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Dedicated to Duane Jones, Mantan Moreland, Scatman Crothers, Pam Grier, and all the Black guys and girls who died so that future generations could live.










Introduction


The year was 1968. Hair was big, lapels were bigger, and Hai Karate wafted through the air with impunity. Moviegoers flocked to crowded theaters throughout the summer to see the big-budget, star-packed sensation that was Roman Polanski’s Rosemary’s Baby, a film whose lurid blend of sex, violence, religion, and social commentary would help to usher in the modern era of horror cinema.


But, much more quietly, two shoestring-budget independent features also opened that year that would prove to be just as powerful a harbinger of the shape of horror to come: Night of the Living Dead and Spider Baby or, the Maddest Story Ever Told.


Both movies were unlikely influencers, given their minuscule productions, with combined budgets of less than one-tenth of Rosemary’s Baby’s $3.2 million.1 They featured debuting directors—Night of the Living Dead’s George Romero and Spider Baby’s Jack Hill—relying on borrowed resources and favors from friends. They were released in cost-effective black-and-white film during an age of color (1961 being the last year in which the majority of Hollywood features were black-and-white, and 1966 being the last year the Oscars awarded a separate cinematography trophy for black-and-white films).


Their old-school veneer, however, belied their new-school marrow. These films were anarchic and transgressive, undermining social mores surrounding violence, sexuality, and general decorum in bold, unapologetic swaths of blood, breasts, and bizarreness. These ahead-of-their-time stories would stoke the fires of future generations of filmmakers, even inspiring the development of entire subgenres within horror. It’s hard to deny Spider Baby’s imprint on The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, The Hills Have Eyes, and other “backwoods” horror. Night of the Living Dead, meanwhile, single-handedly rewrote the zombie mythos and “reanimated” the genre, spawning everything from sequels like Dawn of the Dead (1978) and offshoots like The Return of the Living Dead (1985) to “zom-coms” like Shaun of the Dead (2004), TV shows like The Walking Dead, and foreign frights like Train to Busan (2016).


Less acknowledged is Night’s and Spider Baby’s role as forerunners of the treatment of Black characters in horror movies over the next fifty years, both the highs and the deep, dark, Blackensteinian lows. Spider Baby’s fatal dismissal of its lone Black character, played by the legendary Mantan Moreland, in its opening moments became a template for the proverbial “Black Guy Dies First” scenario that would remain a persistent punch line for the genre. Meanwhile, Night of the Living Dead’s “Black Guy,” Ben (Duane Jones), likewise died, but he did so as the hero and the last man standing. His heroism and almost-survival were a rarity that signaled promise for a future in which Black actors and actresses could headline horror, Black characters could save the day, and Black horror movies could be commercial and critical successes worthy of the highest accolades—like the four Oscar nominations and one win for Jordan Peele’s Get Out (2017).


This book explores the wild, wicked, waggish journey of Blacks in modern horror cinema, from the fodder epitomized by Spider Baby to the cinematic heights of Get Out and beyond. It discusses the themes, tropes, and traits that have come to characterize Black roles in horror since 1968, a year in which race made national headlines in iconic moments like: the Kerner Commission indicting “White racism” for U.S. social ills in February; enactment of the 1968 Civil Rights Act and Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination in April; Olympic medalists Tommie Smith and John Carlos raising their “Black Power” fists in October; and Star Trek airing American television’s first interracial kiss in November.


Before that landmark year, Black representation in horror was lacking—quite literally, as in you’d need Easy Rawlins on retainer to find a Black role of significance in any horror movie from the late ’40s through the late ’60s. The roles that did exist were typically bit parts like “Nameless African Tribesman Who Menaces the White Hero and/or Gets Eaten by a Giant Mutant Cricket” or “Barely Named Domestic Who Hovers Politely on the Periphery like a Coatrack.” In prior decades, bigger roles were allotted to comedic sidekicks who specialized in delivering exaggerated expressions of fright (for lack of a better term, the “Spook” stereotype, although the etymology of that particular slur is hazy at best). When those types of roles fell out of favor, though, studios simply didn’t bother to fill the holes with any other Black characters.


While there were a few all-Black horror “race films” up until the early ’40s, they were bargain-basement affairs produced outside the studio system that never gained enough of a foothold to become a long-term option. It was thus with something of a blank slate that Black representation in horror began anew in 1968, building an identity gradually, in fits and starts, with steps forward and back, sometimes in a circular motion with the hokeypokey that made you wonder if progress was being made at all.


Even as frustratingly slow as it was, things were improving, and as the Black characters on-screen began to fare better, so did Black horror (loosely defined in this book as FUBU horror, either “For Us” or “By Us”) as an entity. More and more stories began to revolve around Black people, while Black people, in turn, increasingly evolved the stories from behind the camera as writers, directors, and producers, ultimately setting the stage for a virtual Horror-lem Renaissance.


Indeed, Black horror is currently having a yearslong “moment,” reaching beyond its core target audience to non-Black viewers and international theatergoers alike. For example, Get Out, which presents a decidedly U.S.-specific commentary on race and racism, saw 31% of its cumulative gross earnings, or approximately $80 million at the box office, come from international ticket sales.2 Meanwhile, non-American audiences accounted for nearly 50% ($68 million) of the take of the unabashedly Black Lives Matter–inspired The First Purge (2018).3


Still, it must be emphasized that what is new—Get Out, Us (2019), Ma (2019), Candyman (2021), even a TV show like Lovecraft Country (2020)—is born out of years of Black horror innovation from groundbreaking writers, directors, and performers who paved the way with a bold, unapologetically Black cinematic eye that celebrated diversity decades before the Academy Awards thought to create “inclusion standards.” These modern “renaissance” films owe a debt to the socially relevant, often politically charged, sometimes ridiculous but never boring “Blaxploitation”-era horror films like Blacula (1972), Ganja & Hess (1973), Sugar Hill (1974), Welcome Home Brother Charles (1975), and Dr. Black, Mr. Hyde (1976), not to mention the micro-budget Black Devil Doll from Hell (1984) and anything containing melanin that kept Black horror on life support during the Great Negro Drought of the ’80s so that ’90s classics like Candyman (1992), Tales from the Hood (1995), and Demon Knight (1995) could take things to the next level.


Unlike “The Black Guy,” Black horror has managed to not only survive, but thrive.




HIGHEST-GROSSING BLACK HORROR MOVIES
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Horror movies starring Black talent and/or coming from Black creatives with a Black point of view have proven to have appeal at the box office beyond Black audiences, with more than two dozen earning $40 million–plus at the U.S. box office since the ’90s. Here are the top-grossing Black horror movies as of 2022:






	TITLE


	DOMESTIC (U.S.)


	INTERNATIONAL


	WORLDWIDE







	1. I Am Legend (2007)


	$256,393,010


	$329,017,042


	$585,410,052







	2. Get Out (2017)


	$176,040,665


	$79,548,492


	$255,589,157







	3. Us (2019)


	$175,084,580


	$80,100,902


	$255,185,482







	4. Scary Movie (2000)


	$157,019,771


	$121,000,000


	$278,019,771







	
5. Nope (2022)*


*As of September 2022



	$120,768,470


	$39,072,000


	$159,840,470







	6. Se7en (1995)


	$100,125,643


	$227,207,916


	$327,333,559







	7. Blade II (2002)


	$82,348,319


	$72,661,713


	$155,010,032







	8. Alien vs. Predator (2004)


	$80,282,231


	$97,144,859


	$177,427,090







	9. The Haunted Mansion (2003)


	$75,847,266


	$106,443,000


	$182,290,266







	10. Boo! A Madea Halloween (2016)


	$73,206,343


	$1,621,001


	$74,827,344







	11. Scary Movie 2 (2001)


	$71,308,997


	$69,911,681


	$141,220,678







	12. Blade (1998)


	$70,087,718


	$61,095,812


	$131,183,530







	13. The First Purge (2018)


	$69,488,745


	$67,567,517


	$137,056,262







	14. Obsessed (2009)


	$68,261,644


	$5,568,703


	$73,830,347







	15. Candyman (2021)


	$61,186,570


	$16,225,000


	$77,411,570







	16. Kiss the Girls (1997)


	$60,527,873


	--


	$60,527,873







	17. Gothika (2003)


	$59,694,580


	$81,896,744


	$141,591,324







	18. The Perfect Guy (2015)


	$57,027,435


	$3,245,738


	$60,273,173







	19. Escape Room (2019)


	$57,005,601


	$98,706,476


	$155,712,077







	20. Spawn (1997)


	$54,870,175


	$32,969,867


	$87,840,042







	21. No Good Deed (2014)


	$52,543,632


	$1,779,578


	$54,323,210







	22. Blade: Trinity (2004)


	$52,411,906


	$79,565,998


	$131,977,904







	23. The Call (2013)


	$51,872,378


	$16,700,253


	$68,572,631







	24. Boo 2! A Madea Halloween (2017)


	$47,319,572


	$1,014,360


	$48,333,932







	25. Ma (2019)


	$45,896,028


	$15,209,716


	$61,105,744








Source: BoxOfficeMojo.com.
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I’m telling you, man, the Black guy always dies first.


—Kabral Jabar (Bill Nunn), Canadian Bacon (1995)


No way. I’ve seen this movie. The Black dude dies first.


—Professor Harry Phineas Block (Orlando Jones), Evolution (2001)


Everybody knows Black guys get it first in horror movies. It’s like Horror Films 101.


—Elvis (Raymond Novarro Smith), Bloody Murder 2 (2003)





Somewhere in the pit of your stomach, next to last night’s Flamin’ Hot Cheetos and the gum you swallowed in the third grade, you know his fate as soon as he walks on-screen. It’s not because you’ve read the script or watched an overly thorough trailer that gave away the whole damn plot; you just know. It’s because he’s Black, and you’re watching a horror movie. He’s the prototypical “Black Guy,” the token minority in a cast full of White faces, and his demise is so predestined, it’s become a running gag within the genre: The Black Guy Dies First.


But does he really? The answer, in fact, is a resounding no. He (or she, because Black women are certainly not immune) might die second or third or, in more nihilistic films, seventeenth. But odds are pretty good that he will indeed die. How good? Well, in an informal and soul-crushing survey of almost one thousand horror movies containing more than fifteen hundred appearances by Black characters, we found their mortality rate to be about 45%. Given this figure includes minor, nonspeaking, sometimes nameless roles that may not even warrant a death, the fact that nearly one out of every two dies sounds like a genocidist’s wet dream.




FREQUENT DIER AWARDS


Horror movies rarely get any love when awards season rolls around, and characters who die in those movies get even less love, so why not kill two birds with one stone (no pun intended)? Since no one has cornered the market on cinematic dying quite like Black folks, here’s a rundown of the Black actors and actresses who have gone above and beyond when it comes to horror movie mortality.
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Honorable Mention: Meagan Good


Compared to some others on this list, Meagan Good hasn’t been in that many horror movies, but when she is, you can bet on her dying, since she so frequently plays a sidekick who’s close enough to the main hero that her death lends gravitas to the situation. From 2005 to 2010, she was a go-to for this type of role in major studio productions, but through persistence, hard work, and perhaps a new agent, she finally earned a starring role in 2019’s The Intruder, allowing her the luxury of survival.


Confirmed Deaths: 5




	
Venom (2005)


	
One Missed Call (2008)


	
Saw V (2008)


	
The Unborn (2009)


	
Monster Hunter (2020)





[image: Image]


Honorable Mention: Miguel A. Núñez Jr.


Two of Miguel A. Núñez Jr.’s early on-screen acting jobs came in iconic horror franchises—Friday the 13th and Return of the Living Dead—and their prominence no doubt helped to offset the fact that he dies in both. In Friday the 13th Part V: A New Beginning, he joined that series’ long line of over-the-top murders, getting speared through the chest while singing doo-wop on an outhouse toilet (damn enchiladas). In The Return of the Living Dead, he actually makes it all the way to the end, only to have the military bomb the entire town to contain the zombie outbreak. Collateral damage, thy name is Spider. While his horror roles would decrease in visibility over the years, his penchant for perishing remained the same, although how he survived 1996’s Leprechaun 4: In Space is anyone’s guess.


Confirmed Deaths: 5




	
Friday the 13th Part V: A New Beginning (1985)


	
The Return of the Living Dead (1985)


	
Shadowzone (1990)


	
Carnosaur 2 (1995)


	
Hood Rat (2001)
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3rd Place (Tie): Charles S. Dutton


The master of the heroic death, Charles S. Dutton hasn’t met a White person for whom he isn’t willing to lay down his life. In Alien 3, he sacrifices himself to save Sigourney Weaver. In Mimic, he sacrifices himself to save Mira Sorvino. In Legion, he sacrifices himself to save Kate Walsh. He’s died for White women more times than Candyman. Even in Gothika, when he’s killed by Halle Berry (justifiably so), it’s only because she’s possessed by… yup, a White woman.


Confirmed Deaths: 6




	
Alien 3 (1992)


	
Mimic (1997)


	
Gothika (2003)


	
Secret Window (2004)


	
Legion (2010)


	
Monkey’s Paw (2013)
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3rd Place (Tie): Ken Foree


Ken Foree set the bar high for himself early in his career with his role in George Romero’s Dawn of the Dead (1978), in which he survived and ended up being the primary heroic figure. For a White actor, a prime role like that in such a seminal film might have earned a decade’s worth of starring roles, but for a Black actor in the ’80s without a “whatchoo talkin’ ’bout, Willis” catchphrase, options were limited… and quite often, fatal. To his credit, Foree died only once during the ’80s, but after the turn of the century, he made up for lost time—thanks in no small part to filmmaker Rob Zombie, who killed him off in two of his movies: The Devil’s Rejects and Halloween.


Confirmed Deaths: 6




	
From Beyond (1986)


	
The Devil’s Rejects (2005)


	
Halloween (2007)


	
Brotherhood of Blood (2007)


	
Blood Brothers (2015)


	
The Rift: Dark Side of the Moon (2017)
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3rd Place (Tie): Pam Grier


Before gaining notoriety for her legendary Blaxploitation roles in Foxy Brown, Coffy, and Friday Foster, Pam Grier dipped her toe into horror as the panther woman in the Island of Dr. Moreau redux The Twilight People. She would return to the genre in each of the next five decades, leaving a trail of bodies in her wake. Granted, most of the bodies were her own, but when you have a body like hers, why not get the most use out of it that you can? A career rebirth after Quentin Tarantino’s Jackie Brown (1997) at least afforded Grier the opportunity to die in higher-profile movies after the turn of the century, like Bones and Ghosts of Mars.


Confirmed Deaths: 6




	
The Twilight People (1972)


	
Something Wicked This Way Comes (1983)


	
The Vindicator (1986)


	
Class of 1999 (1990)


	
Bones (2001)


	
Ghosts of Mars (2001)
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2nd Place: Samuel L. Jackson


The biggest star in this list, Samuel Jackson boasts a résumé full of blockbusters, so the films in which he dies aren’t as strictly “horror” as some other performers who have to slum it for a living. He’s earned his elevated standing, though, by being the hardest-working man in showbiz, booking gigs right and left like peak Gene Hackman, so it makes sense that, with a couple hundred movies in his pocket, he’s died in quite a few. Earlier in his career, his on-screen deaths tended to be as a good guy, but as he’s earned a larger fan base, he’s also earned the luxury of playing a villain who gets crushed like a tin can by King Kong.


Confirmed Deaths: 8




	
Def by Temptation (1990)


	
Jurassic Park (1993)


	
Deep Blue Sea (1999)


	
Lakeview Terrace (2008)


	
Meeting Evil (2012)


	
Reasonable Doubt (2014)


	
Kong: Skull Island (2017)


	
Spiral: From the Book of Saw (2021)
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1st Place: Tony Todd


In a league of his own is Tony Todd, horror’s version of Kenny from South Park. In truth, he usually plays a lot more evil than Kenny—typecasting that stems from the role for which he’s most known, Candyman—which goes a long way to explaining why he dies so much. Even if you don’t count his defeats in the first three Candyman movies as “deaths,” he’s still severed head and shoulders above any other Black actor or actress when it comes to horror movie fatalities. He’s died as a vampire (Vampire in Vegas), as a demon (Disciples), as a cowboy (West of Hell), as a doctor (The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde), as a cop (Army of the Damned), as a preacher (The Graves), as a homeless man (Frankenstein), as a king (Minotaur), and even as a Ben (Night of the Living Dead), a dizzying display of diverse demise that crowns Todd the undisputed king of Black horror deaths.


Confirmed Deaths: 24 (and counting)




	
Night of the Living Dead (1990)


	
Candyman (1992)


	
The Crow (1994)


	
Candyman: Farewell to the Flesh (1995)


	
Wishmaster (1997)


	
Candyman: Day of the Dead (1999)


	
Scarecrow Slayer (2003)


	
Murder-Set-Pieces (2004)


	
Shadow: Dead Riot (2005)


	
The Eden Formula (2006)


	
Minotaur (2006)


	
Shadow Puppets (2007)


	
The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (2008)


	
Are You Scared 2 (2009)


	
The Graves (2009)


	
Nite Tales (2009)


	
Vampire in Vegas (2009)


	
Hatchet II (2010)


	
The Family (2011)


	
Army of the Damned (2013)


	
Disciples (2014)


	
Frankenstein (2015)


	
West of Hell (2018)


	
Tales from the Hood 3 (2020)








The Birth of Modern Horror Violence


It wasn’t always this way, of course. In the early days of cinema, horror was less predicated on death tolls and graphic on-screen violence, due to a social conservatism embodied in the industry’s infamous Motion Picture Production Code. Nicknamed the “Hays Code” after Will H. Hays, chairman and human chastity belt of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA), the Production Code was the movie industry’s attempt at self-policing, dictating moral guidelines to which films had to adhere in order to gain release in the United States.


Amended numerous times from the 1930s to the 1960s—during which time the MPPDA became the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA)—the Production Code contained several provisions regarding depictions of violence that would shape horror during Hollywood’s Golden Age. Aside from the vague general principle that “No picture shall be produced which will lower the moral standards of those who see it,” it mandated that “the technique of murder must be presented in a way that will not inspire imitation” and “brutal killings are not to be presented in detail.” Later, restrictions on “gruesomeness” were added, as well as murder in general: “Because of the alarming increase in the number of films in which murder is frequently committed, action showing the taking of human life, even in the mystery stories, is to be cut to the minimum. These frequent presentations of murder tend to lessen regard for the sacredness of life.”1


Thus, for three decades, the Production Code was the law of the land in Hollywood, purging American cinema of not only murder and “gruesomeness” but also everything from drugs to nudity, sex, lasciviousness, profanity, obscenity, miscegenation, blasphemy, disrespect of the American flag, and even childbirth—because, well, you know where babies come from. This heavy-handed, subjective morality naturally inhibited horror movie content—“gruesome” being kind of a prerequisite for horror. The Bride of Frankenstein (1935), for instance, was cut from ninety minutes to a scant seventy-five, excising scenes like Dr. Pretorius dissecting a live woman and a man murdering his uncle and then blaming the Monster.


But even though the industry’s self-censorship was meant in part to stave off governmental intrusion, the Supreme Court still ended up undercutting the Production Code through a series of decisions. The first was the 1948 “Paramount Decision,” which ruled that, due to antitrust laws, studios could no longer own movie theaters.2 This meant that they had less power to control what was being shown, opening the door for more risqué independent movies and foreign films produced outside the Hollywood studio system.


Later, in 1952, the Court’s “Miracle Decision,” regarding New York’s banning of the “sacrilegious” Roberto Rossellini short film The Miracle, ruled that “motion pictures are a significant medium for the communication of ideas” and are thus protected under First Amendment freedoms of speech and press.3 As such, the threat of government censorship, which the Production Code was supposedly trying to prevent, was severely diminished, meaning the Code served as much purpose as a condom vending machine in a convent restroom.


Those decisions, along with a 1959 case overturning a New York ban on a French film adaptation of Lady Chatterley’s Lover for supposedly promoting adultery, combined with evolving social norms to weaken enforcement of the Production Code.4 Some films even received theatrical release without a Production Code seal of approval, notably hits like Some Like It Hot (1959) and Blow-Up (1966).


While sexual content was the primary taboo in many high-profile cases involving the Production Code, the loosening of the moral reins opened the door for graphically violent films like Psycho (1960) and smaller, independent releases like “Godfather of Gore” Herschell Gordon Lewis’s Blood Feast (1963), and Two Thousand Maniacs! (1964). Foreign imports outside the Code’s purview likewise set grisly and provocative precedents, led by Peeping Tom (1960), Mario Bava’s Black Sunday (1960), and Hammer Film Productions’ The Curse of Frankenstein (1957) and Horror of Dracula (1958), whose reinventions of classic black-and-white characters in lurid bloodred were a revelation for audiences, kicking off two decades of gory “Hammer Horror.”


It came as little surprise, then, when the MPAA announced the replacement of the Production Code with an early version of the rating system we know today, effective November 1, 1968. The bloody writing was on the wall, as horror movies continued to push the boundaries of America’s gag reflex. And soon, the increased violence would collide headlong into another pattern: the increased presence of Black characters in American cinema. In fact, the very year that the Production Code was extinguished, two future classic horror films were released that not only epitomized the type of edgy material that flew in the face of Production Code ideals, but were also landmark representations of the Black deaths to come.



Spider Baby and Night of the Living Dead



It may not be possible to definitively pinpoint when horror movies turned into racial minefields, but there’s little doubt that 1968 was a watershed year. That’s when two films that would help shape the genre through the turn of the century splayed high-profile Black deaths across the screen, ingraining these images on the minds of future generations of filmmakers and moviegoers.


Spider Baby or, the Maddest Story Ever Told and Night of the Living Dead were grimy little black-and-white indies whose provocative content—and eventual success—reflected the anti-establishment shift of the decade. It was an era of social and political upheaval that forced the nation to confront its long-held standards of race, gender, religion, and sexuality, while cultural shifts in drug usage, fashion, music, literature, film, and art pushed boundaries of morality and personal hygiene.
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Mantan Moreland and Lon Chaney Jr. in Spider Baby (1968). American General Pictures/Photofest.





Spider Baby—released in 1968 but finished way back in 1964 before its producers went bankrupt and their assets, including the film, were frozen—actually doesn’t revel in explicit, bloody displays of violence like contemporary “splatter” films from Herschell Gordon Lewis. It does, however, gleefully mine the macabre (its original title being Cannibal Orgy) by telling the tale of a family of inbred, cannibalistic serial killers suffering from a degenerative mental illness that drives them increasingly insane as they age. And their first victim? The “Black Guy.”


The “B.G.” in question is portly comic legend Mantan Moreland, whose brief appearance in Spider Baby may be his most impactful role outside of his trailblazing heyday of the ’30s and ’40s, when he regularly starred in all-Black “race films” and played supporting roles in studio productions, most notably the long-running Charlie Chan series. These mysteries, along with horror fare like King of the Zombies (1941) and Revenge of the Zombies (1943), played to his vaudevillian strengths, cementing his legacy as a poster child for one of the primary Black archetypes used in horror movies: the “Spook.”


In the early days of cinema, the Spook was a happy-go-lucky, dim, nonthreatening sidekick (read: servant) who provided laughs with high-strung reactions to scary situations: wide-eyed exclamations like “Feets, do yo’ stuff!” Think Shaggy from Scooby Doo, as reimagined by D. W. Griffith. A celluloid descendent of minstrel show performances by bumbling blackfaced buffoons, this portrayal exploited the stereotype that Blacks were overly superstitious—and by inference, ignorant and cowardly. But in that kinder, gentler era, bloodletting wasn’t as much of a prerequisite for horror, and as the likable comic relief, Spooks were particularly safe from danger, despite their perennial paranoia.


Spider Baby writer-director Jack Hill, a protégé of B-movie king Roger Corman, chose Mantan Moreland in part to undermine those expectations. Moreland was recognizable to audiences as an amiable comedic actor who, in previous decades, would never die in a film. The shock of seeing him bumped off so viciously in the opening scene would set the tone for this audacious horror-comedy.5


In this way, Spider Baby helped introduce the modern horror concept of the Black character existing solely to die, adding to the bloodshed in order to establish the movie’s genre cred. Of course, in this new age of edgy horror, Black characters weren’t the only ones dying, but since Blacks were still allowed to play only ancillary roles, they suddenly found themselves in the cinematic crosshairs. And the more ancillary the role, the greater the chance they would die first, before the character is developed and audiences can come to sympathize with them. Not even Moreland’s charismatic charm could save him in this bloody new world order.


He plays a version of his old Spook character, in this instance an unnamed messenger delivering a letter to a creepy, isolated house straight out of the Norman Bates edition of Architectural Digest. After knocking on the front door, he asks, “Anybody home?” And then, using his well-honed comic skills, he ad-libs his own punch line: “Please say yes, somebody’s home!”6 Unfortunately for him, someone IS home: a homicidal girl from a psychotic, inbred family, who slashes him to death when he peers inside an open window. It’s the end of one era and the start of another: the literal death of the old Spook stereotype and the birth of the B.G.D.F. (Black Guy Dies First).


Sadly for Moreland, the Spook had already been on life support for a while, to the detriment of his career. By the time of filming Spider Baby, it had been fifteen years since his last major film role, Sky Dragon (1949), his final appearance as chauffeur Birmingham Brown in the Charlie Chan mysteries. His options dried up largely due to pressure exerted on studios from the NAACP to eradicate the sort of racially demeaning Black roles that were Moreland’s bread and butter. While his characters tended to be less repugnant than the likes of Stepin Fetchit and Willie “Sleep n’ Eat” Best—both of whom put on a drowsy drawl that played upon the stereotype of Black laziness on top of the de facto ignorance, superstitiousness, and cowardice—his shtick was still a relic from another time.


Viewed individually, Moreland’s work might seem like harmless fun to some, but taken as a whole, with so few other Black roles to counter these portrayals, the imagery had a significant impact on the mainstream impression of Black people. For many people, movies and TV were their ONLY exposure to Black folk, so while what happened to Moreland’s career was tragic, it had less to do with the NAACP than with studios and filmmakers who didn’t bother to come up with alternative Black roles. Basically, they said that these are the parts allotted to Blacks, and if they get rid of those characters, there’s nothing left. As Moreland asked rhetorically during a 1959 interview, “Why shouldn’t the role be written so that I can solve the murder sometime?”7


Horror in particular suffered a drastic decline in Black representation during the ’50s and ’60s. While dramas and musicals managed to salvage some “respectable” parts, Hollywood couldn’t wrap its mind around Blacks playing anything in horror movies other than comic relief Spooks, anonymous servants, or savage tribesmen—all of which were, of course, increasingly frowned upon. It’s not surprising, then, that Moreland would jump at the opportunity for such a small cameo in Spider Baby.


While Moreland’s role is remembered more as a footnote to the film’s notoriety, it can be deemed a milestone in a time when horror cinema was developing a modern identity that valued death scenes more than anything else in the film. His appearance, though brief, was noteworthy in that he, a Black man in an era with such little Black presence in the genre, was the featured player for a full five minutes of screen time, earning a memorable, watercooler-worthy demise. RIP, nameless messenger guy; these Amazon Prime punks today can only dream of being so dedicated.


While Spider Baby’s violence was virtually bloodless (despite a shot of Moreland’s severed ear falling to the floor), Night of the Living Dead reveled in its gory scenes of blood and (literal) guts. It was able to get around Hays Code–era prohibitions because the Code was on its last legs, and it was an independent production outside the major studios. Plus, shooting in black-and-white diminished the grisly nature of watching zombies chewing on entrails. The decision to use black-and-white, while primarily motivated by cost, would also end up taking on an air of symbolism when a Black man, Duane Jones, was cast in the lead role of Ben.


In 1968, Jones was in many ways the polar opposite of Moreland. A young, college-educated New Yorker, he was an unknown actor at the start of his career—a tall, lean, square-jawed, handsome leading man type who, until the late ’60s, would likely not have been considered for a leading role because of the color of his skin. But first-time director George A. Romero was, like Jack Hill, a rebel, and he hired Jones simply because he was the best to audition for the job, a rare case of colorblind casting in an age when basically only Black actors named Sidney Poitier were allowed to headline feature films.


Perhaps because the role wasn’t written as Black, Ben’s characterization is a marvel for its time. He’s one of a group of strangers who find themselves trapped in an isolated farmhouse surrounded by flesh-eating zombies that have risen from the dead. The only Black person among the sea of White faces, he nonetheless takes charge, ordering the others to help him barricade the house and forming a plan of action to escape the undead horde. He’s a commanding presence—intelligent, resourceful, and brave—and yet doesn’t fall prey to “respectability politics” (again, because he’s not written as Black) by acting as a bland, one-dimensionally perfect “credit to his race.” Ben’s certainly not perfect: he’s got a quick temper, is kind of pushy, and may be known to slap a hysterical White woman now and then. (Keep in mind that the landmark Supreme Court case Loving v. Virginia that legalized interracial marriage came only a year earlier, so if marrying a White woman was so controversial, imagine smacking one.) Oh, and for good measure, he later beats up and then shoots and kills an unarmed White man—granted, the guy was an asshole.


But while Ben was a rare three-dimensional, heroic Black lead character, he still (FIFTY-YEAR-OLD SPOILER ALERT) ends up suffering the same fate as Mantan Moreland’s anonymous throwaway role in Spider Baby: he dies. Unlike Spider Baby’s playful counterculture tone from earlier in the decade, Night’s bleak ending not only reflected a sense of hopelessness about the modern landscape of the late ’60s, but it also helped launch a legacy of despair about the fate of Black characters. After all, if even the HERO couldn’t survive, what hope do the maids and butlers have? At least Jones was indeed the star, the last man standing—instead of the B.G.D.F.—in a grim film that, true to the nihilism of modern horror (and zombie fare in particular), killed off its entire cast.



[image: Image]

Duane Jones in Night of the Living Dead (1968). Image Ten/Photofest.





Romero claimed that he didn’t intend to make a statement about race in Night of the Living Dead, but by hiring Jones, he did. Similarly, when Ben dies at the end, there are unmitigated racial implications, intended or not. He dies not at the hands (or jaws) of the titular living dead, but rather by the guns of an all-White militia of “rescuers” who mistake him for a zombie. They never even realize their mistake, casually tossing his limp body onto the pyre of dead-again zombies in an unnerving scene straight out of the days of lynch mob picnics. Beyond the allusions to America’s racist underpinning, though, the significance of his race for the horror genre was that while he wasn’t the B.G.D.F., the Black Guy Dies Last was still dead, and just as Moreland’s demeaning roles threatened to define the image of Blacks, the doomed nature of both Ben and the nameless messenger threatened to define the fate of Black roles in horror for generations to come.









Types of Black Horror Movie Deaths


[image: Image]


Anyone who habitually roots for Black characters to survive horror movies is used to disappointment. Sometimes the best you can do is hope that the inevitable death is a good one: one that’s memorable, integral to the plot, and/or worthy of martyrdom instead of ridicule. Not all deaths are created equal, after all. Here’s the range of what you can expect, from best to worst.


Heroic Death to Save the World


If you’re gonna go out, it may as well be a death of Black Jesus–level sacrificial proportions, like using your blood to cure a global pandemic or blowing up the comments section of YouTube.




FUNERAL: 21-gun salute; casket filled with glazed donuts for the afterlife; Wiz Khalifa performs “See You Again”





Heroic Death to Save the White “Hero”


This sort of devotion to the White star might seem a bit Uncle Tom-ish to some, but within the context of the movie, it’s as prominent a death as a Black supporting character can get.




FUNERAL: 21–Nerf gun salute; Charlie Puth performs “See You Again”; White hero adopts your children





Climactic Death


You were this close to being the hero; you made it to the final showdown with the Big Bad, but it turns out you were the sidekick all along. Bummer.




FUNERAL: Eulogy given by either Oprah Winfrey or Gayle King, whoever is more available and cost-effective





Creative Body Count Death


Sure, in the big scheme of things, your death amounted to little more than padding the movie’s body count, but at least the way the killer turned your intestines into balloon animals looked cool.




FUNERAL: Held during Sunday brunch at Red Lobster; Tyler Perry booked for a five-minute appearance as Madea





Pedestrian Body Count Death


A regular ol’ knife to the gut? Really, doesn’t anyone take pride in homicide anymore?




FUNERAL: Held during Thursday early bird dinner at Hooters; Lance Crouther booked for a five-minute appearance as Pootie Tang





Opening Scene Death


“The Black Guy Dies First,” indeed. Way to beat a dead horse.




FUNERAL: Pallbearers are one-half of Milli Vanilli, two-thirds of Bell Biv DeVoe, and all the Baha Men





Off-Screen Death


If a horror movie character dies in a forest, but there are no cameras around, does it even matter?




FUNERAL: Your body’s orifices may or may not be used to smuggle cocaine through Customs; life insurance paid out in Spam sandwiches





Anonymous Death


You’re so inconsequential, you don’t even get a name—just one of dozens of people who get stepped on by Godzilla or gnawed on by zombies.




FUNERAL: Involuntary cremation via Silly String and a Bic lighter; ashes snorted by Jeff Bezos in order to attain immortality











Blaxploitation and Inclusion


Jones’s casting in Night of the Living Dead reflected a growing social openness to increased Black representation in films, along with the desperation of financially strapped studios (who were crippled by both the end of the studio system and declining ticket sales caused by the rise of television) looking to cash in on an underserved demographic. This “blackening” was coming to fruition in the late ’60s with efforts like If He Hollers, Let Him Go (1968), Putney Swope (1969), The Story of a Three-Day Pass (1968), Uptight (1968), and Sidney Poitier’s trio of 1967 smashes: To Sir, With Love; In the Heat of the Night; and Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner. Along with Night of the Living Dead, these films were just a taste of the deluge of Blackness to come in the ’70s, a body of work generally (and unfairly) lumped under the “Blaxploitation” umbrella.


Regardless of the label, the decade was a time of unprecedented Blackness in cinema, as hits like Cotton Comes to Harlem (1970), Shaft (1971), Super Fly (1972), and Blacula (1972) convinced studios that there was green to be made from this whole Black thing. The floodgates opened, with no less than three hundred Black-centric movies Blaxploding onto screens by the end of the decade, including a number of forays into horror, such as the aforementioned Blacula and its sequel, plus Blackenstein (1973), Dr. Black, Mr. Hyde (1976), and even some that didn’t have the word “Black” in the title.


Blaxploitation flicks by their very nature tended to feature mostly Black casts, so trying to analyze the phenomenon of Black death within them is pointless, since the people who die will be Black, the people who live will also be Black, and the people who die and then live again will be Blacula. However, during this era, we did begin to see the impact of Blaxploitation in mainstream horror (along with other genres: Tyler Perry Presents Live and Let Die, for instance), with an increased Black presence in films like 1971’s The Omega Man (Rosalind Cash), 1979’s Alien (Yaphet Kotto), 1977’s Exorcist II: The Heretic (James Earl Jones), 1972’s Sisters (Lisle Wilson), 1978’s Damien: Omen II (Meshach Taylor), 1972’s Beware! The Blob (Marlene Clark, Godfrey Cambridge), 1972’s Frogs (Judy Pace, Lance Taylor Sr., Mae Mercer), and 1974’s Chosen Survivors (Lincoln Kilpatrick, Gwenn Mitchell). Of those twelve appearances, though, ten end up dead, an indication of what was to come in the ’80s, when practically all the Black lead roles dried up following Blaxploitation’s demise.


Slashers and Marginalization


Blaxploitation’s meteoric rise peaked by the middle of the decade and gradually fizzled out during the late ’70s, partly due to oversaturation, partly due to protests by civil rights groups over the frequent pimps-and-prostitutes storylines (there was even a Coalition against Blaxploitation, or CAB), and partly due to the studios realizing the omniracial appeal of blockbusters like Jaws (1975), The Godfather (1972), and The Exorcist (1973). After all, if these universally loved films could draw Black crowds, why bother making Black movies?


As such, by the dawn of the ’80s, Black-centric movies were in the rearview mirror, but the success of Blaxploitation had the residual effect of making the inclusion of Black faces in mainstream fare not only more palatable but expected. All-White films stood out more as exclusionary, unlike in previous decades, when they were the norm. However, just because ’80s films included more Black roles didn’t mean those roles were leads. They were clearly more significant than the peripheral servants and tribesmen of yesteryear, but they were still at best second bananas—more likely, third or fourth bananas (as evidenced by the eight Best Supporting Actor/Actress Oscar nominations for Black performers during the decade, versus only three for Best Actor/Actress). And in the ever-increasingly violent realm of horror—embodied in the hottest new subgenre, the slasher—this “marginalized inclusion” made them expendable.
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