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STORIES • FACTS • TALES & TRIVIA


BY JOVANKA VUCKOVIC


I L E X




“I recognize terror as the finest emotion and so I will try
to terrorize the reader. But if I find that I cannot terrify,
I will try to horrify, and if I find that I cannot horrify,
I’ll go for the gross-out. I’m not proud.”


STEPHEN KING


•


“Hell is just a frame of mind.”


CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE


•


“I do believe God gave me a spark of genius,
but He quenched it in misery.”


EDGAR ALLAN POE


•


“The Devil pulls the strings which make us dance;
We find delight in the most loathsome things;
Some furtherance of Hell each new day brings,
And yet we feel no horror in that rank advance.”


CHARLES BAUDELAIRE
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“Everybody is a book of blood;
Whenever we’re opened, we’re red.”


CLIVE BARKER (BORN 1952)


UK author, film director, screenwriter,
producer, actor, playwright, artist





UNIVERSAL’S MOST MEMORABLE MONSTERS


THE PHANTOM OF THE OPERA: Born hideously deformed, Erik (Lon Chaney) is a love struck ghoul who haunts the Paris Opera House. Death: Drowned by an angry mob.


COUNT DRACULA: The Count is a financially secure Romanian expatriate vampire (Bela Lugosi) who drinks the blood of Englishwomen. Death: Staked through the heart by Abraham Van Helsing.


FRANKENSTEIN’S MONSTER: The Monster (Boris Karloff) is a collection of body parts reanimated via electricity. It mostly just wants to be loved. Death: Burned in a mill by an angry mob.


THE MUMMY: Imhotep (Boris Karloff) was an Ancient Egyptian priest who was mummified for attempting to resurrect his lover. Note to tomb-raiding archaeologists—NEVER read life-giving spells aloud near mummies! Death: Dissolved by Isis.


THE INVISIBLE MAN: Dr. Jack Griffin (Claude Rains) is a chemist who has discovered the secret of invisibility through a madness-inducing drug called monocane. Death: Shot by police.


THE WOLF MAN: Larry Talbot (Lon Chaney Jr.) is cursed with lycanthropy after he is bitten by an infected gypsy named Bela (Lugosi). Death: Bludgeoned to death by his father.


BRIDE OF FRANKENSTEIN: The Monster’s Mate (Elsa Lanchester) is assembled from stolen body parts and an artificial brain. But she has no love in her undead heart for The Monster. Death: Crushed in laboratory demolition.


THE CREATURE FROM THE BLACK LAGOON: The Gill-Man (played by Ricou Browning and Ben Chapman in a suit designed by Millicent Patrick) is a piscine amphibious humanoid who just can’t keep his webbed hands off the ladies. Death: Shot to death?


MR. HYDE: The hairy, dentally challenged, homicidal side of Dr. Jekyll (Fredric March), a mild mannered scientist whose research is rooted in the duality of human nature. Death: Shot by police.


THE HUNCHBACK OF NOTRE DAME: Quasimodo (Lon Chaney) is a deformed bell-ringer living in Paris’ Notre Dame Cathedral. Deaf and half-blind, he’ll never win the affections of Esmerelda. Death: Stabbed in the back.
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“There is a fifth dimension, beyond that which is known to man. It is a dimension as vast as space and as timeless as infinity. It is the middle ground between light and shadow, between science and superstition, and it lies between the pit of man’s fears and the summit of his knowledge. This is the dimension of imagination. It is an area which we call the Twilight Zone.”


ROD SERLING (1924-1975), The Twilight Zone








M


DIRECTOR FRITZ LANG’S FIRST “TALKIE,” M is largely considered the progenitor to films such as Psycho (1960), The Silence of the Lambs (1991), and Se7en (1995). This 1931 drama—originally called The Murderers Are Among Us—stars Peter Lorre in a benchmark performance as Hans Beckert, a deranged serial killer and rapist who is terrorizing a German town. When the police fail to apprehend him, other criminals join the manhunt. Although Lang denied it, Beckert is allegedly based on the real life killer Peter Kürten (AKA the “Vampire of Düsseldorf”), whom the Berlin police had difficulty catching in the 1920s. It is also one of the first films to use a musical leitmotif to signify a character; Beckert whistles In the Hall of the Mountain King from Edvard Grieg’s Peer Gynt Suite No.1.









FIVE FAMOUS GRAVEYARD POEMS


A Night-Piece on Death
THOMAS PARNELL (1721)


The Complaint, or Night Thoughts on Life, Death, and Immortality
EDWARD YOUNG (1742–45)


The Grave ROBERT BLAIR (1743)


The Pleasures of Melancholy
THOMAS WARTON (1747)


Elegy Written in a Country
Churchyard THOMAS GRAY (1750)
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EC COMICS


FIRST KNOWN AS “EDUCATIONAL COMICS,” EC Comics was transformed in 1947, when William Gaines took over his father’s company. Rebranded “Entertaining Comics,” the imprint dispensed with American history and Bible stories and began printing fiction in the genres of romance, crime, westerns, and eventually . . . horror.


In 1950, Gaines took two of the company’s existing titles, Crime Patrol and War Against Crime, and re-launched them as Crypt of Terror (later renamed, Tales from the Crypt) and Vault of Horror. The horror titles proved popular and with the help of intrepid editors/illustrators Al Feldstein and Harvey Kurtzman, more followed. The Haunt of Fear and Shock SuspenStories featured astonishing artwork by freelancers Jack Davis, Frank Frazetta, Graham Ingels, Basil Wolverton, Johnny Craig, and Reed Crandall. These artists were given unprecedented freedom to illustrate the gleefully nasty stories, which featured plenty of violence and gore as ironic fates were meted out to protagonists in gruesome poetic justice. A trio of glib horror hosts—The Crypt Keeper, The Vault Keeper, and The Old Witch—introduced the stories, threw jabs at each other, and spoke directly to readers. The kids ate it up.


But the romance didn’t last long, however. When Dr. Fredric Wertham’s infamous The Seduction of the Innocent: The Influence of Comic Books on Today’s Youth saw print, it exerted its own influence on parents and helped usher in the regulatory Comics Code Authority. The CCA instated a “Comics Code” in 1954 that effectively killed horror comics altogether on September 14, 1954. “Horror” and “Terror” were banned from use in titles, and practically every monster—from zombies to werewolves—was verboten subject matter—as was the use of any “gruesome illustrations.” As Gaines said, in the nationally televised court case: “It would be just as difficult to explain the harmless thrill of a horror story to a Dr. Wertham, as it would be to explain the sublimeness of love to a frigid old maid.” A similar ban occurred in the UK with Parliament passing The Children and Young Persons (Harmful Publications) Act on June 6, 1955—making it illegal to print, publish, or sell horror comics.


EC managed to stay afloat on the success of its sole Code-proof satire publication, MAD magazine but the EC horror comic stayed in the ground. It resurfaced 20 years later when British horror film production company Amicus released a film version of Tales from the Crypt (1972) and The Vault of Horror followed a year later.


Other notable EC Comics-inspired anthologies include the exceptional George Romero/Stephen King collaboration Creepshow (1982), its sequel Creepshow 2 (1987), the Tales from the Crypt television series (1989-1996), Tales from the Cryptkeeper (1993), Secrets of the Cryptkeeper’s Haunted House (1997), Demon Knight (1995), Bordello of Blood (1996), and Ritual (2000).





ATTACK OF THE FIFTIES’ “B” MOVIE!


WORLD WAR II WAS OVER. 40 million people were dead. The silliness of Abbott & Costello Meet Frankenstein put a stop to the Universal monster movies, which could no longer capture the zeitgeist of post-War America anyway. People lived with the fear of Cold War, furry-faced monsters weren’t cutting it, and new breed of monster came onto the scene: Technology. The Atom Bomb. America was dealing with the guilt of dropping one on another nation and the fear of potential retaliation and the apocalyptic aftermath. People were watching the skies, and they thought they saw something fall from it in 1947 at Roswell.
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All of this had an enormous impact on the public consciousness, which was forever changed between 1940 and 1950. As such, the horror films of the 1950s are rooted in fear of science, technology, and the speed at which they were advancing. Hollywood was too busy trying to keep up with its own technological advances to put much effort into horror films. But the demand from teenagers (accessed via the new medium of television advertising) at drive-ins gave rise to the quick and cheap Hollywood “B” movie. Mutated monsters (Godzilla, 1954), killer bugs (Them! 1954), oversized babes (Attack of the 50 Foot Woman, 1958), and alien invaders (It Came from Outer Space, 1953) ran rampant. Mind control and paranoia were the order of the day throughout the 1950s—in both the ludicrous B movies (Plan 9 From Outer Space, 1959) and more serious offerings (Invasion of the Body Snatchers, 1956).


1953’s The Beast from 20,000 Fathoms was the highest grossing film of the year, raking in $5 million (production budget was a mere $210,000). Based on a Ray Bradbury short, The Beast . . . had everything the American public needed in a film: a big, bad, irradiated, carnivorous dinosaur from the ocean depths that gets defeated by “good radiation.” The Beast's . . . cinematic success encouraged the production of many more “creature features,” and was a huge influence on Japan's own mutated sea monster movie, Godzilla—released the following year, in 1954.




“Monsters in movies are us, always us, one way or the other. They’re us with hats on. The zombies in George Romero’s movies are us. They’re hungry. Monsters are us, the dangerous parts of us. The part that wants to destroy. The part of us with the reptile brain. The part of us that’s vicious and cruel. We express these in our stories as these monsters out there.”


JOHN CARPENTER (BORN 1948)


US director, screenwriter, producer, and composer







THE WALKING DEAD


ZOMBIES HAVE BEEN LUMBERING around the genre since the 1930s. They breached the mainstream when they moonwalked into living rooms via Michael Jackson’s Thriller (1982), and again with the popular first person shooter Resident Evil video game series (1996), but no one could have anticipated the global fandemic of The Walking Dead.


First published by Image Comics in 2003, the post-apocalyptic story centers on police officer Rick Grimes, who awakes from a coma, weeks after a zombie outbreak has devastated the population. Reunited with his wife and son, Rick mostly struggles to endure encounters with other survivors, who often pose a bigger threat to him and his family than the flesh-hungry “roamers.” To bolster this point, and also to make a nod to George Romero’s Night of the Living Dead, the book is presented entirely in black and white.


Series creator Robert Kirkman pays further homage to Romero in his characterizations and slow, lumbering zombies. You won’t find a running corpse anywhere in his books. The series—currently drawn by Charlie Adlard and Cliff Rathburn, recently surpassed 100 issues with no end in sight—was picked up by AMC and began airing on US TV on Halloween 2010, with Frank Darabont executive producing. The show was a massive hit. Three seasons later, The Walking Dead has become the most-watched basic cable drama telecast in history. Remarkably, the show features some of the goriest and best zombie make-up effects ever seen on television, courtesy Greg Nicotero and KNB EFX.
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THE MODERN PROMETHEUS


LARGELY CONSIDERED TO BE THE progenitor of the science fiction genre, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is also perhaps the most pervasive cultural myth ever written. In it, an unorthodox scientist named Victor Frankenstein gives life to a monstrous abomination of corporeal indestructibility that runs afoul of its creator, leaving a trail of murder and mayhem all the way to the Arctic Circle. It is told via a correspondence of letters by Captain Robert Walton, who encounters Frankenstein (and later, his notorious Monster) on an arctic expedition.


Frankenstein was first published anonymously in 1818, when Shelley was just 21 years old, to a receptive audience. A second edition, which attributed the name of its female author, garnered nasty reviews from sexist critics seeking to demolish the work. By 1823 there were at least five stage plays in London, England. Shelley herself attended and enjoyed one of them—Presumption: or, The Fate of Frankenstein. It wasn’t long before Shelley’s “Monster” began appearing in crossovers, under the misnomer “Frankenstein.” An 1826 production entitled The Devil among the Players featured Frankenstein, The Vampyre (from John Polidori’s short story), and Faust, all appearing together for the first time.
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Later editions of Frankenstein include an 1831 volume that was heavily rewritten by Shelley in an attempt to make the story more conservative, but the 1818 edition remains the definitive work. Today, Frankenstein’s monster has appropriated the name of its creator and is part of the cultural consciousness. Most children are aware of Frankenstein by the age of two—as it appears in cartoons, cereal boxes, and cadres of cultural novelties. An indispensible metaphor about man’s desire for forbidden knowledge, that creativity is dangerous without moral responsibility.







“I delight in what I fear.”
SHIRLEY JACKSON (1916-1965), US author








A GOTHIC HORROR READER: THE FIRST WAVE


THE CASTLE OF OTRANTO—Horace Walpole (1764)


THE OLD ENGLISH BARON—Clara Reeve (1778)


HISTORY OF THE CALIPH VATHEK—William Thomas Beckford (1786)


JUSTINE—Marquis de Sade (1791)


THE MYSTERIES OF UDOLPHO—Ann Radcliffe (1794)


THE NECROMANCER—Carl Friedrich Kahlert (1794)


THE MONK—Matthew Gregory Lewis (1796)


THE ITALIAN—Ann Radcliffe (1797)


FRANKENSTEIN, OR, THE MODERN PROMETHEUS—Mary Shelley (1818)


THE VAMPYRE—John William Polidori (1819)


MELMOTH THE WANDERER—Charles Robert Maturin (1820)


SALATHIEL THE IMMORTAL—George Croly (1829)


THE HUNCHBACK OF NOTRE DAME—Victor Hugo (1831)


THE FALL OF THE HOUSE OF USHER—Edgar Allan Poe (1839)




MARY SHELLEY


MARY SHELLEY (NÉE MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT GODWIN) was born on August 30, 1797 to political philosopher William Godwin and feminist writer Mary Wollstonecraft. Her mother died when she was just 11 days old. At just 17 years old, she began having an affair with one of her father’s political followers, Percy Bysshe Shelley, a married man. Percy abandoned his then-pregnant wife Harriet—who later committed suicide—before running off with Mary and her stepsister, Claire, to Europe. They married in late 1816, the same year Mary conceived of the idea for her debut novel Frankenstein. They spent much of their time dodging creditors and public outcry regarding Percy’s desertion of his first wife and child. The Shelleys had four children, three of which died as infants, which left Mary in a deep depression. Beset by financial problems they fled England for Italy. Their fourth and only surviving child Percy Florence Shelley was born in Florence on November 12, 1819. Her husband drowned when his sailboat sank during a storm in the Bay of La Spezia. Mary returned to England following the tragedy and died of a suspected brain tumor at the age of 53.










SEMANTICS


hor·ror noun (plural horrors)


1 an intense feeling of fear, shock, or disgust.


2 a thing causing such a feeling.


3 intense dismay.


4 informal a bad or mischievous person, especially a child.


*Oxford English Dictionary











I AM LEGEND


“I DIDN’T COME UP WITH the idea for Night of the Living Dead, I stole it from Richard Matheson,” director George Romero has often said, referring to Matheson’s seminal 1954 vampire tale, I Am Legend—one of the most important novels in the progression of horror cinema.


The story revolves around Robert Neville, the sole survivor of a devastating pandemic plague that has turned the population into bloodthirsty vampires. Neville spends his days outside scavenging and staking vampires in Los Angeles. By night he is barricaded indoors and taunted by his turned neighbors and friends. It is implied that the contagion was transmitted by a surge in the mosquito population, following a war. For whatever reason, Neville is immune and he desperately wants to find a cure. His only friend is a dog that he crushingly has to put down after it is infected. Neville ends up becoming so proficient in killing vampires, that his nightly visitors greatly diminish until one day he spots a female survivor out in the daylight and takes her in. But is Ruth who she says she is? To say more would be spoiling one of the most heart-breaking endings ever to grace the printed page.


With I Am Legend, Matheson introduced the germ theory of vampirism, an idea that has had a tremendous influence on the zombie film subgenre. Up to this point, vampires were created via the supernatural means. The tale was adapted for screen in 1964 as The Last Man on Earth, starring Vincent Price as Robert Neville. This film had an enormous impact on filmmaker George Romero, who openly cribbed from it and I Am Legend to conceive of his iconic apocalyptic zombie siege film, Night of the Living Dead (1968). The film adaptations have demonstrated the law of diminishing returns with 1971’s Omega Man, and 2007’s I Am Legend, starring Will Smith. The latter is a risible, inexcusable example of Hollywood’s inability to recognize a masterful story when it sees one. I Am Legend still awaits a faithful cinematic adaptation, but the original text is practically timeless and compulsory reading.





WAR OF THE WORLDS RADIO BROADCAST


ON SUNDAY OCTOBER 30 , 1938, millions of WABC listeners were locked into a series of radio bulletins delivering news about the arrival of Martians on planet Earth. Believing an actual invasion was currently in progress, people fled their homes and tried to escape the invasion in their vehicles. What they were hearing, though, was merely an adaptation of H. G. Wells’ well-known novel, War of the Worlds (1898), narrated by dramatist and future filmmaker Orson Welles. A young theatre troupe, led by Welles, put together the broadcast with the highest level of verisimilitude on radio to date. The story was re-written and set in modern day New Jersey, intense sound effects were added to “real time” interviews and musical numbers were interrupted by news bulletins—bolstering the illusion that the entire broadcast was real, especially for listeners who were tuning in late. Though there were several notices throughout the broadcast indicating it was merely a radio play, thousands of listeners panicked and were subsequently outraged at Welles, who had in one fell swoop, galvanized his career as a storyteller.
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