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The Haunting

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.
Filmmaker Brian Yuzna on ‘The Haunting’

The cinema of fear is my special interest. Since my first flickering nightmares, |
have been drawn back to it like a moth to a flame. Like heroin, they say, ‘the
first one is free’ — and though it may make you sick, you could spend the rest
of your life chasing that original high. | suppose that many things are like that,
and for those of us who love film, going to the cinema is an effort to recapture
those moments when we experienced what Alfred Hitchcock called ‘pure
cinema’. In my case, it may be called ‘being scared to death’.

Most of the films I've made have tried to be scary, it being axiomatic that
audiences want emotional punch for their box-office buck. But as the years go
by, films don’t seem to scare me any more, and the films | make generally end
up being more shocking and bizarre than frightening. It has become quite an
obsession of mine to catch and bottle that elusive essence that makes a fim
scary — and scary to me, someone who has studied this in depth and is not
often surprised by the standard twists, turns and jumps of the horror genre. So
| watched an old classic to see if it still had the stuff.

| had read Shirley Jackson'’s novel The Haunting of Hill House long before | saw
Robert Wise’s adaptation, The Haunting. Finishing the book at dusk, the
palpable chill it induced stayed with me well past supper and into the night. |
have always believed that great films must be based upon great writing
(whether prose or screenplay) and The Haunting, which was adapted from
Jackson’s novel by Nelson Gidding, certainly seems to endorse that view.
Having made films in which | have struggled through the whole of production
(and sometimes post-production) to develop a half-prepared script into
something approximating coherence, | well know the pitfalls.

In simple terms, The Haunting is a haunted house movie in which we never see
the ghost. (This is in direct opposition to the established pattern of modern
genre films. Perhaps as a result of all those frustrating 50s monster movies in
which we waited for 90 minutes just to see the monster’s face before the
closing credits, the shockers of the last 20 years or so have been much more
explicit.)

Already more than familiar with the movie, | loaded up my laser disc player and
settled back into the darkened room to watch Eleanor Lance meet her destiny.
About half way through, the teacup at my elbow jumped off the table and fell to
the floor. Without moving my eyes from the screen | registered my fright; | was
definitely in a state of ‘heightened spookiness’. ‘Wow!’ | thought, ‘this picture is
really getting to me, just like in the old days’. Even when the cat was revealed
to be the preternatural force behind the teacup’s acrobatics, it didn’t lessen my
fright.

The Haunting had cast its eerie spell, and when it was over | quickly had to ‘flip
on the lights, so heavy was the air with a thick, weird potency. And this from a
film | had seen many times, and of which | well knew the outcome. | knew there
would be no visible monster, nc gore or viscera, no action in the contemporary
sense, only talking, voiceovers and languorous long takes. The most frightening
scene, when Eleanor (Julie Harris) unknowingly holds the hand of the ‘ghost’
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while cowering from the supernatural pounding on the bedroom door, is played
exclusively upon Eleanor’s reaction in medium shots and close-ups. The
Haunting proves the old cliché that it's what you don't see that’s scary. But
there are other films that don’t show you anything and they’re not scary — just
boring. What makes The Haunting work so well for me?

| love the way the film begins, an unabashed ghost story — a great ugly house
in silhouette with a ghostly logo superimposed. Dr John Markway (Richard
Johnson) provides the voiceover narration that introduces us to the history of
the house, a history that is mild by cinema standards: no bloody hatchet
murders, no catalogue of killings, only a couple of accidental deaths and a
suicide. But the tone of the narrative is unambiguous: this is an evil house.

Robert Wise has a reputation as a ‘mainstream’ director, having achieved major
successes in many genres, but apparently not stamping enough of his
personality upon his films to be considered an auteur. Nor does The Haunting
call attention to his direction. (Perhaps it would have been scarier still with a
Polanski calling the shots — or probably it would just have been different.)
Wise’s method serves the material well, realising Shirley Jackson'’s circular tale
with repeated images of implied dread, telling the ghost story in a way that
depends less on the story and more on its ghostly telling. And that, | believe, is
the crucial factor: what is frightening is the poetry of the words and images —
rhythms and rhymes that carry the dreadful possibilities of the supernatural
from the motion picture screen into the ether around us.

The success of The Haunting is due in large part to Jackson’s remarkable
interweaving of madness, guilt and fear into the conventions of the haunted
house tale. But how often good material loses its soul on the way to the
screen. Credit is surely due to Nelson Gidding and Robert Wise for
constructing a film which delivers the chills with a straightforward seriousness
that, in spite of the inherent hokeyness of the haunted house structure, never
once falls into foolishness or unintentional humour.

Brian Yuzna, Sight and Sound, February 1994
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