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Moviedrome: Bringing the Cult TV Series to the Big Screen

An American Werewolf
in London

‘What is a cult film? A cult film is one which has a passionate following but
does not appeal to everybody. Just because a movie is a cult movie does not
automatically guarantee quality. Some cult fims are very bad. Others are very,
very good. Some make an awful lot of money at the box office. Others make
no money at all. Some are considered quality films. Others are exploitation.’
From 1988 to 2000 Moviedrome was presented by Alex Cox and then Mark
Cousins. Across that time, more than 200 features were shown, and
generations of movie fans and filmmakers would be informed and inspired by
the selection, alongside the wit and wisdom of the introductions that preceded
each screening. Moviedrome was a portal into the world of weird and
wonderful cinema. This two-month season features some of the most notable
titles screened and wherever possible they are preceded by the original
televised introduction.

Nick Freand Jones, season curator and producer of Moviedrome

Alex Cox: An American Werewolf in London is part of a very honourable cult
genre: the werewolf/vampire film. The rules of these fims are standardised.
Vampires are blood-drinking, living corpses whose mere bite can make you
one of their number. Werewolves are people who turn into wolves, or wolf-like
humanoids, at every full moon, and their bite turns other humans into
werewolves. Vampires can only be killed by fire, removal of the head or a stake
through the heart. Werewolves can only be killed by a silver bullet or the SAS.

An American Werewolf in London was directed by John Landis, an American
whose most notable cult feature is The Blues Brothers. An American Werewolf
in London was influenced by Dead of Night, the classic 1945 British horror film,
and it contains every conceivable song in which the word ‘moon’ appears. It
features a nice cameo by Mr Frank Oz — Muppets genius and director of the
very funny Dirty Rotten Scoundrels — as Mr Collins, the man from the US
Embassy. You can also spot Rik Mayall playing chess in a pub called The
Slaughtered Lamb, and Brian Glover, who is a very good actor.

It's a weird mixture of naive comedy and apocalyptic violence with an abrupt
ending. If you sit through all the credits, you will see that the film is dedicated to
‘Their Highnesses the Prince and Princess of Wales on the occasion of their
marriage’. Only an American could be that patriotic.

Alex Cox’s original introduction for Moviedrome. Also published in Moviedrome: The Guide
(BBC, 1990). With thanks to moviedromer.tumblr.com

A meeting or a lunch or a phone conversation with John Landis is an effective
way of appreciating how self-confidence in Hollywood inevitably leads to
success. Landis sports an old Beatle-style haircut and a thick beard and fires
rapid, well-formed sentences at his interviewers, invariably before the question
has been fully articulated. But Landis, who had to wait eleven years to make
An American Werewolf in London, doesn’t strike one as an impatient man; he’s
simply buoyed up with enthusiasm and it makes one wonder if a box-office
catastrophe might prove too unsettling.

At 31, he’s slightly younger than Lucas, Spielberg and the generation of ‘movie
brats’ and is quick to point out that, unlike them, he didn’t attend the UCLA
Film School: ‘I just attended movies and then became a gofer — go for this, go
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for that — at 20th Century-Fox. Then | was a stuntman and an uncredited
writer.’

Landis, who in a very short time has become one of the most bankable
directors in Hollywood, acknowledges that studios and producers haven’t
much idea of what audiences want to see. “You go to them with your idea,
which might be really unusual, and all they care about is your track record. If
you made money for someone else you can do the same for them.’ His first
film, Schiock, which he describes as the cheapest and most self-indulgent
movie ever made, turned a healthy profit though it remains unshown in Britain.
His two campus comedies, Kentucky Fried Movie and National Lampoon’s
Animal House, were big successes in America. Of The Blues Brothers Landis
says, ‘I've grown tired of correcting journalists about the cost of the picture, but
the fact is that it made a great deal of money and producers don’t seem
scared of hiring me.’

An American Werewolf in London has also proved a success with audiences in
America and Europe. ‘In the States we benefited from two advertising
campaigns. | wanted something classy, not the usual monster movie
campaign, so we had the two American backpackers on the poster looking
rather anxiously behind them. The film did poor business in New York and
Detroit but did well in white, middle-class areas. It seems the Black audience
stayed away because there were two ordinary white guys on the posters. Then
we changed the design to the monster with his fangs and the Black audience
poured in.’

Landis is understandably aggrieved by the sudden presence on the screen of
full moons and hairy monsters stalking the city streets. One suspects that the
current lycanthropic revival has more to do with the advances in special effects
technology which dispense with lap-dissolves and other optical effects than
any sociological causes or mythical yearnings. Landis is at pains to stress that
he wrote the script when he was working on Kelly's Heroes and has hardly
changed a thing, ‘except some of the dialogue people don't say “groovy” any
more.” He was traumatised when he saw Ken Russell’s Altered States, which
has a virtually identical sequence in which the hero returns to physical normality
in a zoo, but he eventually decided to stick to the original, 11-year-old idea. As
for the werewolf revival, Landis says, ‘It's kind of alarming. | wonder what it
means ...

Landis is full of praise for Rick Baker’s special effects wizardry (and indeed the
metamorphosis is a remarkable piece of engineering) and for the British crew
who made the film. But he insists that making movies today is no different from
what it was in the heyday of the studio system. ‘Although individual people like
Cedric Gibbons and Hans Dreier might have vanished from the huge studio art
departments, the organisation and infrastructure has survived. In Hollywood,
whatever you might need for a scene, from a 1961 lilac Studebaker to a trained
animal, it's there the next morning ready for work. The city authorities are very
co-operative for location work. In England the situation is different. We had to
be extremely persistent to shoot in Piccadilly Circus, where you literally have to
rely on the goodwill of the bobby on the beat, and even things like trained
animals are difficult to get. You end up using one of the crew’s pets and waste
hours until it barks on cue. There is a myth, though, that you can achieve better
special effects in Britain than you can in Hollywood. The truth is that you can
get them cheaper in Britain, which is why Star Wars and Superman were
based here.’

Adrian Turner, Sight and Sound, Winter 1981-82
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