by Mike Baronaas

Q o most, Night of the Living Dead needs no introduction, George A. Romero’s 1968
black & white classic has been hailed a cinematic masterpiece by critics and fans for some
25 years now,

To the virgin, a synopsis:

Che nightmare begins outside of Willard,
Pennsylvania in a twilight cemetery, where
Barbara (Judith O'Dea) and Jobnny (Russ
Streiner) confront the first mutated ghoul
(Bill Binsman). The shock of witnessing ber
brother’s untimely demise causes a panicked
Barbara to flee, seeking refuge in the film's
nucleus - an old farmbouse. There she
meets up with the hero, Ben (Duane
Jones), the Cooper family (Rarl PBardman,
(Marilyn €astman & Ryra Schon) and a
voung couple (Reith Wavyne & Judith
Ridley). The motley group are then pitted
against the wmultiplving bordes of undead in
an ultimate struggle bbr survival.

It is quite impossible w sum up the sheer temor of this film in one paragraph. Therefore,
in the pages that follow, the original cast and crew of Nighs of the Living Dead will reveal
their innermost thoughts and feelings about their most horrific creation.
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“TIRE IRON™ & “MOLOTOV COCKTAIL™ ZOMBIE EXTRAS

GASP.: Were story-

boards  followed  for
Might of the Livirg
Dead or was the se-
quencing directly from
your scropl!

John Ruosso:  There

were 0o storvboards.

Thoy weren't necess-

ary and the movie was
made osing the script with changes made
a5 we went along. Everyihing was thor-
oughly planned apd we kopew what we
were going o shoot each day - the scenes
were scheduled, the actors were sched-
uled, and so0 on. There's no other way to
do a film like that m 3 shooting days,
S0 all of the lopisucs were just as care-
fully planned as any of the commercials,
mdustrials or any of the other work that
we had done over the years. We were a
very tght-knil production outfit and had
worked together misnsrvely for years

7.A.5.P.: When did vou first sense that
the film was poing fo attam such & culf
following?

JR: The film was released in 14 theaters
in the Pittshurgh area and the following
week the theater chain had o take ads
ot in the paper apologizing for hirming
people away from the drive-ins. Cars
were tacked down the ramps of the dnive-

ins and owt ooto four-
lane  highways of
traffic. So the piciure
was 4 fnancial sue
cess from the oudset
in terms of dollars per
goreen, and it rapdly
went from the 14 or
[5 prmts that they had
initially to 200 s 300
prints ikuat WETE
mowved to Cleveland,
Phaladelphia, Mew
York, and from there
swept the country
within the 6 to 9
months domg b
numbers  everywhere,

It was released
m October of “68. By 1970 or ‘71 1t was
plaving midnighi screemnes af  the
Waverly Theater m New York. That's
where Rex Reed jumped on it amd it
started 10 acquire the ‘cult’ following.
S0 as far as realizing what a phenomenon
the picture was, that happened quickly
and only got stronger within a short pe-
rod of tme, And s conbioued over 23
vears now, only seemmg to grow in its
reputation; abways constantly being re-
leaszed and re-relessed mo vanons  ver-
sions and spawning all the sequels and
spin-offs and rip-offs that we know have
happened.

G.A.85.P.: How and why did you and
Fomero part ways after NOLD?

JR: Russ Steinsr and [ co-prodeced a
secomd feabme with George Rometo as
the director called The Affonr released by
Cambist! Films. Tt was released, [ think,
in ‘71, buf aoyway, we made another
feature together and the company fell
apart, nol becanse of the feature busi-
ness, but the commercial business. Rusc
and | and some other people didn’t be-
lieve in the direction the company was
being taken by some of the other people
that were hired Georpe and | remained
friends and | was acmally offered more
money to stay there, but my disagree-
ments with the other people had polten
tewy intense and | had to make the deci-
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giodl i leave. Buot, as | mentioned, George
and [ remained friends. We didn't see
gach other as often once we split up, but
if he had & picture coming ont, | usually
went to the rap party and stuff like that

G.AS.P.: Do you heve any plinms on
workmg with lam again soon

JR: We don't have any specific plans. |1
mean, [ did work with him on the remake
o NOLD, and we've talked about daffer-
gof thmgs from tme o tme. We worked
topether on the ‘Zombie Jambores™ fFes-
tival and we're putine out 4 video oo
that. We're making amangements to have
the editing and scoring done and that'll
e out very shortly,

You mever can tell; we always see each
other when he's in Pitsburgh - we go to
dimper and ! spent Chnstmas Eve al his
place - | menbon this stuffl becanss some
of the people are under the illosion that
we s ememies or something, which we
aren i

A8 P.: What makes rombies 0 ap-
pealing to people?

JR: Well, T think the ‘old-style’ zom-
bies weren't very appealmg amd [ often
say that they weren'l heavyweight fright
material like Deacula, the 'Wolfman, Fram-
kenstein, or whatever. Zombaes just sorl
of stumbled around and didn't do much.
Thev didn't guite capture the poblic's
imagmation unbl we came abong and
mrmed them into flesh eaters. We blended
the werewoll and vampire myths with
the zombie myth. Onpce the fombies
attacked the living in & big way and
mmed the lving into the umbead, then
that seemed o do the trick.

A s P And those lechmgs were fhor-
ther accenmated in vour Retwrn of the
Living Dead.

JR: [ don't know if I'd say more so, The
Rewrn of the Living Dead script that was
developed by me. Buss Stremer and Fidy
Riccr was mwme of a continuation of the
first film in mood and fechng and o0 oo,
It was a strught homror with that same



stark terror. When the picture was sold
to Onion it was dunng one of those pen-
ods where the conventional wisdom had
it that straight homor was desd and they
wanted a  horrorcomedy. So director
Dan O'Baonon rewrote the thing and
pimmed it into what it is. T like the film. |
thought he did a real good job and I
povelized s version.

G.AS P Are vou satished with the
marketing of some of vour more recent
films?

JR: Mo,

G.A5.P.: Dud any of them
manage i play oo the =lver
screen?

JR: Heartitopper has gotten
some g soreen play Overseas,
but the job of selling the pic-
e when i was first made
was botched | think. Since
then, I've been Dymg 0 see
that 1f pets as much distribu-
tiom @5 [ can stir up. | made an
grrangement  with  Tempe
Videp and MT1 who are gei-
bng # mio the video stores,
but they're small compamies
and don't have the adverhang
clout that the bigger compa-
pies have. The film has gotien
gbout %0% good o great re-
views, so | think the pichore
could have heen more widely
marketed than it 1s,

G.AS P Have vou ever nad
to evade the NOLD tagline?

JR: Mo, | never disassociated myself
from it. Having made a pscture that had
that kind of impact iz somethmg that
very few people are able 1o achieve, Once
you do that, it's just like John Carpenter
gaid when be made Halloween, that “if
people expect me to duplicate that suc-
cess, | moght as well quit.’ 1t's a hard act
to follow and you certamnly do tend 1o gel
pigeon-holed, | have projects that 1 would
love to do that aren’t horror, but | have a
hard time selbng people onto them be-
canse they abwavs look for homos from
me.

Bui, on the other hand, I've besn able
to build and mamtain & career for 25

years, so0 how can | complain. There are
a lob of Tu‘:.l_'l-l'ﬂi': whin can’t pel any THCWiEs
or books sold and I've dome 10 or 11
movies and poblished many books over
the years, and I'm still going. So NOLD
has besn a hig career booster fo those of
us who wanted to build a career m the
business - principally me amd Geosge.
We're the two who have done the most
Some people doo’t trv very hard to do
anything, bul then they resent the omes
who do, which 15 unfortunate,

G.AGE P Why has the film stood the
test of ome?

JR: Benny Goodman was asked that
about his music and he =ad, “Well you
know it was pretty good music.' It was a

damn good mowvie! | hadn't seen 1t m a
theater for probably 25 years snd seeing
it doring the ‘Fombse Jambores® week-
end it struck me that it has befier pace
than most medern pictures. The film
moves, and the pace of the revelations
within the picture - there's always soume-
thing new happening. [t starts off with a
bang and 1t never lets up. On iop of that,
you pever kmow what's gomma® happen

pexi.  Anything can happen in the movie
and vou have to be mveted fo it

Evervthing in that movie was calcu-
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lated and fgured oot Nothmg was acci-
dental. | was a big fan of Norman Mahler
and when 1 read The Naked and the Dead
I was really blown away by the fact that
yvou get behomd thiz Liesdenant who has
marital problems and other things going
on with s hife. You're totally with this
guy and he goes off on parol through the
junghe s a bullet crashes into his chest.
| thought, well o't this just like war.
Iso't it Liks how any of ws lose our lives
wheni we're canght up in our Irves and
it"s such a shock. vet t's 2o real  Mahler
had the guts to get nd of hs character.
He coold have carmed him through the
book, b ke blew him away and made it
as harsh and real as war 152 50
with those kinds of things m
my mind, and wentmg NOLD
to have some of thal same im-
pact, we had the guis to blow
people away when the audi-
eoce was with them,

G.AS. P What was vour
fondest memory of working
an NOLD?

JR: The group of us had a bot
of fum doeing i Those ware
some of the zaniest tmes of
our lives - the whole period of
wiwking at Latent Image with
Georpe amd Huss and Vince
{Sorvmskil. We were, as | saud,
a tightly knit group and we had
a lot of comic and fun times.
S0 NOLD was just sort of part
of that 1t was one more propect
that we gave our all i 1 look
back fondly oo all those years

G.ALS P Can i tell me
about any projects thai  you
have m the works?

JR: [ have 2 projeciz with Umiversal m
development right now. We don’t have
any green lights vet, but one's a horror-
comedy called Zombie Jamboree - that's
one of the remsoms why we called our
show “ZJ." | have another ooe called
Beaury  Sleep about a horror  director
whose movie monster comes fo hife and
comes after him. This forces him to
confront his own responsibibty o Lack
of mull fr wiat's going on - for the
violence In our society and to what ex-
tent maght horror movie makers be re-
sponsible. '
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GAST.: Was Nighr
af the Living Dead the
center of any contro-
versy or outrage when
it premered in ‘687

Russ Streiner: 1t was
the center of guite a kot
of controversy. First
of all, people wanted
to read a lot of social
implications into  the
fact that a black man
was playmg the lead.
That was pothing more
than Dume Jomes was
the best actor who au-
ditioped for ithe parl
What we dudn’t do was,
once we cast [Dhoane],
we dido't do anything
o change or alter the
part to accommoxdate
the fact that Duane was
black. The character
was plaved exactly as it would have been
if 1t were a white character or an Ameri-
can Indian. But a lot of people did read
a lot of social implications into that which
we did not anticipate and are not ashamed
of.

STREINFEIR

= “JOHNNY"
= CO-PRODUCER

RS: In part it did, bot the re-
make of NOLD didn’t really
do as well as everyone had

The one
thimg that did
happen  was
the nigh!
George and |
were  driving
frovm Pitts-
burgh o New
York to po
distribotor
ECrecnings
with tite
movie WS
the might that
Martim
Lother Kimg
WES  ASEASE-
maled.  Thai
was o oao very
concerned
time for all
of s, We
thought,
well, if there are problems you might
figure it's our hack to be taking a movie
to sell when there could be a lot of racial
tepsion coming from that episode.

G.ASP.: Coald vou tell me a litle
about the financial problems you encoun-
teredd i regards to the film's distribu-
tion?

RES: Well, nt didn’t kave problems bemg
distributed.  There were S0 many
playdates on the movie that it was actu-
ally hard to keep prints suppled. What
we had problems with was gefting money
put of the distribution company and hack
tr os. We had a mibher lengthy Iihgaton
with Continental Pictures and the Walter
Reed Orgamzation. Unformmately, by
the time we got oor day m court, which
was 0 be i Jamuary of 1977, Walter
Besd fled for bankrupicy, Consequentdy,
we didn't see smywhere near the amount
of monsy out of the film that we should
have {estimated to be about $50 mlhon
to date - Ed}. That was part of being
very marve about the business and so
forth. It was a very costly lesson.

G.A.S.P.: Did the 1990 remake help
make up for lost money?

]

expecied. In the mobion pac-
fure  distribution business oday
what happens 15 they start tracking the
title and dong sudience surveys and de-
mographic reports of vanous kinds. The
film's title awareness was so high thad
the market research mmbers were gomg
off the scale. | think that caused Colum-
hin Pictures to scale back on the amount
of paid sdverizing.

Crtieally, it had mixed reviews, but |
guess it's pretty tough doing 2 remake of
a classic. IF it were not for the onigimal
NoLD, 1 thmk the remake is a piciare
that's very entertaining in and of wself, |
mean, I'm certamly pleased to have my
pame on it - I'm certainly not ashamed of
it in any way - it just didn’t match up to
gll the expectations that people had of it

G.A5P.: Whea you spoke the now
prestigions line “They'r: coming o get
you Barbara!® did you have any inkling
at all thar you'd be going down im cio-
ematc  hstory?

R5: Not a clue m the world! It sl
pever fuls 1o amaze me the number of
people who are mterested not onfy m the
movie, but that character m parbcular.
i's a pretty interesting phenomencn to
have worked on something thai people,
now 25 vears later, are sull finding so
much mterest m. It"s really great

G.ASP.: Was ‘Jobnny's" returmn m the
film's end scripted or mmprovised to cre-
ate further rony?

RS: It was absohuely scripted. We
knew in advance what kind of ending we
wanted t© have, bl you always have to
be comcemnad with f you do something
that 15 =0 much of 8 doemner and everyone
boos amd hizses that you moght have to
comsider changing il. But even before
we finished produchon we decided that
we would mot shoot an alternate endmg.
We were going to live with that ending
do or die, so to speak.

G.A.S.P.: How long before you realized
that NOLD was destined for cult classic
stafms?

E5: It took awhile, but | muost say that
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