The Man Behind The Mask

An Interview With Gunnar Hansen
By Mike Baronas

Chorus froem thrash metal band LAAERL’I‘E[‘I 8 "I,,mm:ﬁm:

uriosity is its attraction. Apprehension is its origin. Perennial shock is its delivery. Reverence 15 its
reward, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre has repeatedly garnered these same reactions since its release
some eighteen-and-a-half years ago. The film's temrifying focal point is the hulking, masked maniac
armed with his beloved chainsaw. Portrayed by actor Gunnar Hansen, Leatherface is as homicidal and
mysterious on celluloid as he is gentle and sincere in person. G.A.S.P, etc. had the pleasure to speak with
the Maine native during his one month stint at the highly acclaimed *Spooky World," a haunted
amusement park of sorts, in Berlin, Massachusetts this past October. This article is in celebration of the
film's restored theatrical {(and hopefully video) re-release.
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.AS.P.: How did you get and prepare for the part of Leather-
face?

Gunnar Hansen: Well, | gotthe pan aciually because [ had done
some theater work in college. Tran into a guy thae [ had been in
the play Of Mice and Men with. We were just having & cup of
coffee, sort of remanizcing, and a [riend of his came in and joined
the conversation and said, 'Gee, if you're doing this acting then
you gught to know abonn these guys who are making this movie
and they "re looking for someone to play the parof the killer,” So,
I called the casung director and had a mesting with him and then
met the direcior (Tobe Hooper) a few days later and got the par.

For preparation, {Tobe) gave me a pretty good idea of what the
part was, ya’ know - he explained the movie and the characier and
everything - soreally all | could do was get op every moring and
fun & mmile, because | reafized tha Twas poing 1o be doing a kot
of running. Then I spent some gime ot & residental school for
retarded persons and 1 just spent bme on the campus walking
around o zee if 1 could acguire some physical mannerizms that
wonld b2 appropriate for the character, And thats really all 1
would do for preparation. Other than thag, it was just petting out
thers and doing it

GASP: Were the filming conditions really as intolerable as
I"ve heard?

GH: Oh yeah! We shot 12 1o 16 hours a day. The longess shoot
we had was 26 hours - we started on noon one Satmrday and shot
until 2 o'clock Sunday afternoon. It was just non-stop for a
modith, The whole shooting, [ guess, weni for & weeks, but my
part of it was a momibh, The only time we pot aday off was, in fact.
the day after the 26 hour shool. In that case, we had the long shoot
because John Dugan, who playved Grandee, had only 2 appl-
ances - they had only 3 faces for him - so they had to finish
shooting out his saff

"The other actors pretty much stayed away
from me...because I was the killer."

G.A5.P.: With these conditions, were infesaclions amongst the
ast and crew equally as mmbearable?

GH: 1think everyone goe along preity well, except that, as me
went by, we got more and more tred.  And T think it wasn't 50
much that we didn't get along as it all became sord of | . crazy,
I mean, we were exhaoseed. Itwas 100° every dav. It was insane,
50 what was happening was, that after a while, vou lost all
perspective and a sense of reality because the film became our
s, Wa became totally absorbed in it and tocally obsessed with
1l

I know people didn®t get along, Tmean, | didn®t Like the guy
who played Franklin {actor Paol A, Paraim), but the reason |
didn’t Iike him was thag be was the character. [ have no idea what
he was like personally, but e was so nto the character that he
was this sort of whiney guy all the ume. 50 1 know there were
imitations. [ god the impression that Frankiis and Sally (actress
Marnlyn Bums) didn™1 geralong, and a lotof the bickenng in that
scene where she was pushing him in his wheelchasr throogh the

£y

woods at night was ad-libbed because they were actually sniping
ar each other. 1 don't know thar these were any big problems
berween actors. 1 didn't have any problems with anyisody. The
other actors premy much stayed away [rom me anyway becapse
1 was the kilker

GoAS P Did it make i that moch easier to stk the saw into the
actors {figuratively, of course)?

GH: Well, I suppose in a way. | mean, given the fact that [I'm
wearing a rabber apron, wearing a mask, and swingimg a ¢haimsaw,
i scenes like that there isn'ta ot of subtlery. Tt doesn't really
matter what 1 think of them, I'm not projecting any of that 1o the
camera, Tcouldn 't rely on my voice or lines 10 send any kind of
message. [really had 1o rely on just the physical sense, and there
are seenes where 1 think there 15 3 demand for that, But [ don’t
think im a scene like the killing of Frankiin that that really comes
through very much. You're more likely 1o 2 it in the “Dinner
Goene.” And that, m fact, was the only point 1o the ilm where |
really didn’t have any sense of reality anymore. Al the pont
where (The Family) is moying o kill Sally over the metal bucket
and they 're handing Grandpa the hammer, there was a moment
ini that when 1 reallv did not know we were making a movie - that
was the 26 hour shoot,

THE FAMILY (clockwiser from beftl: Gramdpa (Jobn Dugan],
The Conkiid Man (Jim Sledow], Leatherface (Gunmar
Hansen), The Hitchhiker (Ed Neal), & Graadma.

G.AS P Due o complete exhaustion?

GH; Yeah, There was apoint where The Aicciiker {actor Edwin
Mel) savs, "Kill her! Kill the bacht " and Leatherface 15 supposed
(o grab the hammer out of Grandpa's hand and hil her. Ar tha
point, | really did think, “Kill her! Kill the bitch!” - 1 grabhed the



hammerand swung al her. And when she jumped up and ran out,
I was real surprised because, that was in the seript, but 1 was so
absorbed in i1 and so cut of contact with the framewaork of whist
we were doing that, for that instant, T forgol we were making a
movie. [ was just this guy trying 1o hit her with a hammer,

G.AS.P.: That had to be scary.
GH: [ think that's a lot of why the movie was successful,
G.ASP.: Pore emaotion

GH: Yeah Tthink all of that son of bizarre discomfor; that kind
of intensity of emotion and exhaustion really shows in the movie.
It"s an uncomfortable movie,

G.AS.P.: In the film, was the chainsaw blade useally removed
dunmg key scenes?

GH: No, We alwiys had the chain in there. 'We took the cluich
oul, 50 there were scenes when the chain did mor move, bot ['d
say mavbe one-third of the time we actoally had the chan
working,

GLALSP.: There had o have been times that you were nervous
runfing around with this ‘live” chainsaw.

GH: There were a couple of scencs that made me nervons. We
dkid all this stuff live; it wasn 't like in Chainsaw 2 where they had
43 chainsaws and a lot of the swif was dubbed in; a kot of {our)
stuff was just shot live,

5o, after Pam (acmreéss Ten MeMinn) goes onio the hook
{during the infamous ‘Meathook Scene’), Leatherface walks
over and picks ap the chainsaw and stans . And then Kirk (actor
William Wail}, is laid oot on the this table and there's this shot
Iooking sort of down the body as Leatherface starts the saw and
gocs over and s1ans culting on him. | was nervous about that
scene becanse that was a live saw, and we wanted it working
because | was to cut into the table. The idea being that (Tobe)
wanted the avdience (o hear the saw binding down. He wanted
3 hear how the sew woild be and how [ would resct to cutting
e somebody. Well, T cor inie the able, but 1 was cutting 6
inches above (William s} head and [ 2amd 1o bom, *Look. Thisis
arcally dangerous shot. If you move, you're going to get hit” 1
said, "Whatever happens, don"tmove. [ promise Twaon't it vou,
but it's gonna' be closs. You're eyes are gonna' be closad -
you'ré gonna’ think it's righi there, And what's gonna® happen
is wood chips are going o hit you in the bead. If you flinch,
you're gonna' flinch inco the saw.” Looking back at it, [ would
had never have done i

5o, thar was the kind of stuff that made me nervous. That, and
the last seene where Leatherface gets hitin the leg. [ kept saying,
‘How aré you gonna’ do that trick?” And they’d say, ‘Well we
don't know, but don't worry about it - we're gonna® do thar kast.”
This wasn't reassuring 1o me because it meant that, *If you get
hurt, we've got the film in the can.’ And, cnginally, they wers
ponna” have acrew member handling the saw and 1 insisted that,
for that shot, 1 would be the one handling 11 - if they were going
ircut intome, [was going tobe the ane who knew what was going
ML,

G.A.5.P.: When you completed the filen, did you ever think that
it would attain soch a tremendous colt following?

GH: Mo, not at first, Originally, I just figured it was another
hommor movie,  Ya' konow, there were these movies like 2000
Maniacs, Litsie Shop of Horrors, Bucket of Slood, and 1 just
figured that this was gonna' be another little hormor movie, It
would pay off the investors, they'd make a litthe money, and 5
vears down the road a few really serious borror movie fans woald
remember ik 5, 1 really had no idea:

I think the day that | realized that this was gonna” g0 was not
too long after the movie came out. 1ok a friend out 1o show her
where we had filmed some of the seff; I wanted to show her the
old abandon howss, 'We're standing looking at this house when
three teenage kids pet out of this car and walk over 1o where we're
standing and one of them trns to me and says. "Ya' know, that™s
where they made thay movie,’

And then, of course, (film critic) Rex Reed came along saying
that ‘this was the scariest movie I've ever seen,” and the
Fhiladelphia Inguirer was running front page stones aboul how
the audience was so homified and disgusted by this movie and
how people were throwing up in the themer. Puoi those two
together and it guaranized the movie was going [0 be big.

G.ASP.: My Uncle saw the film when it was originally released
and he tobd me that the theaters were handing out silvar dodiars 1o
anyone who could sit throogh the ennre film. Were there any
other marketing ploys associated with the film's initial opening?

GH: Mo, | didn't know any of that. We really were kepd in the
dark. A few of us were invited to Dallas for a press party. They
had us there for the day and they showed a few minutes of the
film, handed ot press packets, and did interviews, That's all we
were involved with. We, in fact, were promised a pariy for the
cast and crew whire we woald look at all of the stills that had been
shot and have a chance o really pick whas we waneed for
ourselves. None of that happened. The onaly stills that [ ever got
from the movie were from a couple of press kits that I picked up
atthe party. So.nobody ever knew what was going on dnd [ don’t
think that they were ever really interesied in letting us know.,

" Leatherface doesn't have a sex drive!
In Chainsaw 2, (he) has motivational
conflict - "do I screw her or do 1 kill her?*
That's not an issue for Leatherface!
The issue is, 'where do I stick the saw?!""

G.ASP: Reparding the two Chainsaw segoels, were you
afferad o do them?

GH: Yes, | was actually, There was a long article in
Cinciznastiges about & years ago about the sequel and why we
wersen't in it. My feelings are that there were simply some les
told becawse, essentially, they came 1o me and asked me if | was
interested and 1 said, ‘Yes.' They offered me union-scate plus
10%. | sadd, "That's absolutely absurd.” T said, "Why the 10%
and they said, “That's for an agent.’ 1 said, *I think having me
invalved with the film is waorth something i vou, 5o come back
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Pﬂst-ﬂ-mnari.enmm_fbuesﬂ:ﬂlJulm (pt. 2 - beft) and R-A. MihailofT (pt. 3 - right) missed their respective marks in Mr.

Hansen's opinion.

with an offer that in some way reflects that.”

S0, & week poes by, 10 davs go by, and they call me back and
eay, “We're somma’ offer vou ymion-seale ' They dropped the
I, | sadd, “What about the 10%7" They zaid, “Well, vou don't
have an agent. You don't need " So, they were completely
upinteresied in any kind of discussion. The only reason they had
i second conversation with me, | think, was becanse they were
looking for sameone to take the part and they wanted o make
sure they still had me on the line ontil they had zomebody else.
Cnce they hired someone, they just told me 10 gt screwed!

G.ASP.: What aboult parl 37

GH: Part 3., . [ didn't knew whas their intentions were. 1 said
I was imterested in it, bul they were gonna” hove (o pay me mone
than scale. The only other conversation | had was with JefT Burr,
the director, becanse be was a (nend of mine, We alked quite a
bit about the movie and about what | would change in the script.
But they were pever very interested in paying us anyihing
reasonable, They didn't care, | think they undersiood thal they
were ponna’ make they re money anyway because of the mame of
the film. The unfornate thing is that when vou look at Chainsaw
3,it's abomb! | don’t think they made any money on it. With
Chatpsaw 2, it's my undersianding that it did not make any
money theatrically, bt i eventually made it's money back in
video and tumed a profit. Wheress, [ don't think Chairsaw 2 did,

G.ALRP: Docs the ponmaval of Learkerface in the sequels seem
proper o vou?

GH: Mo 1thinkit's all wrong. When vou have o different actor
for that character i1's going 1o be virmually impossible 1o eoreate
him. Just because, | was the first Learkerfoce and, because of
thial, 1 ched him a certain way. When vou bnng another actor in,
that actor will not be able 1o duplicate the character phvsically.
1'5 pest the same a= if Ball Johneon (Leatherface in pL 2) had done
number 1 and [ had come in for 2. [ doa't think my performance

would 've worked because [ couldn't have duplicated the way he
created the character physically.

The other problem is. it's as if the wnters had ot paid close
attention o who the character was and whal made him fnghten-
ing and competling. And so, in Chairaw 2, 10 like they created
a dafferent personality and that | think 15 a mistake. They created
him with all kinds of personality issues that are not in the
character of | and make him less fmghtenang. They make am
comic. There is some comedy in 1, but it's really sabsenvient io
the homor and the mystery of the character. In 2, they " ve just gol
this comic stwfl golhg on,

G.AS.P.: Like the radio stalion scenano with Leatherdace and
the female disc pockev Stretch (actress Caroline Williams).

GH: Yesh {(Laughs)! Leatherfuce doesn't bave a sex dnve! In
Chainsaw 2, Leatherface has motivationad conflict - 'do T screw
her or do 1 kill her™ That's oot an issue for Leatherface! The
issue i5, 'where do 1 stick the saw?!' That son of thing reallv_.
well, | don't know {Chainsaw 2's scroenwriler) Kit Carson so
I"'m not ponna’crticiee him, but it was like . .. ] dide’l gel it

And 3 | was really unhappy with, | was really dismaved when
I saw it

G.ASP: Any hopes of @ Chainsaw 4 in your (uture?

GH: | have no idea. The rumor [*ve heand is that Mew Line has
let the nghts po, They ve reverted back to the onginal (owners
and that Kim Henkel, who was the scresnowniter of the first one,
has staried work on a 4th Chairsaow and that he'’s wnling the
screenplay &s if 2 and 3 had never happened - that it's a sequel o
l. But | have oo way of knowing whether that's true or just
hopeful thinking or what

G.ASP.: Noone's approached vou as of yet!













































