
SUNLIT HORROR EPISODE 3: SUN IN THE ‘70s
TRANSCRIPT

Hello and welcome to Sunlit Horror, a video series where we discuss the darkest moments in
horror seen in the light of day! I’m your host Anna Studebaker, and today our discussion is
about a focus on sun in American horror films of the ‘70s.

In the ‘70s, the American film industry experienced a huge shift. An increase in broadcasting
popular films on television, and the end of the restrictive Motion Picture Production Code, meant
that the old studio system was struggling. Studios began taking greater risks on films, while
independent filmmakers also pushed the envelope in terms of convention. This combined with a
new rating system allowed for more risque and boundary-pushing content in films, and
American moviegoers were eager to seek out violence, sex, and drugs over the passe historical
epics and musicals. This is perfectly summed up in a scene from the 1976 film Network:

“The American people are turning sullen. They've been clobbered on all sides by
Vietnam, Watergate, the inflation, the depression; they've turned off, shot up, and they've
fucked themselves limp, and nothing helps. So, this concept analysis report concludes,
’The American people want somebody to articulate their rage for them.’”

The combination of all these factors spurred a movement that we now call the New Hollywood
era, also known as American New Wave cinema. Younger, auteur directors were able to have
more creative freedom and fewer restrictions which led to a slew of racier, grittier, more
experimental films being made.

When we look at many of the prominent films of the New Hollywood era, we see bright, sunlit
scenes are prominent, from Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper traversing steaming asphalt on
their motorcycles in Easy Rider, to military helicopters soaring through the sunny Vietnamese
sky to the tune of “Ride of the Valkyries” in Apocalypse Now. The ‘70s also offered better
technology which made it more accessible to shoot on location. This meant moving from sound
stages with artificial lighting to the sunny, natural light of the outdoors. Filmmakers were also
inspired by foreign art films, cinéma vérité, and documentaries, so shooting was able to be more
extemporaneous. Technicolor was also more widely used, leading to richer, lusher sun-filled
scenes.

The turmoil of life in America in the ‘70s is reflected in a multitude of films from this era. We see
that many directors were greatly influenced by the Watergate Scandal, the conflict in Vietnam,
and the tense race relations of the time. The 2009 documentary Nightmares in Red, White and
Blue: The Evolution of the American Horror Film sums up this moment in film perfectly, stating,

“At the turn of the decade, the prevailing message of American independent
cinema was ‘we blew it.’ Audiences had to be psychologically prepared for the
worst. After the Vietnam war, the culture war in American raged on, between rich
and poor, young and old, us and them. Regardless of their budgets, most horror



films portrayed red-blooded Americans, fighting for their own individual ideas of
the American dream.”

All of these factors lead to stunning moments of sunlit horror in the ‘70s, some of which remain
some of the most iconic shots in the genre to this day. In these scenes, sunlight does not
guarantee safety for the characters, which I believe illustrates the air of ambiguity at the time,
and reflects the uncertainty that many Americans were feeling about their day-to-day lives and
the fate of the country as a whole.

Now, I’d like to delve into a few examples of sun in ‘70s American horror. These films are over
40 years old, but if you want to avoid any spoilers for any movie I mention, go ahead and skip
ahead to the next example.

One of the most innovative and controversial films of the ‘70s was Tobe Hooper’s The Texas
Chain Saw Massacre. It opens on a voiceover of a newscaster speaking in a matter of fact tone
while delivering one piece of gruesome news after another, from an explosion at a Texas oil
refinery, to a cholera outbreak, to tragic suicides, eruptions of violence, the deadly collapse of a
building, and finally the desecration of graves at a local cemetery. We learn that even the dead
are not safe here. Hooper has explained that the host of troubling events happening in America
at this time had a direct influence on the making of this film. In his article, “Demons by Daylight,”
film critic and journalist, Kim Newman, states,

“The sun can be a horror source [and this] carries over into the title sequence of
Tobe Hooper’s The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, which uses footage of the sunspots
that might be driving people crazy down on Earth [...].The light of day is prevalent in
Hooper’s film, which stages several of its major set pieces under a broiling Texas
sun. The point is that horrors, like the sun, are painful to look at directly.”

The protagonists of the film are a group of young, road-tripping friends that represent the
counterculture of the ‘70s. They talk of astrology, don bell bottoms, and freely pick up
hitchhikers. One of my personal favorite shots in all of horror is the tracking shot of Pam
approaching the Sawyer house, where Leatherface lies in wait. What I love about this shot is
that it illustrates how horror can be as beautiful as it is terrifying, and it can use beauty to terrify,
and I think that’s what a lot of sunlit horror is about: darkness and light combining to create a
fascinating juxtaposition, representing both the good and evil in humanity. Even the bone
decorations that litter the Sawyer house are grotesquely beautiful. The end of the film is even
punctuated by a sunrise. Our final girl Sally is able to escape, laughing hysterically while
covered in blood as Leatherface fades into the distance, dancing with his chainsaw. After a
terrifying and traumatizing night, the sun does not offer solace here. Instead, it leaves us with a
cold feeling of ambiguity. Sally lived, but her friends and brother still perished. How will she cope
with what’s happened? Also, what will happen to Leatherface when he returns to his family,
wounded and empty handed?



My next example of sunny ‘70s horror comes from Wes Craven’s cult classic The Hills Have
Eyes. In this film, the suburbanite Woods and Carters are on a family vacation, taking an RV trip
from Ohio to LA. On their way to the golden state, they stop in rural Nevada to look for a silver
mine and refuel. They soon become lost and discover they are headed to an Air Force base and
nuclear testing site. The constant presence of the oppressive sound of military planes is an
obvious innuendo to the spectre of the Vietnam War. And, little do they know, a family of
cannibals is lying in wait, preparing to make them dinner.

In addition to sharing an art director with The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, The Hills Have Eyes
shares the theme of a road trip gone wrong; a precious piece of the American dream tarnished.
The old gas station that they stop at to refuel has little of the precious oil. This serves as a direct
reference to the 1973 oil crisis. In The Hills Have Eyes, the sun that the Woods and Carters are
seeking as relief and relaxation turns into a spotlight for the trouble in which they find
themselves. To further hit home the innuendo to war, when the family’s car breaks down they
use terms like “troops”, “synchronise watches”, and “mayday”. And later, they even use
equipment that they’ve salvaged from the military base to fight back against the cannibals. Also
like the war in Vietnam, the battle between the two families rages on through the night and into
the day. The film ends abruptly with the suburbanite father, Doug, killing the cannibal named
Mars. This is yet another ambiguous ending, leaving the audience to wonder who the real
savages are. Craven is quoted saying,

“The most civilized can be the most savage and the most savage can be the
most civilized.”

He makes the point that even the most sophisticated person can be pushed far enough to
become a killer. He also mentions the core idea of dimorphism in the film; that each member of
the cannibals, or the dark side, matches a member of the suburbanites, or the light side. This
duality is literally illustrated with the cannibals attacking at night and the suburbanites getting
their revenge in the day. They are not opposites, but mirrors of each other, showing what the
other could be in different circumstances.

The next film up for discussion is Bill Gunn’s vampiric masterpiece Ganja & Hess. Ganja & Hess
was released the year after the now well known blaxploitation vampire film, Blacula, which was
also made by a black director by the name of William Crain. However, the two films are vastly
different. In their article titled, “Ganja and Hess: Vampires, Sex, and Addictions,” writers Manthia
Diawara and Phyllis R. Klotman explain,

“The producers wanted a film that would exploit black audiences—a black version of
white vampire films.”

Gunn, however, decided to take a completely different approach to its production and made an
experimental, arthouse film that explores compulsion and dependency. To the producers'
chagrin it was essentially the opposite of an exploitation flick; highly conceptual and rich in
metaphor and symbolism. The titular character, Dr. Hess Green, is an anthropologist and



archivist for a museum and becomes infected when he is cut by a knife which belonged to an
African tribe that suffered from an addiction to blood. While he is affected with the addiction, he
is portrayed as a sophisticated and modern American man who is able to maintain his lifestyle.
He is essentially an American aristocrat with an estate, mansion, and extensive art collection. All
are reminiscent of the European manors of classic vampire films.

On an aesthetic level, Ganja & Hess is much brighter than the shadow-filled Blacula. While
Blacula skulks in dark alleys and crowded nightclubs, Hess walks the day as he pleases. He
even turns his new wife, Ganja, into a vampire in the middle of the day, and later in the film they
dispose of their victim’s body in a sunlit field. One of the tenets of vampire lore is that vampires
will die if exposed to sunlight. Gunn completely inverts this notion. Instead, only shadow can kill
Hess, specifically the shadow of a cross. A song that plays at the beginning of the film details
the African tribe’s addiction to blood and their immortality, with lyrics stating,

“There was visited upon them a curse that they should live forever unless the
shadow of a cross, an implement of torture, touched their darkened heart.”

This is ultimately how Hess meets his end, by his own choice. Ganja & Hess was made only five
years after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., so it stands to reason that it was
influenced by the mass mistreatment and murder of black Americans; injustices that have been
perpetuated for hundreds of years and still continue to this day. Gunn wanted to tell a story in
which a black man was immortal, and could only meet his end on his own terms. He literally
brought a black story to light, out from the shadow of the almost exclusively white-directed and
written blaxploitation films of the time.

And finally, I had to end with Stephen Speilberg’s sun-filled summer blockbuster hit, Jaws. Like
The Texas Chain Saw Massacre and The Hills Have Eyes, Jaws depicts a middle-class
American vacation turned waking nightmare. In “Demons by Daylight,” Newman states that
Jaws is,

“A prime example of daylight terror, the film uses a body of water in place of
darkness, as somewhere in the frame the monster can be concealed and
unexpectedly lunge out of.”

The water serves the same purpose as shadows in most horror films. In Jaws, it is warm and
safe on land, but as soon as you set foot in the water you could be in danger. This creates
tension between the seen or known, and the unseen or unknown, all while the sun is brightly
shining.

The shark in Jaws is often seen as the villain of the movie, but many staunchly argue that the
real horror happening in plain day is orchestrated by Larry Vaughn, the Mayor of Amity Island.
Vaughn refuses to close the beaches after he is made aware of the deadly attacks, and at one
point even encourages those lounging on the beach to go into the water. The mayor could very
well represent the distrust of politicians that Americans felt in the wake of Watergate, a literal



representation of light being shed on the corruption and misguided actions of the American
government. The fact that this movie is drenched in sunlight, yet able to elicit dread and terror
so effectively, really speaks to the potential and power of sunlit horror. At the time of its release,
Jaws was the highest grossing film in history, proving that horror movies, and specifically sunlit
horror, can resonate very deeply with many people.

So, we’ve learned that a big part of ‘70s horror cinema is ambiguity. All of the films mentioned
deal with human beings destroying the lives of their fellow men...all for personal reasons. The
filmmakers are showing us these horrors in the light, forcing us to examine: what really is right
or wrong, righteous or unjust, good or evil? They force the viewers to clearly see what is
happening and make them question how they feel about it. Who is right: the poor or well off,
christians or atheists, man or animal? In doing so, they shed light on the dark side of the
American dream.

If you know of any other sun-filled ‘70s horror films, let me know in the comments! Thank you so
much for watching, have a great day, and stay sunny!
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Clips from:
Anne of the Thousand Days (Jarrott, 1969)
Apocalypse Now (Coppola, 1979)
Blacula (Crain, 1972)
CBS: movie broadcasts from the ‘70s
CBS Evening News: Vietnam War, 1970
CBS News: Nixon leaves office
Double Indemnity (Wilder, 1944)
Easy Rider (Hopper, 1969)
Faces (Cassavetes, 1968)
Footage from King’s March on Washington



Ganja & Hess (Gunn, 1973)
Grey Gardens (Maysles, Maysles, Hovde, Meyer, 1975)
Halloween (Carpenter, 1978)
Jaws (Spielberg, 1975)
Network (Lumet, 1976)
Nightmares in Red, White and Blue: The Evolution of the American Horror Film (Monument,
2009)
Sound of Music (Wise, 1965)
The Hills Have Eyes (Craven, 1977)
The Omen (Donner, 1976)
The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (Hooper, 1974)
Today: Nixon resigns


