


Be Somewhat Afraid:

Tricks for Horror Fans
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ing computer-generated imagery, will suc-
ceed in beating back the dark implacable
enemy? There might as well be a “Mission
Accomplished” banner in the background of
@very scene.

The action/horror movie can be excit-
ing, but it's not usually very frightening.
Ridley Scott’s “Alien” (1979) gave people
nightmares; James Cameron’s action-
packed sequel, “Aliens” (1986), did not. Hor-
ror is essentially a passive genre: terrible
things happen, and you're powerless to pre-

vent them. And for the audience, the experi-
erice of watching the movie is, at its purest,
a yielding of rational control, the kind of to-
ta} surrender that takes will and conscious
cy out of the equation. Sober, practical-
ded adults on the whole do not enjoy that
ng: it undermines their sense of power
) thelr own lives — without which, they
fear, everything they've built could fall
apart, everything they value could be lost.
Kids, who have less to lose and fewer illu-

sions about their power in the world, give up

control a lot more willingly, even eagerly,
and therefore rate going to horror movies
only a little below getting drunk and having
sex in their hierarchy of desirable activities.

It’s what the great teenage poet Arthur
Rimbaud, a serious devotée of sex and ab-
sinthe, was talking about when he recom-
mended “the total derangement of all the
senses.” A good horror movie should de-
range at least a couple of them, and the re-
sult is often a kind of light-headedness, a
weird giddiness. The audience at, say, a
Chucky picture can seem to be screaming

and laughing at pretty much the same time,
as if it couldn't quite distinguish one re-
sponse from the other. And why should it?
Fear and laughter are both strong, involun-
tary, practically ungovernable reactions;
it’s not for nothing that laughter is so fre-
quently (and approvingly) described as
“helpless.” Horror and comedy have in fact
always got on famously. And since horror
filmmakers seem unsure of how much fear
the post-Sept. 11 audience will tolerate in its
entertainment product, a fair number have
turned to comedy as a kinder, gentler de-
ranger of the viewer’s senses.

Arguably the most enjoyable ham'
like pictures this year have been comedies:
Don Coscarelli’s funky “Bubba Ho-tep,” in
which an old man who thinks he’s Elvis (and
may be) joins forces with an old man who
thinks he's John F. Kennedy (and because
he’s black, is definitely not) to drive a re-
incarnated Egyptian mummy out of their
Texas nursing home; David Koepp's “Se-
cret Window,” in which Johnny Depp
plunges hilariously into the special hell of
writer’s block; and Edgar Wright's ex-
tremely funny “Shaun of the Dead,” which

pits a tiny band of British yobs and yuppies

against a horde of ravenous zombies. (The
heroes and heroines make their last stand at
the place they feel safest — the local pub,
where they can knock back a pint or two
while they’re knocking off the flesh-eaters.)
But horror aficionados can't be satis-
fied with laughs alone, any more than the
zombies of “Shaun of the Dead” would settle
for a packet of crisps. Something more nour-
ishing is required, and the only movie cur-
rently serving up an adequate portion of the
genre's traditional red meat is Takashi Shi-

“Shaun of the Dead ” pits British yuppies against a horde of ravenous zombies for a show-down at the local pub.

mizu’s “The Grudge,” an English-language
remake of his 2000 film, “Ju-On,” which is as
unnerving a horror movie as I've ever seen.
“Ju-On" is the sort of film at which the
audience does not scream, laugh and carry
on — one of those rare movies, like the origi-
nal “Haunting” or “Carnival of Souls” or
“Blue Velvet,” that turn you relentlessly in-

ward and leave you unable to share your

dread with anyone else, Even if you see it in
a packed theater, you feel alone. The subject
of the film, in fact, is a curse that afflicts its
Evn:l:mis with a kind of murderous alienation,
ja lethal, self-obsessed paranoia that per-
|sists, and spreads, beyond the grave.
There’s some conceptual similarity to the
rage-virus premise of last year’s “28 Days
Later,” but no stylistic similarity whatso-
ever. Both “Ju-On" and “The Grudge"” are as
hushed and elegant as “28 Days Later” is
boisterous and crude.

The remake is set, as the original is, in
Tokyo, but substitutes for its Japanese hero-
ine an American student played by Sarah
Michelle Gellar, whose vampire-slaying

skills do her abaolﬁte]y no good in this situa-
tion. Although Mr. Shimizu, who has the

most sinuous, seductive horror-movie style
this side of Brian De Palma, supplies some

deep chills in “The Grudge,” this new ver-
sion of the story sacrifices the surreal inten-
sity of the original for the sake of improved
narrative clarity. Mr. Shimizu's vision is
still a nightmare, but this one's a lot easier
toshakeoff.

The peculiar fact is that despite all the
external threats we live with in our world of
color-coded fear, American horror movies
now seem more effective — scarier, that is
— when they're dealing with the terrors that
come from within. There are no monsters as
such in Brad Anderson’s moody independ-
ent thriller “The Machinist” (although Fred-
dy Krueger might not feel entirely out of
place in its hero's hallucinatory reality).
But if you're in the market for sensory de-
rangement, this picture certainly delivers
the goods. The title character is a factory
worker named Trevor (played by a shock-
ingly gaunt Christian Bale) who, he says,
has not slept in a yvear: to his perpetually

wakeful consciousness the world has begun
to look menacingly strange.

Although “The Machinist” isn’t in any
sense a conventional horror film, it does
somehow tap into what seems to me the na-
tive source of American horror, i.e. the Puri
tan colonists’ much too lively sense of sin.
By the end, Trevor — who, it turns out, has
made his own bed and is unable to lie in it —
seems like one of the unfortunates described
by Jonathan Edwards in his famous, luridly
terrifying 18th-century sermon, “Sinners in
the Hands of an Angry God.” This is not an
ideal Halloween movie, perhaps, but it could
be some kind of omen.

Are we actually more frightened, as the
Puritans were, of what's inside us than of
what's out there in the wilderness? Maybe!
In any event, the internal terrors are infi-
nitely harder to laugh at, or to beat back
with overwhelming force, or to turn into a

lucrative, teen-friendly franchise. Horror -

movies will always be with us, but in the’

segreel

foreseeable future, our thrills might nof

come so cheap.



