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What you don’t know can eat you


EVERYTHING YOU EVER WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT ZOMBIES


All zombie research is theoretical. We can never know exactly what the coming pandemic will look like until the teeming undead horde is finally at our doorsteps. Once the dead rise, the days of study and conjecture are over. Gone will be reasoned debate and hard scientific study. Gone will be global lines of communication and easy access to information. Gone will be the support structures that allow us to easily engage in serious scientific, social, and historic investigation.


When the dead rise, it’s run-and-scream time.


* * *


“Matt Mogk is a walking catalog of important modern developments in zombie research, and his book is an essential resource in the coming zombie apocalypse.”


—Michael Harris, PhD, professor of neuroscience, University of Alaska, Fairbanks


“Pulling together key knowledge strands untapped by previous works of zombie scholarship, Matt Mogk is staking out essential new territory at the nexus of history, science, popular culture, and reality.”


—Brendan Riley, PhD, assistant professor of cultural studies, Columbia College Chicago
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FOREWORD



by Max Brooks


If you don’t know anything about zombies but you’d like to learn, this is the book for you. That’s how Matt explained his new project to me. Everyone knows that zombies are popular, but what exactly are zombies? Are they the voodoo slaves that obey arcane wizards in Haiti? Are they the flesh-eating hordes that star in so many apocalyptic movies? Are they the singing, campy, well-choreographed cadavers of Michael Jackson’s “Thriller”? The answer to each of those questions is yes.


The zombie subgenre has recently achieved pandemic status, with a horde of books, movies, TV shows, comics, video games, and yes, even apps invading every corner of our daily lives. For many years, there has been a strict line dividing dedicated fans who study every frame of Dawn of the Dead like it’s the Zapruder film, and the rest of the world, who scratch their heads in wonder. That line between fans and “civilians” seemed uncrossable—until now.


Matt Mogk once walked away from success, and that’s why I offered to write this foreword. Yes, he’s way into zombies, and he’s carved out an impressive niche as one of the foremost experts of the age. But for me, the path that led him to this new career is easily as interesting as the career itself. A long time ago, probably when he still had hair, Matt worked for a Hollywood literary management company. To say that it was a frustrating, depressing, utterly confounding profession would be an understatement. So many writers, so little talent. Even more mind-boggling than the limitless excrement he forced on the marketplace was the insatiable appetite the marketplace had for it. Like the lone Wall Street trader who wrestles with the logic of credit default swaps or the Washington intern who loses sleep over campaign finance loopholes, Matt found himself being pulled through a machine that was slowly, steadily grinding his spirit into dust.


One day he was charged with hawking a particularly noxious turd to a studio executive who was looking for something completely different. “I want a family script,” this “creative executive” demanded, “like 101 Dalmatians but without the dogs”! The script in Matt’s charge, an adult thriller set in South America, could not have been less suited to the parameters placed before him. Frustrated, demoralized, and teetering at the edge of his moral abyss, Matt responded with a confident “That’s EXACTLY what this script is about! I’ll send it right over first thing tomorrow, and trust me, you’ll LOVE it!” And he did. And they did! Score one—one BIG one—for the new super-manager Matt Mogk, the man who could sell anything… except his soul. If this is what it means to succeed, Matt told himself, then I don’t want any part of it.


So he walked away from a newly white-hot career as a Hollywood dung salesman and several years later was standing on the set of the Spike TV series Deadliest Warrior. This new Matt Mogk was now the founder and president of the Zombie Research Society, an organization devoted to the study and promotion of all things living dead. That’s where we became friends: planning our strategy for the show’s “Zombie vs. Vampire” episode. We’d met a few months earlier at the nation’s first dedicated zombie convention (yes, there is one now), and at the time, I wasn’t sure what to make of him. Given the growing popularity of zombies, and the growing ranks of those seeking to make a quick buck off them, I was deeply suspicious. However, I was wrong (as is usually the case in my life).


Matt not only turned out to be a stand-up guy, but he is legitimately, deeply, inspiringly passionate about the subculture of the living dead. As we sat in the green room of Deadliest Warrior, building our case for a zombie victory over vampirism, I could only marvel at the inner workings of the mind of Mogk. I’ve often said that I think about zombies way too much, and compared to most people, I do. I’ve considered their physiology, their behavioral patterns, the threat they pose to us as a species, and the steps we might take to protect ourselves from them. Publishers Weekly once dubbed my first book, The Zombie Survival Guide, as “unnecessarily exhaustive.” They had yet to learn what those words really meant!


Unlike me, Matt has also considered the cultural impact of zombie fiction on the human psyche, deconstructing it like an NYU film school professor might deconstruct the works of postmodern French cinema. Somehow he’s managed to keep a toe in both universes. Matt can easily jump into the zombie sandbox for a heated argument about what sword works best against undead necks, then jump right back out for an intellectual analysis of the later works of George Romero.


If zombieism were a religion, I would be a monk, sequestered behind walls of books and ruminations, while Matt would be a pilgrim, out among the people, preaching, educating, and converting from dawn till dusk. When he told me he was writing a book “for people who don’t know anything about zombies but would like to learn,” my only thought was: “We couldn’t have a better ambassador.”


So if you are someone who’s never given the living dead much thought but are curious as to why the living living can’t get enough of them, then this is your book. You may be captivated, or repelled, or just plain weirded out by its pages, but by its end, the one thing you won’t be any longer is ignorant. Prepare to become a zombie expert.


Oh yeah, and don’t read it before going to bed.
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After a typically harsh Chicago winter, the city by the lake was sunny and bright in the early summer months of 1969. Escaping the rising afternoon heat, a young film critic named Roger Ebert ducked into a local neighborhood theater to catch the matinee. He found an empty seat among the packed audience of mostly children and families and settled in for what he expected to be just another low-budget monster movie called Night of the Living Dead.


Though the film had already generated some negative buzz, with Variety going so far as to call it an orgy of violence,1 Ebert was consciously withholding judgment until he watched it for himself. He took his new job seriously, and having grown up a huge science fiction and horror fan, he was sure to be more open to the charms of this black-and-white screamer than some stuffy reviewer from the East Coast. After all, how different could it be from the hundreds of other formulaic B-movies he’d seen in the last decade?


The room went dark, the movie projector sputtered to life, and Ebert’s question was answered in the first few minutes of grainy footage that splashed across the screen. This film was not only different; it was unlike anything he’d ever seen before:


There was almost complete silence. The movie had long ago stopped being delightfully scary, and had become unexpectedly terrifying. A little girl across the aisle from me, maybe nine years old, was sitting very still in her seat and crying.


I don’t think the younger kids really knew what hit them. They’d seen horror movies before, but this was something else. This was ghouls eating people—you could actually see what they were eating. This was little girls killing their mothers. This was being set on fire. Worst of all, nobody got out alive—even the hero got killed.2


The gruesome new monsters in writer/director George A. Romero’s terrifying vision gave audiences such a shock that many were literally afraid to leave their seats after the closing credits ran and the lights went up. People freaked out. They covered their eyes, clung to the arms of complete strangers, and screamed at the top of their lungs for the nightmare to end. Then when it finally did, they turned around, bought another ticket, and went back in for more.


The modern zombie was born.





1: DEFINITION OF A ZOMBIE



The Oxford English Dictionary is widely regarded as the premier dictionary of the English language and is rated the most comprehensive dictionary on the planet by Guinness World Records. It includes specific definitions for countless obscure and unusual monsters, including the infamous chupacabra of Latin America and Bigfoot’s Himalayan cousin, the albino yeti. But it does not include an accurate definition of the modern zombie. It instead focuses solely on the slavelike zombie of Afro-Haitian tradition that is completely unrelated to the modern zombie of contemporary pop culture.




zombie (zom-bie)


pronunciation: zämbē


1. A corpse said to be revived by witchcraft, especially in certain African and Caribbean religions.


2. A mixed drink consisting of several kinds of rum, liqueur, and fruit juice.


Informal:


— A person who is or appears to be lifeless, apathetic, or completely unresponsive to his or her surroundings.


— A computer controlled by another person without the owner’s knowledge and used for sending spam or other illegal or illicit activities.





Unfortunately, the Encyclopaedia Britannica is no better. A search for zombie only turns up results for the Haitian zombie and the zombie computer. Not exactly what you might call encyclopedic results.


Does this mean that every movie, video game, event, and organization that this book focuses on simply doesn’t exist? Are the tens of millions of people who participate in zombie walks, zombie proms, zombie pub crawls, zombie conventions, and zombie film festivals across the planet gathered to express their interest in a nonthing? Or, instead, is the modern zombie being overlooked? It seems that billions of dollars in annual revenue across multiple platforms still can’t put the modern zombie officially on the map.


Based on an extensive study of the modern zombie’s evolution over the past half century and on countless interviews with zombie fans and scholars across the globe, here is the first and most authoritative definition:


The modern zombie is a relentlessly aggressive, reanimated human corpse driven by a biological infection.


This definition is intended to be narrow enough to clearly identify the modern zombie’s unique characteristics and broad enough to apply equally to the original Night of the Living Dead as to the zombie films being conceived and produced today. Furthermore, by breaking down the definition into its component parts, three key elements emerge against which all manner of creature can be quickly and easily judged.


These three definitional elements of the modern zombie are (1) it is a reanimated human corpse, (2) it is relentlessly aggressive, and (3) it is biologically infected and infectious.


(1) HUMAN CORPSE


Zombies occupy the decaying shell of what was once human. They inhabit corpses of flesh, blood, and bone, which makes their systems imperfect. So while they may be relentlessly determined, they are far from invincible. Zombies have a limited life span, given that their bodies are rotting as human corpses do, and they operate under the same laws of science and reason that all worldly beings must operate under.


(2) RELENTLESSLY AGGRESSIVE


Whether the undead scourge is created and spread by bite, by blood, by radiation, or on the wind, zombies are first and foremost defined by their relentless aggression. You can’t negotiate with a zombie. You can’t tell a zombie what to do. A zombie has single-minded focus. It will never stop. It will never surrender. A zombie will continue to move toward its goal at any cost.






	Let Sleeping Corpses Lie (1974)







	DOCTOR:


	Are you hurt?







	GEORGE:


	No, but it tried its hardest. What the hell’s wrong with it?







	DOCTOR:


	We don’t know. It’s the third one born since yesterday with an incredible aggressiveness, almost homicidal in its intensity.








(3) BIOLOGICAL INFECTION


The modern zombie is biological in nature, not supernatural or magical. This unique characteristic allows it to be studied from a scientific perspective and is also an essential element in our understanding of how the condition of being a zombie occurs. The prevailing theory is that the zombie state is transmitted by an infectious contagion that readily spreads to new hosts. We call it the coming zombie pandemic.
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KNOW YOUR ZOMBIES: BILL HINZMAN


Night of the Living Dead (1968)


Known as the Cemetery Zombie, actor Bill Hinzman played the first-ever modern zombie to appear anywhere when he lurched on the screen in the opening moments of Night of the Living Dead. As part of George Romero’s core production team on that film, his name will forever be linked to the iconic monster he helped bring to life.


Hinzman worked behind the camera with Romero on future projects before writing, directing, and starring in a lackluster rip-off of Night called FleshEater in 1988.


ILLUSTRATION BY JOSH TAYLOR





2: VOODOO ZOMBIES



Romero didn’t think the flesh eaters he created were zombies because prior to Night of the Living Dead the world only knew zombies to be soulless slaves of the Haitian voodoo tradition, magically brought back from the dead to do the bidding of their masters, usually as menial labor. In fact, other than their shared name, there is no connection between the voodoo zombie and the modern zombie.


Unlike actual corpses rising from the grave, voodoo zombies are induced through a mixture of drugs, religious ritual, cultural belief, and spiritual possession. After being put into a trancelike state that approximates a coma, victims awaken and are told that their souls have been taken from their bodies. Then, to keep them under control, they are regularly fed the hallucinogenic drug datura, also known as the “zombie cucumber.”


Wade Davis is a world-renowned anthropologist best known for his 1985 book The Serpent and the Rainbow, which explores the zombie traditions of Haitian voodoo. The book was made into a movie of the same name in 1988 that took great liberties with the original text. Saying that Davis hated the adaptation is an understatement. He’s gone as far as to declare it to be the worst movie ever made in the history of Hollywood. Davis isn’t right about that. Serpent isn’t even the worst movie of 1988. If you have any doubts, pick up a copy of Mac and Me, a shameless knockoff of E.T. featuring an extended dance montage in a McDonald’s parking lot.


I can’t help but feel a little sorry for Wade Davis, because he, like George Romero, understands that the flesh eaters of Night of the Living Dead should never have been called zombies in the first place:


The zombies in movies like Night of the Living Dead have no connection at all to the zombie of Haiti. It is not a correct or fair use of that word.3


Davis knows what he’s talking about. He earned a PhD from Harvard, was the 2009 recipient of the Royal Canadian Geographical Society’s Gold Medal, and has been a featured speaker at the TED Conference, where geniuses and world leaders go to shape the future of our planet. At the same time, he’s spent the last thirty years explaining that voodoo zombies don’t want to eat your brains. It’s got to be a little frustrating.


But Davis has an unassailable point. From a dramatic standpoint, there is no connection between the voodoo zombie and the modern zombie. From a factual, anthropological, religious, or historic standpoint, there is no connection between the voodoo zombie and the modern zombie. It’s as misguided as asserting that the protective cup that athletes stuff in their jocks when playing contact sports is closely related to a coffee cup because they share the same name. And then using that as justification to include the athletic cup in an academic study of the history of the Peruvian coffee bean.


AT THE MOVIES


In the 1960s, zombies were not on the popular-culture radar. Two notable books were published about Hollywood film monsters that decade, and neither even mentioned zombies. A Pictorial History of Hollywood Film Monsters and Master Movie Monsters feature mummies, vampires, aliens, werewolves, and even mad scientists, but zombies don’t get a single word of coverage. Zombies were omitted not because they weren’t getting the respect they deserved but, rather, because Night of the Living Dead hadn’t yet been made.
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Haitian zombies were known in anthropological circles, but they certainly weren’t considered a bankable film subgenre. The few voodoo zombies on-screen in the 1930s and 1940s were not inherently dangerous and took aggressive action only when instructed to do so by their masters. In fact, they were so docile and fundamentally good that they often turned on those same masters when ordered to do something particularly nefarious. They could even, as Wade Davis explores in The Serpent and the Rainbow, talk about their memories and experiences with pathos and recognize themselves as individuals participating in their community’s culture.


Even in Hollywood versions of Haitian voodoo zombie stories, zombies weren’t scary. In the 1932 film White Zombie, they’re described as “corpses taken from their graves and made to work in sugar mills and the fields at night.” That is what they were in the movies before Night of the Living Dead, and that is how they are still perceived in Haiti today.






	The Serpent and the Rainbow (1988)







	DR. ALAN:


	I need you to remember what happened before you died.







	ZOMBIE:


	I remember it all. The coffin, the burial, I saw it all.







	DR. ALAN:


	Were you sick? What was it that you felt?







	ZOMBIE:


	I heard the dirt falling on me. The darkness pressed me down, down.









IN THE FLESH



Of all the differences between voodoo zombies of the Afro-Haitian tradition and the modern zombie as first realized by George Romero, none is more striking or more overlooked than the fact that voodoo zombies are not dead. Let me repeat: voodoo zombies are not dead. They are as alive as you or I but operate under the strong religious or substance-induced belief that they have been brought back from the dead to serve a living master.


Webster University professor emeritus Bob Corbett has studied Haitian culture for decades and personally traveled to Haiti more than fifty times over the past fifteen years to investigate its people and traditions. He writes:


Eating the zombie cucumber keeps them in their zonkedout state, but otherwise they are just like animals in a pen and will do what they are told to do. Mainly they’re used as slave labor.


In our correspondence, Corbett went on to emphasize that voodoo zombies have beating hearts and normal blood flow and body temperature. They need to sleep, eat regular foods, and eliminate waste like the rest of us, and they are not contagious or aggressive.


There are people in Haiti today who believe that they have been transformed into zombies, but they still retain the same rights as any other citizen. If a zombie is killed or its death is caused through the neglect of another, the offender is put on trial for murder. As I said, voodoo zombies aren’t dead. They are also not aggressive, nor created by a biological infection. The lack of connection between the voodoo zombie and the modern zombie cannot be overstated.





3: ZOMBIE EVOLUTION



The modern zombie first appeared in Night of the Living Dead in 1968. Made on a shoestring budget with borrowed cars and part-time actors, Night tells the story of a group of strangers trapped in an isolated farmhouse while roaming zombies try to break through their hasty defenses and eat them.


As the film opens, two siblings, Johnny and Barbra, arrive at a remote cemetery to visit their long-dead father’s grave. Johnny realizes that Barbra is as spooked to be there as she was when they were kids. He teases her, pointing to an old man wandering across the grass and playing into her fright by suggesting that the guy is an attacker. The joke is on Johnny, though. The wanderer is actually a risen flesh eater bearing down on them. Johnny will be dead just seconds after his naively prophetic words.






	Night of the Living Dead (1968)







	JOHNNY:


	They’re coming to get you, Barbra.







	BARBRA:


	Stop it. You’re ignorant.







	JOHNNY:


	They’re coming for you, Barbra.







	BARBRA:


	Stop it. You’re acting like a child.







	JOHNNY:


	They’re coming for you. Look! There comes one now!








Night brought in an estimated $42 million worldwide. When adjusted for inflation, George Romero’s tiny independent film grossed the equivalent of nearly $265 million in today’s dollars. That’s more than double the box-office numbers of 2009’s smash hit zombie comedy Zombieland, prompting one critic to exclaim that the film had been given a license to print money.4


Despite its mass appeal, critics were slow to come around, but eventually the groundbreaking nature of Romero’s horror masterpiece couldn’t be ignored. New York Times reviewer Vincent Canby snidely referred to the film as junk in 1970,5 but by 2004 the Times did an about-face, including Night of the Living Dead on a list of top pictures in the history of cinema. Now regarded as one of the most influential films in modern horror, Night is among a highly selective collection of pictures archived in the National Film Registry at the United States Library of Congress for its profound cultural, historical, and aesthetic significance.




When one speaks of zombie movies today, one is really speaking of movies that are either made by or directly influenced by one man: director George A. Romero.


—Gospel of the Living Dead (2006), Kim Paffenroth, PhD





And just how important is the man behind the film? According to award-winning writer-director Quentin Tarantino, George Romero is single-handedly responsible for all the action, gore, and intensity that make modern genre films great.6 Max Brooks, bestselling author of Zombie Survival Guide and World War Z, says that when it comes to the modern zombie, it’s Romero’s world, and we’re all just living in it. And John Carpenter, director of such horror classics as Halloween (1978) and The Thing (1982), simply states that Romero profoundly influenced an entire culture.7


The same year as Night’s release, legendary actor Boris Karloff, who played the title character in dozens of monster classics such as Frankenstein and The Mummy, prophetically observed, “My kind of horror isn’t horror anymore.”8 He was right. Night of the Living Dead had changed things forever.


BORN FROM VAMPIRES


So where did Romero get his idea for the modern zombie? Jump back to 1953 and Richard Matheson, a young paperback writer with two twenty-five-cent novels to his name. The prestigious Nelson Doubleday Company had just agreed to publish his first hardcover, a work of vampire fiction called I Am Legend. Set in contemporary Los Angeles, Legend didn’t rehash Old World interpretations of the iconic monsters but instead turned them from elegant loners who lived on the fringes of society into a horde of bloodthirsty ghouls violently driven to suck the last drops of life from every living person on earth.
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Romero was so inspired by the book that when he decided to make his first film some fourteen years later, he set out to create a loose adaptation of I Am Legend. In fact, Romero’s and Matheson’s stories are so similar that Matheson initially mistook Night of the Living Dead for his own work:


I caught that on television, and I said to myself, “Wait a minute—did they make another version of I Am Legend they didn’t tell me about?” Later they told me Romero did it as an homage, which means he gets it for nothing!9


Though Legend has been directly adapted to the big screen three times, most recently as a Will Smith blockbuster,10 many argue that Night of the Living Dead is a truer interpretation of Matheson’s vision than any of the official versions. But what sets Romero’s film apart from I Am Legend, what makes it truly great, is Romero’s deliberate rejection of all aspects of the vampire myth in favor of a much scarier, much more realistic threat.




Although Romero decided against having the undead transform into vampires after their death, the stumbling, staggering corpses in his film do bite people and eat their flesh; and, vampire-like, their bloody victims become undead cannibals as a result of becoming involuntary meals.


—Real Zombies (2010), Brad Steiger





Matheson’s goal was to bring the vampire into the modern age by creating a biological explanation for its existence. He invented a bacterial infection that created vampires, Bacilli vampiri, which could then be scientifically researched and understood. Matheson’s vampires could no longer fly or trans-figure themselves. They didn’t have superhuman strength, and they didn’t turn into bats. But Matheson carried over several elements of the traditional vampire myth. His vampires still hated crosses and Christian symbols. They couldn’t tolerate exposure to garlic. They died in direct sunlight and could be killed using a wooden stake through the heart. Romero rejected this cultural baggage.


By creating the flesh eater, a creature that literally arose in the modern age with no limiting Carpathian Mountain mythology, Romero was able to remove all of the Old World superstition and give birth to a completely scientific monster. No myth, just pure biology. No special powers, just the limited humanlike abilities of a rotting corpse. No supernatural force, just the logical result of modern man’s polluting impact on the natural world. Still, the relationship between Romero’s flesh eaters and Matheson’s vampires remains the closest that the modern zombie has to any other creature.


FLESH EATERS LURCH FORTH


As you might expect, given the history of Romero’s connection to I Am Legend, he didn’t consider the creatures he created to be zombies at all. He called them flesh eaters.


In fact, Romero was so dedicated to the brand-new concept of his flesh-eating monster that he originally named his film Night of the Flesh Eaters. It was only in the eleventh hour that the distribution company swapped in Living Dead for Flesh Eaters in hopes of appealing to a wider audience.11 At the time, living dead was a term used broadly to refer to various undead monsters, including vampires, mummies, and even Frankenstein. By way of example, Cave of the Living Dead (1965), Fangs of the Living Dead (1968), and Crypt of the Living Dead (1972) were all released around the same time as Romero’s Night, and all are vampire movies. The title was changed so late and in such a rush that on Wednesday, November 1, 1968, one month after its official premiere, a Pittsburgh Gazette review still referred to the film as Night of the Flesh Eaters.


So how did we get from flesh eaters to living dead to the entire planet calling Romero’s monsters zombies? It was a slow ten-year process, culminating in yet another distribution company changing the name of yet another Romero film.


In 1978, Romero was approached by famed horror director Dario Argento, who offered to bankroll his next film, giving Romero $750,000 cash as long as Argento could have the European rights.12 Argento then changed the name of Romero’s second flesh-eater movie from Dawn of the Dead to Zombi. Presto, the label stuck. The film raked in $55 million worldwide, becoming arguably even more iconic than Night, and that’s how we all came to mistakenly believe that Romero’s flesh eaters were zombies.


THE SICKNESS EVOLVES


The modern zombie has remained remarkably consistent since it first lurched into popular consciousness in 1968. Most films follow a basic plot structure that is very close, if not identical, to that of Night of the Living Dead. But there are certain qualities or aspects of zombies that have changed over the decades. Most notable is the process by which a human is turned into a flesh eater.


Romero’s original vision was that zombies were not contagious. They were created by an infection present in the environment, not spread from zombie to human. Anyone who dies for any reason will acquire it. According to Romero, a bite is not necessary to transmit the infection, and he remains true to this original conception and uses this approach in all of his zombie films. It was Romero himself, though, who unintentionally opened the door to a new interpretation of how zombies are created. In Night of the Living Dead, the first person to turn from human to zombie on-screen is a little girl. She has been bitten on the arm and is suffering some strange illness. The bite doesn’t appear to be substantial enough to cause any real damage, but the girl is barely conscious, and she soon dies and comes back as a zombie.
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This terrifying turn of events sends a clear message: bites matter. They’re toxic at the very least and at worst may be directly related to becoming a zombie and spreading the plague. In Romero’s second zombie film, Dawn of the Dead, the two main characters who expire and return as zombies both die as a result of bite wounds. Though Romero has made his perspective clear over the years, the genie was out of the bottle.


Popular understanding accepted Romero’s idea that the zombie condition is caused by an infectious plague, but the spread of the plague was narrowed to include only those who have been directly infected by a zombie bite or exposure to zombie blood or body fluid. Not only does the current zombie-contagion model align more closely with its vampire roots, but it also conforms to our knowledge of infectious diseases, allowing zombie outbreaks to dramatically mirror more common outbreaks such as swine flu, mad cow, and rabies. The zombie sickness doesn’t automatically afflict everyone, but we all have the potential to be infected if exposed.





4: LIVING ZOMBIES



A lab experiment goes horribly wrong, and a new virus is unleashed on the population, turning those infected into bloodthirsty maniacs driven by pure rage and capable of running at full speed. This is the premise of 28 Days Later, the 2002 hit British film that introduced the most popular advancements in the subgenre of zombie films since George Romero invented the modern zombie in 1968. It also sparked a heated debate among enthusiasts about what exactly constitutes a zombie and how fast is too fast for the ghoulish horde to move.


28 Days Later was groundbreaking as a low-budget horror film because of its immense mainstream success, but its core concept of a communicable rage infection was nothing new. A lesser-known film released seventeen years earlier, Warning Sign, depicts an accident in a secure lab that exposes workers to a deadly toxin that attacks the rage center of their brains, driving them to hunt and kill those not infected. Sound familiar?


The premise of the two films is almost identical, with the main difference being that Warning’s infection is airborne and contained within the boundaries of a secure research facility, while the 28 Days infection is transferred by direct fluid contact to the entire population of Britain.






	Warning Sign (1985)







	CAL:


	Make it simple. What are you saying?







	DAN:


	It drives people crazy, that’s what I’m saying. Soldiers turn on their comrades. Civilian victims murder their doctors, and then they die. That’s what’s going on in that building right now.







	CAL:


	I don’t believe it. This is deliberate?








So why did Warning Sign hardly make a splash in the popular evolution of the modern zombie when 28 Days Later completely turned the subgenre on its head?


From an execution standpoint, Warning is a relatively forgettable effort. Hal Barwood, its writer-director, has yet to make another movie. 28 Days, however, was the first big hit in Danny Boyle’s directing career (although his 1996 film, Trainspotting, enjoyed some success at the box office and in critical reviews). He went on to win an Oscar for Slumdog Millionaire in 2008. But could there be something more at play? Could the key to the popularity of 28 Days Later and its particular significance to the development of modern zombies lie in its quintessential zombieness?


Unlike those in Warning, the infected hordes in 28 Days behave like rabid animals, unable to speak or reason. They will stop at nothing to accomplish their simple mission of finding and destroying every last surviving human on the planet. Though they don’t eat the living, they do bite, scratch, and claw to transmit their deadly infection, much as conventional modern zombies do. They also lack any sense of individual identity or distinguishing characteristics, leading most to classify the picture as a zombie film despite the fact that no one ever comes back from the dead.



THE “ZOMBIES” OF 28 DAYS



I first met Danny Boyle in the mid-1990s when he gave a talk at New York University in support of his first feature film, Shallow Grave. It’s an indie suspense thriller about greed, madness, and roommates killing each other. The movie develops an impressive sense of tension, so I cornered Boyle after the screening and asked if he’d ever considered making a horror film, more specifically a zombie movie. He emphatically said no, that he had no interest in the zombie subgenre whatsoever. Jump forward eight years, and 28 Days Later was raking in upward of $85 million at the box office, putting Boyle solidly on the map as a bankable director.


But if you ask Boyle today, he will still tell you he’s never made a zombie movie. He doesn’t see the rage-filled humans he created in 28 Days Later as modern zombies. Zombie purists would agree with Boyle, arguing that a zombie that is still alive is not a zombie at all. Technically, they’re correct.


If we look at our three criteria for the modern zombie, the third stipulates that a zombie is a reanimated human corpse. By this standard, the infected freaks of 28 Days Later don’t qualify. Living zombies are by definition not undead. They can be killed by stopping their hearts, and once dead, they do not come back to life as conventional zombies. In this way, they are fundamentally different from Romero’s original vision of the flesh eater raised from the grave to feast on the living. Even the title, 28 Days Later, refers to how long it takes for the rage-filled humans in Boyle’s film to become so starved and dehydrated that they die out. Modern zombies don’t starve, and they don’t become dehydrated in any human sense of the word.


But what Danny Boyle essentially did with 28 Days Later was to create the living zombie—and in doing so, he revolutionized the zombie subgenre, introducing a whole new arena for characterizing zombies and for zombie storytelling.


Like their undead counterparts, living zombies are biologically infected, relentlessly aggressive, and no longer cognizant individuals. If we set the definition of the modern zombie next to a definition of the living zombie, we can see how well the infected of 28 Days qualify and how similar the two types are.


Here is the modern zombie:


The modern zombie is a relentlessly aggressive reanimated human corpse driven by a biological infection.


And here’s the living zombie:


The living zombie is a relentlessly aggressive human driven by a biological infection.


The brilliance—and the original core quality—of Romero’s flesh eaters is that they are grounded in science and reason rather than superstition and myth. The living zombie conforms to this core quality. If the infected maniac lumbering down the street looks like a zombie, bites like a zombie, and is contagious like a zombie, then for all intents and purposes, it’s zombie enough for most.


[image: Image]


At this point, thanks to Boyle’s blockbuster innovation, living zombies are firmly ensconced in the zombie film subgenre. The 2009 film Zombieland, for example, introduced a raving horde that appears ambiguously living, or perhaps ambiguously dead. The movie seems to intentionally gloss over the monsters’ life status, making it less relevant. Zombieland’s creatures are identified by name as zombies, are ravenously hungry for human flesh, and have a pale, corpselike appearance. Many film scholars and fans alike believe them to be undead, but the only character to turn from human to flesh eater does so off-camera, making it unclear whether she died and came back to life or just went violently insane.
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THE MOST COMPREHENSIVE ZOMBIE HANDBOOK EVER PUBLISHED!
In one indispensable volume, Matt Mogk, founder and head of
the Zombie Research Society, busts popular myths and answers
é all your raging questions about the living dead. >

“Matt Mogk is the leading authority on zombies in the U.S., if not the world.”
—Scott Kenemore, bestselling author of Zombie, Ohio
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“Mogk is the real deal, and his book is a genuine love letter to the genre. If you're already a zombie
fan, you'll be blown away by the time and energy sunk into this book. If you're not a zombie fan,
this book will make you one.” —New York Times bestselling author Max Brooks
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“Fantastic...a unique cultural history that brilliantly makes available the unexpected and
yetundeniable appeal of the living dead.” —Steven C. Schlozman, M.D., Co-Director,
Medical Student Education in Psychiatry, Harvard Medical School

*Many more questions about zombies—including why not all of
o them are undead—are answered inside the book.
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