
the night of the living dead

the night of the living dead stands as a monumental film in the history of horror cinema, revolutionizing

the zombie genre and independent filmmaking. Released in 1968 and directed by George A. Romero,

this cult classic introduced audiences to a terrifying world overrun by the undead. The film’s narrative,

centered around a group of survivors trapped in a rural farmhouse, explores themes of survival, human

nature, and societal collapse. Its low-budget production, innovative special effects, and raw storytelling

have left a lasting impact on both film enthusiasts and pop culture. This article delves into the origins,

themes, influence, and legacy of the night of the living dead, providing a comprehensive overview of its

significance. The following sections will examine the film’s plot, production background, thematic depth,

cultural impact, and the evolution of the zombie genre inspired by it.
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Plot Overview of the Night of the Living Dead

The night of the living dead follows a small group of individuals who seek refuge in a remote

farmhouse as a mysterious zombie outbreak spreads across the countryside. The story begins with

siblings Barbara and Johnny visiting their mother’s grave when they encounter a zombie. After the



initial attack, Barbara finds her way to the farmhouse where she joins other survivors, including Ben,

Harry, and Helen. The film chronicles their attempts to defend themselves from the relentless undead

while dealing with internal conflicts and the breakdown of social order.

Main Characters and Their Roles

Key characters in the night of the living dead include:

Ben: The resourceful and pragmatic protagonist who takes charge of fortifying the farmhouse

and protecting the group.

Barbara: Initially traumatized and silent, Barbara’s character represents vulnerability and fear.

Harry Cooper: A self-serving man whose decisions often create tension within the group.

Helen Cooper: Harry’s wife, caught between her husband’s authority and the group’s needs.

Tom and Judy: A couple seeking safety, highlighting the personal stakes of the crisis.

Key Plot Developments

The tension escalates as the survivors face constant attacks from the undead, limited resources, and

interpersonal strife. Efforts to escape or signal for help fail, and the group’s unity deteriorates. The

film’s climax reveals the brutality of the zombie threat and the unpredictability of human behavior in

extreme circumstances, culminating in a shocking and somber ending that defied conventional horror

tropes of the era.



Production and Direction

The night of the living dead was produced on a shoestring budget of approximately $114,000,

emphasizing a raw and realistic aesthetic that contributed to its unsettling atmosphere. George A.

Romero, an emerging director at the time, co-wrote the screenplay with John A. Russo. The film was

shot primarily in and around Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, utilizing available locations to maintain budget

constraints.

Innovative Techniques and Style

Romero’s approach to the night of the living dead included:

Use of black-and-white film to create stark contrasts and enhance the eerie mood.

Naturalistic acting styles that differed from the theatrical performances common in horror movies

of the 1960s.

Minimal special effects that relied on makeup and practical effects to depict zombies realistically.

Handheld camera work and tight framing to intensify suspense and claustrophobia.

Challenges Faced During Production

The production encountered numerous difficulties, such as limited funding, tight shooting schedules,

and casting relatively unknown actors. Despite these obstacles, the team’s creative problem-solving

and commitment resulted in a film that felt authentic and immediate, which greatly contributed to its

lasting impact.



Thematic Elements and Symbolism

The night of the living dead is rich with social commentary and symbolic content, often interpreted

through various lenses including race, class, and the political climate of the 1960s. The film’s depiction

of the dead rising can be seen as a metaphor for societal fears and unrest.

Social and Political Allegories

The film’s release during a turbulent era in American history invites analysis of its subtext:

Racial Tensions: Casting Duane Jones, an African American actor, as the lead was

groundbreaking. His character’s struggle for survival amidst distrust and hostility mirrors racial

dynamics and civil rights struggles.

Cold War Anxiety: The pervasive threat of an unstoppable force echoes fears of nuclear

devastation and societal collapse.

Breakdown of Authority: The conflict between survivors represents the fragility of social order

and challenges to leadership.

Human Nature and Survival

Beyond external threats, the night of the living dead explores human behavior under pressure. Themes

of mistrust, selfishness, and cooperation emerge as characters respond differently to life-or-death

situations, highlighting the complexities of group dynamics in crisis.



Impact on the Horror Genre

The night of the living dead redefined horror cinema by introducing a new model for zombie films and

independent filmmaking. Its success demonstrated that horror could be both socially relevant and

commercially viable without relying on major studio backing.

Redefinition of Zombies

Prior to this film, zombies were often portrayed as mindless slaves in voodoo contexts. Romero’s

depiction of zombies as reanimated corpses driven by an insatiable hunger fundamentally changed the

genre’s mythology. Characteristics introduced include:

Slow, shambling movements.

Relentless pursuit of living humans.

Transmission of zombification through bites or scratches.

Decay and grotesque physical appearance.

Influence on Independent Cinema

The night of the living dead’s low-budget success inspired a wave of independent filmmakers to

explore horror themes outside traditional studio systems. It proved that innovative storytelling and

atmosphere could triumph over financial limitations, encouraging creative risks and experimentation.



Legacy and Cultural Influence

Over five decades after its release, the night of the living dead remains a cornerstone of horror culture

and academic study. Its influence extends beyond film into literature, television, video games, and

popular culture at large.

Sequels, Remakes, and Adaptations

The original film spawned numerous sequels and remakes, each expanding the narrative and exploring

new dimensions of the zombie apocalypse. Notable entries include:

“Dawn of the Dead” (1978) - Continuing Romero’s vision of social critique through zombie1.

horror.

“Day of the Dead” (1985) - Focusing on scientific and military responses to the outbreak.2.

“Night of the Living Dead” (1990) - A color remake directed by Tom Savini, updating the story3.

for a new generation.

Various comic book and novel adaptations expanding the universe.4.

Enduring Popularity and Academic Interest

The film is frequently studied for its groundbreaking approach to genre filmmaking and social

commentary. It has been preserved in the United States National Film Registry for its cultural,

historical, and aesthetic significance. Horror enthusiasts continue to celebrate its raw impact, and it

serves as a reference point for discussions about race, media representation, and cinematic

innovation.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of 'Night of the Living Dead' in horror film

history?

'Night of the Living Dead' is considered a groundbreaking film that popularized the modern zombie

genre and introduced themes of social commentary and survival horror, influencing countless films and

media.

Who directed the original 1968 'Night of the Living Dead'?

The original 'Night of the Living Dead' was directed by George A. Romero.

How did 'Night of the Living Dead' change the portrayal of zombies in

popular culture?

The film introduced slow-moving, flesh-eating zombies that reanimated after death, a portrayal that

became the standard in zombie media and shaped public perception of zombies.

What social issues does 'Night of the Living Dead' address?

The film explores themes of racial tension, social breakdown, and human survival instincts during

crises, reflecting the sociopolitical climate of the 1960s.

Are there any notable remakes or adaptations of 'Night of the Living

Dead'?

Yes, notable remakes include the 1990 remake directed by Tom Savini, as well as various comic

books, video games, and inspired works expanding the original story.



What makes the ending of 'Night of the Living Dead' impactful and

memorable?

The ending is shocking and bleak, breaking traditional horror film conventions by delivering a grim

conclusion that highlights human failure and societal collapse.

Where was 'Night of the Living Dead' originally filmed?

'Night of the Living Dead' was primarily filmed in and around Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, using local

locations to create its eerie and claustrophobic atmosphere.

Additional Resources

1. Night of the Living Dead: The Official Movie Novelization

This novelization by John Russo expands on the original 1968 film’s story, providing deeper insight

into the characters’ backgrounds and the chilling atmosphere of a world overrun by the undead. It

captures the claustrophobic tension and raw fear that made the movie a cult classic. Fans of the film

will appreciate the added details and narrative depth.

2. Return of the Living Dead by John A. Russo

A follow-up to the original story, this book explores a new outbreak of the undead with a darkly

humorous tone. It introduces fresh characters and scenarios while maintaining the horror elements that

define the genre. The novel blends horror and satire, making it a unique addition to the living dead

lore.

3. Living Dead: The Rise of the Dead by Kevin J. Anderson

Set in the same universe, this book delves into the origins of the zombie apocalypse and the first days

of chaos. Anderson’s writing brings a fast-paced and intense narrative that explores human survival

instincts against the backdrop of an undead uprising. It’s a gripping read for fans wanting more context

on the outbreak.



4. Diary of the Dead: The Zombie Chronicles by George A. Romero

Based on the film directed by Romero, this book chronicles the experiences of a group of young

filmmakers capturing the early days of the zombie outbreak. It offers a personal and raw perspective of

the horror unfolding around them, blending documentary-style storytelling with classic zombie thrills.

5. The Walking Dead: Rise of the Governor by Robert Kirkman and Jay Bonansinga

While not directly tied to Night of the Living Dead, this novel explores the rise of one of the most

infamous characters in zombie fiction. It provides a psychological look at how humans adapt and

sometimes become as terrifying as the undead themselves. The book adds depth to the post-

apocalyptic zombie mythos.

6. World War Z: An Oral History of the Zombie War by Max Brooks

A comprehensive oral history of a global zombie pandemic, this novel compiles survivor accounts from

around the world. It offers a broad and detailed perspective on the societal collapse and human

resilience in the face of the undead. The book’s documentary style complements the themes

introduced in Night of the Living Dead.

7. Dead City by Joe McKinney

This novel follows a detective investigating a mysterious outbreak in a city plagued by zombies.

McKinney combines crime thriller elements with zombie horror to create a suspenseful narrative. The

story explores the breakdown of law and order amid the undead menace.

8. The Zombie Survival Guide by Max Brooks

A practical and humorous manual on surviving a zombie apocalypse, this book covers everything from

weapons to safe havens. It’s an essential read for fans interested in the survival aspect of the living

dead scenario. The guide’s tone balances seriousness with wit, making it both informative and

entertaining.

9. Feed by Mira Grant

Set in a post-zombie apocalypse world, this novel follows journalists covering the aftermath of the

undead outbreak. It combines political intrigue, horror, and social commentary, offering a fresh take on



the zombie genre. Grant’s storytelling provides a gripping and thought-provoking narrative for fans of

living dead fiction.
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