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Introduction


Cult movies were once considered to be only those obscure pictures that were admired by a small, sad coterie of film “experts” and other social outcasts. But I choose to define “cult movies” quite broadly. I consider them those special films that elicit a fiery passion in moviegoers long after their initial releases; that have been taken to heart as if they were abandoned orphans in a hostile world, cherished, protected, and enthusiastically championed by segments of the movie audience; that are integral parts of people’s lives. Cultists don’t merely enjoy their favorite films; they worship them, seek them out wherever they are playing, see them repeatedly, and are intent on persuading anyone who will listen that they should be appreciated regardless of what reviewers thought. They will brave blizzards, skip their weddings, ignore their most solemn religious holidays, and even date their least-appealing cousins to see a film for what may be their tenth, twentieth, or one hundredth time.


When you speak of cult movies, you speak in extremes. Hardcore cultists, ranging from polite to lunatic, insist that their favorite films are the most intriguing, unusual, outrageous, mysterious, absurd, daring, entertaining, erotic, exotic, and/or best films of all time. Also they point out that cult films differ radically from standard Hollywood films in that they characteristically feature atypical heroes and heroines; offbeat dialogue; surprising plot resolutions; highly original storylines; brave themes, often of a sexual or political nature; “definitive” performances by stars who have cult status; the novel handling of popular but stale genres. Outstanding special effects, spectacular camerawork, and a willingness by the filmmakers to experiment distinguish many cult films, but adoration for some, like Blood Feast, has absolutely nothing to do with admiration for the filmmakers’ skills—it’s often to the contrary.


The typical Hollywood product has little potential for becoming a cult favorite because it is perceived by everyone in basically the same way. Almost everyone agrees on the quality of these films, on what the directors are trying to say, and on the correct way to interpret the films’ messages. On the other hand, the great majority of cult films are born and live in controversy, in arguments over quality, themes, talent, and other matters. Cultists believe they are among the blessed few who have discovered something in particular films that the average moviegoer and critic have missed—the something that makes the pictures extraordinary. They grasp the elusive points of their favorite films, the filmmakers’ most personal visions, the cult stars’ real selves coming through; and they find glory in the belief that they are among the few on the same wavelength as the people involved in making these films. While word of mouth certainly plays a large part in the growth of cults for individual films, what is fascinating is that in the beginning pockets of people will embrace a film they have heard nothing about while clear across the country others independently will react identically to the same picture. There is nothing more exciting than discovering you are not the only person obsessed with a picture critics hate, the public stays away from en masse, and film texts ignore.


In this book on horror, I have included prime examples of various types of cult films. You will find pictures that reviewers attacked and, almost as a reflex action, film enthusiasts rallied around; pictures hated by the average moviegoer as much as by the press that have been saved from oblivion by a cult of out-of-the-mainstream critics and film scholars; pictures underrated or neglected by everyone at the time of their releases that recently have been rediscovered and reevaluated; pictures that have gained popularity because they star performers who have become cult stars or were made by filmmakers who likewise have become cult figures; pictures for which we have nostalgic feelings because they had great impact on us when we were kids; pictures that are so out of the ordinary that attending them has become a communal event. You see that what really differentiates cult movies is that they can be discussed not only in terms of their genres but also in terms of their fans.





Altered States


1980 Warner Bros.


Director: Ken Russell


Producer: Howard Gottfried


Screenplay: Sidney Aaron (Paddy Chayefsky)


From a novel by Paddy Chayefsky


Cinematography: Jordan Cronenweth


Special Visual Effects: Bran Ferren


Special Makeup: Dick Smith


Music: John Corigliano


Editor: Eric Jenkins


Running time: 102 minutes


Color


Cast: William Hurt (Eddie Jessup), Blair Brown (Emily Jessup), Bob Balaban (Arthur Rosenberg), Charles Haid (Mason Parrish), Thaao Penghlis (Eccheverria), Miguel Godreau (Primal Man), Dori Brenner (Sylvia Rosenberg), Peter Brandon (Hobart), Charles White Eagle (The Brujo), Drew Barrymore (Margaret Jessup), Megan Jeffers (Grace Jessup).


Synopsis: In 1967, in New York, psychophysiologist Edward Jessup spends time floating in an isolation tank, researching sensory deprivation. He hallucinates religious allegories and cries while re-experiencing his father’s painful death. His friend Arthur Rosenberg, a pharmacologist, records his EEG tracings. Jessup admits he doesn’t know what he’s searching for.


At a party Jessup meets Emily, a doctoral candidate in physical anthropology. After they make passionate love, he reveals that as a child he believed in God and had visions—until his father died. Emily realizes that he is someone willing to sell his soul for Truth. She tries to convince him that “Life doesn’t have truths.” And that in his fanatical search for Truth, all he has done is replace God with the Original Self.


When both get teaching positions at Harvard, Emily suggests that they get married. He agrees, although he cannot reciprocate her great love for him.


In 1974, Arthur and his wife Sylvia move to Boston. They learn that Jessup and Emily, who have two daughters, are separating. Jessup has no time for a family and sentimental feelings when he must find his Original Self. Emily goes to Nairobi to study baboons. Jessup goes to South America to participate in a mushroom ceremony held by a backward tribe of Mayan descendants. All who partake are supposed to have a common experience. When Jessup drinks the ceremonial liquid, he hallucinates he is propelled into a crack in the Nothing, from which, the chief explains, comes one’s unborn soul.


Back in Boston, Jessup resumes isolation tank experimentation while Arthur and his friend Mason Parrish record his words. He injects himself with the mushroom solution and has amazing hallucinations and blackouts while in the tank. At one point he tells his assistants that he has become an apeman and is killing a sheep. He emerges from the tank with blood on his mouth; X-rays reveal that his skull has temporarily taken on the shape of a gorilla skull. At night he briefly experiences genetic change, and hair grows on his body. Emily returns to Boston, still in love with Jessup and worried that he is cracking up. He goes into the tank alone and emerges as an apeman. He brutally beats a guard before escaping to the zoo. He kills and eats a sheep. Jessup is discovered by the police—in his human form. Jessup insists that he go back into the tank with Emily, Arthur, and Mason present to witness that he really can turn into an apeman. There is an explosion that knocks out Arthur and Mason. A whirlpool forms in the lab, and Jessup, in an embryonic state, is sucked toward the moment of creation. Emily pulls him out.


Jessup tells Emily he now knows that all that is important is human life, not the terrible moment of creation. Only her love is keeping him from being pulled back to that time. Suddenly he changes into his embryonic form. Emily tells him to fight it if he loves her. They touch and she becomes an energy form. Jessup slams his arm into the wall, over and over. Suddenly, human again, he hugs Emily, who also reverts to her human form.


In 1980 any science fiction or horror film that boasted expensive special effects was a good bet to do blockbuster business. Warner Bros. was optimistic about Altered States when it opened strongly in urban areas, even breaking box office records at some theaters. But it lost its momentum once it hit Middle America, dropped off dramatically in attendance in cities once critics had their say, and proved to be a major commercial disappointment. That it became a regular on revival theater schedules (playing in four New York theaters in one month years after release) and often turned up as a Midnight Movie was not unexpected, considering the cult for director Ken Russell, the increased popularity of star William Hurt, and the fanaticism some moviegoers have for pyrotechnics; but why it initially fizzled is unclear. Perhaps SF fans didn’t think the trip through Eddie Jessup’s unconscious world was as visually thrilling or mentally challenging as most movie trips through outer space. Perhaps horror fans, who were weaned on films in which Lon Chaney, Jr., turned into a werewolf under a full moon, didn’t think the transformation of the tall, blond Jessup into a short, brown-haired apeman should have been done offscreen. Or perhaps they did not feel there were enough gruesome special effects to warrant an ad campaign that promised plentiful horror elements. Probably some moviegoers decided to boycott Ken Russell movies after wasting good money on such inexcusable exercises in self-indulgence as Lisztomania (1975) and Valentino (1977). (When I saw Lisztomania, the projector broke down in the middle of the film, but no one complained.) It’s likely that the staunch admirers of the late screenwriter Paddy Chayefsky—Marty (1955), The Goddess (1958), The Hospital (1971), Network (1976)—considered themselves too sophisticated to rush to a film in the fantastic vein. Or perhaps audiences couldn’t buy the premise that someone who cared as little about mankind as Jessup would be so obsessed with finding man’s origins.
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Classic horror films had the same actor play the scientist and the creature he becomes after weird experiments. But in Altered States Hurt’s Primal Man is played by tiny Mexican dancer Miguel Godreau.


Still, there’s an easier guess as to why Altered States didn’t generate enough positive word of mouth to make it successful. For about ninety-five uneven but “acceptable” minutes, the film takes viewers on an ambitious exploration of man’s origins and simultaneously advances the intriguing theory that there can be genetic change if one’s consciousness is manipulated. Then, suddenly, the picture drops several intellectual planes, disregards Arthur’s and the viewer’s desire to make further discoveries with Jessup, and settles safely on Jessup expounding a simplistic philosophy about the importance of love and life that could be sold to manufacturers of religious Mother’s Day cards. Sure, it’s grand that the long-suffering Emily finally gets the affection she deserves. Emily is a great character: brilliant, funny, loyal, concerned, brave. Unfortunately, once Jessup tells her that the Ultimate Truth is that there is no Ultimate Truth (some revelation!), that what’s really meaningful is what’s happening in our present everyday world (i.e., their love for each other), and that his journey to the point of creation to find his Original Self was painful and unsatisfying, then, for us, his seven-year search automatically becomes irrelevant. Much sound and fury signifying nothing. We can’t enjoy putting puzzle pieces together and figuring out all those religious symbols Jessup hallucinated if Jessup himself believes it’s of no consequence. He should know. It’s as if Jessup returned from Mars to report it’s sandy and cold there, and he, Chayefsky, and Russell concluded that there should be no further exploration or discussion of the planet. We know from countless horror films that man shouldn’t tamper in some areas he doesn’t comprehend; but we still agree with Stanley Kubrick in his belief, expressed in 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), that man’s noblest characteristic is an insatiable desire to make discoveries even if they will lead to culture shock.
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Jessup lies in a sensory deprivation tank. Prior to filming, as Blair Brown told me, she, William Hurt, and Ken Russell spent time in tanks from the sixties. “I was very relaxed, Bill hallucinated like crazy, and Ken was convinced bad spirits had been left over in his tank. Therein lie our three personalities.”


All that we’re left to discuss at the end of Altered States are its blasting soundtrack; Bran Ferren’s special effects, which utilized computer animation, rotoscoping, and scores of opticals; and the special effects makeup work (“the mole” and “the bladder” effects where it looks like there’s movement beneath the skin, the use of specially designed body suits, the sculpturing of figures used in Jessup’s metamorphosis back to an embryonic state) by the legendary Dick Smith (1973’s The Exorcist, 198l’s Scanners). That’s apparently been enough for the film’s cultists, but not for anyone else. As awful as is Disney’s The Black Hole (1979), at least there was an ambitious attempt to visualize the inconceivable at the picture’s end—a trip into a black hole. I want to see what Jessup experiences when he’s in his ghastly embryonic form and is screaming. And it shouldn’t look as if paint is splattering under a microscope, as does Ferren’s inadequate ninety-second light show.


If only Jessup had died like most movie scientists who venture into no man’s land (rather than having Emily’s love redeem him); or if he had pulled Emily into the whirlpool with him; or if he and his beloved had not reappeared after momentarily vanishing (becoming an energy force?) in the hall sequence. Then at the fadeout, Arthur, with a cup of coffee in his hand, and Mason, shouting as usual, could look at each other with confusion, and ask such questions as “What did Jessup experience?”; “What did he see that made him scream?”; “Where did they go?”; “What will they find?”; “What have they become?” And viewers could answer these questions and formulate opinions about the meanings of various images and occurrences. Granted, these endings would have been as trite as the present one, and would not have improved the film at all, but they just might have sparked the controversy necessary to have made the film a hit. Except for a few southern fundamentalists who protested the theory of evolution espoused, no one bothered to debate the film’s content. Everything’s too spelled out. How popular would 2001 have been if everyone understood the meanings of the black monolith and the star child?


Probably inspired by John Lilly’s mind expansion experiments of the midsixties, Chayefsky wrote his only novel—in which he sprinkled scientific data like other people drop names—with the intention of its becoming a film. Columbia was originally set to produce the adaptation for an estimated $12.2 million. To direct, Chayefsky hand-picked Arthur Penn, whom he had known since they’d been driving forces in live television in the fifties. After six months of pre-production, during which the two men supposedly planned different pictures, Penn quit. Six weeks and $1.5 million later, Chayefsky and producer Howard Gottfried happily announced they had signed Ken Russell to direct his first American film. The flamboyant British director’s outrageously excessive style certainly seemed suitable for this, if any, picture, because it depends on mind-blowing visuals. Yet he was an odd choice. Foremost, he was not the partner or puppet Chayefsky desired, but someone who would insist that his personal vision make it to the screen. His refusal to control his outlandish artistic notions already had resulted in cinematic chaos. Only Women in Love (1969), The Devils (1971), where Russell’s delirious style truly worked, and cult hit Tommy (1975) had done well financially. The Boy Friend (1971), an original tribute to Hollywood musicals starring Twiggy, the one Russell film I enjoy, at least had scattered critical recognition. But his other works—which, like Altered States, are about eccentrics striving for some form of immortality—had flopped with critics and ticket buyers: The Music Lovers (1970), Savage Messiah (1972), Mahler (1974), Lisztomania, and Valentino. His aim was to shock viewers; instead they were repelled. When Columbia lost interest in financing Altered States soon after Russell took the helm, it seemed like good business sense.
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Jessup regresses to an embryonic state. Dick Smith created this single-piece head-to-toe foam latex suit.


Warner took over the film, which wound up costing $14.9 million. It would have cost another $4 million if Russell had gotten along with the Penn-hired John Dykstra, the special effects wiz of Star Wars (1977), and not replaced him with the much less expensive Ferren, then only twenty-seven. Not surprisingly, Russell and Chayefsky didn’t get along either. A week after filming began, Chayefsky walked out. He still collected all monies, but insisted titles credit go to his alias Sidney (his real name) Aaron. Chayefsky claimed that Russell was ruining his novel, but I can think of no other movie adaptation that is so close to its source. It’s more than likely that he came out publicly against Russell because he realized early on that no faithful adaptation of his book could result in a good film. He needed a scapegoat in order to keep his own reputation intact. But if you don’t like Altered States, blame Chayefsky.


I find no director as infuriating as Ken Russell, but I admit some admiration for his work on Altered States. Consider that if he had changed one word of Chayefsky’s unwieldy dialogue he would have been sued. The proposal scene, in which Emily tells Jessup exactly how peculiar he is (he’s a weird lover, a Faust freak, etc.), is an example of what Russell had to contend with: Emily’s monologue goes on and on without fluidity. Russell solved much of this overwritten-dialogue problem by having his actors talk so quickly that lines that would make no sense to the average viewer anyway are lost; when Jessup must spout a lot of intellectual mumbo jumbo upon meeting Emily, Russell has him talk with a mouth full of food. Russell realized that words were less important than impressing viewers that the characters are loquacious about erudite subjects. William Hurt, Blair Brown, Bob Balaban, and Charles Haid—the fine cast assembled by Arthur Penn—also must be credited for figuring out ways to circumvent the much too literate dialogue. They all are believable, and smooth, as they deliver intellectual diatribes.
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Emily rescues Jessup from the whirlpool. “I loved Emily for her grand passion for Eddie,” actress Blair Brown told me. “She was extremely intelligent and lived a rational existence except for him. If she hadn’t met him, she’d have had everything organized and lifeless. Her passion turned everything upside down. I’m envious of those women with a calm center who are fixed on a man in such a real, powerful way.”


The film actually improves on the novel in several ways. By eliminating the book’s sequence in which Emily unsuccessfully tries to live without Jessup (before giving up and marrying him although he doesn’t love her), she retains her strength throughout the film—and is not the least bit pathetic in her devotion. Such a sequence also would have implied that Emily would never be able to go without Jessup to Nairobi. Her excited rap to Jessup about her baboon studies upon her return is handled especially well by Russell. It not only establishes her expertise in a scholarly field in which Jessup, a genius, isn’t expert, and reveals the importance of her work in her life, but also illustrates the difference between a passion [hers] and a mania [his] for scientific discovery. Furthermore, it reaffirms the thrill of exploration to viewers turned off by Jessup’s mad Jekyll-Hyde experiments. Two changes serve to make Jessup a more palatable character. In the book Jessup vomits at the beginning of every experiment, indicating his masochistic, self-destructive nature. We are thankful such scenes were done away with, particularly because Russell is known for gross-out sequences (like having his characters swimming in “filth” in Tommy and Valentino). The most important deletion was the dialogue in which Jessup cruelly confesses to Arthur that he has no love, not even warm feelings, for his children. Onscreen we see Jessup, in the same sequence minus the dialogue, kiss his sleeping kids on their brows. From this tenderness we suspect that he does have subliminal feelings of love toward them—and we get to like him better than he likes himself. That this alienating character who thinks of God, Christ, and crucifixes when he makes love—in Play It Again, Sam (1972) Woody Allen thinks of Willie Mays during lovemaking—is played by the talented, charismatic William Hurt also makes some of his more insensitive actions easier to take. And because it is Hurt in the role, we can feel sympathy for Jessup and also understand why Emily loves him so much.


At times Russell’s symbolism is heavy-handed—for instance, he repeatedly places Jessup in doorways, on the threshold of discovery and displaced in time and space—but surprisingly he keeps things under control. Especially impressive are his realistic apartment and lab sets, with their seedy designs; the successful presentation of highly competitive academic types without making them obnoxious; a fairly tense atmosphere and a particularly spooky scene in which the apeman runs loose in the lab basement; and some lengthy, one-shot scenes that reveal the theatrical background of the performers. What I like best of all are his closeups of Blair Brown when Emily reacts, as if dazed and amazed, to her husband’s strange thought processes.


Two years in production—six months of work for the actors—Altered States is famous in film circles because those involved were under so much stress. Blair Brown told me about filming the climactic scene in the hall:


We didn’t start working in the hallucination suits until the end, which was wise because Ken wouldn’t have had any actors left. It was hard on Dick Smith, who is a genuinely nice man. You’d come in with tears rolling down your cheeks and he’d have to put you back in the suit. It would take three hours for makeup. It was horrible and it went on for weeks and weeks. You couldn’t sit, you couldn’t eat, you couldn’t go to the bathroom. They glued things to our palms and the soles of our feet. And they covered our ears too. I wanted to scream. It’s as if you were in a death trance, or a coma. When we weren’t filming they’d put us on slant boards, at an angle. And people would come by and tell me jokes and their intimate secrets as if I were a priest or mummy. The worst: Ken didn’t like the action, so he put a harness under my suit so he could drag me down the hall. I already had lenses that covered my eyes and someone got the idea to put seed lightbulbs on my eyelids and then cover them with rubber eyes. And they covered my nose all black and gave me a mouthpiece that made it look as if my teeth were gone. I’d get dragged down the hall backward until my head would crash into the wall. We did that all day, every day. One day, Bill had just done the hand slamming bit and his arm was black and blue from the wall. I was brought on as the next course. And I was crawling down the wall with my arms spread, saying, “Aaaghhh.” And Ken was screaming “More despair! More despair!” And my body said, “I’m leaving,” and I fell over and got a big bump on my head. I have pictures from an Altered States party. Everyone is so white and swollen. We should have been put away for several months. Instead we got T-shirts that said “I survived Altered States.”
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In the final hall sequence Eddie and then Emily move into a quantum state where there is no matter. It is their great love for each other that saves them from oblivion.







An American Werewolf in London


1981 (U.K.-U.S.) Universal release of a PolyGram picture


Director: John Landis


Producer: George Folsey, Jr.


Executive Producers: Peter Guber and Jon Peters


Screenplay: John Landis


Cinematography: Robert Paynter


Special Effects Makeup: Rick Baker


Original Music: Elmer Bernstein


Editor: Malcolm Campbell


Running Time: 97 minutes


Color


Cast: David Naughton (David Kessler), Jenny Agutter (Alex Price), Griffin Dunne (Jack Goodman), John Woodvine (Doctor Hirsch), Brian Glover (chess player), David Schofield (dart player), Lila Kaye (Gladys, the barmaid), Frank Oz (Mr. Collins), Don McKillop (Inspector Villiers), Paul Kember (Sergeant McManus), Anne-Marie Davies (Nurse Gallagher), Michael Carter (Gerald Bringsley), Landis (car-crash-victim cameo).


Synopsis: American students David Kessler and Jack Goodman are backpacking in Northern England. Seeking refuge from the cold, rain, and darkness, they enter The Slaughtered Lamb, a pub in tiny East Proctor. When Jack becomes too inquisitive about burning candles and a pentagram on the wall, the hostile and secretive dart and chess players force them to leave, despite the barmaid’s concern for their safety.


Although the moon is full, David and Jack wander off the road and get lost in the moors. They hear loud growls. They joke around but are terrified by what lurks in the dark. A huge wolflike beast lunges on Jack and rips him to pieces. It then attacks David. Shots ring out. Before he loses consciousness, David sees a naked stranger lying dead beside him and the armed men from the pub standing above him.


Three weeks later, David awakens in a London hospital. Nurse Alex Price and her supervisor Doctor Hirsch inform him of Jack’s death. Heartbroken, David refutes police inspectors who claim they were attacked by an escaped lunatic. He insists that an animal caused the bites and bruises on his body.


David has terrible nightmares. So when dead Jack, whose blood-drenched face and body are decaying, appears in the hospital room, David assumes he’s just dreaming. Between wisecracks, Jack says they were attacked by a werewolf and that David will become a werewolf when the moon is full. Jack tells David to kill himself before he murders innocent people and they too become miserable, walking corpses. Jack can be freed from his limbo state only when David, the last of a line of werewolves, is dead.


Alex asks David to move in with her. They make love, they fall in love. But Jack, who has further decayed, pays another visit. David worries he is going crazy. That’s also the concern of Hirsch, who thinks David may start to act like a werewolf.


David is alone in Alex’s apartment when the next full moon rises. He undergoes an agonizing metamorphosis and becomes a wolf. That night, a couple on the way to a party, three bums, and a gentleman in an underground station are savagely killed by a wolf. David wakes up naked in the wolf cage at the zoo. He doesn’t remember what happened, but is full of energy. He wants to have sex with Alex but she takes him by cab to see Hirsch. However, when David learns of the deaths, he jumps out. He tries to get arrested. When this proves unsuccessful, he tells Alex that he loves her and runs off, not wanting to put her in danger.


In the back of a porno house in Piccadilly Circus, David meets Jack, whose face has rotted away completely, and the bloody and scarred victims of his murder spree, now of the undead. They insist that David commit suicide.


The full moon rises while David is in the theater. He becomes a werewolf. He kills a patron and an usher, then charges outside into the crowd that has gathered. He bites off an inspector’s head and breaks loose. There is panic. Cars crash and people are killed and injured. The werewolf runs into an alley. Sharpshooters take aim. Alex arrives and runs into their path. She moves toward the wolf, saying she loves David and wants to help. The wolf growls viciously. Rifles are fired. Alex cries as she sees the human David lying dead.


[image: Image]


David (second from right) and Jack seek refuge in The Slaughtered Lamb. Only Gladys the barmaid makes the strangers feel welcome.


John Landis wrote the first draft for his strange “pet” project in 1969, before he had turned nineteen and two years before he’d direct and write (and star in) his first picture, the mini-budgeted Schlock (1973), another cult favorite. It took Landis twelve years, half a dozen lapsed options, numerous dialogue (but not plot) rewrites, and three “monster” hits—comedies Kentucky Fried Movie (1977), National Lampoon’s Animal House (1978), and The Blues Brothers (1980)—before he had enough muscle to secure $10 million financing for a picture most moneymen believed was too frightening to be a comedy and too funny to be a horror film.


Schlock, which spoofs the silly Joan Crawford missing-link horror film Trog! (1970), was meant to be a comedy. This time Landis took his subject seriously—he made a horror film. His work may contain outrageous humor, but the horror isn’t undermined by the wisecracks exchanged by David Naughton’s David and his pal, Griffin Dunne’s Jack (even after Jack has become a walking corpse); the quirky major and minor characters (several were hired from Rent-a-Punk); the offbeat use of rock music (Bobby Vinton, Sam Cooke, and the Marcels sing their versions of “Blue Moon,” Van Morrison sings “Moondance,” and Creedence Clearwater Revival sings “Bad Moon Rising”); and the consistently weird situations. To the contrary. I think the off-the-wall humor keeps viewers so off-balance that it heightens their nervousness; similarly, it’s the very absurdity of backpackers David and Jack’s plight in the opening sequence—they must enter a pub called The Slaughtered Lamb; the men inside treat them like lepers; they soon find themselves lost in the moors at night while a wild, growling beast circles them—that causes their terror to increase. The jittery pair continues to make wisecracks (Dunne is extremely funny) in an attempt to cover their fear, but for them, as well as the audience, the humor doesn’t dissipate the horror. The high doses of humor are never at the expense of the genre; Landis adheres to horror movie conventions rather than mocking them and, as a result, has made a respectful, traditional—thematically, if not in approach—werewolf movie. So it’s fitting this PolyGram production was released by Universal, the studio that produced the seminal werewolf films Werewolf of London (1935) and the underappreciated horror masterpiece The Wolf Man (1941), in which Lon Chaney, Jr., introduced the “definitive” movie werewolf, Lawrence Talbot.
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Alex brings David home to recuperate. They quickly become lovers.


Surely Universal didn’t participate in the project in order to revive its werewolf-film tradition, but to show its gratitude to Landis for making the studio so much money with his past comedies and to compete with Avco-Embassy and Warner, which were busy preparing horror movies with wolf themes. Indeed, for horror movie fans, 1981 became the long-anticipated Year of the Wolf. In addition to Landis’s film, Joe Dante directed Terence H. Winkless and John Sayles’s tongue-in-cheek adaptation of Gary Brandner’s novel The Howling, in which newscaster Dee Wallace happens upon a colony of California werewolves. Also, Michael Wadleigh—who made Woodstock (1970) but not the TV movie The Werewolf of Woodstock (1975)—directed and scripted (with David Eyre) an adaptation of Whitley Streiber’s allegorical Wolfen, in which New York detective Albert Finney hunts a murderous pack of supernatural wolves. Not surprisingly, the three films were often compared to each other, with The Howling (also destined for cult status) matching American Werewolf, my preference, as the favorite among moviegoers and critics. I was struck by this quote from a Village Voice review by Carrie Rickey (a critic I admire): “Unlike The Howling’s insinuation that werewolfery is an expression of sexual liberation or Wolfen’s suggestion that the animal state is superior to human civilization, AW doesn’t deal with the metamorphosis angle at all, which is the heart of the matter. Why do werewolves do what they do? . . . [Landis] assumes good and evil, doesn’t illustrate them.” I don’t agree.


Certainly Landis does rightly touch on—subtly at times, I admit—the sexual aspects of lycanthropy. It’s no coincidence that both Jenny Agutter’s nurse Alex Price and Nurse Gallagher, who admits peeking at David’s genitals, find their patient sexually attractive. Alex, who is confused by her own strong feelings for this stranger she invites into her bedroom, tells him, “I find you very attractive” and, later, “terribly attractive.” Landis might have had David confess women were never much attracted to him in the past, but his point is clear: Once the blood of a wild beast flows in David’s veins, he gives off an irresistible sexual scent. Just as David’s new state “liberates” the sexual feelings of Alex, who has had few past lovers, his own sexual feelings increase considerably. For instance, on the morning after his first night on the prowl as a wolf, during which he murders and half-eats six people, what the newly energized David desires most is a “quickie” with Alex.


When David and Alex do have sex, it is a far cry from the antiseptic lovemaking in the hilarious porno film David and Jack will watch, See You Next Wednesday. It is tender, but it’s also deeply passionate and definitely animalistic—in the shower, Alex (after 1971’s Walkabout, an Agutter role typically required her to be nude in water) licks and kisses away the drops on David’s shoulder; in bed, David moves his tongue down Alex’s body. Throughout the film, Landis draws a strong correlation between one’s hunger for food, one’s sexual appetite, and one’s bloodlust (composed of the hunt, attack and kill, and the devouring of the prey). Landis cleverly includes several scenes in which characters are unable to satisfy their hunger for food; because eating food = sex = bloodlust in this film, there is an increase in our anticipation/anxiety for sexual and violent release. Subconsciously we become nervous as David and Jack are denied food at The Slaughtered Lamb; David refuses to eat hospital food until Alex, using food for seduction, feeds him (even so, because we see David eat only a trifle we don’t sense his nourishment); David’s breakfast is interrupted by Jack’s corpse; Alex and David shop for groceries but we never see them eat what they buy; John Woodvine’s Doctor Hirsch is also denied food at The Slaughtered Lamb; prior to turning into a werewolf, David twice opens the refrigerator but takes nothing out (his hunger for food is replaced by this thirst for, as he recites, “the blood of an Englishman”); a couple is attacked on the way to a dinner party; an underground passenger barely gets a candy into his mouth—he has no time to chew it—before he must run for his life.


Wolfen’s “suggestion that the animal state is superior to human civilization” is neither original nor stimulating, so I don’t think Landis would want to make a horror film with that as its major theme. But he has his human characters share their world with animals—lambs, deer, wolves, lions, dogs, a cat, and gorillas, which are revered by Landis and FX expert Rick Baker (who both played them in past films). And, in this film in which man and beast share one body, Landis twice equates man with beast: David and Jack first appear sitting on a truck amidst lambs, coming across as “human lambs” on their way to The Slaughtered Lamb and then to their own slaughter by a werewolf; in the funniest scene, caged simians watch David, running nude through the zoo, make a “monkey of himself.”
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In a scene quite similar to one in 1980’s Altered States, although they were conceived independently, David awakens from his first night as a werewolf and finds himself naked at the zoo. His trip through London back to Alex’s apartment is the picture’s comedic highlight.


Rickey contends that Landis assumes good and evil are at war in his tale but doesn’t bother to draw the battlelines. I think the good-versus-evil confrontation is implicit in traditional werewolf movies, in which the lead character, be he Naughton’s David Kessler or Chaney’s Lawrence Talbot, is a good person who through no fault of his own becomes a werewolf. (The Howling would be traditional if Dee Wallace became a werewolf earlier in the picture.) The battle is for the soul, and because the man himself is never corrupted (he remains pure in heart) he may return to his human form (a state of grace) after being killed while in his werewolf state. Of course, the monstrous appearance the man assumes when the moon is full and his subsequent monstrous acts represent the evil that flows through his bloodstream since being bitten (defiled and cursed) by another werewolf. All horror fans know that the “beast” within this pure man, which emerges when the moon is full, is as much the embodiment of evil as the vampire. Nevertheless, Landis makes it clear to the novice that the werewolf represents evil, even in a religious sense. David and Jack may be Jewish but their first action is fitting for a Christian parable: They are “lambs” foolishly leaving the flock. The last name of Jack, the first werewolf victim, is Goodman as in good man. Equally significant is that when people confront a werewolf, they speak to the heavens: “Mary, Mother of God”; “Good Lord!”; and “Jesus Christ!”—even when undergoing his own metamorphosis from man to wolf, David cries “Jesus Christ!” and “God!” Furthermore, I believe that David, in the tradition of past movie werewolves, can’t bring himself to commit suicide because this act would betray God.


It is not of central importance in traditional—the type I prefer—werewolf movies why werewolves do what they do. Because we fans of the subgenre already know the reason. American Werewolf and its predecessors, all bona-fide tragedies, instead deal with the hopeless, lonely struggle of the good, decent protagonist once he realizes he has become a werewolf, must murder innocent people, and is a threat to the ones he loves. Not only does a battle rage within David between good and evil (the modern age of reason and the dark ages, science/sense and superstition, angels and demons), but also the body itself is in revolt (a man’s worst fear according to the horror director David Cronenberg), growing hair, fangs, and long nails, and twisting, contracting, and elongating until the human form has given way to the form of a large, four-legged wolf. In the amazing, convincing three-minute metamorphosis sequence (as Sam Cooke’s calm “Blue Moon” plays), which helped win Baker the first Oscar ever given in the special effects makeup category, David suffers both tremendous terror and pain as changes take place to his body and face (a wolf snout bursts out of David’s nose and mouth!). It’s different in The Howling, where evil men and women will their own, painless transformations from humans to two-legged wolves. The celebrated transformations in Dante’s picture, orchestrated by Baker-protégé Rob Bottin after Baker left the project to work with Landis (they’d first discussed AW while collaborating on Schlock), are visually stunning. However, they happen so frequently within a brief time span that they slow down the climax and, more annoying, are there mostly for effect on viewers. On the other hand, Baker emphasizes how the transformation affects the character, David. This is the first werewolf movie in which our sympathy for the character increases all the way through the transformation. (Baker told me: “Being a makeup artist is like being a dentist or doctor. The guy in the chair associates you with discomfort. As a rule, I don’t like actors and they don’t like me. But David was the most cooperative actor I ever worked with. For one week, I spent ten hours a day putting on his makeup. He didn’t like the discomfort, but he enjoyed being in the makeup.”*)
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In a truly remarkable special effects sequence, David becomes a werewolf before our eyes. Unlike werewolves in past horror movies, such as Lon Chaney, Jr.’s Lawrence Talbot, David takes on the shape and exact appearance of a wolf. Whereas men in past horror films seemed to be in a semi-trance while their face, hands, and feet changed, David’s lengthy transformation process is extremely painful.


Other than meeting Alex, nothing pleasant happens to David Kessler. And we feel extra sympathy for him because he’s played by the instantly likable Naughton, previously Dr. Pepper’s vested pied piper in a series of popular television commercials. David can’t even die the “romantic” death he envisioned, being killed with silver bullets by someone who loves him, which is how Lawrence Talbot dies in House of Frankenstein (1944). He truly fits in with the tragic figures of werewolf-movie lore: Henry Hull in Werewolf of London; Chaney in The Wolf Man, which critics should add to the list of fatalistic noir films of the forties, Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943), House of Frankenstein, and Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948), perhaps the best horror-comedy ever made; Michael Landon in the underrated I Was a Teenage Werewolf (1957); Oliver Reed in the overrated Curse of the Werewolf (1961); as well as Simone Simon in Val Lewton’s Cat People (1942), a werewolf-theme variation with blatant sexual overtones.
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Rick Baker applies grisly makeup to the face of an uncomfortable Griffin Dunne. As the movie progresses and Jack’s walking corpse further decays, the makeup becomes heavier and more gruesome.


Because this picture contains ferocious, bloody violence it has never been compared to the works of Lewton. Yet there is much that reminds me of the forties producer who made an art of “suggestive,” offscreen horror—including the argument that there is as much reason to believe in the supernatural as in Christian teachings or science. The opening sequence certainly has Lewton elements: familiar characters in unfamiliar, hostile surroundings (the Black Mountains in Wales); a setting, East Proctor, that has remained unchanged through the centuries (filming took place in Crickadarn, a Welsh village with six cottages, one farm, and two churches with graveyards); strange, secretive, superstitious characters (played by members of the Royal Shakespeare Company’s cast for Nicholas Nickleby); a mysterious, forbidding statue (Landis contributed the Angel of Death statue); endangered characters walking at night. The scene on the moors (until we actually see the werewolf attack Jack) and the scene (although brightly lit) in which the commuter is chased through the deserted Tottenham Court Road underground station recall classic sequences in Cat People and The Leopard Man (1943) in which Lewton characters are threatened by wild beasts. They are genuinely terrifying. Oddly, the scene in which the three homeless men are approached by the werewolf would have worked better if it hadn’t been as reserved as Lewton—the scene is too short to not have included either a more suspenseful buildup to the attack, or the attack itself. Landis filmed the men being mauled but later cut the footage, despite preview-audience approval. As he later told Fangoria: “I made a change that, I think, hurt my picture commercially.”


I’d have liked more screen time for Jenny Agutter, a personal favorite, including moments when her character is in danger; I wish more would have come out of Dr. Hirsch’s investigation of the attack on the moors; and I’d have liked David to have looked into the mirror a second time just before his transformation and scared himself and us by really growling this time (he pretended to growl earlier). But other than the attack on the homeless men, the only scenes that don’t work come at the end. I dislike the long scene in the porno theater (although I love the appropriate identity-confusion humor in See You Next Wednesday), in which David is confronted by the skeletal Jack (here Baker created a “puppet” to replace Dunne, who still provided the voice) and his six victims, who urge him to kill himself. It is silly, takes away our feeling that their deaths were tragic (because we see them talking and, in some cases, in good humor), and leads nowhere because David doesn’t even try to commit suicide afterward. It would have worked if Landis included a subsequent scene in which a bystander prevents David from committing suicide and is killed for his trouble when, as they struggle for David’s knife or gun, David turns into a werewolf.


I’m also bothered by the elaborate car-crash sequence in Piccadilly Circus (for the film, Landis also ambitiously and sneakily filmed in Trafalgar Square and Windsor Castle, the Queen’s country residence). Landis’s inspiration was a real-life incident in which a dog ran onto the San Diego Freeway and caused many deaths. However, I don’t think such a scene works during the climax of a monster movie. Perhaps, we could have just heard the crashes and screams while the camera stayed on the werewolf as he headed toward the alley. The ending in the alley is too abbreviated—I’d like to have seen the wolf leap into the air toward Alex—but from a story point it’s satisfying. At the very least, Landis deserves credit for not having the open ending that mars almost every horror film nowadays. It’s somewhat ironic that one of the best horror films of recent years is one of the few that didn’t leave room for a sequel.


*Griffin Dunne was less enthusiastic about the many hours he had to spend in his decaying-cadaver makeup. He told me: “The makeup was incredibly uncomfortable—it was boiling under the makeup, there were clumps on the back of my neck, and I got rashes. It made me depressed. I had nightmares about being dead and watching my own funeral. Once I was made up, no one wanted to look at me. They’d say, ‘Hello, Pizza Face.’ I ate alone.”







Basket Case


1982 Analysis Releasing (Midnight bookings were initially handled by Libra Films)


Director: Frank Henenlotter


Producer: Edgar Ievins


Screenplay: Frank Henenlotter


Cinematography: Bruce Torbet


Special effects: Kevin Haney and John Caglione


Music: Gus Russo


Editor: Frank Henenlotter


Running time: 91 minutes


Color


Cast: Kevin VanHententryck (Duane Bradley), Terri Susan Smith (Sharon), Beverly Bonner (Casey), Lloyd Pace (Dr. Harold Needleman), Diana Browne (Dr. Judith Kutter), Robert Vogel (hotel manager), Bill Freeman (Dr. Julius Lifflander), Joe Clarke (Brian “Mickey” O’Donovan), Dorothy Strongin (Josephine), Ruth Neuman (aunt), Richard Pierce (Mr. Bradley), Kerry Ruff (detective).


Synopsis: It’s night in Glens Falls, New York. Dr. Julius Lifflander knows someone is following him. He runs into his home and tries to call the police. The line is cut. The lights go out. There are strange sounds. He fires his gun at the shadows on his wall. A grotesque hand grabs him. He is ripped apart.


Duane Bradley checks into a fleabag hotel in Manhattan. Brian “Mickey” O’Donovan, drunk as usual, notices that Duane carries a wad of money. Everyone notices he carries a wicker basket. Duane secretly talks to the basket’s occupant. Duane walks up to room number 7, meeting Casey, a prostitute, and Josephine, a wacky storyteller, on the way. He buys fast food and tosses it in the basket. Whatever is in there gobbles it up. It communicates with him telepathically.


Duane and his basket pay a visit to Dr. Needleman. Duane takes off his shirt to reveal an enormous scar that covers his right side. Needleman realizes that he operated on him when he was a teenager. He becomes frightened. Duane is very taken with the nurse Sharon. They make a date for the next day.


Duane falls asleep in a movie. A guy steals his basket and opens it. His face is mangled. That night, Sharon leaves work. Needleman is alone. Duane opens his basket. The door to Needleman’s office is ripped off the hinges. Soon his body is ripped apart. By Belial, a misshapen little semihuman creature with fangs and claws.


Duane has a date with Sharon. They kiss at the Statue of Liberty. Back in the hotel room, Belial knows what’s happening. He’s jealous. He tears apart the room. All the weird people from the hotel investigate. They find nothing. O’Donovan steals Duane’s money and returns to his room. Belial, who can crawl on the outside of the building, rips O’Donovan apart and retrieves the money. Duane returns. He realizes Belial’s jealousy provoked his outburst. He tells Belial not to worry—they’ll always be together.


They were born in Glens Falls. Siamese twins. Belial was attached to Duane’s side. Their father considered Belial a monster because his wife had died giving birth. He hired Needleman and Dr. Judith Kutter to help family doctor Lifflander detach Belial. They tossed Belial in a garbage bag. They thought he was dead, but he survived and grew stronger. He killed the father. An aunt raised Duane and Belial. Belial wanted revenge on the doctors.


There are more incidents in the hotel. Casey screams when she sees Belial in her bed, reaching for her breast. But she is not hurt.


Belial and Duane visit Dr. Kutter. Belial rips her apart. She screams when about ten scalpels wind up in her face.


That night while Duane dreams, Belial rapes the sleeping Sharon. He tries to quiet her when she screams, maybe killing her. The outraged Duane takes him back to the hotel. As the residents look on, Belial grabs Duane’s crotch. Duane screams. They fly out the window. Belial hangs from the hotel sign. He holds Duane, but by the neck. He can’t help but strangle him. They fall to the pavement, both dead.


I know. A lot of you turkeys didn’t expect me to show. I’m not what you call a public kind of guy. But this is different. This is premiere night. This is one of the top 10 movies of the decade. This is sick and grotesque and hilarious. This will totally gross out Cherry Dilday if I can con her into going. We’re talking classic cinema here. We’re talking No. 1 on the Joe Bob Briggs Best of ’82 Drive-In Movie list.


We’re talking Basket Case.


—Joe Bob Briggs
Dallas Times Herald (7/9/82)
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Belial peeks out of his mobile home.


In the year of E.T., Joe Bob Briggs, the refreshingly irreverent guru of the drive-in crowd down in Texas, was one of many critics talking up Basket Case, a stunningly creative little horror gem that provided a needed spark to the Midnight Movie scene. Featuring the sensitive psychotic Belial, the most endearing movie “monster” since Mighty Joe Young (1949) when he’s not ripping people apart, this surprisingly smooth mix of terror, strong violence (which, except in one scene, will offend few), and quirky humor (“What’s in the basket—Easter eggs?”) was “the midnight classic of the year!” according to Heavy Metal; “the sleeper of the year!” according to Heretic; “the terror-cult sensation of the year!” according to Fangoria; “a rare picnic for horror fans” according to the San Francisco Chronicle; “the best of the year so far” according to the East Village Eye. It got a particularly glowing review in the Detroit Free Press: “It’s like E.T., as written and directed by a psychopath,” wrote Diane Haithman. “Admittedly, Basket Case is not for everyone—but the fact that one horror film can be so different and so much superior to another [Halloween III] goes to show that even schlock horror fans are looking for more than blood. They need a character they can love—even if he has to be kept locked and chained in a wicker basket.” Even Rex Reed, who along with Joe Bob Briggs “discovered” Basket Case at the Cannes Festival of 1982, was impressed enough to declare it “the sickest movie I’ve ever seen.”


Basket Case was a joint venture by director-writer-editor Frank Henenlotter and producer Edgar Ievins, two Greenwich Village horror movie fanatics who, according to Ievins, simply “wanted to make a movie so we’d get money to make another movie.” Previously Henenlotter had done a few 8mm films for his own pleasure (Son of Psycho, Lurid Women); the closest he’d come to making something commercial was Slash of the Knife, a 16mm short that had the distinction of being considered too offensive to play as a companion piece to John Waters’s Pink Flamingos (1972). Ievins’s film experience had been limited to experimentation with stop-motion photography (one of Basket Case’s delights) and work on Stalking the Wild Asparagus, a project that was never completed. Together, Henenlotter and Ievins rounded up enough investors to finance a film called Ooze. But when that film was abandoned in the planning stages due to investors’ fears it couldn’t compete with similar Hollywood products, Henenlotter wrote Basket Case, a picture designed specifically for a shoestring budget.


I spoke to Ievins, who didn’t want to reveal exactly how low the budget was until he had sold the film to cable. “I don’t want them to say here’s twenty-five bucks, now you’ve made a profit.” Ievins did admit that filming had to be shut down six times when funds ran out, requiring frantic searches for additional investors. “Sometimes we’d arrive on the set with less than thirty minutes of film in the camera. So we’d do a lot of rehearsing because we couldn’t have retakes. And we had to forget about cover shots.” Of course, they couldn’t pay for studio space, so they went out on location, to Ievins’s friends’ houses in Glens Falls, New York, friends’ lofts in New York City, and a welfare hotel in mid-Manhattan. (The hallway-stairs scenes are particularly fascinating.) “We can’t mention the name of the hotel, because they threatened to sue if we did,” said Ievins. “They were worried about the health board seeing footage.” Henenlotter and Ievins would have liked to use 35mm film, but that was impossible. Ievins said, “We used 16mm strictly because of economic factors. It was cheaper. Our theory was that if the picture was good enough, we’d get money to blow it up to 35mm. Bruce Torbet, our cameraman, did a great job because he lit everything in such a way that it would look correct once blown up to 35mm—which was different than lighting a 16mm film that you don’t expect to blow up. The film is grainy, but I’m happy to say it doesn’t detract. Torbet, who hates horror movies and low-budget films, was our technical director-wonder. He made things work on bubble gum and Scotch tape, about the only resources we had.”


Henenlotter and Ievins were also fortunate to hire Kevin Haney and John Caglione, protégés of Dick Smith, to do the special effects. They are quite remarkable: Even when they look silly or cheap, they have charm. The very lifelike, misshapen Belial was made out of foam and latex. He looks a bit like Dick Smith’s embryo in Altered States (1980). There were two full-bodied models, as well as the teenage Belial, and there were a couple of pairs of his hands. Haney built the cable-operated version of Belial, Caglione the teenage version, and both worked on the stop-motion model. Henenlotter did the stop-motion scenes himself. At no time can you see how Belial is operated (no visible wires, etc.), a fact which pleases the filmmakers considerably.


The picture took six months to shoot. It was sold to Analysis Releasing, which worked out a deal with Libra Films to handle Midnight bookings, a task it had done so well with Eraserhead (1977). But Analysis and Libra made a big mistake. They decided to trim the picture’s violence, causing a furor among horror cultists who were waiting for the director’s version they’d read such fine things about (in publications like Fangoria and The Gore Gazette). “Their decision to cut the film,” reflects Ievins, “was admirable and in a way flattering. They wanted to reach the art house audience first. But whereas Eraserhead is an art film, Basket Case is a monster movie. It should have been geared for the horror-cult audience first. It must prove its worth with its target audience. You must deliver. You can’t have a musical without songs. We needed violence. The thing that worried me was that audiences who saw the edited version were taking it so seriously. The cuts actually made the film more violent. The excessiveness of the violence is what made it cartoonish. People’d scream and then they’d laugh. It was a cathartic experience. It would loosen up the crowd to laugh at our silly jokes. The film we made was punctuated for horror. After the trimming, it was like having jokes without punchlines.” Basket Case limped along in its edited version for several months before the deleted footage was restored in most cities. Almost immediately, attendance zoomed; and soon there were lines down the block (as all top Midnight Movies should have), and some repeat viewers could be seen carrying wicker baskets.
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Their lovemaking interrupted, Duane has a hard time keeping Sharon calm once Belial makes his presence known.


I saw the complete Basket Case at a Midnight showing at New York’s Waverly Theater, the original Midnight home for both The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975) and Eraserhead. The capacity audience was very young, less festive than found at Rocky Horror, less apprehensive than found at Eraserhead, but equally curious. There were only a few repeat viewers. Some, including myself, were braced for the gore (after all, the picture is dedicated to Herschell Gordon Lewis), and most, including myself, didn’t expect anything special, despite the rave reviews. In fifteen seconds of screen time—during which time Dr. Julius Lifflander finds himself trapped in his home by an unknown terror—the entire audience is laughing at Lifflander’s situation and at the ridiculousness of his hysterical actions, while feeling some of his fear. A few more seconds pass. Lifflander backs against the wall, doomed. A hideous, deformed hand with clawlike fingers reaches up, grips his head, and pulls it down off the screen; blood shoots everywhere; the head reappears and Lifflander’s face is a deeply gashed, bloody mess; the hand grabs it again. The entire audience cheers. No one was repulsed—and everyone was impressed with the nifty direction. Everyone, including myself, had been won over. And Ievins is correct: There is tremendous gore—what Belial does to Dr. Needleman, Dr. Kutter, and Brian “Mickey” O’Donovan is truly gruesome—but unlike other gore filmmakers (Herschell Lewis in particular), Henenlotter has made the gore effective enough to please “splatter” fans but at the same time made it so excessive that it’s funny. It’s great gore, but it’s also peculiarly amusing. Importantly, it’s not meant to gross viewers out.
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Dr. Judith Kutter reacts to Belial’s brutal act of vengeance. This is the pose of all Belial’s victims once his teeth and claws go to work.


What I find most impressive about Basket Case is that it never loses momentum. Scene after scene of this oddball story is interesting, well written for tension and humor, cleverly directed, and well acted. Adding to our enjoyment, Henenlotter has assembled one of the strangest groups of actors/characters to ever grace a horror film. Duane and Belial seem almost normal in a world of mad doctors and lowlifes of the type who occupy the Hotel Broslin (Josephine, O’Donovan, the clerk). The three positive influences on the twins are their kindly aunt (young Belial sits in her lap while she reads out loud), prostitute Casey (played by cult favorite Beverly Bonner), and Sharon—and even they are peculiar. “Terri had a tough assignment playing Sharon,” says Ievins. “In a film filled with bozos, she had to play it so audiences could identify with her. Females like the scene where she accuses Duane of not visiting New York’s tourist sites. In most films, it’s the man putting the woman on the spot.” Sharon’s wig, which the audience I was with was quick to point out, makes her “look like a 1960s All-American girl. Miss Iowa. The typical horror movie victim.”


Kevin VanHententryck does a great job as Duane Bradley, sympathetic hick from upstate New York. I particularly like the scene where, drunk, he tells Casey the story of his youth (she, of course, doesn’t believe his twin is in the wicker basket)—half laughing, half crying. He’s not as funny as Terri Susan Smith or any of the hotel residents, but he makes an appealing lead. Of course, no one can match little Belial. There’ve been a lot of strange hotel/inn/boarding house boarders in horror movie history—Claude Rains in The Invisible Man (1933), Henry Hull in Werewolf of London (1935), Laird Cregar’s Jack the Ripper in The Lodger (1944), and Michael Rennie’s alien in The Day the Earth Stood Still (1951) immediately come to mind—but none are as weird as “the very small, very twisted, and very mad tenant” (as the publicity sheets say) in room 7 of the Hotel Broslin. When he paces back and forth plotting his next crime, he reminds me of gangster Edward G. Robinson, cigar in mouth, pacing while plotting his next heist. “Belial has a personality,” writes Diane Haithman. “Besides his annoying tendency to murder, he’s jealous, sulky, possessive, witty—and he even can be grotesquely cute.”
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