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by Craig lan Mann

The year 1981 witnessed the birth of the “new werewolf”. All teeth and snout, this modern
iteration of a very old monster was huge, monstrous and distinctly lupine. And it was,
importantly, strikingly different from the werewolves that had preceded it. From the release
of the first werewolf film in 1913 — Universal’s The Werewolf, which was sadly lost to a fire
in 1924 — this was a dreadful creature that had previously been portrayed either by real
wolves (and, occasionally, dogs) or actors sporting copious amounts of yak hair. Archetypal
wolf-men dominated the werewolf film for nearly 50 years, following the example set by
Jack Pierce’s seminal make-up work for Werewolf of London (1935) and The Wolf Man
(1941). These hirsute horrors appeared in the vast majority of films made over the next few
decades, including The Undying Monster (1942), | Was a Teenage Werewolf (1957), Curse
of the Werewolf (1961), Werewolves on Wheels (1971), Legend of the Werewolf (1975) and
the myriad entries in Paul Naschy’s Waldemar Daninsky saga.

This is not to say that the more traditional werewolf disappeared completely. On the
contrary, it survived well into the 1980s, notably in Larry Cohen’s Full Moon High (1981),
Teen Wolf (1985) and its sequel Teen Wolf Too (1987) — and, of course, Rick Baker would
later pay loving tribute to Jack Pierce’s conception of the monster in his work for Wolf
(1994) and The Wolfman (2010), Universal’s ill-fated remake of its most famous werewolf
film. But, for the most part, the humble wolf-man was replaced in the 1980s by a far more
ferocious beast: a snarling, drooling terror ushered in by Joe Dante’s The Howling (1981)
and John Landis’ An American Werewolf in London (1981).

These are two films that have since come to be remembered as

perhaps the finest in the history of werewolf cinema. In fact, they gm
effectively revived the werewolf movie, a sub-genre of horror [

that had come to be considered somewhat anachronistic

and outdated by the dawn of the 1980s — firmly rooted in

the genre traditions of a bygone era and mostly dormant







in America since the release of The Werewolf of Washington and The
Boy Who Cried Werewolf in 1973. The box-office success and critical
acclaim achieved by The Howling and An American Werewolf in London
is largely attributable to their invention of this new, truly monstrous
lupine creature — and their specific emphasis on the bone-crunching
horrors of a werewolf’s physical transformation.

Of course, werewolf movies have always had a preoccupation with

the moment of metamorphosis — Larry Talbot’s many transformations

in The Wolf Man, Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943), House

of Frankenstein (1944) and House of Dracula (1945) are proof

enough of that — but these scenes had previously been relatively
short, achieved with crossfade editing and the gradual application of make-up. The
Howling and An American Werewolf in London displayed an extreme and unprecedented
preoccupation with long, painful and visceral ordeals that occurred in real time. Such
graphic transformation scenes have become a staple — even an expectation — of every
werewolf film released since 1981; these films not only revived the werewolf as a viable
horror monster but firmly cemented the convention that those afflicted with werewolfism
should be made to suffer.

In many ways, the new werewolf was simply in step with broader shifts in the horror
genre, and was brought to life by pioneering developments in filmmaking technology. Wolf-
men couldn’t possibly survive as the landscape of horror changed dramatically in the late
1970s and early 1980s. This was, after all, an era dominated by special-effects trailblazers
like Dick Smith, Rick Baker, Rob Bottin, Chris Walas, Tom Savini and Stan Winston, all of
whom found new and inventive ways to shock and disgust by employing prosthetic make-
up, animatronics and puppetry. By the early 1980s, a large number of horror films were
specifically constructed around their special-effects sequences. The popularity of Fangoria
throughout the rest of the decade — following the publication of its first issue in 1979 — is
evidence enough that grotesquery quickly became a central part of the genre’s appeal.

A fascination with advanced practical effects certainly played its part, then, in creating
the new werewolf. However, its birth is attributable to cultural and social factors as well
as industrial ones. Breakthroughs in special-effects technology occurred in tandem with
the rise of “body horror”, a sub-genre concerned with humankind’s fear of its own fragile
physical form. The Howling and An American Werewolf in London were released in the
same year as The Evil Dead and David Cronenberg’s Scanners, both of which also place a
specific emphasis on the destruction of the body as a source for horror. And, of course, this
theme would continue throughout the 1980s in the likes of The Thing (1982), The Beast

Within (1982), From Beyond (1986) and Society (1989), not to mention Cronenberg’s most
celebrated visions of the body in revolt: Videodrome (1983) and The Fly (1986).

These are films in which bodily insurrection — through disease, mutation, transformation
or invasion by a foreign body — is explicitly shown in all its sanguinary glory in extended
sequences that are intended to provoke revulsion as much as fear. The modern werewolf
transformation scene is an obvious example; it invites us to watch human flesh shift and
mutate in unflinching detail. In its preoccupation with these kinds of images, the first wave
of body horror is clearly in touch with developments in social and political life in the late
1970s and 1980s — this was an era utterly obsessed with bodies and their potential to
turn against us.

As the 1980s dawned, an acute stigma developed around aging and disease in Western
culture. A meteoric rise in the health and beauty industries and the birth of gym culture
had turned the pursuit of youth, virility and physical perfection into a cultural obsession.
Meanwhile, the American government was working tirelessly to raise awareness of the
connections between an unhealthy lifestyle and debilitating disease; the Surgeon General’s
Office, the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute and the National Cancer Institute worked
tirelessly in the early 1980s to publicize the connections between diet, heart disease and
cancer. By the end of the decade, dieting had become a multi-billion dollar industry.

A fear of the human body was compounded by the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980: a
Republican and staunch conservative, he was anti-abortion and sought to stigmatize any
sexual activity that occurred outside the sanctity of marriage. His regressive rhetoric was
aided by a growing moral panic focused on sexually transmitted disease; a widespread fear
of infection was such that Time dedicated its front page to a fearmongering story about
herpes — which it described as “the new scarlet letter” —in 1982.

Meanwhile, mental illness was actually being destigmatized from the late 1970s onwards,
as psychological conditions were being named, categorized and treated. Therapy became
widely available, and while those afflicted with physical conditions came to be blamed
for their own fortunes (heart disease, cancer and later AIDS were all figured as diseases
brought on by lifestyle choices), Western saciety’s understanding of — and even fascination
with — human psychology was growing. After all, it was in the early 1980s that a craze
developed for tell-all books detailing personal battles with mental iliness, particularly drug
and alcohol dependency.

It is this deeply conflicted cultural context that produced the first wave of body horror,
and into which An American Werewolf in London was released. However, its approach







to body horror is, in many ways, more nuanced than the majority of its contemporaries.
While it certainly displays a concern with the human vessel in revolt — its famous
transformation scene being a veritable feast of bodily contortion, snapping bones and
stretching flesh, all realized under fluorescent lighting — it also displays the contradictions
in a society that was simultaneously terrified by physical disease and working towards a
meaningful understanding of mental health. It does so through a werewolf who attempts to
rationalize his curse — which threatens to twist his body into a new, monstrous form — as
a manifestation of psychosis.

An American Werewolf in London opens as two American college students, David
Kessler (David Naughton) and Jack Goodman (Griffin Dunne), arrive in Yorkshire during a
backpacking holiday around Europe. There, they are attacked by a werewolf on the moors
after they are made to feel grossly unwelcome by the proprietors and patrons of an isolated
rural pub named “The Slaughtered Lamb”. Jack is gruesomely mauled to death, while David
is bitten and gravely injured before the locals come to rescue them, shooting the monstrous
wolf dead. Three weeks later, David wakes up in a London hospital, where he meets Nurse
Alex Price (Jenny Agutter) — with whom he begins to fall in love — and Dr Hirsch (John
Woodvine), who will later come to suspect that something is seriously wrong with David.
Shortly after being discharged from hospital, David experiences his first transformation.

From the moment David wakes up in a hospital bed following his traumatic experience
on the moors, his werewolfism is painted as a psychological affliction as much — if not
more than — a physical one. He first experiences fever dreams, in which he is running
in the woods, mauling deer and turning into a fanged monster; his most violent dream
sees him attacked by demons dressed in Nazi uniforms while watching an episode of The
Muppet Show (1978-1981) with his family. When he reports the contents of these dreams
to Dr Hirsch, the doctor swiftly develops some concern over David’s mental state: “Please,
remain sane. At least until you’re no longer our responsibility.”

Of course, these are ostensibly only dreams. More disturbing to David are the waking
episodes in which he is visited by the decaying ghost of his best friend, Jack. During his
spectral visits, Jack urges David to commit suicide, explaining that the werewolf’s victims
will wander the Earth as revenants until he is destroyed. Kessler’s response to his first
encounter with the undead is, perhaps not surprisingly, to question his own sanity. Echoing
Dr Hirsch’s reaction to his awful nightmares, he utters: “I'm going completely crazy.”

Before he experiences his first physical transformation into a monster, then, the early
symptoms of David’s werewolfism have far more in common with the signs of mental
rather than physical illness. Tellingly, his nightmares suggest psychological trauma rather

than a physical malady, and his encounters with Jack hint at severe
psychosis rather than disease. And because his experiences
resemble hallucinatory or psychotic episodes, David begins to
become convinced that he has lost his grip on reality. He doesn’t
,“,ps want to be insane, but he finds the idea more plausible than —and,
T-“h“'f AL importantly, preferable to — the suggestion that he is truly able to
§ “os"‘ see ghosts, or that he will actually transform into a werewolf on the
night of the next full moon, or that he has contracted a dangerous and

potentially fatal disease.

And An American Werewolf in London certainly depicts werewolfism as a disease. It is a
curse passed from person to person through a bite. This was not Landis’ innovation; the
idea that being bitten by a werewolf will cause you to become one was firmly established
in both Werewolf of London and The Wolf Man. However, this convention took on a new
relevance in the 1980s amidst that widespread panic surrounding infection and disease.
Landis certainly came to view it through the lens of body horror; in a 2013 interview with
Adam Savage, he discusses the notion of werewolfism as a contagion in The Wolf Man, and
comments that it is “not a magic trick, but a bite. So, it’s like AIDS... it's a disease that’s
not your fault. When you get cancer, it’s not because you’re a bad guy. You get cancer, you
get a disease.”

David’s primary instinct is that he is losing his mind, something that is clearly a better
prognosis in his eyes than having contracted the malady that Landis describes. It is
interesting that Landis compares werewolfism to AIDS and cancer specifically; while the
AIDS crisis was yet to begin when An American Werewolf in London was released, it would
come to be the source of a great deal of paranoia only a few years later and was popularly
associated with inevitable death. Cancer was also perceived — and, to a lesser extent, is still
seen today — as invariably fatal. And, of course, it is @ mutation of human cells that often
manifests as a malignant tumor disease.

Like cancer, David’s werewolfism threatens to cause his body to change against his will.
The grotesque transformation sequence at the center of the film is a potent allegory for
the potential of such diseases to mutate the human form. Once he has been bitten, David
has two choices: he can commit suicide or allow himself to experience a painful and drawn
out metamorphosis that will render him a grotesque monster. Clearly, both choices are
unpleasant and, further to align the film’s werewolfism with terminal illness, either choice
is likely to prove fatal. In line with the widespread scaremongering surrounding serious
physical iliness and with society’s growing understanding of mental health in the 1980s,
David finds the suggestion that he is experiencing psychotic symptoms — symptoms that







could potentially be abated, treated and controlled — comforting in comparison to the idea
that he has been infected with a volatile supernatural affliction.

Landis originally penned the screenplay for An American Werewolf in London in 1969,
while working on Kelly’s Heroes (1970) in Yugoslavia. He has often told the tale of how he
witnessed the traditional gypsy burial of a criminal, who was interred in a vertical grave
and wrapped in canvas, rosaries and garlic to avoid his return as a member of the undead.
As an educated American witnessing the sacred ritual of a traditional European people,
Landis found their superstition baffling. As he recounts in an interview with Jason Lapeyre
for Rue Morgue, his intention was to reflect his feelings towards the experience: “When you
know the supernatural does not exist, how do you deal with it when it’s standing in front of
you?” However, Landis was only able to find funding for his werewolf project following his
commercial success with Animal House (1978).

Had Landis been able to make An American Werewolf in London earlier, it might have
offered a realistic, modern depiction of a traditionally gothic monster before George A.
Romero’s Martin (1977) performed a similar service for the vampire. However, the film
would not have had such strong cultural resonance. It is unlikely — and in the case of the
AIDS virus, impossible — that the connection between werewolfism and disease occurred
to Landis in 1969. An American Werewolf in London’s eventual release, then, came at the
perfect time to transform Landis’ story about logical men confronting the absurdity of the

supernatural into a meditation on cultural perceptions of physical and psychological iliness.
David is given the choice to believe he is either psychotic or a werewolf. He would rather
assume he is psychotic and — considering the violent, repulsive and agonizing nature of his
transformations — it is difficult to disagree.

Craig lan Mann is a film scholar and writer with a particular interest in the politics of popular genre cinema, including
horror, science fiction, action and the Western. His first monograph, Phases of the Moon: A Cultural History of the Werewolf
Film, was published by Edinburgh University Press in October 2020. He teaches film and television studies at Sheffield
Hallam University, edits program notes for London’s Science Fiction Theatre and co-organizes the Fear 2000 conference
series on contemporary horror cinema. He tweets @craigimann.







By Simon Ward

“Because there is no such thing as men who become monstrous wolves when there is a
full moon, | tried to explore how one would react when confronted with this as truth,” wrote
John Landis in his book Monsters in Movies. “What do you do when the unreal is real?”

Landis was 19 when he wrote the screenplay for An American Werewolf in London and, in
the best possible way, it shows.

It is written for young guys and girls. Barely out of the teens himself he wrote a film that
19-year-olds would want to see — a movie starring people who looked, behaved and
spoke like they did. When it came time to finally make the film, Landis was 31 and able
to bring to bear his years in the industry to give a youthful, lively story his sophisticated
filmmaking savvy.

The famous rhyme by Curt Siodmak runs:

Even a man who is pure in heart

And says his prayers by night

May become a wolf when the wolfbane blooms
And the autumn moon is bright.

‘Pure in heart’ being the key phrase here. It is important that our male leads David and
Jack have no fatal flaws or a curse that singles them out for punishment by lycanthropy. As
opposed to Oliver Reed or Jack Nicholson, who seem destined for furry monobrows from
the opening frame, David Kessler is a regular, decent, New York boy — the sort of guy you
feel like you might actually know. He exists in a world of TVs and cold weather clothes, not
the gothic trappings of the Universal and Hammer horrors Landis had grown

up with — and audiences knew inside out.

The Universal horror cycle (post-1920s-1950s classic period) is
recognized with having ended in 1979, with Frank Langella’s
impressively coiffed Dracula. Audiences had changed, horror had







changed (due partially to a preceding decade of slashers, Texas

chainsaws, pig’s blood proms and possessed girls), so arriving

in 1981 (via Universal), American Werewolf very much made a

new statement that was contrary to the high gothic melodrama

and sexual metaphors of bygone years. Like sci-fi, horror has

always been an effective mirror to society and contemporary

concerns, and Landis’ masterpiece is no different, with two

characters who are perfectly at home in the 1980s. It is the

deliberately cliché Slaughtered Lamb pub and its inhabitants that seem out of

place in the modern world. From the first scene we are sympathizing with David and

Jack. Crucially, they are also not dumb. Many of the victims or protagonists in even the

best horror films are somewhat to blame or deserving of their fate: don’t look into that egg

on the strange planet or leave the castle once your host licks his lips at your bleeding finger.

David and Jack are having a vacation in England in the 1980s. Yes, they are told to keep

to the road and beware the moon but, come on... really? Normal people like them — and

us — aren’t meant to be victims. But after the horrors that the real world had suffered in the
1970s, it is now clear that the worst can happen to anyone.

The story might be fantastical and the gruesome supernatural events far from realistic, but
it is played with realism. The characters of David and Jack and their exchanges, have an
easy naturalism, due to a director who knows exactly how to subvert and update this age-
old tale and to two actors completely in tune with their trusted filmmaker.

The opening exchanges between David Kessler (a wide-eyed and innocent David Naughton)
and Jack Goodman (Griffin Dunne, ever-ready with a crooked smile or sideways glance)
set the tone for what’s to follow. Any sense of foreboding isn’t achieved via spine-tingling
music or jump scares, unlike the horror films of old — Landis lets us fill in the gaps: the
movie has ‘werewolf’ in the title, so we know what we’re in for. The foreboding, when it
does come, undercuts itself with humor: the outrageous pub sign, the warnings from the
locals. With all the horror elements present and correct and pretty much expected by the
audience, Landis allows us to focus instead on his two hard luck heroes. Through a few
brief remarks we know everything we need to know about who these backpackers are,
why they’re there, their shared history and their easy friendship. What do they talk about?
The same thing any two best friends would: girls. They laugh, they tease and we, the
audience, like them. That’s all that is needed at this stage from a viewer: that you care
about the people on screen. In order to bring this empathy and energy to life, Landis needed
the right actors.

“Wouldn’t you like to be a Pepper, t00?” This was the question that households across
America knew well, having featured in the all-singing, all-dancing Dr Pepper TV adverts
in the late 1970s. David Naughton was the face and voice of the commercial and his
cheery delivery of the jingle had made him instantly accepted throughout the nation. His
association with the brand was so strong that it would continue to be referenced throughout
his career: from Landis declaring himself a devoted Dr Pepper drinker during David’s first
audition, to Naughton noticeably drinking one during a scene in his first feature film credit,
Midnight Madness, in 1980.

Midnight Madness (also functioning as Michael J. Fox’s first film role) is a Disney live-
action movie in which competing groups of college students embark on an all-night game
of challenges. Not a critical or commercial success, Disney distanced themselves from
the film somewhat, not releasing it under their banner until the 2004 DVD. Despite not
launching Naughton’s career in film, Midnight Madness nonetheless served as an example
of the type of handsome and wholesome role that fitted him so well.

For a brief period in 1979 he was also the lead in the disco-infused sitcom Makin’ It, which
aired for nine episodes before being cancelled. Heavily influenced by 1977’s Saturday Night
Fever (the first episode was called ‘Stayin’ Alive’), Naughton translated John Travolta’s
boyish good looks into Billy Manucci, a young man who works in an ice-cream parlor
by day, biding his time until he can head to the local disco at night. Poorly reviewed, the
show’s legacy was the theme tune, sung by Naughton, which reached number 5 in the US
Billboard charts.

So while Naughton was a recognizable face, he was not a major star. But, fortunately, John
Landis did not want a major star but rather someone who would appeal to the viewers. “I
liked him on screen. He was a likeable guy,” was Landis’ assessment and, after two informal
conversations, Naughton had been cast and was meeting Rick Baker for make-up tests.

Griffin Dunne’s casting in American Werewolf was similarly casual. After supporting roles
in 1975’s surprise box-office hit The Other Side of the Mountain and 1979’s Chilly Scenes
of Winter, Dunne took time out from waiting tables to attend an audition at St. Clement’s
church/ theater in Hell’s Kitchen. Instead of reading script pages or showing a tape of
his work, Dunne and Landis just talked — “John... did most of the talking, which he has
continued to do for most of our friendship,” recalls Dunne.

For his part, this is how Landis remembers the casting process: “I didn’t really feel it was
necessary to have people audition for Jack and David. For me it was more about the person.







If they were likeable then that would resonate on screen. | found Griffin to be very smart and
very funny — and that’s really all | was looking for.”

Smart and funny is a good descriptor for Dunne, who would forge a career playing
characters able to deliver a wisecrack despite the oddities occurring all around them.

The chemistry between Naughton and Dunne came naturally from the earliest days doing
make-up tests with Rick Baker’s team. When it was time to spend hours shooting in the
cold nights on location, there was very much a sense that they were in it together — a bond
that translates clearly on the screen.

“It turned out that we grew up in the same area and had a lot of mutual friends in New
York,” says Naughton. “By the time we got to Wales to start filming, we were already fast
friends, and that helped tremendously in creating this close relationship these two guys
had in the movie.”

Landis has said that the relationship between David and Jack was inspired by his own
friendship with a fellow by the name of Greg Guss, and while American Werewolf is not
a ‘comedy duo’ movie in the same way that The Blues Brothers (1980), Trading Places
(1983) or Spies Like Us (1985) are, the interplay between David and Jack is crucial. Jack
knows David better than anyone and their affection for one another gives the film humor
and warmth. In our real world, no one has been bitten by a werewolf or nursed back to
health by Jenny Agutter, but everyone watching the film has had good and bad nights spent
traipsing around with a best friend. It is relatable in a way few horror films are because
it understands that while you can’t relate to the horrific happenings you can relate to the
people they’re happening to.

“It was so scary because they were behaving like real people. I'd never seen this before,
and it frightened me because it was how it would be,” explains Reece Shearsmith. “The
characters are so fully realized.”

“People loved those two guys,” is how Dunne sees it. “They’re seduced by the chemistry of
these two friends and are then shocked and terrified by what happens to them. It speaks
to people; | mean most people are used to moors with mists and Lon Chaney who was a
middle-aged man in a wolf suit. These were kids.” Despite their place in one of the most
celebrated and iconic horror movies ever made, it is surprising that Naughton and Dunne
didn’t go on to star in more creature features, like so many horror film icons do. The movie
enjoyed a very robust box office return but much of its fame and word-of-mouth was
initially due to the make-up effects, rather than being an actor-led piece. It is not the sort

of film that immediately transforms its actors into bankable stars.
But Naughton and Dunne’s subsequent careers show the actors
have more in common with the film’s other genre: comedy.

For the remainder of the 1980s, Naughton guested in several

sitcoms and TV movies, as well as the would-be screwball comedy

Not for Publication (1984), the Italian comedy Private Affairs (Ti presento

un’amica, 1987) and the sex comedies Hot Dog...The Movie (1984) and

Separate Vacations (1986). The 1990s would see him in a handful of genre offerings,
such as Overexposed (1990) and Wild Cactus (1993), before returning to horror in 1993
with the direct-to-video Amityville: A New Generation. A second attempt at horror-comedy,
Ice Cream Man (1995), is notable for being the only mainstream film by adult movie director
Norman Apstein. It was a made for TV effort and despite featuring cult movie favorite Clint
Howard it has only amassed a minor following in the years since.

2001’s Killer Buzz stars Naughton as Dr Stephen North and features a premise that would
not be out of place in the golden age of pulp B movies which so influenced John Landis
as a youngster: a government conspiracy is uncovered where virus-carrying bees could
potentially wipe out Earth’s population.

Since the turn of the century, this old Dr Pepper frontman has zigzagged between film and
TV, showing up like a pleasant surprise in long running staples such as ER (1994 — 2009),
Grey’s Anatomy (2005 — present), American Horror Story (2011 — present) and Sharknado
5: Global Swarming (2017).

It was only a matter of time, but Naughton did not return to werewolves until 25 years after
American Werewolf with 2006’s Big Bad Wolf. Whilst not as defining a movie as American
Werewolf, Naughton once again starred with Clint Howard. However, a reunion with Griffin
Dunne — with whom he worked so well previously — has never come to fruition.

Dunne would reteam with Landis for the ‘Hospital’ segment of the anthology movie Amazon
Women on the Moon. For this 1987 comedy, Landis was one of five directors, including
fellow comedy-horror specialist Joe Dante. As a parody of late-night pulp flicks, Amazon
Women on the Moon is a mixed bag and Dunne features as an inept doctor who has no
idea where the baby he just delivered has gone. The skit also features Michelle Pfeiffer as
the increasingly frantic mother.

Like Naughton, comedies would follow for Dunne in the 1980s, as well as producing John
Sayles’ first Hollywood mainstream effort, 1983’s Baby It’s You. This film was dedicated to







Griffin’s younger sister, Dominique, who was murdered in 1982. An actress, she had earlier
that year starred as Dana in Poltergeist.

Outside of his instantly recognizable and quotable role (“Have you ever talked to a corpse?
It's boring!”) in American Werewolf, the shining light in his filmography is Martin Scorsese’s
After Hours. This too-often overlooked 1985 film features Dunne in the lead (he also acted
as producer) and there is barely a frame over the 97-minute runtime that he is not in. Dunne
plays the somewhat bored computer processer Paul Hackett who decides, on a whim, to
head to Soho for a potential date with Marcy Franklin (Rosanna Arquette). What follows is
a night of mistaken identity, modern art, punks, beehived waitresses, foreboding ice cream
vans, papier maché and Cheech and Chong.

Scorsese’s only pure comedy (albeit a black one), it is a masterpiece of escalation and
oddness that veers into the absurd without ever crossing over into unreality. It is another
take on Scorsese’s beloved New York, this time a pitch perfect look at the city at its seediest
in the mid-1980s and a stealth satire of straight-laced city types ‘slumming it’ in the more
colorful neighborhoods.

Griffin Dunne in After Hours is the very definition of sustained tension, both unraveling and
bewildered as a normal guy struggling to make sense of the cards the universe is dealing
him, as each one he turns over seems to be the joker. Aithough not a hit upon release, the
film has been recognized as a hidden gem in the great director’s career and indeed won
him the Best Director award at the Cannes Film Festival.

Dunne became known to a whole new audience two years later as the male lead opposite
Madonna in James Foley’s Who’s That Girl. He once again perfectly embodies the nice
guy who is out of his depth. This 1980s version of a screwball film
was a bomb and is better remembered for Madonna’s accompanying
soundtrack and title song, along with her massively successful
tie-in world tour.

Thomas Griffin Dunne’s (full name) easy affability quickly enabled
him to make the transition from quirky supporting player to a highly
dependable character actor. In films and TV as varied as Quiz Show
(1994) and Frasier (1993 — 2004) to Dallas Buyers Club (2013) and
Law & Order: Criminal Intent (2001 — 2011), Dunne continually
brought his slightly wary uncertainty and deadpan sense of humor.

Having already directed seven movies (including 1998’s Practical Magic, the indie Fierce
People in 2005, plus the Oscar-nominated short Duke of Groove in 1996) he next most
notably blipped on the radars of cinephiles when he premiered his documentary on Joan
Didion at the New York Film Festival in 2017: Joan Didion: The Center Will Not Hold. The
legendary essayist and chronicler of Haight-Ashbury is Griffin’s aunt, having married his
uncle — also a widely acclaimed author, John Gregory Dunne. Alongside evocative archival
footage of the 1960s and 1970s East and West Coasts and interviews with Joan, John and
their contemporaries, much of the film is structured around a conversation between Joan
and Griffin. Griffin’s noninvasive approach — as opposed to a more story-hungry journalist —
creates a very frank and open space that allows his subject to be as candid as in her most
revealing writings. Shared memories and recollections over family photos form the most
engaging parts of The Center Will Not Hold. In a moment that shows the actor may not be
that far removed from his best roles, Griffin reminds Joan that when they first met, he as a
child, his testicle flopped out of his bathing trunks and she chose not to acknowledge it. It is
a ridiculous story, a clashing of reality with the absurd that Dunne treats with his customary
self-effacement. It could easily be a scenario from one of his more indie comedies.

In brief anecdotes we also learn that such luminaries as Janis Joplin, Roman Polanski,
Brian De Palma, Steven Spielberg and Martin Scorsese (later to be Dunne’s director on
After Hours) would occasionally drop by Joan’s house in Malibu. These were the sorts of
circles Griffin was moving in. But separate to the razzle-dazzle, what seems like a greater
crossover between aunt and nephew is an interest in America and the people inhabiting
it — the reality of the streets and all their good, bad, bizarre and surprising turns.

Joan reflects on how despite how much she has seen and been exposed to at key epochs
in her life, she has been convinced of “the meaningless of experience”; a phrase that could
equally apply to a wild, nonsensical night in Soho, or how two harmless friends could be
attacked by a werewolf for no other reason than being in the wrong place at the right
hour. We can conclude that experience has no superiority over youth and An American
Werewolf in London, written by a young John Landis and starring two fresh-faced actors,
is all the better for it.

Note:
Unless otherwise specified, all quotes taken from the invaluable Beware the Moon by Paul Davis, Cult Screenings UK LTD
and Dead Mouse Productions LTD, UK, 2017.
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