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Introduction:


A Born-Again Slasher


WAY BACK THEN you could scream all you wanted, but it was never going to make them stop, as for an entire decade the doors to the madhouse were thrown open to a plethora of hack and slash killers who were free to slip into school dormitories, college campuses, the woods, shopping malls or for the very unlucky their local neighbourhood. Each was armed with a sharp knife, with bloody murder in mind. There never was a decade quite like the eighties. Whether it was food, drink, fashion, music or film, these years can only be described as unique. And we took it all in, thriving on an excess of cheese (the cheesier the better), no more so than in the insanity of the slasher and splatter cinema that suddenly became so popular. As the newfound video market began to expand, so did the excess and we just couldn’t get enough of it.


When we first discussed putting together this compilation of slasher and splatter movies, memories of a Monday evening in the pub way back in that sweltering summer of 1984 came to mind. Quite a few of us were serving our time on Thatcher’s ever lengthening dole queues as recession continued to ravage an already declining British industry, so a night in the pub was something of a treat. As the miners fought pitched battles with the police in the grim hope of preserving their livelihood, we were hunting down the video nasties that back then were all the rage. If these films hadn’t acquired such notoriety we probably would never have bothered with many of them; in fact more than a fair share of them were just plain boring. But did that stop us? No it certainly didn’t. That evening the conversation had drifted from how good Van Halen had been at Castle Donnington and the prospect of a new Rush album to the grisly murders in our favourite slasher movies. Needless to say after a few pints of Burtonwood’s finest ale our recollection of the gruesome episodes that had been the driving force behind these films had become a little distorted; who killed who and how was now confused. Ironically, given the content of the tome you now have in your hands, I was the one who started to ridicule this excess, delighting in deliberately muddling the butchery of Friday the 13th Part II with The Boogeyman and Happy Birthday to Me. After four years of unrelenting blood and guts, we had completely overdosed on this gore-ridden pageant. It seems odd when I look back, but I never went to see the sensation that terrorised the cinema-going public in the latter months of that year, Wes Craven’s A Nightmare on Elm Street. The poor dubbing, dodgy acting, along with the screaming scantily clad girls and the endless masked killers had finally numbed my senses, and at that moment I needed something different in life. While my interest in horror movies never entirely waned, the gore-mongering passion that had possessed me during those truculent years of my late teens and early twenties had begun to fade.


In the ensuing years, I was all too frequently found stalking the back streets of Manchester city centre rummaging through boxes of old comic books, in search of more horror. A lasting memory of these shops was the racks of videos, and what a lurid display they were! There were many films on show in these shops to which I had never before been privy, and they looked every bit as deranged as the terrors I had previously been watching. The real nasties of those years, however, were conspicuous by their absence; it would be years before I finally understood why I never had the chance to see a copy of Lucio Fulci’s The New York Ripper, and later in these pages if you live in the UK you will discover exactly why. My interest in these kill crazy movies was revitalized soon after I got married, and no it wasn’t the sight of my wife hacking into a tender loin of beef; rather, it was Bob Clarke’s Black Christmas, which was being given a late night showing on Channel 4. Why I had never seen this film escapes me, but it had me on the edge of my seat. I was hooked all over again and just couldn’t get enough of this splatter-filled madness, especially if it was a dubbed Italian feature.


During the conversations that took place at the very beginning of compiling these films there were thoughts about presenting a section on the very worst of the slasher and splatter genre. Let’s be honest, if you have watched enough of the films you will have seen plenty of howlers, and as I said earlier in this introduction there has been nothing in the history of film, music or fashion that has ever quite matched the cheese of the eighties. However, once I started to research these films, it became obvious this would have been a little unkind, because many of the people who were involved with these productions were doing it for very little pay and for the most part had neither the cash nor the experience to create another Halloween or Night of the Living Dead. It didn’t stop them though and in their own way they have become every much a part of the genre as Messrs Carpenter, Raimi, Romero, Fulci and Argento.


Before I let you tuck into these blood-strewn pages I have to confess this is far from being a comprehensive list of these films. I have managed to squeeze in just over 250 entries into the A–Z reference section, which focus mainly on the golden years of the slasher and splatter excess from the late seventies through until the mid-eighties, with over 500 films included in the accompanying index at the end of this book. At the end of my research, there were well over a thousand movies that were deserving of a mention. If you can’t find your own personal favourite, or the film you worked on isn’t here, I sincerely apologize. As my research continued, it became obvious there was no way I was going to be able to fit every single film into these pages. With that in mind, I prefer to think of this selection as the good, the bad and the ugly of the slasher and splatter genre.


Finally, I would like to thank all of my family and friends along with my colleagues at work for putting up with all of this gory madness for the past nine months. A special thanks goes to my mate of many years who was in the pub that night (what’s new?), Glenn Royds, who took the time to read over and correct so many of these entries, and also to Raoul for alerting me to so many of these amazing movies. Last of all, a big thank you to the love of my life, my wife Mary, who has put up with all of this madness for almost twenty-seven years. I couldn’t have written this book without her.


Enough of all that, it’s time to sharpen the blades again.[image: image]


Peter Normanton


September 26, 2011





Blood on the Walls:


An Overview of Sixty Years of Blood and Guts


In the beginning . . .


At around the same time as the first horror movies were being made in France at the very end of the nineteenth century, Le Théâtre du Grand-Guignol opened in Pigalle, not far from the centre of Paris in a building that had once been a chapel. When it opened its doors in 1897, it shocked its audience with a series of presentations of what it termed naturalistic horror shows. Of the theatre’s entire programme, the horror stories proved the most popular with their effusion of cleverly conceived gory effects and bloodthirsty finales. This stage show excess would eventually be returned to life in such films as The Ghastly Ones (1968), The Wizard of Gore (1970) and the inflammatory The Incredible Torture Show (1976), but never quite with the theatre’s dramatic panache. Much of Hammer’s garish portrayal from the late fifties through until the mid-seventies was also attributed to the years of Grand Guignol and countless gorefests in their wake would often be referenced alongside this almost forgotten form of entertainment.


The term splatter was first coined by George A. Romero when he attempted to describe his new film Dawn of the Dead (1978). Visceral movies had been shocking their audiences for more than twenty years following Hammer’s discovery of the lurid premise that came with Eastmancolor, which proved invaluable as they brought life to their adaptations of some of the classic tales of horror from the distant past. Although these films appear tame when compared to the excess of the current crop, their grisly display was something very new and caused considerable concern for the censors on both sides of the Atlantic. By the mid-sixties, Herschell G. Lewis and William Castle embarked on the work pioneered by Hammer as they streched the boundaries of acceptability even further. Lewis’s low-budget films rarely went to mainstream cinemas; their destination was the drive-in theatres of the more rural locales of the United States. Drive-in theatres had started life in New Jersey back in 1932 and by the time Lewis was producing his low-budget exploitation features, they had reached their nadir in popularity. Many of the youngsters who turned up at these outdoor shows couldn’t have cared less about the content of the features laid before them – they had other things on their mind – leading to these theatres being labelled passion pits. By the 1970s, many of these drive-in theatres had become associated with the growing market for exploitation films, which were a precursor to the excess of the splatter and slasher movies that began to proliferate horror cinema towards the end of the decade. Sadly, the rise of the video recorder would see the demise of the drive-in cinema. While splatter’s evil twin the slasher observed a much slower evolution, Romero’s film had already turned splatter into a veritable art form with a plethora of directors soon eager to follow suit.


The slashers, splatter and bloody exploitation of the past fifty years are in cinematic terms relatively new developments. Horror movies have been with us since the dawn of film, but not until Hammer in 1957 did anyone dare venture into the domain of blood and guts. The reasons for this rest to a degree with the limitations of black and white film stock, although Alfred Hitchcock would overcome this with Psycho in 1960 as would many of his low-budget successors. Public sensitivity and film censorship, however, were of far greater significance in restraining the development of the more gory aspects of the horror movie and, as we shall now see, the censors eventually came to exert a tight control over the studios and their directors.


Censorship in the United States


Censorship has plagued both filmmakers and cinemagoers since the dawn of the twentieth century. Before the censors began to scrutinize the film industry there were very few horror films on show, the most notable of which were Le Manoir du Diable (1896), possibly the first horror film, and La Caverne Maudite (1898). Japanese filmmakers had also demonstrated an interest in creating horror movies with Bake Jizo (1898) and Shinin no Sosei (1898). It wasn’t until 1910 that the Edison Studios terrified their audiences with a cinematic version of Frankenstein.


While these were early days for the motion picture industry, by 1907 censorship had already become a serious issue in Chicago, although the pressure to introduce local by-laws had nothing to do with the few horror movies that were being made at this time. Their misgivings focused on the nickelodeons that were appearing over the length and breadth of the city. With children slipping away from their parents to frequent these establishments, there was mounting concern as to the suitability of many of the films on show. The city issued an ordinance declaring that all films had to be screened before senior police officers to ensure the appropriateness of their content.


In New York, the newspapers sensationalized an arrest that was made when it was discovered children were shown a film depicting a Chinese opium den, leading to the city’s police commissioner withdrawing the licences of over 550 film venues on the Christmas Eve of 1908. A few months later the film industry, which was then based in New York, funded a Board of Censorship to legislate for residents of the city. Other cities and states followed suit, most notably the Los Angeles-based organization The Motion Picture Producers Association, which in its remit looked to defend the industry from attacks on its own morality; this precipitated the industry forming its own national regulatory body in 1916, which became known as the National Association of the Motion Picture Industry. They prescribed a set of thirteen points covering the subjects to be avoided in forthcoming storylines, with no reference to any form of visceral carnage; their design was to prohibit the sexual content in these films. Unfortunately, these early guidelines proved powerless in controlling the subject matter presented in the films of the period. As early as 1916, sex was already a great seller, while any sanguiney excess was appreciably conspicuous by its absence.


At the beginning of the 1920s, it was obvious Hollywood wasn’t quite as glossy as its publicists tried to paint it. These were the Roaring Twenties and gossip surrounding certain actors, directors and producers was rife, the most notorious of which was the Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle rape and murder scandal, which led to further allegations of Hollywood orgies. The studios had also produced a number of risqué films, with the stag movie A Free Ride dating back to 1915, which I hasten to add was never considered for major theatrical release. Twelve months later D. W. Griffith’s epic masterpiece Intolerance was released, resplendent in the allure of a gathering of delightful young ladies bearing their breasts in the opulent surrounds of an ancient Babylonian temple. Griffith’s film also contains the first decapitations and a spear being forcibly driven up through a soldier. Although the Fox Film Corporation’s The Queen of Sheba directed by J. Gordon Edwards was lost during the 1930s, a few ageing photographs remain of the provocatively dressed lead actress Betty Blythe. Her attire was somewhat salacious, exposing her breasts to emphasize the film’s tagline “The Love Romance of the World’s Most Beautiful Woman”. Such was the country’s unease at the nature of these features, over 100 bills were introduced across the states of America during 1921, each designed to censor an entire range of films. Something had to be done, so the Hollywood studios enlisted Will Harrison Hays Sr., the recent chairman of the Republican National Committee and Postmaster General to improve their tarnished image. During his time as Postmaster General, Hays had overseen the stipulations of the Comstock Act of 1873 barring obscene material from being sent through the post. In 1922, he became the president of Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America and embarked on the monumental task of trying to clean up his country’s film industry.


This wasn’t to happen overnight, but by 1924 his team had come up with a set of criteria they termed “The Formula” whereby the studios would have to submit their plots to Hay’s public relations committee, which inevitably resulted in many films being rejected. However, not every producer forwarded their ideas to Hays’ office. Among those that slipped through the net were: Ben Hur: A Tale of the Christ (1925) with its scenes of bare breasted dancing girls tossing flowers into the onlooking crowd, the sensual Flesh and the Devil (1926) with its undercurrent of homosexuality, along with the highly successful World War I melodrama, What Price Glory (1926). Hays then took measures to create a stronger system of self-regulation by establishing a list of 37 “Don’ts and Be Carefuls”, again mainly of a sexual nature. Once more, there was little reference to the bloodthirsty, even though Hollywood was beginning to introduce a growing number of horror movies to theatres across the land, such as Dr Jekyll And Mr Hyde (1920), The Phantom Carriage (1920), The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1923), Waxworks (1924), The Phantom of the Opera (1925), The Monster (1925) and London After Midnight (1927). Hays’ way of thinking wasn’t entirely successful as was attested by the eroticism of Clara Bow’s display in It (1927) and the first male on male kissing scene in William A. Wellman’s tale set in World War I, Wings (1927), which went on to win the Academy Award for Best Production. It has been estimated that during this period Hays’ staff only managed to review about 20 per cent of the American film industry’s total output.


When Hays met with Martin Quigley, the publisher of Motion Picture Herald who was also a devout Catholic with connections to the loftier echelons of the Catholic Church, he was presented with a set of principles put together by the influential publisher and a Jesuit priest, Father Daniel Lord. Their effect was to create a code of morality that would govern the whole of the American motion picture industry. With the United States thrown into turmoil in the wake of the stock market crash, the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America accepted the stringent provisions of the Production Code in 1930. It would, however, take another four years before the mechanism was finally put into place to allow this legislation to bring an end to the lurid portrayals of the past twenty-five years. The filmmakers did all they could to avoid the Code between 1930 and 1934 as their starlets, among them Joan Crawford, Mae West and Barbara Stanwyck, luxuriated in some of their most enticing roles. The world of film, however, was about to change; from 1934, every feature submitted for cinematic release would require a seal of approval. The Code would remain in place until 1968 when its outdated precepts were superseded by the MPAA system of film rating.


Production Code of the Hays Office


The stipulations of the Production Code have been summarized below to show the three General Principles, followed by the subsequent set of specific restrictions:


1.   No picture shall be produced that will lower the moral standards of those who see it. Thus, the sympathy of the audience should never be thrown to the side of crime, wrongdoing, evil or sin.


2.   Correct standards of life, subject only to the requirements of drama and entertainment, shall be presented.


3.   Law, natural or human, shall not be ridiculed, nor shall sympathy be created for its violation.


The specific restrictions, itemized as “Particular Applications” of these principles, were:


•   Nudity and suggestive dances were prohibited.


•   The ridicule of religion was forbidden, with ministers of religion not to be represented as comic characters or villains.


•   The depiction of illegal drug use was specifically forbidden, along with the use of liquor “when not required by the plot or for proper characterization”.


•   Any explicit portrayal detailing methods of crime such as safe cracking, arson and smuggling was forbidden.


•   References to alleged “sex perversion” (such as homosexuality) and venereal disease were forbidden, as were depictions of childbirth.


•   The language section prohibited various words and phrases that could be considered offensive.


•   Murder scenes had to be filmed in a way that would discourage real life imitations, and the detail of a vicious killing could not be shown.


•   “Revenge in modern times” was not to be justified.


•   The sanctity of marriage and the home had to be upheld.


•   “Pictures shall not infer that low forms of sexual relationship are the accepted or common thing.”


•   Adultery and illicit sex, although recognized as sometimes necessary to the plot, could not be explicit or justified and were not supposed to be presented as an attractive option.


•   Portrayals of miscegenation were forbidden.


•   “Scenes of Passion” were not to be introduced when not essential to the plot.


•   “Excessive and lustful kissing” was to be avoided, along with any other treatment that might “stimulate the lower and baser element”. A limit of thirty seconds was later insisted by the Hays Office.


•   The flag of the United States was to be treated respectfully, and the people and history of other nations were to be presented “fairly”.


•   “Vulgarity”, defined as “low, disgusting, unpleasant, though not necessarily evil, subjects” must be “subject to the dictates of good taste”.


•   Capital punishment, “third-degree methods”, cruelty to children and animals, prostitution and surgical operations were to be handled with similar sensitivity.


The continuance of the Production Code would have impeded the evolution of the more extreme forms of American horror cinema, with cinemagoers being denied the chance to experience the gratuitous splatter from overseas creators such as Dario Argento, Lucio Fulci, Umberto Lenzi, Mario Bava and Ruggero Deodato, along with the exploitation savoured by Jess Franco. When the Code was first introduced few foreign films were ever made available in the United States, although there was one notorious exception, Czech director Gustav Machatý’s Ecstasy (1933), which was scandalized by Hedy Lamarr’s nude swim and ever-so-carefully veiled sexual innuendo. The Hays Office hacked into Machatý’s film prior to its limited run in the US, although the unedited version is still believed to have made an appearance in certain art house cinemas of the day.


It soon became obvious that one of the many failings of the Code was its inability to differentiate between age groups. Either a film was granted the coveted seal of approval or it simply didn’t see release. Further to this during the 1950s some distributors started to defy the code by bringing in foreign imports and by the 1960s with the appearance of Hammer’s stock of horror, Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho and the drive-in splatter of Herschell G. Lewis along with William Castle, many of the Code’s restrictions needed to be relaxed. These films were now requested to carry an announcement recommending their content was intended for mature audiences.


The current system of Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) letter ratings was introduced in 1968 permitting filmmakers to determine the nature of their film and then place it for submission to receive an official rating based upon the levels of violence, sexual activity, nudity and profanity. This rating system was based on age, but later clarified and then amended to overcome public confusion.


Censorship in the United Kingdom


Legislation evolved in the United Kingdom in a similar way to its counterpart in the United States. Following The Cinematograph Act of 1909, which required cinemas to attain licences from their local authority on the grounds of both health and safety and the content of the films that were being shown, the British Board of Film Censors (BBFC) was established at the request of the film industry in 1912. This fledgeling industry was already reluctant to the idea of being overseen by either national or local government. Although there were links with the government, particularly during the inter-war period, which warned against articulating controversial political views in films made on these shores, these were for the most part very informal. As with the Hays Office, a system for inspecting potential scripts was introduced, inviting British studios to tender their screenplays prior to shooting. Surprisingly, American films were not treated quite as strictly, which allowed a flow of hard-boiled crime movies into the country, but such portrayals were out of bounds for British filmmakers.


During World War II, political censorship became the responsibility of the Films Division of the Ministry of Information; meaning the BBFC would never again be able to influence the more political aspects of film and television. Their role was now more concerned with on-screen depictions of sex and violence with films being routinely censored seemingly as a means of social control. Rebel Without a Cause (1955) was cut to prevent the slightest possibility of teenage upheaval and Ingmar Bergman’s Smiles of a Summer Night (1955) was edited to remove its openly sexual overtures. As social attitudes became more permissive during the 1960s, the BBFC began to devote their attention to those films that featured graphic sex and violence, which led to the prohibition of Last House on the Left (1972) and The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974). Recent years have seen a relaxation in the Board’s approach to the guidelines to keep in line with society’s ever-changing outlook, with many films that were banned during the 1970s now beginning to see release.


In 1984, the BBFC became the British Board of Film Classification to reflect another change in its role, following the need to make classification a more significant part of its work. Under the Video Recording Act of 1984, the Board was given the responsibility for the classification of videos for both hire and purchase to view in the home as well as those films shown in cinemas across the country. Local authorities still had the final say over who was eligible to see a particular film in the cinemas in their locality, but this power did not extend to cover video recordings. The Video Recordings Act 1984 followed the moral panic created by the tabloid press between 1982 and 1983, which made the video nasty the scapegoat for so many of the country’s ills.


The BBFC were now sanctioned to classify films under an age-rated system making it an offence to supply videos to anyone under the designated age of a specified classification. In the event that a film was refused classification, it was made illegal to put it up for sale or supply anywhere in the country. The BBFC’s role was also extended to their being empowered to demand cuts to films to enable a particular age rating, or in more extreme circumstances ensure actual classification. The act did not consider possession to be an offence in itself, but “possession with intent to supply” would be punishable by law. The BBFC would continue to demand cuts to those features that contravened the provisions of the Obscene Publications Act or other such legislation, e.g. the Cinematograph Films (Animals) Act 1937 and the Protection of Children Act 1978.


Hammer Films


Among the foreign imports entering the United States during the 1950s would have been a sensationalistic series of luridly bloodthirsty films produced in Britain, made by an almost unknown company by the name of Hammer. Hammer Film Productions was founded in November 1934 by William Hinds, whose stage name in his heyday had been Will Hammer. After only three years, the company was declared bankrupt following a downturn in the British film industry. However, Exclusive, the distribution arm of the organization, survived the liquidation. This allowed Hammer to rebuild, and between 1947 and 1955 they gained a reputation for producing cheaply made B-grade movies, and then in 1955 released their first horror movie. The Quatermass Xperiment was an adaptation of the Nigel Kneale scripted BBC television serial The Quatermass Experiment. The film was a resounding success, which prompted a sequel, again adapted from the BBC series and now scripted by Neale, Quatermass 2 (1957).


That same year the company looked to producing an adaptation of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein from a script submitted by Milton Subotsky, but it proved a little too close to Universal’s telling of the Son of Frankenstein (1939). Jimmy Sangster was brought in to redraft the original screenplay to avoid litigation with Universal and extend the running time to ninety minutes thus making it admissible for distribution across the UK. The gruesome nature of Sangster’s script and Hammer’s decision to shoot in full colour duly alarmed the BBFC, who were so concerned with the unseemly nature of this feature they felt they would not even be able to classify the film with an “X” certificate. The script, however, remained almost unchanged and under Terence Fisher’s direction Hammer’s first Gothic horror went into production. The Eastmancolor elevated the level of gore to an intensity that had never before been experienced in film. The Curse of Frankenstein was unashamedly graphic in its bloody display and Fisher extracted every opportunity to allow the camera to linger on each of its gruesome scenes. The film proved to be a huge success both at home and in the US.


After a lengthy agreement with Universal, work began on Dracula, although the BBFC were once again far from happy with the excess of blood coursing through the script. Terence Fisher’s direction helped to make Dracula another resounding success as it smashed box office records on both sides of the Atlantic, with Christopher Lee and Peter Cushing excelling in their respective roles. These two films were to provide the formula for Hammer’s productions for the next twenty years and forced the censors to re-evaluate their guidelines.



1960



The year 1960 came out to be one of the most significant in the development of cinematic horror. That year five films were released in different parts of the world which would change the face of horror and, as many commentators had feared, open the floodgates for what would become an unwholesome tide of gore-ridden terror. The films in question were Psycho, Peeping Tom, Les Yeux Sans Visage, Black Sabbath and Jigoku. While many films had threatened to shock their audiences with their explicit titles such as Corridors of Blood (1958), these films challenged their audiences in quite different ways and caused immense problems for the censoring authorities across the western world. The audience reaction, however, was very positive and following the success of Psycho, Hollywood began to realize there was money to be made in such explicit violence.


After several years of making low-budget nudie films, the highly educated Herschell G. Lewis used his exploitative formula to make a series of bloodthirsty horror movies that were made specifically for the drive-in cinemas of the south-eastern states of the US. They proved to be immensely successful and very soon other directors began to follow suit. As with the B-movie terrors of the 1950s, these films were shot in a matter of days, quite often using only one take. Their intention was to generate a maximum return as quickly as they possibly could, and to hell with the finer points of acting and production. Lewis would ascend to become the first Godfather of Gore, and as ham-fisted as his films were, they would attract a procession of gore-loving teenagers by the carload. Lewis’s Blood Feast (1963) is now considered to be the first true splatter movie and was very soon followed by so many more.


Grindhouse and Exploitation


With the relaxation of censorships rules in the US, exploitation cinema began to attract a greater following during the 1960s. These suggestive films had been in existence since the 1920s, but the drive-ins and the former bump ’n’ grind striptease theatres that had become the grindhouse cinemas of 42nd Street provided a ready market for these low-budget features. They picked upon the more seamy aspects of cinema and attracted a quite unique following. The films on show in these tawdry picture houses covered a wide range of sub-genres, such as biker movies, drug-related features, blaxploitation, nunsploitation, spaghetti westerns, extremes of violence, an abundance of large boobs and more than a smattering of lurid sex. European movies also began to appear in these cinemas coming in from Italy, France and Spain. Eurosleaze attracted yet another audience and soon followed the gialli and cannibal movies. If the celluloid merchandise was cheap enough, then these cinemas were interested and men such as Jess Franco showed themselves quite capable of delivering the goods, time and time again. The quality of many of these films may have been very poor, but the audiences in these rundown establishments were privy to several films that planted the seeds for a generation of filmmakers when they prepared to let the slasher run amok in mainstream cinemas across America. Two of these films in particular were of immense significance; both directed by Mario Bava, the first of which was Blood and Black Lace (1964) followed seven years later by A Bay of Blood (1971). Although their European counterparts were so often badly dubbed, these gialli, with their penchant for imaginative murder and enticing femmes, soon garnered an appreciative audience.


Away from the world of cinema, a series of murders committed by the Manson Family in 1969 would have considerable repercussions for the whole of the US. The country was shocked by their vicious disregard for human life and there were serious questions asked about family values, many of which were to remain unanswered. Those films that thrived upon an excess of violence once again fell under public scrutiny, but these features also generated considerable amounts of money as evidenced by the work of the prominent Sam Peckinpah. Former college professor Wes Craven had taken a career change, entering the world of low-budget exploitation and realized that a film unreserved in its level of brutality would indeed shock its audience, but would make a highly lucrative return. The evidence was there in the newspaper headlines; the press thrived on excess and the tabloids sold on the back of it. The Last House on the Left (1972) was an audacious venture, but its controversial success inspired films of a similar ilk such as Tobe Hooper’s The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974), which in turn inspired even greater excess, some of which again came from Craven in The Hills Have Eyes (1977).


1978


The year 1978 proved to be the next landmark for the horror movie. In its day Bob Clark’s giallo-styled shocker Black Christmas (1974) failed to set the world of film alight, but its point-of-view camera shots caught the attention of many young filmmakers, one of whom was John Carpenter. Carpenter was already carving a reputation as a low-budget director capable of tapping into audience expectation. His film Halloween changed the public’s perception of the horror movie and became the catalyst for the decade to come. The terror that emanated from the blade of Michael Myers, followed by the carnage of Friday the 13th (1980), was to have an unprecedented impact, and for the next few years these two films inspired an onslaught of knife-wielding maniacal killers. Halloween redefined the principles of hack and slash that had emerged in the gialli and acquired an intensity of structure with Black Christmas, and then Friday the 13th went that one step further making the ruthless slaughter even more imaginative.


In this same year, for the second time in his career, George A. Romero unleashed a horde of rampaging zombies, this time in a shopping mall in Monroeville. This film was Dawn of the Dead. The scenes, along with the work of the inventive Tom Savini seen in this film, would send the kids across North America and the UK into a zombie frenzy. They also caught the eye of the Italians, in particular one Lucio Fulci, who in the year that followed moved into making horror movies and let loose his own breed of mindless excess in Zombie Flesh Eaters, which has also assumed the name Zombi 2, and in his boundless enthusiasm he enlivened the craze for Italian splatter. Did these creatures really represent our societal fears, or were they a reflection of Cold War paranoia, or was it something more sinister? It didn’t really matter because the kids came out en masse to view some of the most extreme films ever to see release to the silver screen, and they loved every minute of it. Unfortunately, this gory excess didn’t come without problems, for not everyone was quite ready for such a graphic onslaught.


The Golden Age of the Slasher


Between 1980 and 1984, those deranged men and women with a hankering for killing annoying teenagers were freed from the asylum and given licence to use a whole range of imaginative weapons. It was no longer just enough to stab the victim to death or strangle them; no, the kills had to go way beyond this to have any hope of maintaining the audience’s interest. With so many of these films coming out each and every month, the writers and directors had to come up with something new, or the kids were going to get bored and move on to something new. With Friday the 13th there came a whole raft of summer camp slashers and then there appeared the seasonal slashers who enjoyed their slaughter at Christmas while the lovesick saved it as a Valentine’s Day surprise. Those who were young enough carried out their heinous activities at school and the chosen few who wanted to further their education continued their butchery at the college campus. These years would give rise to the stalkers in the backwoods and in the wards and corridors of hospitals; nowhere appeared to be safe. Some of these monstrous individuals were carrying out their butchery to the sound of the disco beat, and now and again you just might hear the cheesy metal of the day. While the nutter with the chainsaw prowled through the dark, close in point-of-view camera shots became the order of the day, as the creators of these films encouraged the audience to empathize, or dare I say cheer for the killer. Along the way a host of red herrings would be thrown in, and a good writer and his director would keep you guessing right until the last and then introduce the twist that would leave you flabbergasted; if all went well the remaining girl would finally make her escape. Promiscuity was invariably punished, as was rank stupidity and bullying; only the good girl ever got to go home. There was a formula, but the creators of these films developed a knack for tossing in something new and for four glorious years we were addicted. The slasher never quite went away and if he had thought about slipping off back to the asylum, Wes Craven hauled him back again for a new generation in 1996 with Scream.


The 1980s also saw the expansion of the movie franchise. It had already happened in the 1960s with Hammer’s monster movies, but when Alien, Halloween, Friday the 13th, A Nightmare on Elm Street and George Romero’s “Dead” series appeared they became gargantuan money-making extravaganzas which spawned film upon film, as well as video games, toys and comic books.


However, amidst all of this blood-splattered insanity there was a dark cloud forming on the horizon . . .


The Video Nasties Campaign


Towards the end of the 1970s and on into the early 1980s, home video suddenly became very popular. At the time there was no specific legislation covering the material that could be played in the family home, although the Obscene Publications Act of 1959 could still be invoked when necessary. The arrival of home video created a loophole in the existing legislation in that distributors were not legally obligated to submit video material to the BBFC. The public, especially younger viewers, could now get hold of a wide range of material, some of which was incredibly lurid. This included certain extreme horror movies, which in many cases had previously been drastically cut at the time of their original submission to the BBFC to ensure release to the country’s cinemas.


It didn’t take long before the press caught wind of this emerging phenomenon. The Sunday People appear to have been the first to pick upon this proliferation of gruesome films in a spread they ran in December 1981, which is thought to have been the first time the provocative term “video nasties” was used. Several months later, on May 7, 1982, the Daily Star returned to this emotive theme, claiming that children were being exposed to “some of the most horrific and violent films ever made” and those scurrilous video distributors had found a way to bypass the BBFC’s authority. A few weeks later in an incendiary article, the Sunday Times on May 23 alluded to the threat of high street horror invading our homes. Its report described the activities at a video trade fair in Manchester and referred to the violent material that was on offer. With the country seriously affected by increasing unemployment and a downturn in the economy, as well as having endured rioting only a year before, these blood-curdling horror movies suddenly found themselves the scapegoat for the combined failings of society, the authorities and national politicians. Twelve months later, on June 30, 1983, the Daily Mail embarked on their campaign, running an article with the headline “Rape of our children’s minds” and continued only a day later with “Ban video sadism now”. The situation deteriorated when on August 4, 1983, the Daily Mail printed yet another article this time entitled “Taken over”, making claims that a child had been possessed by one of these evil videos. The effect was such that the media were able to provoke a moral panic, which within a short space of time became almost hysterical, and in due course the newspaper business increased their sales. Their reports never considered the possibility that blame might just rest with those parents who had little interest in the material their children were bringing into their homes.


At this point, the legal profession exacerbated the situation when they used several high-profile cases to defend the misdemeanours of certain unsavoury individuals citing their watching of violent videos as the stimulus for their crimes. The advertising for these new-styled videos also became a cause for concern with the full-page advert for The Driller Killer (1979) fuelling the campaign still further. The sensationalistic promotions used for Cannibal Holocaust (1980) and SS Experiment Camp (1976) didn’t help their cause either.


Mary Whitehouse of the National Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association also began to make her thoughts known, using both television and the press in her determination to preserve the nation’s culture. She labelled The Evil Dead (1981) as the “number one video nasty”, although she later admitted to never having seen it, or many of the other titles against which she was campaigning. As history would one day show, she wasn’t the only one who had jumped onto the bandwagon not to have savoured the pleasures of The Beyond (1981) and Zombie Flesh Eaters (1979).


With mounting public pressure, the only piece of legislation that could be used to alleviate the situation was the 1959 Obscene Publications Act, which authorized the police authorities in the seizure of any material that could deprave and corrupt a significant proportion of its intended audience. As head of the obscene publications unit, Peter Kruger was authorized by the Director of Public Prosecutions (DPP) to apply for a warrant. The police now had the power to confiscate any videos they thought were in violation of the act and carry out the necessary prosecutions. There followed a series of raids on video retailers, but precise definition as to what the officers were supposed to be looking for was never drawn up. The raids eventually moved from video rental shops to the wholesalers and the distributors, which included Thorn EMI. All those who were arrested lived in fear of being fined anything up to £20,000 and facing two years in prison.


During a series of trials across the country, seventy-two titles were placed on the offending list with thirty-nine of them being successfully prosecuted, all of which are listed later on (page 491), with the horror-related films referenced in the main part of this book. The DPP didn’t find the judicial process to be plain sailing. At the end of the trial at Snaresbrook in which the case against The Evil Dead was dismissed in November 1984, the presiding judge was very critical of the DPP and its persistence in bringing charges against the film. Judge Stable went on to award all of the defendant’s costs (Palace Pictures), which were in excess of £20,000, against the DPP. This prompted an enraged statement from David Mellor, the Minister of State who at the time was accountable for the criminal justice policy at the Home Office. The government, however, were reluctant to be associated with statutory censorship, so the British Video Association (BVA) alongside the BBFC looked to creating a principled system of self-regulation. However, these efforts became superfluous when Peter Kruger presented a video containing clips from several terrors such as The Driller Killer, Snuff, I Spit On Your Grave and Faces Of Death to members of the House of Commons and House of Lords, who were visibly shocked. Still plagued by the hysteria in the press, and with a June general election on the horizon, the Conservative government abandoned the idea of self-regulation. They made a promise to the electorate to “respond to the increasing public concern over obscenity and offences against public decency, which often have links with serious crime”, and proposed to introduce the necessary legislation.


“The Parliamentary Group Video Inquiry” headed by sociology lecturer Dr Clifford Hill, which examined the viewing habits of the country’s children, initially found that more than one in three children under the age of seven had been subjected to one of the listed video nasties. However, subsequent analysis questioned the validity of the inquiry’s findings. There were many who spoke out against the inquiry, but the bill to curb the country’s video viewing proposed by Graham Bright was gathering support in the Commons. With few MPs prepared to defend the video nasties, the House of Commons passed Bright’s bill without a single dissenting vote, and the Video Recordings Act (VRA) of 1984 entered the statute book to become law on September 1, 1985. This new law meant that all video releases after September 1 had to comply with the act and be submitted for classification to the BBFC, bringing the home video market into line with cinema censorship. Those titles that had been released prior to the act had to be withdrawn from sale and similarly submitted to the BBFC within a three-year period. It became a criminal offence to supply any tape without a BBFC certificate, although it was still within the bounds of the law to own them. In addition, supplying “15” or “18” certificated videos to people of a younger age was also made an offence. Films that had been passed uncut for cinema release could be cut for video, and several films already edited for cinema had to endure further cuts prior to being issued to video. The certification process could become very expensive, which meant many distributors withdrew those films they considered would be unlikely to see passed. Other notable horror titles were submitted, resulting in heavy cuts, or in certain cases outright rejection. By December 1985, the panic was at an end, the Video Recordings Act made the DPP’s list of video nasties defunct, as it was now illegal to offer any tape for sale without the appropriate certification.


The Video Recording Act forced many smaller independent distributors out of business, as they were obliged to pay exactly the same certification fees to the BBFC as the giants of the industry, and for many of them their entire catalogue was made up of this extreme brand of horror.


Terror for a New Millennium


As with any other form of cinema, horror has continued to evolve. The past ten years have seen the grainy violence of the 1970s and the graphic displays of the 1980s replaced by torture porn, the Oriental lust for snuff movies and the arrival of the French Extreme. While these films have been criticized for their gratuitous content, they are only emulating the stance of their predecessors in pushing back the boundaries of acceptability. In certain instances characterization has been replaced by a dehumanizing mean spirit, but when we look back to the average eighties slasher these were far from being concerned with the development of a likable three-dimensional cast; let’s be honest, most of them were brought in for the slaughter. In recent years the butchery has become more pronounced and the teams of special effects experts have worked to keep up with the demand for this excess. Through it all, however, there has been one set of filmmakers who have kept going and refused to give in: the low-budget guys, the men and women who do it for next to nothing and continue to live the dream. A few of them will make it and open doors for more change, but most of them will just do it for personal satisfaction and the need to share their vision.[image: image]
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	Would you believe it, a splatter-free movie!
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	Sorry folks, a little low key, only one or two bloodthirsty scenes.
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	Maybe just enough blood to keep the gore-monger entertained.
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	If you want blood, you got it, but your mamma wouldn’t like it; an abundance of slicing and dicing, with a steady flow of blood and guts.
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	Chop, chop, chop! Now they’re really beginning to pour on the gore in an utterly deranged crescendo of butchery – the décor’s wall-to-wall splatter!
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	Prepare for the feast, for it’s what you’ve always craved – a symphony of gore made all the more bloody by a cascade of splatter! If they’re not already eye-gouging and gut-munching, heads will surely roll.
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WHEN DANNY BOYLE and Alex Garland first proposed to revive George Romero’s apocalyptic vision it was considered something of a risk, but in keeping with their credentials they introduced something new to an already saturated subgenre. This wasn’t just a regurgitation of the ideas of Romero and his contemporaries; in setting their deranged mob amidst the streets of London, they redefined the mindless zombie of the past thirty years and gave these creatures a unique resurrection.


In the chaos of the film’s opening scenes, animal rights activists force their way into a highly secret research facility with a view to freeing the captive chimpanzees. Unknown to them the primates have been infected with a virus designed to trigger an uncontrollable rage. Ignoring the pleas of a scientist, the activists, oblivious to the ferocity of the contagion, free the animals. Within seconds, the entire room is thrown into a murderous frenzy. Twenty-eight days later in an abandoned London hospital, Jim (Cillian Murphy) awakens from a coma. In the hope of trying to make sense of what is going on he takes to the streets to find the city is completely empty. His first encounter with the marauding zombie-like infected is very sudden and comes in the tranquil surrounds of a church, where he knows immediately his life is at stake. The meticulously orchestrated tension played out in the church erupts into a frantic chase with the maddened horde hot on his tail. Rescue comes from fellow survivors, Selena (Naomie Harris) and Mark (Noah Huntley), who lead him to a place of relative safety. Jim now learns the horrifying truth. A virus has spread at an alarming rate across the length and breadth of the country transforming everyone in its wake into a psychotic rabble. And so followed the collapse of the whole of the British Isles. Theirs becomes a tale of survival, as a small party head north to Manchester, believing the soldiers based there have a serum that will combat the infection. The journey takes them across a country ravaged by the rabid infected, where the general populace do not have access to guns.
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When the survivors reach Manchester, they are escorted under armed guard to a fortified mansion commanded by Major Henry West (Christopher Eccleston). They soon learn West’s solution to the infection is to leave these deranged creatures to starve. Their situation becomes appreciably graver when they discover the surviving women are to be used to breed a new human race. In the hours before their escape, Sergeant Farrell (Stuart McQuarrie) suggests that Britain could have been quarantined to contain the epidemic within these shores. When Jim later sees the vapour trail of an aircraft, he starts to believe the sergeant could be right.


The terms “zombie” and the “living-dead” were never used in this film; this rabid breed were something very different, distancing 28 Days Later from Romero’s atrophied minions. Danny Boyle brings a brooding atmosphere to his creation, particularly in the iconic scenes trailing through an abandoned London, originally shot on digital video and filmed during the early hours of the morning. He then injected the necessary action to keep his viewers on the very edge of their seats. Zombie die-hards were be treated to much flesh eating with the infected throwing up blood and the newly contaminated going through a shocking metamorphosis in a mere matter of seconds. The post-catastrophic images of London were vaguely reminiscent of John Wyndham’s imagining of The Day of the Triffids, first published in 1951, which Garland later revealed as a great source of inspiration.


Danny Boyle’s film proved to be a commercial triumph and received numerous awards including Best Horror Film from the US Academy of Science Fiction, Fantasy and Horror Films, Best British Film (Empire Award) and Danny being awarded the Grand Prize of European Fantasy Film in Silver and an International Fantasy Film Award. His film would continue in the sequel 28 Weeks Later (2007), along with a graphic novel and a series of comic books. In March 2007, while being interviewed by an Irish radio station, Danny admitted to an interest in adding a third film to the series, “28 Months Later”.[image: image]
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THE SEQUEL TO 28 Days Later brought Juan Carlos Fresnadillo to the director’s chair and from the very offset he escalated the tension before throwing in a pulse-pounding sequence of fast-paced action punctuated by the slavering gore of its illustrious predecessor. In what should have been an idyllic countryside location, very close to London, Don (Robert Carlyle), his wife Alice (Catherine McCormack) along with a few survivors have withdrawn to a barricaded farmhouse. Their existence is shattered when droves of the infected besiege the house. Don panics and in the chaos is unable to save Alice as he tries to find a means of escape. Consumed with fear he takes flight, leaving behind him a scene of utter carnage and his wife about to be consumed by the rabid mob.


It is now twenty-eight weeks since the viral outbreak that almost wiped out the entire population of Great Britain. London has been declared safe with the infected believed to have died of starvation. Those who survived now make their return under the heavily armed surveillance of the American military. Don, now a caretaker, is reunited with his children, Tammy and her younger brother Andy. Although they ask about their mother, he finds it impossible to be completely honest about her final moments. Locked away in a sanitized compound on the Isle of Dogs, the children think only of their mother and, in a bid to rediscover their past, they slip away scurrying through the wreckage of the streets they once knew. When they locate their house, it is in a terrible state, but in the disarray they find some old family photographs. As they prepare to leave, Andy makes a startling discovery: his mother is still alive.
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As they leave the house, they are sighted by US soldiers, who escort them back to the safety of the compound. Here Alice is tested and declared infected, but she exhibits an unusual immunity to its more ravaging effects. In the hope of being reunited with his wife and expressing his overwhelming remorse, Don bypasses the internal security. As he holds her in his arms, their kiss damns him for his abandonment and the contamination once again begins to spread. The immediate butchery of his beloved wife reveals him as the most savage of this new breed. The rabid Don will rip his way through the entire compound on a course that will lead him to his own children. The grainy epilogue chases through the darkness as the infected stream forth from the Paris Métro Trocadéro station before the Eiffel Tower, the distorted focus alluding to the catastrophe to come.


While the tone was darker than that of its precursor, 28 Weeks Later was released to enormous critical acclaim, with Fresnadillo praised for his unusually skilled craft. Amidst the despairing scenes of devastation, and the threat of the blood-foaming infected, can be heard the dissident voice of protest. This undercurrent cleverly subverts the blood-craving zombie to the post 9/11 psychosis; ambiguity surrounds the American military presence, their policies being depicted as aggressively insensitive and foolishly complacent. The vision is bleak, with napalm ripping from the skies, the innocent caught in torrents of bullets and streets littered with the remains of the dead and discarded debris. Whether it’s the terror of a confined crowd thrown to the mercy of Carlyle’s foaming rage or survivors stumbling through the pitch black of an underground station, the combination of impending doom and surging violence makes this a singularly disturbing cinematic experience.[image: image]
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A MAN IS SEEN walking through the desolation of a snow-bound landscape; in the background is the darkened boat from which he has just stepped. His path takes him to the distant settlement of Barrow, Alaska, the northernmost town in the United States, almost eighty miles from the nearest outpost. Once the sun has set in the deepest winter of this northerly region, it won’t appear over the horizon for another thirty days. This darkened world is the ideal setting for a band of ruthless vampires, who have made their way across the ice and snow towards this isolated locale, ready to feed their bloodlust on an unsuspecting population. At first the kills are slow and intermittent, but the residents can feel something is wrong and all too soon they begin to fall to these sadistic predators, who take an unseemly delight in tracking down and tearing into their prey. Only a small group of survivors remain, each of whom looks to the local sheriff, Eben Oleson (Josh Hartnett) and his wife Stella (Melissa George) to save them from thus unrelenting malfeasance. It will be days before the light of day pours over this beleaguered town, to force their tormentors into hibernation.


30 Days of Night began life as a comic book series published by IDW during 2002, written by Steve Niles and lavishly illustrated by Ben Templesmith. It was a sharp departure from the romanticized vampire lore of the period, which readily returned to the vampire breed of the Hammer years and Mario Bava’s Black Sabbath (1963). David Slade’s film remained true to Niles’ original concept, retaining the sense of isolation and then hurling the inhabitants of this remote town into a completely hopeless situation as these evil creatures ransacked the streets and houses, ruthlessly stalking their prey. The audience were never privy to the thoughts and personalities of the vampire horde; they only ever knew that this was a vicious and cunning influx, with a single-minded desire to satiate its unholy craving. Their discourse was guttural, conversing in a dialect that made them appear all the more inhuman.
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With this film only a few minutes old, the violence ascended to an immediate intensity that continued to the terror of the finale, which included a series of incisive decapitations and the regular splatter of blood strewn across the snow. The cinematography in this world without light worked to tremendous effect, using close-up visuals to enhance the suspense and never allowing the audience to forget the intention of this and Niles’ original: nobody gets out alive.[image: image]
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AN ELDERLY MAN is seen meandering across a seemingly deserted beach as the sun fades into the horizon. This blissful scene is shattered by the grisly antics of a psychopathic hippy. When he stumbles upon a young couple making love he removes the head of the young man and then rapes and butchers his girlfriend. This slasher is infinitely more depraved than your everyday psychopath; he has a hankering for necrophilia and very soon we learn the rape was committed after the girl’s death. As terror begins to sweep across the town other young lovers fall before the maniac’s blade, each of the female corpses enduring the same indignity as the first. The killer’s modus operandi reveals a connection with another series of killings; they follow an identical pattern occurring in the fifth month of the year, for five consecutive nights once every five years. The brusque detectives are now on the case, openly arguing with a female journalist, as they track down their only suspect, a war veteran in a safari shirt. False leads come and go as the boobs and gore intensify the sleaze in this exploitative shocker. As 555 draws to an end, the killer is wracked by a bizarre sequence of flashbacks, each of which repeats so much of the footage already seen in this film.


Wally Koz’s family-produced bargain basement slasher was shot on one-inch video tape in Chicago’s Ukrainian Village. After being disappointed by so many slapdash horror movies, Koz was convinced that with very little money he could come up with something of far greater worth. He had absolutely no experience as a filmmaker, but such minor trivialities were not going to get in his way. He envisioned distributing this film himself before progressing to new features; sadly, this wasn’t to be. For these ninety minutes, however, he revealed the lengths to which independent film productions were prepared to go in the hope of mustering an audience. 555 was unabashed in its excessive indulgence of misogynistic sleaze and gore, so much so it was never going to be endorsed by the MPAA. They did everything they could to seize every copy in the hope of denying potential viewers its graphic content. Their vigilance put an end to Koz’s dreams and made his film a rarity for VHS collectors across the globe. It came as a great surprise to Koz when his film received a review in the pages of Variety and for a video of this degenerate ilk garnered a reasonably favourable review. This was one of the very few occasions that Variety ever cast their eyes over such a despicable feature.
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The cheap gore typically managed to hold the film together and included two memorable moments of cinematic splatter. When one unfortunate has his fingers scythed, his screams are never heard as his head is almost immediately removed. For a film blighted by such meagre funding, this scene remains the source of much discussion among those gore mongers whose endeavours have succeeded in tracing this video. If this wasn’t enough, a machete was driven into a victim’s throat, probably using the remainder of the film’s budget. However, Wally Koz knew how to save a little bit of money, as he used the same pre-recorded scream for every one of the female victim’s murders. For sure it was low-budget exploitation, but no one could deny the Koz family’s boundless enthusiasm.[image: image]
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ORIGINALLY RELEASED AS Reazione a Catena and also known as Ecologia del delitto, Bloodbath, Carnage, Twitch of the Death Nerve and Last House on the Left II in the United States, A Bay of Blood is considered one of Mario Bava’s finest works. Its significance in slasher folklore cannot be underestimated for this minor masterpiece is now acknowledged as being the precursor to Friday the 13th (1980) and the generation that followed. The story struggled with an incoherent plot that was sacrificed for the madness of the movie’s predilection for murder, as those at the centre of this tale attempted to dispose of anyone who stood in their way of a family inheritance.


Locked away in her remote mansion overlooking an inland bay, Countess Federica (Isa Miranda) wheels herself through the forlorn shadows. Dwelling on the rain pouring against her window, she fails to notice the presence of her scheming husband Filippo Donati (Giovanni Nuvoletti), who slips a noose around her neck before kicking her from her wheelchair. Ailed by her weakened legs, the countess is unable to stand and the rope around her neck becomes ever tighter as it strangles the last breath from her body. However, Filippo immediately gets his just deserves at the hands of a mysterious killer hidden behind a curtain, who then drags his body away. The discovery of a suicide note, stolen from the countess’s diary, satisfies the police that she has taken her own life, but Filippo’s death goes strangely unnoticed. So follows the arrival of other relatives and family members, each prepared to do whatever it takes to secure the family inheritance.


The introduction of an almost inconsequential sub-plot was the key feature that would acquire Bava’s movie its interminable reputation. The bloody developments observed in this episode were to provide the dynamics for the evolution of the slasher genre that began with John Carpenter’s Halloween (1978), before descending into the mayhem of the 1980s. Unbeknown to them, the murderous family are joined at the bay by a group of excitable teenagers. Wanting nothing more than a little bit of adolescent fun, they have broken into a vacant cottage on the estate, hoping to find some alcoholic relief and a take-it-easy with their stash of dope. There are teenage kicks aplenty until one of the group, Brunhilda, decides to go swimming in the bay and runs in with the badly decomposed body of Filippo Donati. In shock, she stumbles through woodland to the cottage to tell the others of her grisly find. However, she is chased and attacked by an unidentified maniac wielding a deathly machete. It doesn’t take long before he has her in his clutches and his weapon is buried into her throat. Then it’s the turn of one of the boys. Robert opens the front door of the cottage to be confronted by the machete; he takes it full in the face. The killer, whose guise is still obscured, has only just started to get going. He lays his hands on a fisherman’s spear and impales the two remaining teenagers, Denise and Duke, who are in bed enjoying their last moments of passion.


This wasn’t the finale for this murderous spree, for the family inheritance was still very much at stake. The body count would rise to thirteen, making A Bay of Blood Bava’s most violent of the twenty-three films he directed. This graphic display, particularly the senseless murders of the teenagers in what appeared to be an idyllic backwater, would leave a legacy to inspire an entire generation of horror cinema. The impact of these grisly killings was such that they would be repeated again and again as the slasher and splatter phenomenon ascended to unparalleled popularity less than a decade later. The first two instalments of the Friday the 13th franchise would make ample use of Bava’s ingenuity, particularly in Friday the 13th II (1981) when both the machete to the face and the impaled lovers were fondly rehashed. On its release in 1971, the reaction to what was just another low-budget movie was anything but flattering, leaving one of the leading horror actors of the day, Christopher Lee, aghast at its content. The critics’ disgust was the grindhouse theatres’ and drive-ins’ manna; they were eager to retain it on their itinerary for the next few years under its American title Twitch of the Death Nerve.
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While Mario Bava suffered under the critics’ wrath, one man on his crew was acclaimed for his exertions, Carlo Rambaldi. He was brought in as the special effects man and assigned with the task of designing the makeup for the bloody death scenes. The 1971 Avoriaz Film Festival jurors awarded the film the Best Makeup and Special Effects Award, and in that same year, he went on to earn a “Special Mention” Award at the prestigious Sitges Festival. His career then took off, leading to work on King Kong (1976), Close Encounters of the Third Kind (1977), Alien (1979), E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial (1982) and Dune (1984).[image: image]
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BRUNO (ANDREA OCCHIPINTI) has rented a huge villa in a quiet rural locale somewhere in Tuscany, to help him get into the right frame of mind to produce the ominous score for Laura’s (Fabiola Toledo) forthcoming horror movie. Prior to his arrival the villa had been rented to a woman by the name of Linda, who had apparently departed in rather uncertain circumstances. Soon after meeting his neighbour Katia (Valeria Cavalli), who is still unsettled by Linda’s sudden disappearance, she is attacked and killed by a giallo-styled assassin. In the days that follow, Bruno discovers traces of blood around the villa and then finds Katia’s diary, which reveals she has learned the enigmatic Linda was concealing a terrifying secret. When his girlfriend Julia (Lara Lamberti) arrives, Bruno seeks to investigate the strange disappearances, but other women visiting the house also go missing, one in a brutal bathroom scene that would attract a considerable amount of controversy. Each new murder seems to echo those committed in the script of Laura’s new film. When Anne (Anny Papa) turns up to collect the completed score, she finds herself trapped in the villa with Bruno and Julia, and a killer hiding in the darkness.


[image: image]


Shot in just two weeks and originally intended as an extended television drama, Lamberto Bava’s stylish film was a late entry to the once popular giallo, but gained acceptance from a new audience owing to its narrative that adopted the now fashionable American slasher. Although his feature wasn’t entirely original, Bava carefully constructed a mystery around his killer, leaving few clues as to the motive for this brutal spree, while racking up the tension with a series of shadow-laden stalk sequences leading to some explicit kills that exhibited a graphic relish for the depiction of sharpened knives penetrating human flesh. A Blade in the Dark was Bava’s second appearance in the directorial chair, following his well received dalliance with necrophilia in Macabre (1980), and revealed a man whose intense portrayal was highly influenced by the grand master of Italian terror, the esteemed Dario Argento. The viciousness exhibited in the bathroom murder was never going to be acceptable to the BBFC, who insisted on one minute and fifty seconds of cuts to this scene and further edits to some of the more bloodthirsty episodes before the film could be released to video in 1987. For Lamberto Bava, these were early days in what would be a long and successful career in the director’s chair.[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


A YOUNG WOMAN, VICKI Kent (American porn actress Samantha Fox), has been released from a mental institution after the inexplicable murder of two boys. While these murders occurred, members of her family were busily killing other relatives. A sister is butchered in the bathtub followed by an impalement on an axe. It doesn’t take long before an aunt is killed in the privacy of her garden by an assassin in the employ of her husband. The guilt-stricken husband confesses to his crime and bows out by hanging himself. This entire succession of murders takes place in the mere matter of minutes the film has been on screen.


Vicki’s resentful brother and sister have already embarked on a scheme to drive her to the very edge of madness in the hope that she will once again be committed. They lure her into a darkened bathroom, where they fondle her breasts and smear her body in blood, which is noticeably conspicuous by its absence when she escapes screaming to her bedroom. This is only the beginning; they won’t relent until Vicky is hauled away in a straight jacket. Their ploy continues with the most bizarre episode in their grand plan: the brother disguises himself as a zombie and chases Vicki through the woods. If this wasn’t enough, her so called boyfriend Frankie is involved with her sister and has another willing girl at his behest, who isn’t averse to a good old soft core styled romp. The erotica continues with Vicky’s sensuous hallucinations, shots of lovers’ bodies writhing over superimposed images of crashing waves set against a dreamy psychedelic vista. These intense images are countered by Vicki’s sister’s dreams, which are more in keeping with the film’s title; a knife is shown in close up repeatedly stabbed into her throat, head and upper body. Frankie doesn’t dream his death; he really does get to die, hacked to death by a cleaver.
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The self-taught independent filmmaker Doris Wishman was 67 years old when she became aware of the trend for slasher movies and looked to producing her own entry to the genre. She had made a reputation in the early 1960s with eight nudist films, of which her science fiction nudist Nude on the Moon (1961) remains the most famous. Often referred to as the female Ed Wood she moved on to sexploitation movies in the mid-sixties and filmed A Night to Dismember in 1979. Its release was delayed until 1983 due to a catastrophe at Movielab, where the film was sent for processing. With thirty-four minutes of the original footage having been destroyed, Doris attempted to reassemble the film using a noire styled narration from Tim O’Malley, the detective assigned to investigate the murders. His words were a vain effort to explain the proceedings, which had become hopelessly confused due to entire sequences having gone missing; hence the puzzling introductory three minutes. Although she had very little funding at her disposal, Doris wasn’t averse to throwing in the gore; a dummy was seen to fall before a machete, an eyeball was gouged and we got to see a mutilated body in the freezer. The effects were cheap, the storyline almost impossible to follow and the acting wouldn’t have made it to the village hall theatrical society, but this obscurity made it to video in 1989 and finally to DVD in 2001.[image: image]
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IN THE LEAFY suburb of Elm Street, Springwood, Ohio, Tina Gray (Amanda Wyss) can’t escape the nightmares that plague her sleeping hours. Night after night, she cowers in a darkened boiler room, stalked by a hideously disfigured phantasm whose fingers on his right hand have been shaped into razor-sharp knives. On this night, she falls into his clutches and he seizes the opportunity to tear into her clothes. She awakens screaming and finds her nightdress has been ripped, just as it had in her dream. The following day she discovers her friends are haunted by the same torment. That night Nancy (Heather Langenkamp) and her boyfriend Glen Lantz (Johnny Depp) spend the night with Tina, in the hope it will ease her anxiety. When Tina’s boyfriend Rod Lane (Nick Corri) turns up, he escorts his young girlfriend to her mother’s bedroom, where they are soon entwined in one another’s arms. When she falls asleep, Tina is once again beset by the nightmare, only this time she is captured by the killer. Her struggle awakens Rod, who watches aghast as blood pours from his girlfriend’s body, which is repeatedly lacerated by invisible knives. In a scene that continues to disturb, the unseen entity forces her up the wall and onto the ceiling, from where she drops to her death. Rod is the only person on the scene and understandably finds himself accused of her murder.


Nancy’s nightmares begin to take on an increasingly violent edge. From the confinement of his cell, Rod tells of what happened that night and reveals he too is a victim of these unsettling dreams. Although she finds it impossible to explain why, Nancy is convinced that the slasher in her dreams is responsible for Tina’s death. Unable to stay awake she falls into a fitful sleep and sees the mystery figure entering Rod’s cell. It is only later she learns the teenager was found in there, hanging from the rafters. To everyone except Nancy, it looks as if Rod has taken his own life and now she is roused from the torment of her dreamworld, clinging to the killer’s shabby hat.


Her mother now begins to disclose a dark secret from her past. The owner of the hat, we learn, was a miscreant by the name of Fred Krueger (Robert Englund). He took the lives of over twenty children more than ten years ago. As punishment, the parents of his victims burned him alive in the same secluded boiler room visited in the teenagers’ nightmares. Once she has finished her tale, Nancy’s mother holds Krueger’s razor-like glove aloft, soothing her daughter by insisting he can’t hurt anyone anymore. Nancy, with her boyfriend Glen, sets out to put an end to Krueger’s schemes, for they know they may never sleep safely again. Glen soon becomes drowsy; as he falls into unconsciousness he is dragged down into his bed and then his body is discharged as a mass of blood and guts. Nancy, however, has succeeded in drawing Krueger from his world; he now stands in the reality of her room. After setting the child murderer on fire, she locks him in the basement, only to find, all too soon, he has broken free. His fiery treads lead to her mother’s bedroom where Nancy and her father catch the unstoppable Krueger smothering her mother in flames. Her body is severely burned and her charred remains are seen to wither away. Nancy finally destroys Krueger by turning her back on him, thus rendering him powerless. As she leaves the horrors of her mother’s bedroom, she prays those who have fallen to his evil machinations can be returned to life.


The following morning in an epilogue that was producer Bob Shea’s idea rather than Craven’s, Nancy’s prayers are answered, as she is driven to school with Glen and her friends. However, just when you think everything is hunky dory Krueger appears: he’s not finished yet. He puts his foot on the gas and drives away with the screaming Nancy, her mother being dragged through the door window by his bladed hand.


[image: image]


By 1984, the golden age of the slasher was almost at an end, with much of the recent crop of entries amounting to little more than worn out cliché. Inspired by reports of people dying in their sleep, Wes Craven delivered this unexpected and highly original take on what had become tired narrative, combining a fastidious plot with crucial fright-filled shenanigans and true to the slasher ilk made imaginative use of a plethora of gut-wrenching gore effects. He had pitched the idea to several studios, including The Walt Disney Company and Paramount Pictures, but each in turn rejected his concept for quite different reasons. Finally, New Line Cinema agreed to take on the film, which marked a diversification in their approach, having up until then acted solely as a film distributor.


The diabolical Fred Krueger, who revelled in an unwholesome mix of murder and mirth, proved to be one of the most memorable villains in cinematic horror. His comedic dialogue would never lessen the terror of his cruel intent, although this in due course was watered down as the sequels ensued and Fred became Freddy. Under Craven’s careful direction the audience grew to like these suburban teenagers, as they had with Carpenter’s cast from Halloween, a bonding which had been largely absent from so many slasher movies of the last few years. Among the endearing cast was a young Johnny Depp, who behind the scenes was very shy and unsure of himself and in this his first role gave only the slightest impression of the talent that would one day follow. The story focused on Depp and his friends rather than the ominous presence of Kreuger; this was their story, not his. The inevitable expansion of the franchise would bring Freddie Kreuger to centre stage, but this would regrettably detract from the true menace in his depraved make up.


Dreams were very much in vogue in 1984 with Paramount having already released Dreamscape and the slasher craze had previously been tormented by Nightmares in a Damaged Brain (1981), The Slayer (1982) and Blood Song (1982). However, in his use of the murky shots to engender the impression of dream, Craven broke the rules. He went on to interpose the same technique as his characters awoke, distorting the boundaries between reality and their nightmare world. In this reinterpretation, this was no longer only a dream. The recurrent theme of teenage sexual promiscuity, however, was again invoked, with the perpetrators’ falling before the slasher’s blade; their loss of innocence was summarily followed by an end to their life.


The film was an almost instant commercial success, making a return on its entire budget during its first week of opening. Eager to reap the rewards there then came, A Nightmare on Elm Street 2: Freddy’s Revenge (1985), A Nightmare on Elm Street 3: Dream Warriors (1987), A Nightmare on Elm Street 4: The Dream Master (1988), A Nightmare on Elm Street 5: The Dream Child (1989), Freddy’s Dead: The Final Nightmare (1991), Wes Craven’s New Nightmare (1994), Freddy vs. Jason (2003) and the remake A Nightmare on Elm Street (2010).[image: image]
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LUCRATIVE ENTREPRENEUR JOHN Stone (Bill Rogers) receives a parcel, within which he finds two heart-shaped bottles of brandy bequeathed by his recently deceased relative, Baron Khron of Moldavia. The Baron he learns was a descendant of Count Dracula. A note accompanying the parcel insists that Stone toast the deceased Baron; in another six months, he will receive further instructions. As the months go by Stone’s wife Helene (Elizabeth Wilkinson) becomes increasingly concerned with a series of subtle changes to his disposition. He is now unusually cold and takes to sleeping during the day and working through the night; furthermore his appearance has also endured a strange transformation. The brandy, which Stone has enjoyed these few months past, has been prepared from the blood of the fabled count; he has now assumed the ancient calling of his family birthright.


Six months later, the vampire Stone receives word to come to London, charging him to lay claim to the estate at Carfax in Purfleet. Reports abound of the murders of Philip Harker, Dr Wayne Seward, and Lord Gold, each horribly staked through the heart. Dr Howard Helsing (Otto Schlessinger) is certain he will be next, for he knows Stone is mercilessly avenging Dracula’s slaughter. He enlists the aid of Helene’s former boyfriend Hank. Fearing Stone will turn his wife into a vampire, Hank willingly joins forces with Helsing. Stone, however, has already learned Helsing has taken Helene into his confidence; using his vampiric powers he throws her into a hypnotic trance, convincing her that Helsing is intent on his murder. Before he departs, he places his wife under his control and then savours a portion of her blood. When later taken in for questioning he escapes to suckle on his wife’s neck for a second time. Now in an even deeper trance, Helene drives away, with Hank, Helsing and a detective in pursuit. They follow her to an abandoned mansion, where Stone is finally trapped, and as the sun rises over the horizon they stake him through the heart.
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Also known by the name The Secret of Dr Alucard, Herschell G. Lewis’s feature was a marked departure from his previous efforts. While considerably longer in running time to the “Blood Trilogy”, by comparison it was somewhat slower paced and offered significantly less in the way of gore. However, it was a worthy attempt to create a horror movie as opposed to the exploitative sensationalism upon which he had built his reputation in the wake of Alfred Hitchcock’s groundbreaking Psycho (1960). Bill Rogers and William Kerwin turned in some reasonably decent performances, which afforded their roles the kind of authority that had been absent from Lewis’s previous efforts. As with many films of the period, A Taste of Blood was marred by its night-for-day shots, with the backdrop to the London docklands resembling the Miami skyline.[image: image]
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FROM THE HIGHLY prolific Joe D’Amato (born Aristide Massaccesi), and originally entitled Rosso Sangue, Absurd has also gone by the name Anthropophagous 2. As with so many of the exploitation features of this era, this unofficial sequel has nothing to do with the gory excess of Anthropophagous, which had seen release only a year before. To add to the confusion, this piece of deranged Italian splatter has subsequently been entitled Horrible and The Grim Reaper 2.


In a nameless American town, actually shot in Italy, a bedraggled stranger (George Eastman) frantically tries to escape a chasing priest (Edmund Purdom). In his desperate attempt to scale a tall gate, he loses his balance and as he falls is disembowelled by the protruding railings. As he reels away, his torn intestines are revealed with an abundance of blood spilling from his body; surely he is about to die. Nursing these near fatal wounds, he is rushed to the hospital, where the doctors stare in disbelief, amazed at his seemingly impossible powers of recuperation. When the priest arrives, he is taken to one side by the investigating police detective, Sergeant Engleman (Charles Borromel). The priest warns the detective that the man in surgery, Mikos Stenopolis, is a homicidal lunatic transformed by a biochemical experiment to be nigh on indestructible. The only way to kill him, the priest explains, is to “destroy the cerebral mass”. After the shock of seeing him bolt upright on the operating table, the unspeaking madman escapes. His menacing presence accentuates the sense of dread in the moments before he drives a surgical screwdriver directly through the cranium of a young nurse and then ploughs an industrial band saw into the head of an orderly, with graphically bloody results. As the psychotic Mikos takes to the darkened streets, the blood inevitably begins to flow.


While attacking a motorcyclist he is struck by a hit-and-run driver, which turns out to be a Dr Bennett and his wife, who have left their two children at home with their babysitter. Their daughter Katia is confined to bed, paralyzed by a severe spinal problem, while her fearful younger brother can’t shake the thought that the “Bogeyman” is out to get him. When Mikos forces his way into the family home, he traces the babysitter, severely batters her, runs her head into a lighted oven and then slowly burns it. As with Anthropophagous, D’Amato had the camera dwell at length on these scenes, bolstering his standing with the gore-mongers, while enraging the censors.


Now assuming the role of the elder sibling, Katia sends her brother for help then struggles from her bed ready to defend herself. D’Amato then delivers the unexpected; in a close up shot, he has Katia take a set of drawing compasses and repeatedly stab Mikos in the eyes. Now blinded, the infuriated killer staggers through the house trying to seize hold of his crippled assailant. This suspense-filled scene provides a fitting climax as the disabled Katia writhes to avoid the thrashing killer, before decapitating him and destroying “the cerebral mass”.


D’Amato had been eager to emulate and then improve on the success of his previous film Anthropophagous: The Beast, and from the opening frames of his new film went straight for the jugular as he hurled an entire catalogue of graphic outrage at his expectant audience. While hopelessly limited by the constraints of an inadequate budget, he was still able to deliver the American-styled slasher, with script writer George Eatman, whose real name was Luigi Montefiori, engaging just enough narrative to allow the psychopath to stray between a series of set pieces as he killed off a predominantly youthful supporting cast. On its release, Absurd was heavily criticized for its similarities to John Carpenter’s Halloween (1978), particularly the staging of the babysitter and the children placed in her care who became imperilled by a hushed and almost indestructible killer. It was, however, far more bloodthirsty than Halloween, which led to it being included on the Director of Public Prosecution’s list of video nasties in November 1983, and was one of thirty-nine titles to be successfully prosecuted under the Obscene Publications Act of 1959 during 1984. This video version had been released with two minutes and twenty-three seconds of edits in the August of 1983. A quarter of a century later it was issued in its original form in France, now entitled Horrible, but it is yet to be resubmitted for release to the BBFC. [image: image]
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IN THE DORMITORY of an exclusive girls’ boarding school located in New England, Kathy (Milijana Zirojevic) busily readies herself for a date, surrounded by a dubious gathering of friends and posters of those desirable heartthrobs of the day, Sylvester Stallone and Tom Cruise. Hours later while parked at a secluded spot with gym teacher Fred Vernon, she enjoys the heat of some back seat fervour, unaware her leering schoolmates can see everything that is going on. When Kathy realizes she has been set up, she takes off in floods of tears, only to be knocked down by an oncoming car. Lying comatose in a hospital bed, she begins to exact her revenge. A new girl has just arrived at the school, Eva Gordon (Lara Naszinsky); she’s the kind of girl who likes to be popular with the boys and very soon will become Kathy’s unwitting pawn. Having been given Kathy’s old room, Eva falls under the comatose girl’s vengeful grasp. With Eva now firmly in her control, Kathy embarks on her course of grim retribution by killing her smug gym teacher. Then she prepares for her tormentors, the girls who put in her hospital, hunting them down one by one like lambs to the slaughter. Fulci is typically creative with the death by snails sequence, where one of the girls, in a series of close-up shots, is literally smothered as she lies in her bed; a decapitation ensues with numerous gratuitous stabbings and a strange dreamlike sex scene, which takes a rather grisly turn.
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While the cinematography has been highly praised, this remains one of Lucio Fulci’s less known films and for many fails to live up to the bloodthirsty genius he so wilfully splattered across the silver screen only a few years before. Aenigma was completed as the craze for Italian horror movies was drawing to an end, and by comparison to those more renowned features is appreciably reserved in its glee for blood and guts. Instead, Fulci attempted to create his own version of Suspiria (1977), choosing to develop a stylized atmosphere of menace in the closeted world of the boarding school dormitory. The framework for the film bears similarities to the slasher of the preceding years rather than Italian splatter, at a time when the genre bordered on mediocrity. As with his previous works, there are inconsistencies in the narrative, the maid’s glowing eyes are never explained and the relationship with Eva’s doctor proves an unsatisfying subplot. Aspects of the Carrie (1976) storyline are also in evidence, as the humiliated teenager metes out her cruel reprisal, but in this instance, this would not become Fulci’s saviour. [image: image]
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IN THE DEPTHS of a cave on a faraway island, researchers are about to bear down on a native voodoo ritual. During the ensuing melee, the voodoo priest (James Sampson) is killed as he conspires to open the Third Gate of Hell, all in the hope of giving life to his recently deceased daughter. In the throes of death, he invokes a curse from the ancient “Book of the Dead”, whose incantation reaches across the entire island to return the dead to life. Within minutes, four people’s faces are torn asunder and bloody carnage ensues. As a family chase through the mist of the forest trying to escape this insanity, they are confronted by a freshly resurrected zombie. Within seconds, the father’s neck is savagely gorged and the mother is taken down and eaten alive. Only their young daughter Jenny (Candice Daly) manages to escape, protected by her mother’s amulet.


Many years later, Jenny returns with a friend and a group of mercenaries. She is intent on learning the circumstances that led to the death of her parents and seek to become free of the island’s curse. As their boat draws into shore, the engine cuts out leaving the party marooned. In a change of scene, three backpackers are observed exploring the same island; they wander into the cave where the high priest and his followers had previously been killed. One of them, Chuck (Jeff Stryker), opens “The Book of the Dead” and accidentally revives the spell that once again resurrects the dead. Only Chuck makes it from the cave; soon after both he and the mercenaries are heavily embroiled with this new wave of the walking dead. Those who fall to this unusually animated horde undergo an all too familiar transmutation to join the ranks of those who have already become zombies, as Jenny and Chuck desperately fight on in the hope of survival. They know the only way to end the curse is to seal the gateway that leads to Hell, so the two of them trek back to the cave. As they explore the cavern, Jenny comes upon a mirror that reveals the flesh melting from her face and, in an exquisitely executed close up, her eyeball is plucked from its socket. As this terrifying transformation takes place, Stryker has to confront the mindless zombies and falls as one of them repeatedly thrusts its hand into his stomach, leaving him to an agonizing death. Before the credits begin to roll, the camera turns its attention to Jenny, whose face has now completely disintegrated to reveal she too is now one of this atrophied breed.


After Death or Oltre La Morte was another part in the obsession for Italian zombies, and saw release in the United States as Zombie 4: After Death and here in the United Kingdom as Zombie Flesh Eaters 3. These titles are typically confusing, as the film bears no narrative connection with either series. Claudio Fragasso, under the pseudonym Clyde Anderson, returned from Zombi 3 (1988) to direct this low-budget shocker with its implausible plot but distinctive splatter of blood and guts. His film proved a little too dependent on the gore factor, and when to his disdain it was censored, it was robbed of a considerable part of its intended impact. However, its fast pace and succinct editing combined with the handmade zombie effects succeeded in producing a movie that appealed to the bloodthirsty and invited much discussion as to the interpretation of its ambiguous denouement. The statuesque Jeff Stryker, credited as Chuck Peyton, had already starred in a plethora of gay and bisexual pornographic features and would go on to make many more. Fragasso would continue to direct low-budget ventures, which the following year would see him work on the haunted house feature La Casa 5 and the film denigrated as one of the worst of all time, Troll 2.[image: image]
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WITH HIS COLLEAGUES having left for the night, the partially disguised mortician (Pep Tsor) is left alone in the morgue with only the bodies of the recently deceased as company. An autopsy is explicitly detailed; then this troubled employee begins to fondle the corpses. One corpse in particular attracts his attention, that of a young woman who has just been brought in following her death in the impact of a car crash. He tears off her clothes, then slices open her body, becoming aroused as her raw flesh is exposed before savouring his necrophilic lust by climbing astride her lacerated cadaver while taking pictures with an automated camera. Discarding his mask, he then leaves for the evening with his snap shots and the heart he has removed to feed to his dog.
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