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“From everything that’s happened, from the way people act, the threats that have been made, I get the sensation of conspiracy at work. What the nature is, or even the rationale, is a subject I find increasingly fascinating.”

—from E. Howard Hunt’s 1973 novel, The Coven

“All things merge away into everything else.”

—Charles Fort, The Book of the Damned

“No matter where you’re going, it’s the wrong place.”

—Tobe Hooper





[image: images]





[image: images]

In the early 1970s, before Jaws, Star Wars, Saturday Night Fever, Jimmy Carter, and even the pet rock, America writhed in a pre-disco inferno.






CHAPTER ONE

“THE ZEITGEIST BLEW THROUGH”

“You don’t have to look and you don’t have to see ’Cause you can feel it in your olfactory.”

—“DEAD SKUNK,” LOUDON WAINWRIGHT III

One day in Austin, Texas, during a frantic Christmas shopping season in 1972, Tobe Hooper had an epiphany. He stood in a crowded hardware section of a Montgomery Ward, wary of the holiday spirit, and desperate for an exit. Noticing a bunch of chain saws in an upright display, he fantasized about slicing and dicing his way through the consumer swarm. He repressed his dream of a Yuletide bloodbath, but once he escaped the claustrophobic maw and settled back home, visions of chain saws whirred in his head, setting off a chain reaction of story ideas.

Hooper’s muse appeared at a wild time in modern U.S. history. In the early ’70s, before Jaws, Star Wars, Saturday Night Fever, Jimmy Carter, and even the pet rock, America writhed in a pre-disco inferno. As he told Texas Monthly in 2004, “I went home, sat down, all the channels just tuned in, the zeitgeist blew through, and the whole damn story came to me in what seemed like about thirty seconds. The hitchhiker, the older brother at the gas station, the girl escaping twice, the dinner sequence, people out in the country out of gas.”

While Hooper plotted out his narrative, the holiday season of 1972 was already fraught with Hooper-ish gloom. Nixon won his re-election in a landslide the month before, but shadows of scandal stalked him when a grand jury indicted seven of the Watergate burglars months before. Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein were already on a case that would metastasize, forcing many Americans to perceive their Commander-in-Chief as a mask with two faces: the leader and the liar, the potentate and the scoundrel. Like Hooper in the hardware department, the President grew impatient and sought a violent solution. This time he had an alibi. The North Vietnamese stalled about signing a peace accord, so he ordered the Christmas bombings over Hanoi and Haiphong, with dozens of U.S. airmen becoming casualties, captors, or among the missing.

Also, during the dark December of 1972, the final manned Apollo moon-landing mission returned to Earth as a bittersweet swansong to the “space age.”

On December 8, United Flight 553 crashed into a residential area near Chicago’s Midway Airport, killing Dorothy Hunt, wife to the infamous Watergate player E. Howard Hunt. Mrs. Hunt (involved in OSS and later CIA activities since World War II) was allegedly carrying thousands in cash at the time. Some conspiracy theorists believe the crash was the result of sabotage, and that Mrs. Hunt might have also been aiding her husband in either blackmailing or exposing the president regarding his connections from Watergate and all the way back to the Bay of Pigs fiasco.

Then, on December 23, the otherwise miraculous discovery of sixteen plane crash survivors in the Andes took a macabre twist when they credited their seventy-two-day endurance to cannibalism. It seems that Hooper’s Chain Saw storyline was writing itself, drawing from events and moods in America and sometimes from around the globe. Occasions formed confluences with other occasions: social, political, and personal themes that would make The Texas Chain Saw Massacre more than just a movie.

With his collaborator Kim Henkel, Hooper planned a post-’60s version of Hansel and Gretel: lost but blindly optimistic young people wandering into strange places that waited to gobble them up. But instead of gingerbread houses or old-fashioned witches, they looked to grislier serial killers, people like Ed Gein—the Wisconsin ghoul who (though credited with only two official murders) dug up graves to make clothing and furniture from the corpses. Hitchcock had already invoked Gein in Psycho (with other films to follow), but Hooper and Henkel knew they had to compete with the standards already laid out by George Romero’s Night of the Living Dead and Wes Craven’s The Last House on the Left.

In January of 1973, shortly after his second inauguration, Nixon announced on radio and television that he and Henry Kissinger devised a plan for “peace with honor” to end the Vietnam War. The speech was short, to the point, and shocking to many in the press who expected something direr. Despite cynicism from media talking heads, this proved to be Nixon’s final presidential power play, the last moment for the President to save face before a deluge of dirt started leaking from the Oval Office and onto newsprint.

Hooper and Henkel once planned a fairy-tale look with trolls creeping out from beneath bridges, but they instead got a readymade Chain Saw muse via Nixon’s political transgressions. A doctor that Hooper knew provided more ideas, specifically when he bragged about making a mask from a cadaver during his pre-med days. Like the ensuing events, the movie’s title also shifted. According to Robert Burns (who served as art director, casting director, and taxidermist of dead animals), an early title idea was “Saturn in Retrograde.” Then it was “Head Cheese” and “Stalking Leatherface” before condensing into “Leatherface.”

Later, a man named Warren Skaaren, who served as the Texas Film Commission’s first director, helped them broker a deal to finance the film with the help of another investor named Bill Parsley, who acted as Texas Tech University’s vice president of financial affairs and had enough pull with oilman R.B. McGowen. Together, they helped to raise the initial $60,000 to make the film. Parsley’s lawyer, another name that would appear in the movie credits, was Robert Kuhn, a buttoned-down type who got skittish when he saw Hooper and Henkel in his office, wondering (from what he judged as their dazed-hippie appearance) if they were up to the task of earning back the money.

Skaaren offered another vital contribution. A week prior to principal photography, he suggested they rename the film as The Texas Chain Saw Massacre. Leatherface star Gunnar Hansen claimed to have hated it then but also admitted that its sensationalism alone got thousands of people to donate a slice of their mundane lives to experience what some critics would acclaim with such kudos as “unrelenting horror.”

Hooper and Henkel started collaborating on Chain Saw in January and February of 1973. That is when Hooper claimed to get additional inspiration from two albums. But here his memory seems to lapse. He told journalists (including the Austin Chronicle in 2000) that it might have been Elton John’s Goodbye Yellow Brick Road or Lou Reed’s Berlin. Elton John’s album and song, however, hit the Billboard charts in October of 1973, the same month that Reed’s album debuted.

The more likely tune is a folk ditty that nourished the airwaves by the early months: Loudon Wainwright III’s Top 40 novelty “Dead Skunk.” It was the ideal metaphor that would, for Hooper, evolve into the visual and implied impact of a rotting armadillo, an Austin mascot, which lay in the middle of the steamy route as a group of five unwary youths crossed its path. The verbal word play between Wainwright’s use of “olfactory” and the story’s old slaughter factory might also have fermented in Hooper’s head.

From the first reeking shooting days in July of 1973 (during one of Texas’s hottest summers) and its post-production and reshoots starting in mid-August, to the maneuvers required to get it distributed and finally presented to a viewing public in October of the following year, the film and the circumstances leading up to its public presentation serve as a metaphor for the early ’70s mayhem. Many of these connections between art and life might not have been Hooper’s conscious intent all of the time, but in retrospect, the film casts an eerie reflection on what Jimmy Carter would later call America’s “crisis of confidence,” particularly for those of the working and middle classes who started to feel the sting of falling from their post-World War II ascension and seeing their American Dream disemboweled.

Today, The Texas Chain Saw Massacre is a work that nearly every age group knows about and whose power continues to reign over many daydreams and nightmares. In the many decades since it premiered to an alternately ecstatic, appalled, shocked, and nauseated crowd, it became part of the Museum of Modern Art’s permanent collection. It has earned Entertainment Weekly’s scariest film category (second only to The Exorcist). Slant magazine made it #1 in its Top 100 all-time Greatest Horror Movies. Texas can claim it as its most financially fruitful movie, garnering loads more than its relatively meager production funds, despite much of the loot never entering the creators’ pockets. But The Texas Chain Saw Massacre has grander historical importance.


This book will explore The Texas Chain Saw Massacre as a collection of stories within a story, conveyed through clues, suggestions, and uncanny connections that make its principal characters pawns in a larger game. The solar flares, the desecrated graves, the harrowing radio announcements, the quirky weather, the mumbling drunk at the cemetery who claims to know more than everyone else, the dying cattle in the old factory where Leatherface’s family used to slaughter them with a quick plunk of the sledge, the blood-soaked shape that the hitchhiker leaves on the hippies’ van, and the voodoo trappings outside the Hardesty grandparents’ home—all offer signs that, far from being sappy supernatural lures, are more terrifying for being so mundane. The Texas Chain Saw Massacre is secular horror at its best.

Instead of regarding the film as simply a work with actors, directors, producers, budgets, and shooting schedules, readers should appreciate Hooper’s masterpiece as a wider visceral experience: a tale engorged with newsworthy analogies. Here is where seemingly disparate ideas and images briefly come together in a world teeming with menace and traversed by souls that have lost their way. “You could feel that things were on edge and had the potential for popping,” Mr. Hooper would say.

The Texas Chain Saw Massacre had all of the timely fixings: unprecedented gore, “evil” Southern rednecks, lost and searching youths, hippie chicks, allusions to the oil crisis and economic recessions, unprecedented fixations on death and disaster, and that other morbid interest that accelerated in the ’70s—astrology.

Hooper and Henkel’s 16mm monster—destined to expand into 35mm—reveled in a stew of gore, oppressive weather, a miserable cast and crew, and many putrid smells that lingered while the world outside also raged. Assaults from the right, the left, and mindbenders in between, left many Americans escaping into hedonism, quaking at threats of economic collapse, and shuddering at a fusillade of media images reminding them of death, including numerous accounts of real-life ritual murders with a religious taint. With these varying subjects in mind, this book will look at The Texas Chain Saw Massacre less as just a movie and more as a multilayered hologram of astounding, confusing, and terrifying times.
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For his first feature Eggshells, Tobe Hooper found his own group of hippies living in a commune near the University of Texas campus. However, the commune of Hooper’s imagination had an added curse. In its basement lurked what he once described as “a cryptoembryonic-hyperelectric presence that managed to influence the house and the people in it.” Chain Saw, in contrast, abandons the supernatural for a more plausible, secular horror story.






CHAPTER TWO

“CRYPTOEMBRYONIC” JOURNEY

“I had the long hair, and I walked around with a movie camera in my hand, which was kind of a hippie thing to do. But in fact it made me a suspicious character.”

—TOBE HOOPER

Tobe Hooper witnessed the ghastlier side of the 1960s when, on August 1, 1966, he strolled through his University of Texas at Austin campus and heard gunfire. A cop ran up to him and shouted, “Get in that building. Someone is on the tower shooting.” Startled but a bit skeptical, Hooper watched the policeman soon plummet from the impact of a bullet. Hooper took refuge in a nearby building to view the top of the tower, where ex-Marine Charles Whitman, after killing his mother and wife with knives, shot uninterrupted at passersby for ninety-six minutes from the twenty-eighth floor of the Administration Building’s Observation Deck, killing over a dozen people, maiming thirty-one, and committing one of the worst mass murders in American history. All of this transpired only three years after Texas was the site of JFK’s assassination in Dallas.

Hooper’s friend and future collaborator Ron Perryman was also at UT on that day and snapped some photos of bystanders huddling behind cars and trees as they tried to dodge the bullets. One of Perryman’s photos captures the Observation Deck, with Whitman covered by a cloud of police gunfire. Some of his photos ended up in the August 12th edition of Life magazine as the issue went into detail about the killings and the bad background of Whitman’s seemingly all-American life. For Hooper, as it was for several of his associates, the Whitman massacre was an omen of darker deeds that would sully the ’60s counterculture’s peace-love clichés.

Despite what some mainstream Hollywood movies of the late ’60s such as Easy Rider might have led people to believe, the South also had its rebellious youth who smoked the same kind of dope and rallied for the same anti-war causes. By then, Texas also had a modest but productive independent film industry, with Hooper as part of it. He worked on projects that he described to the Austin Chronicle in 2000 as stories “about isolation, the woods, the darkness, and the unknown.” In 1964, he collaborated with Ron Perryman on a short entitled The Heisters, which allowed him to tinker with 35mm, along with Technicolor and Techniscope. Following the disclaimer, “This theater is proud to announce that the following presentation is ridiculous,” the slapstick humor suggests a rustic Three Stooges episode, including a number of bizarre treats: a scientist who changes the sizes of a beetle via injections, a carnivorous music box, and a pastry fight with a giant monster pie.

Hooper and Perryman became part of Motion Picture Productions of Texas. In 1970, the two collaborated again on another color film called Down Friday Street. It was a graphic comment about gentrification and the haunted spaces left behind, intercutting urban sprawl with a quaint old house about to be demolished by a bulldozer. Hooper clarified some of his resume to Marjorie Baumgarten for the Austin Chronicle: “I did a lot of commercials in Austin, we had a commercial house that I was part owner in called Film House. I made about 60 commercials. Then I started making documentaries.”


Hooper’s most notable documentary was his 1969 cinéma vérité treatment of Peter, Paul, and Mary called The Song is Love. Hooper and Perryman followed them around the country for about six months as the trio lathered on their sweet chanteys about cruel wars and other timely upheavals. But Hooper approached his subject with a bemused distance, more concerned about developing the right filming techniques than partaking in the fashionable protests.

Hooper and Perryman were both inspired by D.A. Pennebaker, known for Monterey Pop and the Bob Dylan documentary Don’t Look Back. Back then, concerts had to seem “authentic,” so they needed a rough look with shaky cams and abrupt zooms. After foraging through about one hundred hours of 16mm footage, Hooper and Perryman salvaged one reasonably cohesive hour, conforming to the style of Pennebaker, as well as such other contemporaries as the Maysles Brothers and Frederick Wiseman. “We originally hoped the film would follow Michael Wadleigh’s Woodstock in theaters,” the film’s producer Fred Miller recalled to the Austin Chronicle in 1999, “but that was not to be. We released the show to PBS for a 10-year run beginning on Easter of 1970. It is my understanding that PBS nominated it for their choice for PBS Emmy, and it became a major fundraiser for PBS for the next 10 years.”

As Hooper told the Texas Monthly’s John Bloom, “It was the Vietnam era, and I remember at the end of every concert, Peter, Paul, and Mary would separate and go to different parts of the venue, and their fans would gather around and talk about the war. It was interesting, but I was kind of a nonpolitical hippie. I had the long hair, and I walked around with a movie camera in my hand, which was kind of a hippie thing to do. But in fact it made me a suspicious character. I was FBI. I was a narc. I was with the feds. Why else would I be taking everyone’s picture all the time?”

With the help of David Ford, a businessman in Houston who invested $40,000, Hooper set out, in his first feature, to reveal his reluctance to catch the Aquarian flu. Eggshells: An American Freak Illumination reflects lots of topical hippie concerns: Vietnam, the draft, the police, drugs, mysticism, ghosts, and the unprecedented exodus of white kids fleeing their comfy homes for often disastrous attempts at communal living. Hooper seemed bent on recording these trends as the era’s Götterdämmerung and found his own group of hippies living in a commune near the UT campus. However, the commune of Hooper’s imagination had an added curse. In its basement lurked what he once described as “a cryptoembryonic-hyperelectric presence that managed to influence the house and the people in it.”

Eggshells begins with Mahlon, a hippie girl with long brown hair (Mahlon Foreman) riding on the back of a green Chevy pickup truck and destined for Austin to fulfill her flower-child dreams. By the time Mahlon gets to UT, Hooper makes sure to track his camera along the campus motto inscribed on the same tower where Charles Whitman went berserk: “Ye Shall Know the Truth, and the Truth Shall Make You Free.” It is the same biblical verse etched into the lobby of the original CIA headquarters—a connection that might make some shudder when they realize how Austin also represented a link between the CIA’s LSD experiments and the advent of psychedelic rock. In the year that Charles Whitman bathed the UT campus in crimson, an Austin-based band released their 1966 debut album The Psychedelic Sounds of the 13th Floor Elevators and added the term “psychedelic rock” to the pop lexicon.

The stars and stripes fly along with the Texas state flag, as Mahlon witnesses authentic anti-war campus demonstrators, a scene that includes police who might be grabbing at their truncheons in case of emergency but defy stereotypes by being friendly and shaking hands with some of the protesters. The activists lug a coffin decorated in red, white, and blue; members of campus staff emerge from their offices to smile and flash peace sings. This is, after all, an Austin-style revolution, replete with clean-cut students, many in white shirts and shorter hair, embellishing Confederate statues with vibrant streamers, and doing nothing to elicit tear gas or ammo.

Hooper takes the time to show off his telephoto lens with some close-ups on leaves and other natural ephemera, but the narrative starts going into a more abstruse direction when his signature stealthy tracking shot focuses on a house that has an uncanny resemblance to the one that he would later use for the home of Leatherface and his kin. Another vital character enters: an ethereal and androgynous young man with curly blond hair named Ron (Ron Barnhart). Ron sits down on the front steps, sips on a glass of milk, and gets startled by a paper airplane (adorned in psychedelic designs) that turns into an explosive projectile—the first sign of a placid world getting rattled. Ron, as Hooper states in his audio commentary to the film, is “from another dimension,” trying to find his place in the human zoo. He is the outsider, while Mahlon, who finds her way to the UT commune, becomes more of an insider. Like a passive cave girl, she becomes the instant girlfriend to the caveman Toz, an angry, cynical, pot-smoking poet played by Kim Henkel (under the pseudonym Boris Schnurr), who also co-wrote the script with Hooper. Mahlon and Toz are a direct contrast to Amy and David, a couple on the verge of getting married and trying to enjoy their last moments of defiance before reintegrating into the safer embrace of parental approval and ethnic norms.

Compared to the more closely scripted Chain Saw, Eggshells has lots of improvised acting. Hooper claims he sometimes went to the commune in the middle of the night, waking the actor impersonators from their slumbers to get them to perform. The cinéma vérité conversations (when the camera contrives with studied spontaneity to make the environment seem “real”) are when the fun really starts. For instance, Amy and David, while still living in “sin,” like to sit naked together in the bathtub to rap about communism, student protesters getting bayonetted, how much money they will get from their parents, and other issues clouding the minds of “heads” during that period. As their exchanges progress, they start showing the personality warts of a married couple ready to argue, with Amy doing most of the nagging.

There is another cultural dimension that is subtly layered into the plot. Amy and David will be united in a Jewish wedding, but they seem oblivious to any Kosher dietary rules as they eat a premarital breakfast consisting of not just milk and meat together but bacon. Toz is also on hand to give them a Christian benediction, and David finishes with more invocations to Jesus. “That’s enough of this god bullshit,” Amy finally declares. “Let’s eat.”

The scene reveals the commune’s eclectic spiritual perspective. This is more apparent when Amy, David, Toz, and another friend played by Allen Danziger (the future van driver in Chain Saw) sit around talking about a possible spirit haunting the house, blending references to scriptural lore, Eastern mysticism, Freud, theories about thought waves, psychics on television shows, and even Casper the Friendly Ghost.

At first glance, much of Eggshells can appear as a freeform late-’60s mess. A discernible narrative nevertheless guides the story, even in its most hallucinatory moments. One of those moments is a flashback to the time when the “cryptoembryonic-hyperelectric presence” had entered the house. Hooper subjects viewers to a high-speed stream-of-pixilated-consciousness detour that flickers and wavers through trees, bushes, the rooms of the house, and finally settles down into the house’s basement, where the “presence” plots to influence several of its future inhabitants. Hooper also once planned to use a similar machine to possess the chain saw in his impending masterpiece, but reason reigned, and Hooper made The Texas Chain Saw Massacre all the more terrifying for being secular.

This hallucinatory interlude makes Ron’s presence more profound, for he is a “hyperelectric” offspring, eluding the notice of the oblivious commune partiers. At one point, Ron sits in a room and contemplates various self-portraits, some of men, some of women, and some of varying alien identities. He is a fluid being vying for an identity in a place too crude to understand or perceive him. Hooper intended him to be a “spirit of the psychedelic energy,” and only when he creeps back down to the basement does Ron start coming to terms with his “hyperelectric” origins.

Ron’s reaction to his “hyperelectric” self is reminiscent of Edgar Allan Poe’s “William Wilson,” the story of a man battling his doppelgänger. Instead of being passive when encountering the otherworldly energy, Ron brandishes a sword that he finds beside a decrepit toilet, using it to smash furniture, cut through cobwebs, and as Hooper intended, engage in an adolescent inner skirmish when discovering parts of his psyche he never before acknowledged. It took Hooper two weeks to perfect this schizoid choreography.

The battle of the doubles subsides when Ron’s character sees the transcendent luminescence that beckons him to come closer, giving Hooper the pleasure of subjecting Ron to a cosmic joke: a party-favor tweeter with a feather at the end leaps out of the light to tickle his face. Ron is soon immersed in multicolored helium balloons as he strolls through a park, where he encounters an eccentric woman who gets off on licking tree bark as she walks her Irish Setter. Then, in a flash of abrupt discontinuity, Ron is back to the basement, as the light mutates into flashing pink and protrudes. The “hyperelectric” machine, made from what was essentially the remains of a row of hairdryers that Hooper saw abandoned in front of some North Austin store, sucks Ron up, allowing Hooper to digress into some trippy animation that resembles the splotches on a decorated bowling ball, an effect he achieved by stretching out a large piece of clear film leader that he spattered with specks of multicolored, translucent paint.


In 1967, poet Richard Brautigan came out with a collection called All Watched Over by Machines of Loving Grace. Its title poem rhapsodizes over “a cybernetic meadow where mammals and computers live together in mutually programming harmony like pure water touching clear sky.” Perhaps sharing such optimism, Ron merges with the machine. Amy and David, meanwhile, get closer to the connubial web, at one point embracing inside of a protective bubble. Toz, the movie’s anarchist, seethes at the prospect of his friends’ becoming husband and wife, yet he plans to chauffeur them to their nuptials in an old Dodge truck that he paints red, white, and blue. In what is apparently a cathartic fantasy, Toz smashes and sets fire to the car, gambols about the field in full-frontal nudity, and marvels at the combustion that resembles an atomic mushroom. There is also some Chain Saw foreshadowing: two clucking chickens, along with animal skulls and bones, are all that remain in the holocaust’s aftermath.

“We gotta go castrate David,” Toz tells Mahlon as they loll in bed before attending the wedding in the park’s bandstand. While friends and family of the newlyweds rejoice, Toz runs from the scene, unable to cope with his pal’s transformation and resenting the bride. He returns to the old house and his typewriter, trying to continue his poetry while the ominous “cryptoembryonic” light flickers above him. The cellar beckons, the blinding light pulls him toward a doorway, but he still manages to grab Mahlon down with him to the basement to share in the transformation.

By now, androgynous Ron reunites with the bark-licking lady. She becomes a fourth wheel on this final madcap ride as Toz and Mahlon join them in the search for another world. They resurrect the “hyperelectric” machine in what seems to be a relatively pastoral setting that is threatened by bulldozers (foreshadowing the anti-urban renewal sentiments of Down Friday Street). Hooper indulges in another breakneck POV journey by car through Austin, before the four misfits surrender to the “cryptoembryonic” voltage, sticking their heads into its hairdryer-like electrodes that suck them in and squeeze out their earthly remains into a muddy sludge. Their spirits—or their unraveling DNA strands—drift as a white mist that eventually dissolves into the foliage.

The image in the film of Kim Henkel’s snarky character Toz hunched over his typewriter approximates a true-to-life portrayal of his role in his collaboration with Hooper. Hooper had the cinema smarts, while Henkel was immersed in setting the atmosphere and the dialogue, sometimes retreating to his little corner of the set to bolster the script or scribble new dialogue on a napkin. Hooper was left with about sixty hours of footage that he had to compress into a ninety-minute story—a process that took about nine months. The movie had few if any viewers by the time it was ready for the public in 1971, but it did appear at the Atlanta International Film Festival to win a gold award.

Of the Hooper-Henkel duo, Henkel was the doubter, the one more prone to stew in criticism of the world, including himself. And the characters of David and Amy as well as Toz’s troubled reaction to them, are also likely part of Henkel’s life. As he recalls, “I acted in Eggshells—well, after a fashion … I wrote some short little pieces for it. It was mainly centered on two friends of mine—and it was because I knew them that I ran into the whole situation. After that, Tobe and I talked about something off and on for several years, and then we finally settled on the Chain Saw project.”

Hooper, on the other hand, was the mystery man: present during the late ’60s upheavals yet not fully part of them. Allen Danziger, who appeared in Hooper’s first two features, expressed relief that he was less involved in Chain Saw than the other actors. But he has somewhat vivid memories of a distinctive Hooper vibe: “Tobe was like a dark presence; he had this cigar like some Erich von Stroheim lurking in the background.” The “cryptoembryonic” phantasm also suggests that the movie’s commune, much like the late-’60s counterculture in general, is a farce of a “festival”—an illusion of freedom trapped inside a controlled world and monitored by unseen eyes.

Eggshells has eerier undertones in the context of its cultural backdrop. In April of 1968, the 13th Floor Elevators, the psychedelic pioneers from Tobe Hooper’s Austin hometown, performed for the last time at a San Antonio world’s fair. There, the band’s twenty-year-old star Roky Erickson started muttering incoherencies and had a nervous breakdown. Once doctors diagnosed him a “paranoid schizophrenic,” the musician who was among the first to introduce electric feedback and distortion to rock soon submitted to electro-convulsive shocks. As David McGowan writes in Weird Scenes Inside the Canyon, “While hospitalized, he began hearing voices telling him ‘horrible things.’”

“Horrible things” were transpiring—both in plain sight and under the radar. The “rebels” of the era ridiculed the middle-class “squares” for being conformists, but the nonconformists were also widgets in their own processed, propagandized world. Many anti-war demonstrators had genuinely humane motives, but others who insisted on America’s unilateral withdrawal from Vietnam revealed other plans as they toted red flags and screamed out their love for Ho Chi Minh and Chairman Mao.

All the while, the major Communist nations, so favored by ultra-left extremists and their enablers, had their own gore shows. T-shirt superstar Che Guevara killed thousands during his Castro-led crackdown and sought to confine homosexuals to re-education camps. While American and Western European youth demanded unprecedented liberty, Mao and his “Cultural Revolution” eviscerated its “counterrevolutionaries.” Around the time the Beatles were busy recording a cheeky track about wanting to be “Back in the U.S.S.R.,” the Soviets led other Warsaw Pact nations in August of 1968 to invade Czechoslovakia and quash its desire for free expression and other liberal reforms.

The Viet Cong (favored saints among the “anti-imperialists”) were not above killing thousands of innocent villagers. About two months before the My Lai Massacre of March 1968, when American soldiers killed hundreds of Vietnamese villagers, the Viet Cong butchered thousands of unarmed Vietnamese civilians in the Battle for Hue during the 1968 Tet Offensive, leaving the survivors to rummage for corpses in mass graves through the fall of the following year. The U.S. Government tried to hush up My Lai for a while, but the Hue Massacre eluded most people’s knowledge for a much longer time. Decades later, journalist Olga Dror reflected in the New York Times about how “the My Lai victims and the American perpetrators pushed the Hue victims and the communist perpetrators out of the American media and, by extension, out of the attention of the American public and of world opinion.”

In May of 1969, while body bags still traveled back home from Southeast Asia, a homegrown malady crept in under the public radar when a teenager from Missouri died in a St. Louis Hospital. He, who had previously complained of swelling in the lymph nodes, neck, legs, lower torso, and testicles, eventually contracted chlamydia and bronchial pneumonia. Disclosing to his doctors that he had been sexually active, he struggled to stay alive as his white-blood-cell count got depleted, and his immune system crashed. After his death, the doctors treating him continued to uncover mysteries. A small, purple spot on his thigh led to more signs of Kaposi’s sarcoma lesions in his soft tissues. Fascinated, horrified, and utterly adrift, specialists had his blood and tissue frozen for future research, which decades later would reveal arguably the first AIDS-related deaths in North America.

On July 18, days before America fulfilled JFK’s pledge to put a man on the moon, an attractive twenty-eight-year-old secretary named Mary Jo Kopechne lay in an Oldsmobile submerged at the bottom of a tidal pond, while JFK’s little brother Senator Edward Kennedy wandered from the site. By July 25, he minimized legal problems and tried explaining to the public, via the major television networks, the “inexplicable” events and “whether some awful curse did actually hang over all the Kennedys.”

By early August of 1969, the mood got creepier when members of a misfit commune in Southern California committed the Tate-LaBianca murders. Soon after, swarms of young, middle-class Americans amassed for the Aquarian Exposition aka Woodstock. It was initially a capitalist enterprise, with an expected high yield in ticket sales, until people jumped fences and forced it to become a free-for-all. Warner Bros. atoned for the unexpected revenue loss by getting the rights to make a slick documentary of the event and released it shortly after. Despite the rain, mud, the passing around of bad acid, and a couple of deaths, Time magazine hailed it as “The agape-like sharing of food and shelter by total strangers.” Jimi Hendrix, whose blistering rendition of “The Star-Spangled Banner” made him the festival’s trickster, also gushed to Time over the coming Aquarian revolution: “From here, they will start to build and change things. The whole world needs a big scrub down.”

After Woodstock, however, the world seemed dirtier and scarier. On September 13, John Lennon and Yoko Ono hoped to spread peace by helping to organize the Rock and Roll Revival Concert in Toronto. But fans itching to see both the Beatle and a bevy of old-time performers got the shock treatment when the Alice Cooper Band (whom one stage announcer called “a group of the future”) managed to be more outlandish than Ono’s shriek-a-thon. D.A. Pennebaker captured them jumping around on stage, feigning tantrums, pounding with hammers and other implements, throwing watermelons, and flinging feathers out of pillow cases. Someone tossed a live chicken at them, and Alice, thinking it could fly, threw the creature back into the throng. Apparently burnt out on peace and love, the audience became a mob and proceeded to tear the chicken to pieces. Alice would go on to boast that he and his band “drove a stake through the heart of the love generation.”

The My Lai Massacre became public knowledge in November. A month later, Altamont happened. Festival enthusiasts discovered that the Hell’s Angels were just as capable of pounding hippie heads with pool cues as the police had been with billy clubs. Mick Jagger danced to the voodoo rhythms while singing “Sympathy for the Devil,” yet registered a look of shock for the Maysles Brothers’ cameras in Gimme Shelter, as he watched footage of hell breaking loose. Rolling Stone magazine described it as “rock and roll’s all-time worst day, December 6th, a day when everything went perfectly wrong.”

In the final days of the ’60s, posters appeared in major cities around the world with the message, “War is Over! If You Want It, Happy Christmas from John & Yoko.” Members of the domestic-terrorist group the Weathermen, however, shouted, “We’re not trying to end wars. We’re starting to fight war.” On December 27, the predominantly white Weathermen held a “War Council” in Flint, Michigan, where Bernardine Dohrn declared, “We’re about being crazy motherfuckers and scaring the shit out of honky America!” Showing allegiance to “Charlie” Manson and his “family,” Dohrn went on: “Dig it; first they killed those pigs, then they ate dinner in the room with them, then they even shoved a fork into pig Tate’s stomach. Wild!” Then, in honor of one of the murder weapons (which authorities, in truth, found jabbed in Leno LaBianca’s belly on the day after the Tate murder), the Weathermen declared 1969 as “The Year of the Fork.” Reports surfaced of participants holding up their arms in a symbolic four-finger-fork salute.

Eggshells was Hooper’s somewhat messy but sometimes profound kiss-off to the mania and the menacing omens of the ’60s, a decade that started with a presidential assassination, morphed into a campus mass shooting, and culminated in the year 1969, when the men of Apollo 11 took “a giant leap for mankind” in outer space, three hundred thousand young people wallowed in the Woodstock mud, and the remaining months descended into American gothic horror. Amid these political and social seizures, Eggshells, despite four of its characters disintegrating, stayed sealed in a wheat-germ Eden. The film’s commune dwellers are only slightly less kempt than the five cleaner-cut lambs driving to their slaughter in Chain Saw. Still, Hooper would describe Eggshells as “a real movie about 1969. It’s kind of vérité but with a little push. Like a script on a napkin, improvisation mixed with magic. It was about the beginning of the end of the subculture.” He would also call it “a mixture of Andy Warhol’s Trash and Walt Disney’s Fantasia.”

Jagger played a satanic figure on the Altamont stage, but other cultish events and pranks surfaced. While watching country star Porter Wagoner sing a gospel tune on television, Norman Greenbaum, a Jewish boy from Massachusetts, quickly composed what would become the fuzzy, psychedelic hit “Spirit in the Sky.” He sang about dying in godly grace and finding “a friend in Jesus,” though he remained an observant Jew and riled some Christian purists with the line, “Never been a sinner.” Around the same time, the militant atheist Madalyn Murray O’Hair, an Austin resident transplanted from Baltimore, played the tax-exempt churches at their own game by starting her own with her then-husband Richard O’Hair (a one-time FBI/CIA informant). She called it Poor Richard’s Universal Life Church of Austin, Texas. The press and the public were stymied by the thought of atheists having a church. Her choice of Neanderthal Man as its patron saint confounded them more.

Hooper and Henkel had an extra subplot in Eggshells that they left out, which also cast a religious shadow. It involved a bearded, traveling prophet, who stalked crowds to share apocalyptic tidings with protesters and other countercultural fans. Hooper thought it too dark for the kind of mood he was trying to establish, but considering the director’s subsequent output and legend, he might have served himself better by keeping the fearsome seer. It would have provided a more accurate glimpse into the times and a better segue into the next feature.

Soon, Hooper and Henkel visualized The Texas Chain Saw Massacre as a modern version of Hansel and Gretel, a brother and sister who (in the Brothers Grimm’s original version) encounter a cannibal crone after their mom abandons them in the woods. Chain Saw’s characters likewise wander out of their proper path and end up in similar peril. The film also includes a species of hippies that Eggshells does not address: those who neither slink back into the mainstream nor burn out, but rather become foolhardy wanderers, wannabe reincarnations of wild-west explorers fancying that they will rediscover an America receptive to their good vibes.

Centering on hippie types who wander off their reservation to experience a truly bad day, Hooper and Henkel’s second feature was writing itself, due to the events and forces that pushed its creators, crew, and actors into a rabbit hole full of rifled graves, cadavers, assorted human bones, and roadkill. Except for some full-moon and searing-sun shots, voodoo sculptures, and passing references to astrology, The Texas Chain Saw Massacre portrays real horror in real time that could happen in real places to real people. This time, there is no “cryptoembryonic-hyperelectric presence” to carry the story. Quoted in Gunnar Hansen’s book Chain Saw Confidential, Henkel is adamant about avoiding such phantoms: “I took the position, basically, that what really is scary is us. We’re what is frightening—human beings.” Chain Saw explores a point in America when the psychedelic Day-Glo faded into what some euphemistically called “earth tones” but that looked more like rust and leftover blood.
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Tobe Hooper was also preoccupied with solar flares and manipulative weather shortly after he got home from his Montgomery Ward ordeal. “Then I got out of that mob in 20 minutes,” he told the Austin Chronicle in 2000. “The structural puzzle pieces, the way it folds continuously back in on itself, and no matter where you’re going it’s the wrong place. That was influenced by my thinking about solar flares and sunspots reflecting behaviors. That’s the reason the movie starts on the sun.”






CHAPTER THREE

SCARY WEATHER

“There are moments when we cannot believe that what is happening is really true. Pinch yourself and you may find out that it is.”

—PAM (TERI MCMINN), READING THE DAY’S HOROSCOPE TO HER FRIENDS WHILE ON HER FATEFUL JOURNEY BY VAN

The first pages of Tobe Hooper and Kim Henkel’s script specified an exploding sun, the bursting of solar flares, and then a dissolve into a lump of roadkill simmering under ninety-plus Central Texas degrees. The original image was to be of a dog, whose “purple glazed eye” would appear first before the rest of the moldering creature, surrounded by a chorus of buzzing flies, would occupy the entire frame. Another idea was to use a dead horse. But Hooper, with sentimental twinges, thought using a dog, a horse, or any domestic animal, too cruel.

Hooper settled instead for an armadillo, one that Bob Burns, the official art director, production designer, talent scout, fan of the deformed 1940s B-movie actor Rondo Hatton, and all-round collector of dead things, assembled with some “do-it-yourself” taxidermy to keep it in one piece. The armadillo is also a symbol of Austin, an indigenous creature with a prehistoric, even alien presence that, even when dead, can induce revulsion.

Throughout the film, there are allusions to outside forces moving the destinies of the characters: astrological upheavals, a volatile sun, a full moon, voodoo sculptures, and a nest of daddy-long-legs spiders in a malevolent huddle. These are, however, deceptive red herrings as Hooper ultimately veered away from supernatural subtexts, preferring unfavorable weather patterns and bad people to explain the horror—not spirits. Five young adults travel by way of a van, including Franklin and Sally Hardesty who check to make sure their grandfather’s grave was not hit by a rash of desecrations. Franklin, Sally’s invalid brother, who cannot even pee into an empty tobacco can without getting jostled by one of the speeding trucks dominating the roads, becomes the sole witness to an elderly drunk who spurts out semi-coherent yet prophetic phrases. And then there are the movie’s signature long shots and sidling tracking moves that suggest outsiders watching and plotting.

During these opening scenes, the heat looks unbearable. This is what makes the shots of the solar flares such a potent credits opening. The notion that solar flares influence lives is the one theme that corresponds to some actual scientific information prevalent at (or around) the time of filming. NASA, for instance, had reported massive solar storms in 1972, with sunspots exploding between Apollo 16’s return in April and Apollo 17’s moon-landing mission in December.

Hooper embellishes his film with such allusions, for example, when he shifts from the exhumed and desecrated corpses to the blood-red sun spewing its anger. He is also entranced by the moon. Just as lunar activity affects the tides, so might people succumb to the full-moon crazies, or what some call the moon’s “negative entrainment frequencies.” The flares also suggest that Hooper might have been inspired by a marginal literary figure from the past who also tried to make sense—or at least a sensation—out of seemingly unconnected events.

Decades ago, an eccentric recluse named Charles Hoy Fort, regarded as the “enfant terrible of science,” demonstrated a knack for finding eerie and comical connections among natural and scientific anomalies—all within specific time periods. Giant snowflakes in Nashville; mud rains in Tasmania; frogs raining over Kansas City; fish falling south of Calcutta; lizards landing on the sidewalks of Montreal; winged creatures above Palermo; “luminous bodies” in the air prior to an earthquake in Boulogne, France; giant footprints, blood showers, green suns—thousands of such deviant data he kept inscribed on file cards and stored in shoeboxes that piled up in his Bronx hovel.

Fort published four books that both recorded and narrated these events, suggesting that coincidence (random occurrences) and synchronicity (cosmic patterns) exist as a blur and that we cannot always tell one from the other. Fort’s works call to mind the so-called “Butterfly Effect” (a weather-patterns concept) about the flapping of butterfly wings affecting the rise of a hurricane on another side of the world. Not reducing his findings to a simple theology in which all of the puzzle pieces are supposed to fit, he was more effective at writing out coincidence collages while castigating established scientists for ignoring the anomalies. Fort also had a satirical edge.

Solar flares were another of Fort’s obsessions, and he was not alone. Others had been observing them since at least as far back as 1859, when two British astronomers, Richard Christopher Carrington and Richard Hodgson, discovered—independently from one another—brightened areas of the sun that seemed inexplicable. A century later, some Russians also monitored similar geomagnetic disruptions. Alexander Chizhevsky, a pioneer in these studies, used charts and graphs in an attempt to show how such magnetic fields swayed human destiny, inspiring such unrest as the 1917 Revolution. But Stalin, adverse to any scientific theories that contradicted the Soviet dictum that human will ruled all, sent Chizhevsky to a gulag. Surviving Stalin, he lived until 1964, and his ideas have resonated ever since.
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