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Creating Terror





	 Beyond the blood, guts, and supernatural beings seen in almost all horror films, lies a deeper level of film-making - the creation of atmosphere.  Producing the proper horror film atmosphere is far more difficult than simply turning off the lights or having scary characters flying into the frame randomly.  Two great horror directors, George A. Romero and Dario Argento, in their films Night of the Living Dead (1968) and Suspiria (1977), employed various techniques to this end.  Romero and Argento, alike, relied heavily on music and sound in their films to create an auditory atmosphere of tension and to be generally unsettling for the audience.  Romero, in Night of the Living Dead, chose to use minimal lighting (on black and white print) and cramped spaces to create a tight trapped feel which fit the well with the film.  Conversely, Argento, in Suspiria, used bright colors (both with lighting and lens filters) and open spaces.  Despite the different paths the directors chose to take in creating a horrific atmosphere, they used the same broad methods (lighting, use of space, and music).  It is interesting to note the different ways in which they employed the same tools to the similar ends, yet in vastly different ways.


	Night of the Living Dead is the story of a group of seven people who find themselves stranded in an abandoned farm house in a rural part of eastern America.  The seven people find themselves surrounded by dozens of flesh eating zombies whose functionality is reduced to a slow-moving dim-witted compulsion to eat live human flesh.  This group must not only contend with the zombies outside, but also with each other in trying to keep their flesh intact. 


	Throughout the film Romero's scenery provides top notch horror atmosphere.  The opening scene takes place in an empty cemetery at dusk.  As the scene unfolds the music which once accompanied the action goes silent and is replaced by distant thunder.  As the thunder builds and the conversation between Johnny and Barbra turns religious (always a bad sign), there appears in the distance a tall slow moving figure, but at first no attention is paid to it.  Eventually the conversation turns to Johnny making fun of Barbra about being scared of the cemetery and he jokes "they're coming to get you Barbra," while pointing at the strange figure who is now much closer than he used to be.  The music begins again and the thunder storm is ever closer.  Romero has done all this steadily and it goes almost without notice - with each cut he brings the figure steadily closer to our protagonists, he builds the volume of the nearing storm, and he reintroduces music which has a methodical, droning, consistent beat about it.  When the man attacks the two it comes as little surprise because of the increase and nature of the various sounds (the thunder storm and the music).  As the man attacks the couple, all of these devices come to a crescendo - the music peaks and instead of droning it shrieks in high-pitched screams, the thunder is at its loudest, the cutting becomes faster and the atmosphere has completely captured the audience.


	While Johnny's head is being smashed against a gravestone by the brutish pale figure, Barbra is able to flee the situation and, after an extended chase, ends up in the aforementioned secluded farmhouse.  It is here where the rest of the film takes place and accordingly Romero takes his time to introduce the audience to its layout.  We follow Barbra as she explores the house which is illuminated only with small slivers of light from outside.  Throughout these scenes Barbra moves in and out of the darkness and as such there are times when the audience will only see parts of her or the rooms she is walking through.  As a result the audience is literally kept in the dark regarding the house's contents; naturally this creates an atmosphere of the unknown.  All the while the storm continues in the background, but is not as strong as it appeared in the cemetery sequence.  The music, too, is quieter, which creates an unsettling absence of noise in contrast to the cemetery attack scene from a few moments earlier.  This near silence is interrupted when Barbra walks into the living room and sees animal heads mounted on the walls - the music peaks suddenly and the camera cuts to several images of dead animal heads on the walls.  As we continue to move through the house which appears, like a Rembrandt painting, to be lit in only very small places, or in slivers, we share Barbra's terror of the dark and mysterious new place.


	It is not until Ben enters the house that the house becomes lit and takes on a less ominous appearance than before.  This is soon revealed to be only a false safety because the zombies have discovered their presence and begin to come in hordes.  In response to this, Ben boards up all the doors and windows hoping to keep the zombies outside.  What Romero does here is create a small house as their only refuge which, when we are introduced to it, appears about as dark and scary as is possible.  Later films such as Evil Dead learned that abandoned cabins in the middle of nowhere serve as great settings for a horror film.  What's more is that now there are dozens of flesh-eating zombies outside and Ben has successfully managed, by boarding the place up, to make the house seem even smaller and more claustrophobic.  Though it provides a sense of security we soon find that this is only temporary.  Throughout the film Romero capitalizes on this feeling of claustrophobia, not only in the setting of a boarded up small house, but also in his framing of the shots.  Most of the shots are very tight on the characters' faces, very close-up and often on at a low angle or on a slant.  All these camera techniques provide for an unsettling, unfamiliar, and a too-close-for-comfort feel.  


As a final touch in the fortifying sequence Romero introduces a radio broadcast, which Ben has tuned into, as a method for both informing and creating a more ominous atmosphere for the audience.  Over the radio come messages such as "some have described the murderers as 'assassins…murder happy characters…misshapen monsters…'"  This broadcast continues throughout the sequence and reinforces the fear which the audience and the characters in the movie share.  What's different about the broadcast is that with time it blends into the background noise as Ben boards the place up.  As such it becomes part of the soundtrack rather than a focus of the characters.  Indeed, much of the broadcast is repeated throughout the sequence and the general theme is one of danger, the unknown, and "epidemic."


	Later in the film Romero uses all of the devices mentioned to heighten the conflict or create an even more horrific atmosphere.  At one point the electricity inexplicably goes out and leaves the house almost completely dark.  Because the zombies fear light they had, to this point, mostly stayed away from the house, but now they begin to raid the house and put the boarded up windows to the test - eventually breaking in.  While this attack is happening the soundtrack peaks again and adds an even more unsettling feel to the visuals which include zombies eating some of our former protagonists alive.  In a final attempt to escape, Ben flees into the cellar which, as Romero craftily intended, is both darker and smaller than the upstairs area.  This final attack sequence is truly brilliant because it employs all the techniques of before, but to a greater extent.  Ben, in the cellar, is confronted by the father, mother, and daughter who have turned to zombies after being bitten.  As he fends them off the music peaks yet again.  After successfully fighting off the three zombies Ben is in a secluded cellar without light, an exit, or help of any kind.  Meanwhile, dozens of zombies are knocking on the cellar door trying to get in.  Needless to say, this kind of atmosphere is extremely unsettling and disturbing.


	 Dario Argento's Italian horror film Suspiria uses many of the same techniques to evoke the same feelings, but he employs them in (sometimes) vastly different ways. Suspiria tells the story of an American girl (Suzy) who goes abroad to study in a prestigious ballet school.  But as the storm that greets her indicates - this trip isn't going to consist of chasing young foreign men or late night panty-clad slumber parties with her new foxy female friends.  As it turns out, the ballet school is the home of a witches' coven and she becomes a witness to key aspects in recent murders and other strange happenings.  


	When Suzy arrives at the ballet school it is raining fiercely and the music, much like it was in Night of the Living Dead, is slow, dark, and ominous.  The shrieking within the music is backed by dark deep slow drums and is echoed in the whistling of the wind.  This creates an amalgamation of sounds which help create the unsettling atmosphere.  We are next introduced to a young woman who appears paranoid and scared.  She is surrounded by red lights, both from the outside and within her room.  As the camera moves slowly around this new character she walks around her room frightened by something which is not explained.  With the camera moving slowly the music gets very loud and is accompanied by shrieks, screams, yells and cries of all sorts, creating a multi-layered collage of auditory horror which is only matched by the visual terror which follows.  A chase scene ensues wherein a dark figure fights with the girl and stabs her repeatedly.  The scene includes several cuts, a heightening in the music (which is as unsettling as possible), and a close-up of the knife piercing the girl's beating heart.  The music is courtesy of Goblin, an art rock band who specialized in Argento film soundtracks and also worked on the fantastic soundtrack for Dawn of the Dead a year later (1978).


	Providing a contrast to Night of the Living Dead nine years earlier, Argento chose the opposite take on setting that Romero employed.  Rather than using small cramped dark spaces, Argento uses vast open spaces to create unease in the audience.  Films like The Shining employ a similar method in creating unease.  Much as Fargo or Out of the Past help change film noir by using open, and often very bright, landscapes, Suspiria and The Shining help change the way we view what is horrifying.  Being trapped in tight areas becomes as terrifying as having dead silence in an unusually large and open space.  The opening murder sequence ends with the girl hanging from an extremely high ceiling in the main entry room of the ballet school which is marked by the same type of architecture one might see in a cathedral or large museum.  Argento's slant is an obviously different take on what creates terrifying atmosphere - for Romero it is the closed spaces of the house and the cellar, or the struggles with zombies who always seem to hug their victims as closely as possible; all of which are amplified by tight frame-filling shots.


	Perhaps the most striking element of the film was the use of lighting employed by Argento.  As early as Nosferatu or the Cabinet of Dr. Caligari in the 1920s lighting was seen as critical in providing atmospheric effects of claustrophobia, nervousness, and general unease.  In those films, as was the case later with Night of the Living Dead, shadows and a lack of light, or strategically placed light serve to create the atmosphere which is so integral in horror films.  In Suspiria light plays a substantial role in creating an eerie atmosphere.  By contrast, however, despite the fact that the film is often dark, it is also often lit with red light which allows the audience to see the action, but also gives the feel of darkness.  I suspect that Argento used a combination of red lens filters and red lights to create this effect.  As early as Suzy's ride to the ballet school we see red street lights reflecting through the rain soaked taxi window and onto her face.  Red is echoed throughout the film in the building's color, a student's nail polish, the lighting of the recreation hall, blood, red wine, stained glass, et al.  In the scene where all the girls are forced to sleep in the recreation hall because maggots have infiltrated their bedrooms, the backgrounds are created with hanging white sheets which are backlit by red lights.  The red light engulfs the whole scene and, coupled with the music, creates a great tension which the audience might not even notice upon first viewing.  This flood of red lighting, and red as a motif throughout the film, comes to a climax in the final shot when the school is engulfed in flames.  Thus, not only was Argento able to use the lighting to create atmosphere, but he used it to add quite markedly to a motif which sees complete fruition in the final scene.  Argento is a horror film genius.


	In sum, lighting, music, and use of space are good tools in creating horrific atmospheres, but are used in sometimes contrasting ways.  It is always fascinating to note the different ways a director chooses to create a certain atmosphere.  Argento used some of the classical images and techniques of earlier horror films, but also adds his own unique flavor to the film by using a surplus of space as frightening.  Nine years earlier Romero made some of the classical horror film techniques absolutely classic and solidified his place in horror film history.


