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Happy Halloween: Why we can’t get enough of Michael Myers.


Halloween gradually has become the most influential horror film since Psycho (1960) and in the case of both films, simplicity equals brilliance. The films are similar in that they both deal with characters beyond the benefit of reason.  Certain cinematic choices such as limited gore and relying on the imagination of the viewer are also present in both films. John Carpenter’s original Halloween was released when Carpenter and his co-producer and writer Debra Hill were relatively new filmmakers, only in their twenties, and Jamie Lee Curtis was still best known as the daughter of Janet Leigh and Tony Curtis. Luckily this family tie had a hand in getting Jamie the part. Casting the daughter of the star of Psycho (Janet Leigh), a film which Carpenter pays tribute to many times within the Halloween series, provided good publicity for a new horror film. It was Carpenter’s intention to scare the audience in a way they had not been scared before and in 1978, madman-kills-babysitters did just that.


The Halloween series contains every classic element that a successful horror film needs: everything takes place in an innocent all-American setting; storms occur in a very unnatural manner; the lights and phones are regularly out of order; the hospitals and neighborhoods are virtually empty; and moronic, scantily clad females walk into dark rooms at the end of dark hallways, timidly asking “Hello? Is anyone there?” (One can almost understand Michael’s desire to see them lifeless and silent after observing the same stupidity time and time again.)  


The entity of Michael Myers, also known as “the Shape,” proves menacing in any setting or situation. This character is what makes the movie; he is the frightening element of main focus. So the question is: aside from the knife-wielding mania that ensues in each movie—excluding Halloween 3: Season of the Witch where Michael’s absence is baffling—why is Michael scary?  He may have the biggest knife in town and he has an eerie walk, but the initial fear lies within the mask. Michael’s original mask was a revamped Captain Kirk mask. It has human features, but they are not lifelike features. No one can connect with Michael on a common level, and in turn cannot predict his behavior or determine a motive. Michael does not kill explicitly out of malice and he does not enjoy taunting his victims. His general lack of emotion makes him seem subhuman. 


Michael’s most, and probably only, endearing feature is his distinctive head-tilt. After he slashes a victim and hangs him or her neatly upon the wall, he admires his handiwork with a little tilt of the head, much like a curious puppy. That small detail reveals the humanity that must lurk somewhere within Michael and fosters the viewer’s frustration over not being able to find a reason for his madness. 


With the exception of Laurie Strode and Jamie Lloyd, Michael gives his victims little time to be afraid. After all, the majority of his victims are merely inconveniences, ants on his sidewalk of life. He does not need to kill those people, he just does. Consider a gory cat and mouse game that is prevalent in many modern horror films, such as Saw or Scream; cat chases mouse, mouse is terrified, cat finally eats mouse after much torturous enjoyment. With Michael there is no such game. He finds his victim, and he kills it. Once a victim has spotted the mask it is a fair bet that he, she, or it will likely not make it to the sequel; Michael is very efficient. A common reaction for some victims is to reason with the attacker but Michael never speaks, so it does no good to speak to him. Thankfully that saves him from some of the torturous teenage dialogue in the original film, and conveniently makes him that much more menacing.  


It is bothersome to the viewer that there is something they cannot reason with. Humans yearn for causes and solutions. It is unclear whether Michael is a human with a few superhuman qualities, or if he is a demonic force masquerading as a human; in either case, he cannot be controlled, and, as confirmed by several sequels, he cannot be killed. He is a virus in happy little Haddonfield, Illinois, and through eight sequels no one has yet found a cure.


Halloween 4: The Return of Michael Myers introduces us to Jamie Lloyd, Michael's seven-year-old niece and daughter of the mysteriously deceased Laurie Strode, his target in the first film. Jamie is the first new character of substance to be introduced since the original film, and this is the first time that we see a motive of any significance. Michael’s only known goal is to eliminate any living person with a bloodline that traces back to him. After discovering that Jamie exists, Michael attempts to find her and kill her. Michael has no sympathy, even for little Jamie who, pleading for her life, calls him “Uncle Michael.”  Her mother, Laurie, tried the sympathy card in the second film but she also shot Michael in the face so perhaps that ruined it for everyone. 


Dr. Sam Loomis, played by veteran actor Donald Pleasence, is Michael’s psychiatrist during his stay in the asylum.  Loomis fills the position of “expert” in these films. Aside from being the only person to ever attempt to truly reason with Michael, he is the only one who knows how Michael functions. However, even as the expert, Loomis never gives any suitable answers as to why Michael is a maniacal killer. There is mention of the legend of Samhain, but that never helps anyone. Loomis and Michael develop something of a morbid camaraderie with each other, they become like two sides of the same coin. They are physically deformed by the same events; both are burned after an explosion in the second film and both miraculously survive and with similar scars. Although Loomis often sounds absurd and forces the viewer to disregard logic, he is usually correct and is therefore ignored throughout most of the films.  Ignoring reason is a trademark of any good horror film.  


Dr. Loomis and Michael somehow manage to arrive in Haddonfield within moments of each other and Loomis almost always shows up to protect Michael’s chosen target—where one is the other soon shall follow. Loomis knows that Michael cannot be stopped, or at least knows that no one knows how.  Loomis frequently enlightens the Haddonfield police department on matters of Michael Myers, providing nothing more than common sense, but abundant ineptitude leaves Michael free to roam the streets. If there is a way to stop Michael, Loomis would have been the one to find it. Like Jamie and Laurie, Loomis attempts to speak to Michael seemingly to reason with him (by offering up a terrified Jamie as bait) at which point it is not entirely clear if the good doctor still has a solid grasp on reality or not. Michael takes the bait and consequently gets beaten with a very large board and surely has learned that he can trust no one and will be unwilling to cooperate in future sequels. Unfortunately, Donald Pleasence died in 1995 and did not make it past Halloween 6 leaving Haddonfield at the mercy of Michael Myers. 


Sound is an essential element of horror and it often has more to do with the scare than the actions of the characters. In addition to the terrifying presence of Michael Myers, Carpenter’s music gives Halloween a memorable edge that puts it at the top of the list as a classic.  Upon hearing the familiar score one almost instantly pictures Michael. The music, like the characters, is simple, haunting and easily identifiable. Whether it is in the music, the characters, or the story the key to success with any of the Halloween films is to keep with the simplicity of the original. As the films progress the music progresses with them. Sound continues to be utilized for maximum effect and the simple rhythm of the original score is always present.  


In Halloween H20 (1998) and Halloween Resurrection (2002) a resolution between Michael and Laurie, who reappears troubled but very much alive, is closer than ever. When the siblings are brought together, Laurie is not as successful at obliterating Michael as one might have hoped, but perhaps she can make use of the indestructible Myers genes to make a comeback as the anti-Michael. If there is one thing that Halloween has been missing it is a worthy adversary for Michael. Who better than the sweet-faced little girl that started it all—Laurie Strode. 


In 2007, director Rob Zombie will resurrect Michael once again for film number nine; Michael and his big knife will slowly stroll their way back to the big screen. Zombie insists that it is not a remake, but more of a retelling of the original where we will see more of how little Michael became the monster Michael. 


Viewers are still left with unanswered questions regarding Michael—why did he kill in the first place? What makes him continue this murderous rampage? Who will he be hunting next? Can he be stopped? And a frequently puzzling question is—who taught Michael how to drive?  Following in the footsteps of its grandparent film Psycho, Halloween has left a lasting impression. It created a new design for horror that filmmakers will try shamelessly to duplicate until they find something more effective. 


