotel was made up of several places,” recalled VanHentenryck. “The rooms were constructed in a loft on 17th Street. The staircase was in another location in SoHo. The lobby was elsewhere, and when it was all cut together it looked like one location.”

“All of the hotel rooms were the same set,” recounted producer Edgar Ievins. “When we were through filming in the rooms, we turned the walls around, and that’s what became the hallway. Since there weren’t enough flats, we had to supplement them with canvas. If you look closely, you can sometimes see the walls billow a little bit.”

“In the process of making [Basket Case], fixing old lights that wouldn’t work and everything else, I never thought we’d even finish the picture, let alone get it distributed,” admitted VanHentenryck. But it is a testament to the dedication and hard work that Frank and Edgar put into it.”

Longtime horror movie fan Henenlotter (some of his earliest memories include being frightened by Valley of the Zombies and crying at the death of The Wolf Man) had been making 8mm and 16mm shorts for years, and finally decided to tackle his first feature, which became Basket Case. “Right out in front, I wrote a film that was designed to be made for a low, low budget,” he explained. “Financing is always the hardest part of starting any film,” concurred producer Ievins. Indeed, as Henenlotter added, “It came down to raising the money between the two of us. The remarkable thing about Basket Case is that it started out with its producer and director going absolutely broke. Every penny was put into start-up.” Fortunately, outside money did trickle in as shooting progressed. “People could walk onto the set,” said Henenlotter, “and see that we were making a movie, or we could show them some film spliced together so they could see that what was in the script actually worked.”

“I grew up on 42nd Street from the time I was 15,” noted Henenlotter—which may go a ways in explaining his rather…unusual cinematic proclivities. “I used to cut high school and go there as often as I could. And when I finally moved into Manhattan, I was on 42nd or in Times Square literally six nights out of the week, so I was acutely aware of all the sleaze. And it didn’t bother me. …The place was crazy, noisy, dirty—that actually added to the fun.” After Basket Case, Henenlotter went on to apply his twisted sensibilities to several more unique splatter-fests, including 1988’s delightfully subversive Brain Damage (which included a comical cameo by VanHentenryck’s Duane and his basket) and the irresistibly non–P.C. Frankenhooker (1990), not to mention two Basket Case sequels in 1990 and 1991.

[image: ]

Behind-the-scenes shot of writer-director Frank Henenlotter (in protective shades) about to help Belial smash through a window for a scene cut from the film.



Henenlotter was fortunate to secure the services of two of makeup maestro Dick Smith’s protégés, Kevin Haney and John Caglione, before they went on to projects like Altered States and Wolfen (for Haney), and Scanners and Friday the 13th Part Two (for Caglione). Haney built the cable-controlled version of Belial, while Caglione did the gruesome victim makeups. They also both worked on the stop-motion model of Belial employed for the two sequences in which the murderous monster is seen moving about on his own. “I did the stop-motion scenes myself,” recounted Henenlotter, “and at first I cared very much about moving it very slowly and precisely—for about the first five clips that you see. Then I started kicking it with my foot. …All the animation scenes were ad-libbed, and every take we shot is included in the film.” The moviemaker has no delusions of SPFX grandeur, however. “Rather than putting in a credit for special effects,” he laughingly conceded, “we were thinking of crediting ordinary effects. Luckily, the plot didn’t hinge on the credibility of those scenes, so we were able to use them for comedy effect.” Indeed, the herky-jerky nature of Belial’s independent movements conjure images of the old Gumby shorts.

“Dick [Smith] loaned me his lab and his oven to run the foam for Basket Case,” recounted Kevin Haney, “even though Frank had set me up in a little place down in the Village, which is where I first built the monster. There was a lot of running back and forth, and all I really had on that shoot was four hundred bucks, a bag of UltraCal, a gallon of foam latex, and a box of Roma. Back then, you were not really paid for your time, so you did it for the thrill.” 

“The biggest mistake I made on Basket Case,” continued Haney, “involved how I sculpted the hands. I thought an easy way to do the hands was to make them off the mold, but they weren’t sculpted to go on a human being. Frank was a little irate with me because they were very, very small and very tight and very hard for him to manipulate, and Frank was the one doing the puppeteering of the monster for most of the shots.”

Basket Case took a total of six months to shoot, the production’s start-and-stop nature necessitated by much of the crew having to work day-jobs (some were available to film only on weekends) and the intermittent trickle of financing (“We went broke about five or six times,” said Henenlotter). Money was so tight that Henenlotter and Ievins did their own post-production sound and foley effects. “I hate to admit this,” laughed the director, “but any time you heard a woman walking, that was me in high heels.”



The rocky road for Basket Case didn’t smooth out much after completion. Henenlotter initially inked a distribution deal with Analysis Releasing (who had successfully handled 1980’s Maniac), but that company decided to cut out much of the film’s violence and edit the picture more for comedy. Henenlotter was not amused. “To me, cutting the violence makes no more sense than cutting the comedy,” he opined. “They go hand in hand—the extent of the violence makes the comedy work that much more. …I meant the film to work both as horror and as comedy.” Fortunately, with the help of movie critic/horror host Joe Bob Briggs, who offered massive publicity for the film’s drive-in debut—if it was restored to its original horror status, Analysis relented and finally released the film in all its gory glory (complete with ads quoting Rex Reed calling it “THE SICKEST MOVIE I’VE EVER SEEN”).

After all that, however, Analysis went bankrupt a few months later, and Henenlotter and Ievins then contracted with Rugged Films to take over further distribution. (Meanwhile, Basket Case was released on video in the U.K. and immediately sold an impressive 8,500 units.) Rightly recognized today as a cult classic, Basket Case remains a testament to what can be accomplished with determination, ingenuity, imagination, and a particular set of warped sensibilities.

With quotes from: “DEFORMED TWINS SURVIVE HOTEL FALL! The Inside Story,” by Tim Ferrante; “What’s in the Basket?” by John W. Bowen; “Basket Case,” by Bob Martin; Monster Squad, by Heather A. Wixson ; “Basket Case Update,” by Bob Martin.

Beetlejuice (1988; Warner Bros.; USA) Director: Tim Burton; Producers: Michael Bender, Larry Wilson, Richard Hashimoto; Screenplay: Michael McDowell, Warren Skaaren (story: Michael McDowell, Larry Wilson); Cinematographer: Thomas Ackerman. Cast: Alec Baldwin, Geena Davis, Michael Keaton, Jeffrey Jones, Catherine O’Hara, Winona Ryder, Sylvia Sidney, Robert Goulet, Dick Cavett, Glenn Shadix, Annie McEnroe.

Adam and Barbara are ghosts; their house is 
being haunted by the living. –trailer

Some films defy description, their overwhelming uniqueness proving impossible to pigeonhole. Iconoclastic filmmaker Tim Burton’s Beetlejuice may just be the 1980s poster child for such a movie. Comedic, horrific, parodic, and hugely entertaining, the one-of-a-kind Beetlejuice mixes Normal Rockwell appeal, arty cynicism, and a cartoonish outrageousness into an immensely imaginative no-holds-barred concoction of comical grotesquerie.

When the very-much-in-love Adam and Barbara Maitland’s (an early-in-his-career Alec Baldwin and a fresh-from-The Fly Geena Davis) staycation is interrupted by their sudden deaths (their car goes off a bridge), they find themselves trapped as ghosts in their Victorian home, with nothing but a near-incomprehensible “Guide for the Recently Deceased” to explain their situation. After learning they must spend the next 125 years in the house, things only get worse when the wealthy NYC Deetz family—Charles (Ferris Bueller’s Day Off’s Jeffrey Jones), his disaffected teenage daughter Lydia (16-year-old newcomer Winona Ryder), and her pretentious “artist” stepmother Delia (Second City’s Catherine O’Hara)—move into their home. When Delia, led by her disdainful interior decorator Otho (Glenn Shadix), starts transforming their beautiful house into a chic nightmare, the Maitlands determine to frighten them away. But after their own efforts at haunting (including a hilarious dinner party, attended by the likes of Robert Goulet and Dick Cavett, involving living shrimp cocktails and “possessed” guests singing and dancing to Harry Belafonte’s “Day-O”) only pique the Deetzes’ interest further, the Maitlands turn to a freelance “bio-exorcist” named Beetlejuice (Michael Keaton), who’s been “sniffing around” Adam’s elaborate model of their small town. Their choice proves ill-advised, however, and the Maitlands soon realize they must protect not only themselves but the Deetzes (whom they’ve befriended—at least in Lydia’s case) from Beetlejuice’s demonic clutches.

“He’s guaranteed to put some life in your afterlife,” noted the film’s trailer of the titular trickster. Indeed, as brought to vivid, hilarious, and at-times frightening life by Michael Keaton, it’s an apt claim. When Keaton is onscreen as Beetlejuice, the gags—both physical and verbal—come fast and furious, featuring everything from a cheesy pseudo-commercial for his bio-exorcism services (Keaton in his best singsong used-car-salesman voice: “I’ll eat anything you want me to eat; I’ll swallow anything you want me to swallow; but come on down and I’ll... chew on a dog! Arroooo!”), to a carnivalesque nightmare in which his arms transform into giant mallets with which he sends two guests smashing through the ceiling, to Beetlejuice turning a spotlight on a fleeing Otho (“Not so fast, round boy; we’re gonna have some laughs!”) only to transform his hip black threads into a powder blue leisure suit, sending the pretentious putz fleeing in mortified embarrassment.

“There’s definitely some gruesome things going on in this movie,” admitted FX coordinator Alan Munro. “But we didn’t play for the Nightmare on Elm Street 3 kind of gross-out shock value. It’s more of a bizarre out-of-kilter brand of shock.” The film is gruesome, but in a comical way that makes the gore palatable even for mainstream audiences (as evidenced by its massive fiscal success and enduring popularity—something that could only be achieved by a “crossover” movie that captures the hearts and imaginations of more than just the hardcore horror crowd). Each instance in which a gruesome corpse appears or a face is ripped off comes with a comical coda that works like a cinematic spoonful of sugar to make the grue go down. When the Maitlands seek help from their “case worker” Juno (who chain-smokes through her slit throat), for instance, they travel to the afterlife waiting room, in which sits a woman cut in half, a man burnt to a crisp (and still smoking a cigarette—“I’m trying to cut down”), and a big-game hunter with a tiny shrunken head atop his neck!

Upon first meeting the manic, off-putting Beetlejuice, a bewildered Adam asks him, “What are your qualifications?” At this, Beetlejuice becomes uncharacteristically thoughtful and quietly begins listing, “Ah—well, I attended Juilliard; I’m a graduate of the Harvard business school; I travel quite extensively.” His voice begins to rise, however, as he continues, “I lived through the Black Plague and had a pretty good time during that; I’ve seen The Exorcist about a hundred and sixty-seven times, AND IT KEEPS GETTIN’ FUNNIER EVERY SINGLE TIME I SEE IT!”—this last delivered in an exasperated shout, making it all the funnier before he concludes with “Not to mention the fact that you’re talking to a dead guy. Now, what do you think? You think I’m qualified?!” Later, a tiny Beetlejuice residing in the town model tells goth-girl Lydia, “You know, you look like somebody I can relate to; maybe you could help me get out of here, you know, because I got to tell you, this dead thing—it’s just too creepy.” Keaton’s over-the-top physicality (gesticulating and gyrating wildly at times) combines with his often-throwaway delivery of lines like “Go ahead, make my millennium,” “Nice fuckin’ model!” (after angrily kicking over a miniature tree), and “I’m the ghost with the most, babe” to imbue his creepy supernatural shyster with grotesque comic appeal. (Note: Sammy Davis Jr.[!] was reportedly offered the role but turned it down, paving the way for Keaton’s brand of sleazy wackiness.)



[image: ]

Michael Keaton and Winona Ryder in Tim Burton’s wildly imaginative Beetlejuice.

It’s not just Beetlejuice that comes up with the bon mots. Michael McDowell and Warren Skaaren’s clever script offers such witticisms as Adam telling his concerned wife, “Barb, honey, we’re dead—I don’t think we have very much to worry about anymore”; Lydia gesturing to her unconscious stepmother and offering, “You can’t scare her; she’s sleeping with Prince Valium tonight”; Otho recounting “You remember, after my stint with the Living Theatre I was one of New York City’s leading paranormal researchers until the bottom dropped out in ’72,” then insulting his abrasive “friend” when her rejoinder (“‘Paranormal’—is that what they’re calling your kind these days?”) prompts him to reply “Don’t mind her; she’s still upset because somebody dropped a house on her sister”; and Delia’s responding to being told the disappointed ghosts won’t come down to meet them with “Please, they’re dead; it’s a little late to be neurotic” (and then marching up the stairs to bang on the locked attic door and demand “Open this door, you dead people, or we’ll bust it down and we’ll drag you out by the ropes you hanged yourselves with!”).

Though the sequences focusing on the living Deetzes (and the dead Maitlands, for that matter, since, observed star Geena Davis, “We’re the most normal people in the movie even though we’re dead”) offer a less frenetic milieu, even these more mundane (re: human) characters prove far from “normal” (and anything but dull), as brought to witty life by fine comic actors like Jeffrey Jones and Catherine O’Hara. And this mixing of the normal and the outrageous provides a series of judicious peaks and valleys that allows the viewer to catch his or her breath by spending time with the appealing (and slyly comical) human characters in between the almost assaultive craziness of Keaton’s Beetlejuice.

Making only his second feature film, 27-year-old director Tim Burton, fresh off the success of Pee Wee’s Big Adventure, let his offbeat creative sensibilities run wild, resulting in everything from giant stop-motion sand worms (stepping outside their house inevitably lands the Maitlands on an extra-dimensional “sand planet”—a moon of Saturn) to an entire suited-up dead football team hanging around the Afterlife (“Coach, what’s our curfew around here?”). Yet it was all meticulously planned, for when Burton stepped onto a soundstage to start filming for 10 weeks in mid–1987, he “had been through enough preplanning and storyboarding for 10 movies,” according to the director himself. It needed to be well thought out, too, given its moderate budget of $13 million, with only $1 million provided for the wall-to-wall special effects (nearly 300 shots in all). This necessitated employing a raft of “all sorts of cheap, stupid, easy methods” (as characterized by storyboard artist/visual effects supervisor Alan Munro, who worked on the project for nearly two years, from pre-planning to post-production). These included using everything from forced perspective, scale models and puppets, to half-speed photography and stop-motion animation (by Doug Beswick of Aliens fame). “There are a lot of shots where the backgrounds are fiddled together with little shapes, little pieces of paper, a little spray paint, a little cardboard, and a little glue,” admitted Munro. Many of the effects were done in-camera on set in order to avoid the more costly post-production techniques. Even so, “there’s tons of stop-motion,” explained Munro, “at least 780 makeup effects, more than 80 optical effects, puppets, mirrors. You name an effect, and the chances are it’s in this film.” Burton’s design partner Rick Heinrichs concurred, observing “there was a mountain of effects stuff and a surprising amount of it worked just fine.” Yes, it did.
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