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			Introduction

			Since its early inception, horror has been one of the most underestimated genres in the history of cinema. Although B movies are plentiful, horror cinema has produced extraordinary masterpieces throughout history; sometimes in its pure form, others hidden within other genres.

			Horror has always been subject to pressures from followers or detractors, facing either fascinating appeal or all out disdain.

			Detractors will consider horror cinema as senseless psychological torture, a series of gory misadventures or as plainly silly. For horror fans, the success of any movie will depend on being scared stiff every two minutes! 

			The growing passion for cinema beyond genres has historically provided a more reasonable comparison. Horror is just a genre, and as such, there are good and bad horror movies. Obviously, the quality of a product cannot be determined only by its genre; things are more complex. Perhaps it is true that horror films hide behind either disturbing or boring fatalities, but that can also be said of other genres. However, in the case of horror films the line between what is and what is not credulous is not well defined, so films can easily lose credibility.

			This is because in cinema the conception of something “credible” is not even remotely close to reality. Horror movies, as well as westerns, epic or science fiction movies, reject the notion of reality; but building something credible beyond reality requires talent and a good budget. This has not always been accessible, which has resulted in too many low-budget films with difficult-to-believe plots being produced throughout the history of cinema. 

			There are, however, exceptional films which have become classics despite a lack of funding. Nonetheless, some of them were considered to be “bizarre movies” or they fell under the mantle of “cult films”. 

			This fine distinction of credibility within horror films usually combines with an excess of paranormal ingredients; the result being that, on many occasions, the watcher encounters zombies, mommies, ghosts, vampires and aliens. They can be overbearing yet suffering beings, whose phantasmagorical behaviour appears to come from a foreseeable afterlife.

			In other cases, even more humane characters perpetuate a brutal tyranny. This may be the result of some past misfortune, from resolute influences of evil spells, undisclosed atrocities or irresponsible experiments. 

			Horror cinema is full of monstrous characters, abnormality, and mysterious battles between double personality beings and madness. In such a context, the accessibility of the script is obscured by this madness and facing the unknown becomes an dark romantic response which may lead to death or oblivion. 

			Attempting to define a genre, however, is the beginning of its destruction. Genres, as cinema itself, are permanently changing. They cut across culture. The stronger the attempt to pinpoint its style, the more contradictions will emerge.

			•
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			The Founding Creatures

			German expressionism can be considered an early example of the horror category. Films such as The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, The Hands of Orlac and The Student of Prague have set the tone, taken up by Universal Pictures’ early examples in North American cinema. Three decades later, the English producer Hammer continued in the same vein.

			Despite the fact that Edgar Allan Poe’s work can be considered an early source of inspiration for horror films, Universal Studios went down another road and selected two scarcely known writers, Bram Stoker and Mary Shelley, authors of the novels Dracula and Frankenstein, respectively. Nobody could have imagined at the time of shooting, the importance these films would have. 

			Both the characters of these novels are dead and yet still alive. The former feeds on human beings; and blood is his life force but also symbolizes his tragedy. The later was brought back from death without the essential attributes necessary to thrive in society. He has too much love and too much hatred to offer, thus, if his romantic desires are not fulfilled his frustration will result in carnage.

			Their lives are miserable, but they are portrayed as terrifying to our eyes. The common human being fails to perceive the secret suffering buried in their sinister bodies.

			These two stories were central to the development of horror movies, and were probably the root of many of the sub-genres of the 1960’s. 

			•
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			Origins and Evolution of Horror in Cinema

			Lon Chaney was a prominent pioneer of horror in silent films such as The Hunchback of Notre Dame and, especially, The Phantom of the Opera. His ability to change his facial expression using his own makeup techniques earned him the nickname “the man of a thousand faces”.

			Since the German F.W. Murnau tried unsuccessfully to obtain the rights to adapt Dracula in 1922, he decided to rename his vampire “Nosferatu” instead. The poetic delicacy of this praiseworthy film constituted the foundation of the various American blockbusters released the following decade.

			In 1931, with the release of both Frankenstein, directed by James Whale and Dracula, directed by Tod Browning, Universal reached an unparalleled production of horror language. By the same token, both actors Boris Karloff and Bela Lugosi were launched to fame, and they remained type-cast thereafter. The aesthetic quality of both these films became once more a model for horror artists for almost three decades.

			From then on, many films in line with the collective conception of horror were produced, such as Jekyll and Mr. Hyde by Rouben Mamoulian in 1931, The Mommy by Karl Freund in 1932 and Freaks by Tod Browning in 1932, an undeniably rare mix of horror, comedy and documentary.

			Universal was faced with a competitor: RKO. This company came forward and released the extraordinary King Kong by Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack in 1933. This was the first time the animation technique known as stop-motion or stop frame was used in combination with actors and it left the viewers breathless. 

			By 1941, Universal released the dangerous Wolf Man, starring Lon Chaney Jr, the son of the makeup genius, plus several Frankenstein sequels. On the other hand, RKO started exploring a brand new dimension with Cat People, by Jacques Tourneur in 1942. Whilst not yet fully formed, the seeds of fantasy films had been planted, which then led to the start of psychological horror. 

			In the late 1950s, the legendary English producer Hammer joined in and produced films for the following three decades. Their hallmark was gothic horror with a simple structure, vivid colours and overdone acting. Hammer did not leave out the genre’s original creations: their first release was The Revenge of Frankenstein (1956), followed by Drakula (1958) and The Mummy (1959). Hammer’s star director was London’s Terence Fisher and the most sordid main characters were played by Christopher Lee and Peter Cushing.

			Hammer’s film settings denote a nostalgic return to late romanticism, with its sombre countryside, gloomy forests, medieval ruins and, above all, huge castles with basements, crypts and passages inhabited by ghostly beings, strange whispers and creatures of the night. Such a captivating atmosphere used to contain unusual dangers whose supernatural origins were rarely shown explicitly, but vaguely suggested.

			With a morbid sense of humor and undeniable disregard of budgets, American Roger Corman started the so-called B movies. A fan of amusing excess, he emphasized Edgar Allan Poe’s literary genius, producing, in only four years, House of Usher, The Pit and the Pendulum, The Premature Burial, Tales of Terror, The Raven, The Masque of the Red Death and The Tomb of Ligeia, usually starring the amazingly talented actor, Vincent Price.

			•
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			Sub-genres

			As from the 1960s, the tendency towards low-budget movies opened the way to “gore” cinema, a somewhat superficial and crude variant that emphasized visceral mutilation and visual violence. Using special effects and an excess of fake blood, these films focused on the vulnerability of the human body and its mutilation. The long list of films in this category was widely analyzed by the Spanish authors Manuel Valencia and Eduardo Guillot in their 1996 volume of Blood, Sweat and Viscera (Sangre, sudor y vísceras).

			An exceptional sub-genre emerged in the 1970s under the disturbing name of “disaster films”. Huge fires, earthquakes, ship-wrecks or the hypothetical collision of an asteroid onto the Earth used to caused an ongoing apocalypse from which characters tried to escape. Lots of blood and screaming were necessary to accomplish a peaceful ending. In these super productions, always destined to become blockbusters, first-rate actors were always employed, which generated several storylines detrimental to the main issue. Of course, a couple of main characters, plus some secondary ones and many extras had to die before the story ended.

			Some of the first films of this genre are San Francisco (1936), on the legendary 1906 earthquake, When Worlds Collide (1951), about a giant star traveling towards the Earth, and Marabunta (1954), on a plantation threatened by a fierce army of killer ants.

			This genre really blossomed in 1970, with the release of Airport, followed by The Poseidon Adventure in 1972. Two remarkable movies in this style produced in 1974 were Earthquake and The Towering Inferno. These films clearly defined the main features disaster movies should have: several famous actors playing small roles, rhapsodic plots and surrounding sound effects, such as ‘sensurround’ that make the seats vibrate. 

			Interest in disaster films slowly decreased, until it briefly returned in 1997 with Titanic, by James Cameron, becoming the second box-office success in history.

			Later, the “slasher” films emerged (psychopaths in search of teenagers), constituting a moralistic branch of the genre. With a prudish perspective, teenagers are killed for taking drugs or having sex. Some examples: Halloween in 1978 and Friday the 13th in 1980. 

			•
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			The Fascination Experienced by Masters

			Once the horror genre was established, great cinema masters were tempted to participate directly or indirectly. 

			•Austrian Fritz Lang devoted one of his masterpieces to the genre: M, the Düsseldorf Vampire, which was dramatically mixed with noir crime, where a child murderer devastates the Düsseldorf community. It was Lang’s second-to-last film before his exile in Germany, and one of the first films to use the concept of leitmotiv.

			•British Alfred Hitchcock unleashed suspense and shocked cinema lovers when a spurt of blood dissolved into the bathtub water in Psycho (1960) or when a flock of birds suddenly attacked a blonde in The Birds (1963).

			•At the same time, Roman Polanski directed three disturbing films: Repulsion, Rosemary’s Baby, and the magical The Tenant, in which he also played the leading role. Additionally, he exquisitely mocked the genre in his comedy Dance of the Vampires.

			•Stanley Kubrick yielded to Stephen King’s charming precise horror and directed, with equal exactitude, The Shinning, which continues to thrill audiences today.

			•Steven Spielberg produced an upheaval in the industry when, in 1975, in his film Jaws swimmers were attacked at Amity Island beaches. It has earned him a fortune! 

			•Three of the four Alien installments involved three important producers of American cinema: Ridley Scott, James Cameron and David Fincher. The saga is composed of four installments, each one being surprisingly attractive and different, due to the fact that they combine horror with different genres.

			•In the 1990s, Francis Ford Coppola and Kenneth Brannagh revisited the original creations, Frankenstein and Dracula. Their versions presented an attractive narrative development and were intended to pay tribute to the original novels. However, many consider that Bran Stoker’s Dracula and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein lack both the dark magic they had in the 1930s and the gothic appeal they had in the 1950s. 

			•
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			Out of Program 

			Horror can spread across every aspect of human behavior and cinema is not excluded. It is not surprising that distinctive features of horror are concealed in films belonging to other genres.

			In the ‘rarities’ listed below we can see certain features of horror films not apparent in the past, disguised in other styles or even unexpectedly presenting the opposite face to that expected. 

			•The Shadow of the Vampire, a little jewel, is a fiction on the actual shooting of the film Nosferatu, by Murnau, and presents Max Schreck, the leading actor as indeed a vampire.

			•Noir crimes generally include a scene with hallucinations and nightmares, often following a beating or torture, or caused by some drug intake. These scenes inevitably refer to horror films, especially to German expressionism, as can be seen in Edward Dmytryk’s 1944 film Murder, My Sweet, in the scene after the beating.

			•Imsomnie (1963) was one of the first short films by Pierre Etaix, where he mocks horror tales and films and skillfully plays with horror language. The result was as surprising as it was unknown.

			•Ed Wood was a New York film director equally devoted to horror and science fiction. Based on such appallingly malevolent films like Plan 9 from Outer Space, he was considered the worst director ever. With time, however, a cult developed around him, perhaps because, as Luis Borges puts it, “if a mistake is so stunning, the only possible path to take is to encourage it”. His work definitely falls into the horror category, although it is not clear whether this relates to the genre itself or to other considerations.

			•In 1994, Tim Burton produced a film on Ed Wood, starring Johnny Depp, and some years earlier had produced a friendly and melancholic version of classic horror monsters in Edward Scissorhands and in his short film Vincent. In the latter film he pays tribute to the master of horror Vincent Price.

			•Although several adaptations were made of Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, none were felt to have done justice to the original novel. The 1931 version mentioned before, directed by Rouben Mamoulian, is the classic version. Actor Fredric March won an Academy Award for his performance in this film and the technical secrets behind the transformation scenes were revealed long after the director had passed away. An imitation of this film, albeit without makeup, was released in 1941, directed by Victor Fleming and starring Spencer Tracy. Some other variations of the plot produced better results, such as The Nutty Professor (1963), in which Jerry Lewis turns the character around, with the monster becoming a misogynist and handsome seducer. In yet another version, Mary Reilly (1996), directed by Stephen Frears, the story is told through the eyes of a housemaid.

			•Monster, Inc. is a great Pixar/Disney animated film partially approaching the slasher format. Monsters working at a company invade children’s nightmares to scare to obtain electric power from their screaming. In this film horror evolves into brilliant comedy. 

			•An aftereffect of the TV series The Walking Dead was the return in the new millennium of old zombies, confined for years to B movies. The comedies Warm Bodies and Zombieland combine a defined sense of horror with the originality of love and action.

			Throughout the development of the horror genre, films have been produced in a hurry, with low budgets, sloppy or rough scripts, poor special effects and rustic visuals. Many observers say that the best movies have been, in fact, produced under such circumstances.

			The new frontiers of audiovisual technology enabled digital effects to create an alarming sense of reality, unknown before, but this has not necessarily resulted in an evolution of the genre. Many horror films today focus on grandiose displays of terrifying images rather than on the characters’ inner world. This, sooner or later, leads to bypassing one of the masters’ essential lessons: any genre can survive if the story being told is good enough. 

			•
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			50 Must-watch Horror Films

			Horror often shows up unexpectedly. That is why the task of choosing 50 films has resulted in an eclectic list with proposed sub-genres and a sympathetic grasp of overall quality. We include here B movies, emblematic titles, cult films and certain masterpieces surpassing all genres.

			In the search for those golden pieces buried in the stack of lost treasures, we have eliminated some debatable titles in favor of others of higher quality. At any rate, the movies mentioned are worth watching, whether for the footprint they left on film culture or for their irresistible nostalgic appeal.

			•
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			The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari

			 (Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari, Germany, 1920). 

			Robert Wiene

			Francis reports that when he and Alan visited Dr Caligari, his somnambulist assistant announced that Alan would only live until dawn. But none of this would actually happen. A carefully built scam misleads the viewer into a perfect illusion, and the absence of dialogue, pertinent to silent films, is skillfully used by the director. The story flows well thanks to both its visual content and its obscure nature. The use of extensive flashbacks effectively leads the viewer into confusion. Despite Griffith still seeking his own sphere of expression, in North America, Caligari became, along with Chaplin’s films, one of the main cinema myths.

			•
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			The Phantom of the Opera

			(USA, 1925)

			Rupert Julian

			The old, disfigured and mad violinist haunting the Paris Opera House basements begins his journey into the history of cinema with this film. This particular version may not be the best, as it is quite old and the direction somewhat clumsy, but, surprisingly, all of Leroux’s novel adaptations to cinema have been memorable. Here, the stars go to Lon Chaney’s work, the great creator of a series of monsters present during most of the silent films era.

			•
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			M

			(Germany, 1931)

			Fritz Lang

			We move from expressionism to impressionism. With this film, based on a real story, Fritz Lang introduced psychopathic killers into cinema. Aided by Peter Lorre’s unique facial features he created a tormented predator who kidnaps and murders children. Ironically, both the police and the underworld end up joining forces to destroy him. The obscure atmosphere of the setting is an innovative combination of the already classic expressionism with the new German realism in drama, although it has also been associated with the prevailing pessimism following Germany’s defeat in the Great War. Edvard Grieg’s intense musical score completes the disturbing feeling.

			•
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			Freaks

			(USA, 1932)

			Tod Browning

			Bizarre and extremely distressing, this shocking classic can be understood as the most vehement statement in favor of diversity in the history of cinema. A group of crippled and deformed circus dwarfs plot a scheme to earn some money. The cruel tale slides into horror. What is curious about this film is that it subverts classical horror to provide an approach of staggering modernity. If horror comes from the weird, the exception to normality, Browning changes the process until his freaks end up being normal, and normal beings become monstrous. This rare film is a must-see.

			•
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			The Bride of Frankenstein

			(USA, 1935)

			James Whale

			A sequel to the founding Doctor Frankenstein, also by James Whale, this version surpasses the first in terms of art direction, character composition and suggestive power. Since the second is a continuation, it is a good idea to watch them together. The film deals with the ancestral fight against death and the consequences of intolerance, discrimination, loneliness and exclusion. Under the umbrella of horror, it contains references to homosexuality and necrophilia not detected by censorship. In a shot taken from a low level, the figure of the monster resembles that of a crucified person. James Whale combines horror with humor in an atmosphere of masterfully managed suspense. John J. Mescall’s photography offers unusual camera angles, shots with dark overtones and sites with extraordinary architecture.

			•
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			Cat People

			(USA, 1942)

			Jacques Tourneur

			A woman fears she will be transformed into a panther if she is kissed. This terrifying suspicion is supported only by insinuation, not by an explicit image. The viewer imagines horrifying situations without actually having watched them. Tourneur creates an intentionally ambiguous film presenting incomplete information. It is unknown whether the fears the main character shows are a consequence of sexual repression, or if she was a victim of an ancestral curse. This uncertainty supports the plot with unbearable tension. Although the acting is still a bit stiff, as it used to be in the 1940s, the use of the human voice is remarkable. Distinct diction and whispered dialogue seem to nourish the feeling of vulnerability driving the intrigue. 

			•
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			Les Diaboliques

			(France, 1955) 

			H.G. Clouzot 

			A violent and sadistic professor shares his love between his wife and his mistress Nicole, until they both get tired of him. However, the actual story does not follow the path suggested. This turn of events gives the film an unconventional twist although still keeping a classic texture. The questionable moral status of the leading trio is remarkably audacious for the time. What is politically incorrect always creates curiosity and, sooner or later, admiration. This great film introduced many resources and inspired several remakes.

			•
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			Horror of Dracula

			(UK, 1958)

			Terence Fisher 

			It is hard to chose from the many existing “Draculas”. Nosferatu, both Murnay’s and Herzog’s, present an abnormally shaped vampire in an atmosphere of great visual beauty. In 1931, Tod Browning created a theatrical vampire who is evil but not violent, interpreted by Bela Lugosi. John Badham chose Frank Langella’s relaxed elegance for his version of 1979. Ford Coppola proposes in the 1990s a romantic rather than terrifying setting for Gary Oldman as an ailing vampire. Perhaps Terence Fisher’s depiction of evil in Horror of Dracula is a more accurate tribute to the novel’s diabolical character. Christopher Lee plays an intimidating, fatal vampire. Two lessons were learnt from the film, but are sometimes ignored: a low-budget does not necessarily mean a poor films and reduced length does not necessarily imply lower quality. Hammer was the leading producer of this type of movies for at least a decade and this film is one of its icons. 

			•
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			Psycho

			(USA, 1960)

			Alfred Hitchcock

			Psycho is a classic production of horror and suspense, with a remarkable script by Joseph Stefano. A secretary on the run with money stolen from her employer, stays in a lonely motel, managed by a young man who, apparently, has a symbiotic and dangerous relationship with his mother. This film presents a strange situation never seen before nor after. The leading female figure dies after 20 minutes and there is not even a reminder of her throughout the rest of the film. However, the scene of her assassination became one of the most famous film compositions of all times, due to the camera work, the editing and Bernard Herrmann’s stunning music. The leading character seems to wash her guilt away in the bathtub, but at the same time, her death pulls apart the main focus of the film, leaving the viewer puzzled. Once again, Hitchcock plays and has fun.

			•
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			Peeping Tom

			(UK, 1960)

			Michael Powell 

			As Martin Scorsese himself explains: “I have always felt that Peeping Tom and 8 1/2 express everything that can be said about the art of filmmaking, the actual filming process, and the objective and subjective perspectives. 

			8 1/2 captures the glamour and enjoyment of filmmaking, whilst Peeping Tom shows the inherent aggression filmmaking causes, and the way the camera transgresses and violates reality. These two films help to understand everything about filmmakers or at least how they express themselves through films”.

			•
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			Horror Masterpieces

			(Obras maestras del terror, Argentina, 1960)

			Enrique Carreras

			A pioneer in adapting Edgar Allan Poe’s great work, this film is a high-quality production. It has a precise setting and brilliant acting, namely Narciso Ibáñez Menta’s magnetic performance. The structure, divided into three episodes, will be taken later by Roger Corman. The strong literary base confers on the film a great visual and narrative elegance. The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar deals with the desire to prevent death; The Cask of Amontillado builds upon the sadistic revenge experienced by someone who leads the victim to sentence himself. The Tell-Tale Heart depicts evil waiting for any opportunity to attack. The artistic makeup of this film was innovative at the time and has passed into history.

			•
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			Eyes Without a Face

			(Les yeux sans visage, France, 1960)

			Georges Franju 

			In this weird and fascinating French film, a brilliant surgeon kidnaps young women to strip them of their skins in order to recreate his daughter’s lost beauty. It was an essential production in the understanding of subsequent horror films. Here, dependent love and its demons create an obscure tale but, still, freedom cries out and beauty and the sinister coexist.

			•
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			The innocents

			(UK, 1961)

			Jack Clayton

			Also known as Suspense, this film is a ghost story supported by a powerful psychological drama. Based on Henry James’ work, the story is artfully ambiguous and induces watchers to question issues not easy to address. The film invites viewers to read the intonations, gestures and stares of the leading actress, and more than once it is necessary to interpret events by mere assumptions. Even though Deborah Kerr is out of her comfort zone in this role, she remains brilliant.

			•
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			Tales of Terror

			(USA, 1962)

			Roger Corman

			Austerity is such a typical trait with Corman, that sometimes the setting of one of his movies can be recognized in another one. Far from diminishing its appeal, it does in fact increase it and defines the traits of the person who best adapted Edgar Allan Poe’s work into film. Later generations, more prone to bloodier cinema, tend to undermine classic tales and popular imagination. This compendium of Poe’s tales has the flavor of papers kept in an ancient trunk. Morella is a supernatural revenge surpassing the power of death. The Black Cat is a cold calculated vengeance, a sordid and imperfect crime of passion. The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar portrays experimental hypnosis imitating death and causing a dangerous supernatural threat. In short: Poe at his best.

			•
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			What Ever Happened to Baby Jane?

			(USA, 1962)

			Robert Aldrich

			An actress is forgotten by the public and her sister becomes a star. The later is, however, bedridden as a result of a mysterious accident. Her unsuccessful sister takes care of her and enjoys tormenting her, as she is determined to blame all her own misfortunes on the sister. Although the visual resources may seem a bit naive today, the film is scarier than others with more sophisticated visuals. Bette Davis and Joan Crawford’s performances are simply flawless. A claustrophobic setting serves as the backdrop for decadence. Two people dragged, since childhood, into a mutual hatred that finally explodes within them, turning them into puppets.

			•
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			The Comedy of Terrors

			(USA, 1963)

			Jacques Tourneur 

			Written by Richard Matheson and directed by Tourneur, the pioneer of changes in good horror cinema, the film included three classic horror actors: Vincent Price, Boris Karloff and Peter Lorre. Artificially entrenched in the atmosphere of old Universal films, it is a hilarious parody with delightful dialogues and riddled with references and tributes.

			•
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			Kwaidan

			(Japan, 1964)

			Masaki Kobayashi

			If horror generally causes fear or distress, this film seeks the void and the intangible horror during sleep. Nightmare implies a distortion of daily life; what is at stake is not fear of the unfamiliar, but of the ailing twists of what is familiar. The creatures in this film are born within those who see them; they do not come from the outside. The suffocating atmosphere of nightmares is one of the most difficult accomplishments in cinema. Kobayashi uses sharp illusion and his camera work does what is necessary to create that atmosphere. This film is based on four stories written by Lafcadio Hearn.

			•
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			Hour of the Wolf

			(Vargtimmen, Sweden, 1967)

			Ingmar Bergman

			This is a beautiful example of narrative synthesis. The hour of the wolf is the time when all fears become one. The wind blows in the background. In a different style than usual, Bergman boasts an inner force in cinema difficult to imitate. His characters make the unfamiliar seem natural. This is a new kind of horror cinema. The silence of the night expresses itself with deep and intangible meanings. The calm depicted throughout the screen ends up attacking us with devastating desolation.

			•
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			Rosemary’s Baby

			(USA, 1968)

			Roman Polanski

			This film is also known as The seed of the Devil, a title sadly premonitory. Once Rosemary gets pregnant, she only remembers having been raped by a creature who left her body scarred. The future of her pregnancy causes her terrifying suspicions. The tone of this precise film is conceived through a dense, dry, unique atmosphere. Away from any cliché, watchers do not have any reference to cling to and are wonderfully lost. Polanski did not intend to actually show “Rosemary’s baby” at any time during the film, being wisely aware that it would be much scarier to just imagine it. But the producers, loyal to the rule “always show the monster”, forced him to do so. Polanski went off on a tangent and only showed a pair of odd bright eyes from an old faded picture.

			•
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			Night of the Living Dead

			(USA 1968)

			George A. Romero

			Radiation from a satellite causes a terrifying phenomenon: the dead come out of their tombs and attack people to nourish themselves. It is likely that Romero was inspired by Richard Matheson’s novel I am legend. At any rate, his work resulted in an organic terrifying horror film suggesting metaphors on the fears present at the time when Kennedy and Martin Luther King were killed. Despite being a debut film, the make-up is remarkable, as well as the realism in many scenes highlighting the dark setting. Romero’s growling walking dead later invaded many films and TV series.

			•
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			The Other

			(USA, 1972)

			Robert Mulligan 

			A young man is convinced his wicked deceased brother incites him to be evil. In order to support the plot within an enigmatic context, the story is told using an infantile perception of the facts, not necessarily true to reality. Thus, a child’s imagination becomes a suitable and innocent perverse machine. Although a low-budget production, the film is supported by an ample imagination and the script is full of shocks and narrative twists. 

			•
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			The Exorcist

			(USA, 1973)

			William Friedkin

			The ill-omened demonic possession of a 12-year-old girl and her subsequent exorcism caused an overwhelming fanaticism in the audience, in a decade in which horror was almost condemned to B movies. Critics eventually considered it one of the best horror films ever. It was nominated for ten Academy Awards, including Best Picture, and seven Golden Globes, winning four, including Best Drama. Friedkin went as far as to freeze the set so that actors would actually shiver and have their breaths truly coming out of their mouths. The way the film depicts malice is so serious and theologically correct that it causes an unquestionably credible terror. It does not break down preconceptions, it recreates them. 

			•
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			The Wicker Man

			(UK, 1973)

			Robin Hardy

			A provocative and somewhat weird British cult film, it smartly analyses the double attribute of religions: essential for human hope and, at the same time, cause of social conflicts stemming from intolerance and impositions. Neil LaBute directed a remake starring Nicolas Cage in 2006.

			•
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			The Texas Chainsaw Massacre

			(USA, 1974)

			Tobe Hooper 

			This is Hooper’s own independent production. The film involves two brothers who undertake a trip with some friends to investigate the presumed desecration of a family member’s tomb in Texas. Along the way, they are attacked by a family of cannibals. With a budget of 140 thousand dollars, it raised more than 30 millions, only in the United States. Due to its explicit violence it was banned in some countries, namely in Australia and the United Kingdom. Before regaining acceptance, many considered this film to be an old cheap comedy made with a chainsaw. Special effects were modest, true, due to the low budget; so much so that once, when the crew had difficulty making fake blood drip from a prop knife, one of the actors hurt himself on a finger with a razor to provide the blood needed.

			•

			- 25 -

			Jaws

			(USA, 1975)

			Steven Spielberg

			A young and audacious Spielberg proved he is capable of controlling audience’s emotions at will, making them feel terrified when he chooses to. The original novel, remotely inspired by a play by Ibsen, renders the plot complex and proposes a social content presented within the frame of ruthless commercial instincts. Jaws is a great movie in many aspects: the distribution of roles balances action, it is a realistic story with fear well spread out, plus a wise selection of what must remain implicit for a story to be successful. The film became a classic of horror cinema immediately and it even prevented some people from swimming peacefully for a long time. John Williams’ music score also became automatically famous for its obsessive use of double basses.

			•
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			Deep Red

			(Profondo rosso, Italy 1975)

			Dario Argento

			An English composer tries to find out who murdered a psychic. We can well imagine all he must go through. Any other director would have created an atrocity with this material, but Argento created a passionate symphony of puzzles and baroque crimes. His bizarre excesses far from dispelling tension, even create a climax. The plot is somewhat old and decrepit, but Argento squeezes its full potential through a magnificent excess and leaves us trying to figure out what was already solved from the opening scene. 

			•
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			Carrie

			(USA, 1976)

			Brian de Palma

			A fan of Alfred Hitchcock’s films and an advanced horror stylist, de Palma accomplished with this version of Stephen King’s bestseller one of his most conspicuous films. An introverted teenager discovers she has telekinetic powers when invaded by rage. Victim of constant humiliations by her classmates, she eventually takes her virulent revenge on graduation day. It was 1976; American cinema was beginning to leave prejudices aside and dare discover the human body with pleasure. This film celebrates puberty with a few spurts of blood.

			•
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			The Tenant

			(Le locataire, France, 1976)

			Roman Polanski

			The new tenant of an apartment previously rented by a suicidal woman fears his neighbors will try to induce him into paranoia and end up killing himself too. It is perhaps Polanski’s most brilliant and risky film. Slow and full of amusing twists, it leaves room for the grotesque. Horror elements are slowly introduced: a tooth stashed in the wall, people standing motionless, frozen stares through the window. The film proposes memorable shots depicting the mystery of paranoia, so subtlety done that laughter or terror both seem credible. 

			•

			- 29 -

			The Omen

			(USA, 1976)

			Richard Donner

			Kathy gives birth to a dead baby and her husband replaces it with an orphan. As time goes by, the identity of the unknown child will leave them in dismay. To create a dark and gloomy atmosphere is something relatively frequent; however, what is more complex is to increase it skillfully to the point of rendering it unbearable. In The Omen, Donner does not work with explicit horror; the presence of evil is abstract, intangible, it operates at atavistic levels. He offers a lesson in style and delivers blows with mathematical effects, relying cleverly on a brilliant cast.

			•

			- 30 -

			Who Can Kill a Child?

			(¿Quién puede matar a un niño?, Spain, 1976)

			Narciso Ibáñez Serrador 

			On the coast of Valencia, a group of children, pushed by a mysterious force, rebel against adults and kill them in the cruelest possible way. It is an insane Spanish film of the 1970s. Chicho Ibáñez Serrador’s imagination surprises us with unexpected oddities. There are no cemeteries, apparitions, dark nights, ravens or clichés whatsoever. Here, evil takes place under a most expansive sun, in a beautiful place, dotted with white houses and beaches bathed by the bluest Mediterranean waters. Children, the recurring victims of horror cinema, play here the executioner’s role, which only increases the astonishment. 

			•

			- 31 -

			Nosferatu the Vampyre

			(Nosferatu: Phantom der Nacht, Germany, 1978)

			Werner Herzog 

			Nosferatu is one of the founding creatures renamed by Murnau in his remarkable 1922 film. Here, Herzog takes on the task of producing a mysterious and wonderful job, galvanized in a rare beauty. He chooses certain of Murnau’s scenes and recreates them by lengthening their dramatic tempo, producing a hallucinating journey through the modest inferno of a shameful and sad vampire. Klaus Kinsky’s mesmeric performance ratifies the vampire’s eternal loneliness. Herzog managed to breath new life into Murnau’s plot for sound and color cinema and, by the same token, rekindle original expressionism. 

			•

			- 32 -

			Halloween

			(USA, 1978)

			John Carpenter 

			Shot in only three weeks, this film established patterns for the genre still relevant today. Carpenter’s minimalist soundtrack is stunning. After spending fifteen years in a mental institution for the murder of his eldest sister, a lunatic runs away and, this time, tries to kill his younger sister. This film started the “slasher” sub-genre, where masked villains take teenagers as their victims. However, Carpenter’s work is scarcely explicit. The sub-genre was really consolidated as such in later films, which are more explicit and necessarily less valuable.

			•

			- 33 -

			Alien

			(USA, 1979)

			Ridley Scott 

			In the vast outer space, the seed of a monster with repulsive jaws sneaks into a spaceship and kills the crew, except for lieutenant Ripley, who will be in charge of neutralizing it. Alien introduces dark science fiction as an instrument of horror. Vaguely based on a tale by Joseph Conrad, the film has a European concept rather than American and it cleverly crosses genres; it constituted a rare hybrid between commercial super productions and auteur cinema. Ridley Scott started the trend of using appropriate technology in the vessel where the action takes place, in order to devote himself entirely to the purest psychotic horror without prescribed encumbrances. 

			•

			- 34 -

			The Shinning

			(USA, 1980)

			Stanley Kubrick 

			Based on Stephen King’s novel of the same title, it tells the story of a man who suffers from severe personality disorder and is trapped in a hotel with his family, due to a snowstorm. The hotel’s evil influence, isolation and his inner demons push him to a torrent of violence against his wife and son, who are also victims of terrifying supernatural phenomena. The film, not well-received when released, gained devotees and veneration over the years. As in other films by Kubrick, the main drama hides infinite metaphoric representations with diffused psychological quests on human nature and the ever-present evil within.

			•

			- 35 -

			The Changeling

			(Canada, 1980)

			Peter Medak

			A composer who has just lost his family discovers a secret room in the lonely house in which he chose to isolate himself. The key ingredients facilitating a smooth flow of the film are: an attic, a hidden story from the past, a music box, a medal, a session to call the spirits of the dead and an actor who does not overact. Usually, haunted mansions are visited by happy couples. The opposite happens here: the visitor is dead alive. Whatever he will find in the room will be the reason of his existence. The film was a landmark in its time.

			•

			- 36 -

			An American Werewolf in London

			(UK, 1981)

			John Landis

			Landis proposes an original approach to horror in this teenage comedy. He relocates the old rural myth of the werewolf to London in the early 1980s. In spite of the lack of digital resources at the time, the film was a milestone due to its approach to the story and its disturbing visual effects. Terrifying and burlesque, it remains young and surprising. Landis enjoys playing with horror and with the imaginative notion of sitting with his audience and have fun.

			•

			- 37 -

			The Thing

			(USA, 1982)

			John Carpenter

			This film is a remake of Christian Nyby and Howard Hawks’ 1951 classic The Thing from Another World. Carpenter’s version is truer to the original in that it highlights the importance of identity before death, as well as the paranoia felt by certain characters who are to face a creature able to adopt the appearance of other living beings. With a script free from banal dialogue and full of unpredictable situations, the film slowly turned into a reference of the genre at that time.

			•

			- 38 -

			A Nightmare on Elm Street

			(USA, 1984)

			Wes Craven 

			This was the first public occurrence of the psychopath Freddy Krueger, performed by Robert Englund, who later played this role in seven sequels and a TV series. The press deemed the movie a success and it rejuvenated the “slasher” subgenre. It raised 26 million dollars with a budget of 2 million, saving the producer New Line from bankruptcy. The franchised sequels, also blockbusters, turned Freddy Krueger into one of the decade’s myths. Holding the humour tone throughout, the psycho villain keeps up the haywire intensity of a relentless lunatic who persistently enjoys his victim’s suffering.

			•

			- 39 -

			Misery

			(USA, 1990)

			Rob Reiner

			An impulsive woman admires the author of a romantic character, who is killed in the story. Angry about his decision, she kidnaps the author to force him to revive the dead. This is psychological horror with scarce resources, generating however more tension than many big budget topnotch productions. It provides an authentic lesson on austerity and on successful treatment of characters. The film is one of the great Steven Spielberg cinema adaptations, starring a sinister and brilliant Kathy Bates.

			•

			- 40 -

			The Silence of the Lambs

			(USA, 1991)

			Jonathan Demme

			This film is an example of psychological horror based on a script alternating between a captivating ongoing investigation and some unforeseeable terrifying sequences. The director’s succinct focus forsakes glamour in order to achieve a strong narrative. This film achieved a record only shared with two other movies in the history of cinema: five main Academy Awards (best film, director, screenplay, actor in leading role and actress in leading role). Antony Hopkins, returning to the forefront of world cinema, gives a stunning performance as a cannibalistic psychiatrist. 

			•

			- 41 -

			Interview with the Vampire: The Vampire Chronicles

			(USA, 1994)

			Neil Jordan

			While the traditional approach to vampires had only exploited their horrifying aspect, this film takes the risk of observing the monster from another perspective. It submerges us into the painful self-reflection of a vampire, that is, into his frustrated capacity to love. The film captivates through horror, but is, above all, seductive. The idea present in Ann Rice’s novel to contrast two vampires enables us to feel empathy for one of them. His pain induces compassion. Also remarkable in this film is the extraordinary, decadent and baroque production design.

			•

			- 42 -

			Ringu - The Ring

			(Japan, 1998)

			Hideo Nakata

			Watching a certain video will cause death within a week. When this film was made, it was highly original; later it was copied to excess. Nonetheless, this did not prevent Nakata from creating an extraordinary and austere atmosphere, holding our attention with implicit and oppressive uneasiness. The fact that the story grows through the film, plus the absence of contrived explanations, unsettles the viewer, even without using blood; horror clings to the inner being, not to the senses. The American remake The Ring was more successful albeit less ingenious.

			•

			- 43 -

			The Sixth Sense

			(USA, 1999)

			M. Night Shyamalan 

			With this second movie, this American director of Indian descent burst onto the world cinema scene in dramatic fashion and received overwhelming acclaim. The film is visually hypnotizing, is elegantly paced and has an amazingly well written script.

			A psychologist tries to discover the awful truth about a boy’s supernatural qualities; the unfolding story flows into a conclusion of rare perfection. The director was unable to recreate this amazing display of visual and narrative talent in subsequent productions. 

			•

			- 44 -

			The Blair Witch Project

			(USA, 1999)

			Daniel Myrick - Eduardo Sanchez

			The plot is ingenious. Three filmmakers disappear in Burkittsville, Maryland, while they are filming a documentary about a local witchcraft legend. The documentary is recovered, constituting the material for the film. The clever promotion campaign pretended the story was real, so it aroused great expectations. Even the subsequent confirmation that the young men’s disappearance was fake did not prevent its box office success and, in terms of investment/earnings, it became one of the most profitable movies in the history of cinema.

			•

			- 45 -

			The Others

			(Spain, 2001)

			Alejandro Amenábar

			Grace’s children cannot be exposed to sunlight. She instructs the new servants to always keep the house in darkness and only open a door once the previous door has been shut. Just one variation in this strict sequence that Grace has ordered, would be enough to unleash a series of fatalities leading to one of the most unexpected endings ever. The film is constantly breathing; it captivates the audience and brings forth the same acclaim that all award winning films do. The production is meticulous and clever, even allowing for an American cast in a Spanish film. The astute drama structure causes counterpoints and light shocks allowing the main issue to gain new meaning.

			•

			- 46 -

			The Cabin in the Woods

			(USA, 2001)

			Drew Goddard

			Apparently one more of those films on teenagers looking for fun and eventually getting slaughtered. There is the sexy blonde, the athletic hero, the funny character, the responsible person with a great future ahead of him and the virginal young lady hiding her true inner warrior. Soon, we realize the film offers an innovative, self-conscious perspective, with equal doses of horror, cleverness and humour.

			•

			- 47 -

			Dracula: Pages from a Virgin’s Diary

			(Canada, 2002)

			Guy Maddin

			Originally conceived for TV and then adapted for the big screen, the film is a dance version of the classical Dracula, performed by the Royal Winnipeg Ballet. It is a risky and ingenious work, with no dialogue, with music by Gustav Mahler, and shot in black and white, except for the red flecks of blood. With a powerful visual sensibility celebrating the classics, the film merges diverse elements in the dance, such as cinema, comic-strips and music. This is an audacious rarity about one of horror’s founding stories, whose possibilities seem to be endless.

			•

			- 48 -

			The Exorcism of Emily Rose

			(USA, 2005)

			Scott Derrickson

			When a young lady dies during an exorcism, the priest in charge is accused of murder. A lawyer takes up the case and in exchange requests to become an associate in the law firm where she works. As the trial advances, the priest’s faith prevails over his lawyer’s atheism and the inexplicable facts surrounding the case gain relevance. The director deals with two diametrically opposed issues: trials and exorcism, limiting himself to expose madness and torture without sending any message. The exorcism scenes are brilliantly conceived and add horror to the trial scenes. The impressive result skillfully addresses the issue from all its angles.

			•

			- 49 -

			The Mist

			(USA, 2007)

			Frank Darabond

			Darabond works his stories with the precision of a clockmaker. In his previous work, The Shawshank Redemption, the interest of the audience was undiminished. In this simple horror film, he takes delight in the ethical and spiritual disintegration of human beings faced with the unknown, making them more malevolent than the dangers hidden in the spooky mist. Recalling H.P. Lovercraft’s tales, this film is ironic and brings to light the vacuity of the human mind.

			•

			- 50 -

			Let the Right One In

			(Låt den rätte komma in, Sweden, 2008)

			Tomas Alfredson

			Some gestures and silences lead us to understand that if one is truly in love, horror can be endured and murder forgiven. Nothing too explicit is necessary to appreciate that kind of love. Let the Right One In leads us to believe in vampires and their plausible real existence. If they were to rise from their tombs, we would see them just as they are, complete and unadorned. We would understand the suffering experienced by those who cannot find their own place. 

			This film is tremendously contemporary, and not only has it already become a classic, but it has also renewed the genre forever. Two years later, an American remake copied every scene. It was appreciated, although, even if unusual, perfection does not need re-interpretations.
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