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Critical Analysis of George A. Romero’s Dawn of the Dead

I.  Process

A. Function

The unimaginable has happened, the dead have returned and are on the hunt for human flesh, society is crumbling under is own duress.  People are pitted against each other and the army of the undead in a struggle for survival.  This is the premise for George A. Romero’s Dawn of the Dead.

The purpose behind Dawn of the Dead is to reflect American society in the mid to late 1970s.  During this period in American history, people were just getting over Vietnam and started to get back some normalcy in their lives.  At this time, malls started appearing all over the United States, this was a new phenomenon.  People were intrigued because they could go to a variety of stores in one location and get all of their shopping done.  One of Romero’s main purposes for having the setting in the mall was to show how America was vastly becoming a consumerist society and how material things were becoming more important to Americans.

The communicator wanted us to think that the current situation that the world faced wasn’t due to the zombies but was society’s fault.  According to Romero, society has caused this state of despair because it couldn’t come together and fight the zombies, instead it fought amongst itself.  We have brought this upon ourselves and now we have to deal with it, it’s make or break time, fail this task and humanity loses, is a way of looking at this film.


All throughout the film, there is a worldwide crisis occurring where the dead are returning to life and attacking the living, and people are scrambling to find a safe haven to escape this plague.  But even during this crisis people are still trying to have a sense of normalcy by trying to live their lives as if this event was not happening.  Romero wanted to show us that if we can’t come together in a time of crisis and continue to fight over material possessions that we will not survive as a society.  


B. Audience


This film was made for people who love the horror movie genre, because this is the sequel to George’s first feature film, Night of the Living Dead.  The 1970s was a time, in cinema when horror films were being made as gory and has gruesome as they could get.  Fans of Romero’s Night of the Living Dead were waiting on a sequel that continued the story from the first film on the next level.  People that saw the first film were familiar with the premise of the story in Dawn, people who hadn’t seen it, could catch on quickly just by paying attention to the first 10 minutes of the film.  


Initially Dawn was given an X rating by the MPAA.  The MPAA said that to get an R rated, which was the preferred rating for a horror movie, George would have to cut out almost all of the gore.  Cutting out almost all of the gore would eliminate about 5 minutes of film time and George said he likes to release the film as he sees it once he’s done editing it, he told this to Roy Fumkes during the filming of Document of the Dead.  So after holding out during negotiations with the distributor an agreement was reached to release the film un-rated but with a restriction that nobody under the age of 17 would be admitted, even with a parent.  


According to George Romero, the preferred way in which he wants us to view the film other then to horrify us is to leave the film feeling numb.  Although this film is categorized as a horror film, Romero’s intention wasn’t to scare the audience. He wanted to get us so numb by the fact that humanity had become the way it was due to the crisis and the rise of consumerism.  


II.  Historical Content


During this time, people were just getting over the effects of the Vietnam War and trying to get back to a normal style of life.  Malls were popping up across the country and people were flocking to them.  People were turning to the new fad of all of their favorite stores under one roof.  As the country was coming out of a tumultuous time in reality, Romero plunges the audience into the disarray of Dawn.  


Since the universe that Romero takes the audience into focuses on one small isolated group of survivors, there aren’t any historical events mentioned or referred to in the film.  Romero gives us very little insight as to the past of our main cast, so we don’t know anything about what our characters have experienced.  we get no historical references while viewing the film.


The causes of the zombie plague were not revealed in the film.  Just like in Night of the Living Dead, the cause wasn’t disclosed to the audience.  This was done on purpose on Romero’s part.  He didn’t want to have to give an explanation to the audience just like in mostly every other movie.  He felt, that if he left the decision of what caused the plague up to the audience, it would provide a better involvement of audience on their part.  In the middle of the film one of the main characters Peter, responds to a question set forth by another main character Fran.  She asks, “What the hell are they?”  Peter responds, “they’re us that’s all, there’s no more room in hell.  It’s something my granddaddy used to tell us, voodoo, granddad was a priest in Trinidad, he used to the tell us ‘when there’s no more room in hell, the dead will walk the earth.’”

III.  Cultural Context


There are five overwhelming values recurring in Dawn: material comfort, freedom, science and technology and humanitarianism and good vs. evil.  Humanitarianism is helpfulness, personal kindness, and aid in mass disasters; all of those things are represented in one-way or another in Dawn.  We see in the opening 10 minutes of the film, there are rescue stations for people to go to, and the major TV networks are airing debate shows where people are providing the information that they have acquired during this crisis.  These shows were supposed to help the public to survive the zombies.  Instead they turned into a debate on who was right and who was wrong when it came to an explanation of the crisis and how to deal with the situation at hand.  We see attempts at helpfulness, especially through the TV broadcasts, but not much elsewhere throughout the film.  Our four main characters exhibit personal kindness and helpfulness in helping each other not only, escape but also survive together during this crisis.  Without each other’s help, our main characters would have probably perished early on in the film and there would have been no film to view.  


People in America accept a certain level of material comfort for their lives.  As seen throughout Dawn, people, even with material comfort aren’t completely happy.  When our main characters show up at the shopping mall for the first time, they see it as a sanctuary from the crisis.  Upon further inspection of the mall, they see it has items that could aid them in their survival.  For instance, they first acquire a television, food and lighting.  After exploring the mall the first time, they realize that they might have a legitimate shot at surviving the crisis by living in the shopping mall.  Stephen says to his girlfriend Fran after their first trip, “You should see all the neat stuff we got down there.  This place is terrific.  We’ve really got it made here.”  Then progressively throughout the film we see their hideaway starting to look more and more like a small apartment.  By the end of the film there are wall decorations, plants, carpeting, TV, stereo, kitchen sink, etc.  All the comforts of their former homes.                                                                                                                  


Believe it or not, the value of freedom is present in the film as well.  Although it seems their freedom is limited because of martial law and the army of the undead hunting them down, our main characters have the freedom to continue their right to live even if it means, “breaking the law.”  By trying to run away and become “free” of the plague in Philadelphia they feel that they might have escaped the danger of the plague.  Blocking all of the entrances to the mall, and killing the zombies inside, they finally have the mall to themselves.  They have the “freedom” to walk about from store to store taking what they want, but this also comes with a price.  As Fran points out to Stephen early on, “It’s so bright and neatly wrapped you don’t see it’s a prison too.”  The mall not only gives them the freedom to try to continue their once normal and peaceful lives but it also inhibits their freedom to go outside and to other places because if they do, they risk becoming victims of the zombies.


People in the United States put a lot of emphasis and faith into science and technology.  They turn to them when something is ailing them or when they want to improve their lifestyle in some way.  Dawn of the Dead is no different.  While watching TV the characters here that scientists at the CDC in Atlanta are working on some sort of vaccine and treating the crisis as a medical plague.  They weren’t getting very far, because there were no “living” zombies around to experiment on.  One of the commentators on the TV says they should drop bombs on the big cities, the technological angle.  His way of thinking is that if all the big cities where the zombies seem to congregate were destroyed then most of the problem would be eradicated.   


In this film like every other film there is a good side and an evil side and the two are at conflict throughout the film.  The good side is the human race and the evil side is the zombies and the people in society who are at odds with the people who want to survive.  One thing that is unusual about Dawn was that the conflict between these sides is not resolved at the film’s conclusion.  Just like other films there are sporadic battles between these sides, each time one side gets a victory over the other.  At the end of the film, you could say, the good side has lost because the zombies take over the mall once again and drives the humans out to find another place to hide out.


There are few recurring behaviors in this film, for example behaving violently.  Even though violence is justified for killing off the zombie threat, the violence between the human races is a theme brought up throughout the film.  We start the film by seeing a shoot-out between the police and a gang won’t vacate a building where the dead are being housed.  At the end of the film, during the raid scene with the bikers, the bikers are going to take what they want and if they have to kill people to get it, then so be it.  


People were also behaving irrationally throughout the film.  Starting with the opening sequence in the TV station, people were shouting and yelling at each other instead of trying to get information out to the public, instead they bickered amongst themselves that resulted in nothing except heated tempers.  The main characters towards the end of the film act like they’re in a depressed state of mind.  The looks on their faces as they go through the mall shopping gives the impression that they’re depressed that they are in that situation or that they need to get away from it all.


We know very little about the people that populate this world.  We know a few things for certain; they’re scared, unorganized and trying to survive.  Society was turned upside down the day the dead started to walk, everybody panicked and nobody knew how to deal with the creatures.  In Night of the Living Dead, as the crisis began, the TV studios followed the National Guard and other law enforcement agencies around as they shot the creatures.  They provided information on how to kill the creatures and how to survive if you found yourself surrounded.  They also said the situation should be contained in the next few hours or days.  


We now see in Dawn that people have not only been fighting the zombies but have turned to fighting each other.  Supplies are in high demand and people are going to great lengths to get what they can.  It’s now becoming a battle of who’s right and who’s wrong.  “We must stop the killing, or lose the war,” the old priest in the film’s beginning tells Peter and Roger.  This tells us that society has turned on itself instead of coming together and fighting the real enemy.


The characters in the film are not portrayed as stereotypical and if they are it’s a very minimal distinction.  We have two SWAT Team members (Peter and Roger), a television helicopter traffic reporter (Stephen) and a television studio executive (Frannie), each one brings their own perceptive and expertise to the group.  The SWAT members are portrayed as calm and collected when in a dangerous situation, they know how to use their weapons and to think quickly on their feet.  Stephen seems to be the “regular” guy in the group, he’s not stupid, but he knows enough of what is going on to make decisions and see details.  


Frannie, might be the only one portrayed in a stereotypical manner.  She doesn’t provide much to the group, especially during the first two thirds of the film.  From the beginning of the film until about towards the middle portion, we see her as along for the ride and someone to be protected especially because she is pregnant with Stephen’s child.  Once she is given a gun to aid in the blocking of the entrances you can see a change in her character.  She becomes more confident, and assertive towards everyone else.  She mentions that she wants to learn how to fly the helicopter, in case something should happen to Stephen, they would still have a way to escape if need be.  Once she learns how to fly the helicopter she becomes an even bigger part of the group because now she is able to help them escape instead of having to rely on someone else.    


This world does not have a very optimistic future ahead of it.  At the beginning of the film, there seems to be some sense of hope that humanity will pull itself together and defeat the zombies.  But towards the end of the film we see on the TV in their hideaway that there is just snow and nobody broadcasting and they’ve had no contact with the outside world in months.  Everyday there are more and more zombies and less and less humans, every time a zombie bites somebody, they become one of them as soon as they die.  


It does not appear that the characters are very happy at all.  It sometimes seems they are while going through the mall shopping for clothes food, or playing video games in the arcade.  To them they’re happiness probably lies within the fact that they’re still alive and somewhat safe from the crisis outside.  Towards the end of the film it seems their solitude is starting to get to them, inner turmoil appears to be brewing within the remaining three members.  They are the only other human contact any of them have had in months and the fact that they can’t really get away from the situation outside just adds to their problems.  


Unless the zombie crisis ends and humanity can come out of hiding and stop fighting among itself, it’s doubtful that the main characters have any chance of being happy with their lives as they are right now.  Isolation and boredom aid in keeping them from having any type of happiness in their mall home.  Coupled with the fact that they have to worry about being eaten everyday they stay in that mall doesn’t help with they’re already escalating problems.  


IV.  Structure

Laurel Entertainment Group is the company that owns the rights to Dawn of the Dead.  George Romero, Richard P. Rubinstien and Michael Gornick were three of the heads of the production company that produced the film.  Romero has always been known to work very closely with personal friends of his.  This company was no exception, everybody in the production group knew everybody in some way shape or form.  Either through friends, or working relationships, they company had many ties within.  Since the film was produced and released, Laurel has been dissolved and Richard Rubinstien now owns the exclusive rights to Dawn of the Dead.  


George Romero wrote Dawn of the Dead and got financing from many friends and business partners.  One of the most obvious cases of impact on the film due to who has the rights has to do with Dario Argento.  Dario is a world-renowned horror director, mostly doing films in Italy, but also having American success.  Dario was the European financier for Dawn; he handled the entire distribution for overseas.  Overseas the film is titled Zombi, or Zombie: Dawn of the Dead, the film also has very distinct differences then the United States release.  The film is about 15 minutes shorter and has a completely different soundtrack, some scenes were cut and others put in for the European release, the film is also heavily censored in some countries.  


Due to the fact that this was produced by a close group of people involved with the making of film the content of the film was allowed to be that of George Romero.  They worked closely with him to ensure that the film he was going to make was as close to his original vision of the film as they could produce it on the screen.


The film has seen a resurgence of popularity in the United States within the last 3 to 4 years.  The film has started to be re-released back into the print, in many special editions and formats.  Overseas however, the film has had continued success since it’s initial release over there in 1981, Japan has been a forerunner for popularity of the film.  Different products such as videos, games, figurines, and apparel have been popular sellers over there for years.  George made this film in hopes of making a profit off of this film so that he could gain notoriety to make other films that might not have gotten made had Dawn of the Dead flopped.


V.  Framework

George, instead of calling this film Night of the Living Dead 2, decided that the film should follow in the footsteps of it’s predecessor and continue with the time of day style title.  “Night of the Living Dead has ended, Dawn of the Dead is here,” the tag line from one of the trailers of Dawn suggests that they have moved out of the night and into the dawn.  It was all part of George’s plan to keep the story line going but with a different set of characters in a new setting but within the same universe.  The title could also suggest that the dawn brings a new day and possibly a new set of answers and possibly a new set of obstacles to overcome.  It suggests that we can expect more of what we first saw in Night but with more surprises and revelations among the characters set in this universe.


The premise of the film is of course not logical.  The film is about recently dead bodies reanimating and attacking the living in search of warm flesh to eat.  It’s very hard to believe that this situation would ever occur in reality.  People have come back from the dead yes, but those cases are of people who are resuscitated by artificial means like during a medical procedure.   


One of the most significant parts of the plot was the fact that the dead have risen and are attacking the living.  This is the whole underlying plot of the entire film, humanity is being tested harder then ever and has to pull together and put aside it’s differences to defeat the army of the undead.  Another big part of the plot is showing that many groups of people were starting to abandon their posts in hopes that running will help save them.  


We see TV technicians leave their posts.  Security officers and police personnel are leaving in groups of fellow officers to seek refuge anywhere they think will protect them from the plague.  Seeing the television commentators talking about the situation was also a big part of the plot, not only to show that the problem wasn’t localized, but spreading, and becoming more and more out of hand everyday.  Radical solutions were rejected because of the compassionate attitudes towards the undead family members of the people who are assigned to eliminate the zombies.


Maybe the one part of the plot that stands out the most to many of the film’s fans is the raid scene at the end of the film.  After many months of solitude from everything, the characters are faced with not only the zombies but with a biker gang bent on taking what is in the mall, no matter the cost.  Without them, the film might have ended on a different note, maybe even a more peaceful one.  This just shows how bad society had come along in the film.  People were reduced to fighting over resources instead of pulling themselves together to fight off the creatures outside.  


Throughout the film, the viewer goes through many emotions, starting with feeling terrorified.  Within the first fifteen minutes of the film we see people getting blown up, bitten repeatedly by zombies and mass killings, once past that point, there isn’t much else graphic or terrorifying for a good half hour.  During that time, the audience is kind of numb due to the fact of the first fifteen minutes and doesn’t really know what to expect at this point.  Finally the last 15 minutes of the film, during the raid when many characters fall pray to the zombies and begin being devoured is quite gruesome.  Most people have been repulsed while most have been intrigued by the usage of such gross footage in the film.  


There are even points throughout this film that Romero even makes us laugh.  When we first come across the zombies in the mall, we see some playing with broken mannequins like a little girl plays with her baby dolls.  We see a zombie fall over into a water fountain and pick up the pennies from the water in handfuls and in amazement.  Once power is turned back on, zombies on escalators become started as to why it’s moving and fall and stumble off.  There is even a pie fight in the raid scene, nobody knows exactly why this scene is in the film, but it added a sense of humor towards the finale of the film.      


Romero seems to have been successful in communicating those feelings towards the audience.  The legion of fans that I have discussed this film with have felt the same way and I have felt that way every time that I viewed the film.  Romero has said that his purpose was to terrify us to the point of numbing us and it appears that he has done so.


The main characters are motivated by one thing, to survive.  Everything they do in the film is for one reason only, to live through this crisis and to get back to a somewhat normal existence.  They steal a television station helicopter in hopes of finding some place where they can live somewhat normally during this plague.  Taking over a mall and turning it into their own private community is an example of how people want to live so badly, that they’re go to any means to survive if only for another day.  


This film is clearly a horror film, as suggested by the title, Dawn of the Dead.  Just about everyone has heard of Night of the Living Dead, not many have heard of this film but once they know it’s a tie in to Night, they quickly figure out what it’s about.  The formula for this type of film is predictable.  Romero set the standards for zombie films with Night, so that has been adopted by other directors of zombie films.  

Usually in all zombie films, there is a plague of the undead that have risen and are after human flesh and there is a small band of people who are going to combat the zombies on their own.  But, usually in other films, the fighters of the plague, end up going to fight it at the source, in Dawn they’re just fighting a very small area of the problem and have somewhat mediocre success.    


VI.  Character Development


Two of the main characters of the film die, Roger first, and then Stephen.  The other two, Peter and Fran survive and escape the mall.  Roger gets bitten about half way through the film and eventually dies from the wounds and is taken down for good by Peter.  It is feasible to say that Roger had changed right before he died, during the time him and Peter were blocking the entrances, he seemed to lose touch with reality.  This was evident by his whooping and hollering while moving the trucks into place.  Although he seemed to have calmed down somewhat by the time he was bitten, he still seemed to be out of touch with reality, he focused on shooting zombies instead of just regaining his bag and leaving.  


Stephen lasts until about the last 10 minutes of the film.  Once Roger dies, he now has to take on another role other than the pilot, he is the only other male and one who can handle a gun well.  Of all the characters in the film, Fran has to be the one who has displayed the biggest change from start to finish.  At the beginning she appears that she is in constant need of protection and doesn’t have much input with the group.  Once after getting to the mall, she tells the guys that she doesn’t want to be left without a gun again, this way she can be seen as contributing and maybe be taken more seriously.  She then learns how to fly the helicopter so now she is very valuable to the group, she is a means of escape if need be, as if something were to happen to Stephen and he couldn’t fly, as with the conclusion of the film.  

Peter on the other hand, seems to not have changed much at all, all throughout the film he is cool and collected during all engagements with the zombies.  He started out and finished strong, it could be said that he is the leader of the group because of his ideas on how to handle every situation.  The only time that you could say that he changed would be the one moment in the film towards the end where it appears that he is going to kill himself rather then trying to escape, this could be shown as a weakness and also being tired of the entire situation.

It’s hard to tell what the characters have learned from their experiences.  You could say Roger learned a hard lesson in keeping calm in a stressful situation because as a result of losing his cool, he got bitten and died.  Fran could have learned that when you are assertive and speaking up, you get noticed and show people that you’re a responsible person, even though you may not look the part.  It’s hard to say what Peter and Stephen learned, they didn’t seem to change much throughout the entire film, Peter in particular.  Stephen seemed to stay the same as well.  He might have become a little more Peter-like, by becoming headstrong and gaining leadership ability.  It’s hard to tell because he did not survive the attack on the mall at the end of the film.

Character development among the other groups we see during the film doesn’t look like the characters advanced much.  It seems the groups of people that run the TV, the biker group and society as a whole hasn’t progressed much during the course of the film, if they had, the situation at the end of the film wouldn’t have been so bleak.

VII. Conclusion

The conclusion of the film seems only fitting to what had happened during the film.  As we watch the film, the problem gets progressively worse, at the beginning there are still communications between people across the country, while at the end there are no transmissions being broadcast from anywhere.  All throughout the film we hear people talk about how things are getting worse everyday it would be odd that all of a sudden the film ended on a happy note with either the zombies all dying off or the characters finding some utopia within their surroundings.  

The characters throughout the film are just trying to get through each single day, because even though they’re secure in the mall there could be something that went wrong and totally ruin that for them.  It’s visible towards the end that the solitude is getting to them, during the dinner scene towards the end, they’re all eating in silence and you can verbally hear and see the tension between the characters as Stephen won’t turn the TV off even though there is nothing but snow.  

I preferred the film to end the way it did.  Ending the film any other way would have taken away from the entire message of the film.  Romero has been known to end his films not on the happiest of notes; he tends to end his films with a neutral feeling, neither happy nor sad.  I liked the fact that one, the crisis wasn’t resolved and two, we don’t find out what happens to Fran and Peter.  Having an epilogue or another scene detailing where they ended up would take away from the fans that were satisfied with the ending the way it was.  George actually re-shot the scripted ending where both Peter and Fran commit suicide.  He felt that the original ending was too “weak” and that it would have defeated the purpose that the characters were strong enough to prevail through this crisis.  

VIII. Production Values  

Since Romero himself edited the film, what he wanted  to include in the final film made it there.  Romero used quick cuts during the action sequences to keep the action going and not standing still for too long in one area.  He covered many points of action using those quick cuts, showing us what the cause and effect was for those scenes.  Just think in Night, Romero sometimes uses long cuts within a scene, he’ll start with the characters far away and using the same shot, follow through the scene.  

The coloring of Dawn of the Dead seems to change with the scenes.  During scenes where there isn’t any action there the colors of red, yellow and orange all used.  A scene in the stores for example, after Peter, Stephen and Roger are in Penny’s after exploring the mall the first time, they’re in the carpeting section, and the colors are vibrant and welcoming.  In the scenes where there is a lot of action, usually involving the zombies, contrasting colors are used to make the scene look disturbing.  The grayish color of the zombies, combined with the bright red of the blood can catch the attention of the audience members and create a visually disturbing image.  

Most of Dawn of the Dead takes place at night and in a shopping mall, so there is hardly any natural lighting.  The few scenes outside are the only instances of natural light used during filming.  Romero uses mostly the lighting of the mall itself to satisfy that aspect of filming; he uses additional lighting only when there are close-ups.  It seems as if their lighting of the areas of the mall weren’t directed primarily on the area of action itself.  More that the light was directed to bounce off of the surrounding areas of the mall to give it a more natural look rather then having direct light on the area of action and the background being very dark.  Working in a mall at night, means that there needs to be a lot of light to give the illusion that all the lights were turned on, so there has to be lighting everywhere.  If not, then there are vacant holes within a shot that are dark in one scene and lit very brightly in another sequence.

During the scene where Peter describes his belief on how the dead are walking, affectively called “The No More Room In Hell” scene the lighting is coming from in front and below the characters.  This gives the sense that this is important and effective.  There is very subtle background lighting, Romero likes to light an entire scene, and he does this by adding the lighting far off from the main action to give the whole scene some sort of depth.  

Dawn of the Dead is of course shot in the third person perceptive.  The camera follows the exploits of the characters as they try to survive this crisis.  Romero uses primarily medium shots but also includes extreme close ups and long or wide shots.  When not much action is going on and dialogue is prominent in the scene he uses medium shots to include those who are talking and some background scenery.  Extreme close-ups are used when there is either something important being said, like it was used in “The No More Room In Hell” scene, it gives the scene a sense of importance.  It was also used during scenes where a character was under duress, like being eaten by a zombie or getting a close shot on the zombies faces as they stalked the humans.  

Wide or long shots are used sparingly during the film.  An example of this type of shot is after Peter takes the cart to the hallway and catches up with Stephen.  As they are running we follow them as they start from the hallway and watch them run toward the camera, which is situated, on the floor on the other side of the upper walkway.  

All four of the main characters had Broadway and other similar acting experience before acting in Dawn of the Dead.  Not only was their speaking skills invaluable to the film but also their non-verbal skills.  Not speaking helped convey their emotions through the screen and to the audience with more effectiveness.  It was one thing to say that you were scarred of the situation but to see that coming through with body language helped the words along.  

Through body language it was easy to tell that Peter was strong, smart and level headed, Roger was swift thinking able to carry himself in any situation.  Stephen always seemed to have a worried look on his face but gave off looks of confidence when it was needed; Fran for most of the film had the look of a scarred girl but quickly changed when she started to provide more for the group.  

The music in Dawn of the Dead is somewhat unconventional for a horror movie.  The movie opens with music that if you listen closely sounds like a heart beating.  As the action picks up so does the music to a fairly fast pace.  The music could sometimes be described as uplifting and energetic, something horror films are not known for.  When they are blocking the mall entrances with the trucks for example, the music is very fast.  A repetitive beat is used and although the scene is full of the undead we see the characters sort of having fun, which could coincide with the music.  During the scene where Roger is trying to hotwire a truck three zombies attack him.  The music picks up and becomes very dramatic.  As he shoots the last one outside his window, the gunshots coincide with beating of the drums and what appears to be the strumming of violins.  There are very few scenes where there isn’t some form of music, either uplifting or dreary, horror sounding music.

The music inside the mall can sometimes be described in much of the same way.  When they first turn the music on during their first venture into the mall, it’s the same music you’d hear if the mall were open and there were no zombies.  The zombies seem to be acting in a comical way while the music is playing along.  While in the gun shop, jungle style music is playing in the background; chanting and wild animals can be heard.  This goes well with this scene as the gun shop has a safari style theme.  

During their flight across Pennsylvania when they fly over the area where they see the Rednecks and PA National Guard, the song “Cuz I’m a Man” is playing.  “I like to be the center of attention, I never wake up early in the morning and I never treat a woman right,” This goes well with this scene where we see people having a good time while on the hunt for zombies.  We see the National Guardsmen taking pictures with their buddies; smoking cigarettes and just watching the Rednecks go by with their rifles and orange hunting vests.  The music could be used to describe “the good ol’ boys” having fun while they doing some hunting.  

The sound in the film picks up just about every detail.  In every scene with the zombies we hear them groaning and shuffling their feet across the ground.  We hear loud echoing gunshots inside the mall as the bullet bounces off  objects as well as the gun recoiling and reloading.  Inside the helicopter we can hear the blades whirling on top and it comes inside the cockpit as the characters speak.  

Part 2

Race doesn’t seem to be an issue in Dawn of the Dead.  Romero, just like he did in Night of the Living Dead, has chosen a black man to play the lead role.  Romero told Roy Fumkes who shot the documentary Document of the Dead while Romero was shooting Dawn, that he had originally written the role of Ben (the black lead in Night) for no specific color, the actor that got the part just happened to be black.  The lead character being black was just about unheard of in 1968 and it worked, so he stuck with the formula.  

The only noticeable remark made about race in the entire film was during the raid scene; Peter is single-handedly taking a few bikers down as they try to kill him.  After killing two in a row, he decides to retreat into the airshafts for safety.  As he does the lead biker sticks his sword into the vent and yells, “I see you, chocolate man.”  That is the only time in Dawn that color is brought up by any character. 

I’m glad that the race card wasn’t played in the film that would have taken away from the story trying to be told, which was the survival of the human race.  But on the other hand it was there to show that even though humanity was vastly becoming an endangered species there were still those prejudices and feelings towards one another.  

Class didn’t have any affect on the film.  There are only two classes in the film, the living and the zombies.  Being rich doesn’t mean anything when your money can’t buy anything because the economy has come to a standstill.  The film opens up with the eviction of a slum apartment building, but not because of it being a slum building but because they’re housing the zombies and won’t kill or give them up.  If you wanted to go deeper you could say that there actually were classes.  For example, the bikers could be called a class.  A class where they survive by stealing from others with no regard for human lives.  The characters in the mall could be classified along with the other people in the world, of those people are doing what they can to survive and help humanity from going extinct.  

The film is highly male dominant.  Men are the ones on TV and the ones with the guns hunting down the zombies.  Women are present but in supporting roles, aiding the men where they need it.  Fran and the female bikers at the end are the only examples of powerful women in the film.  

Fran starts out a supporting character but as the film progresses she becomes more of a prominent character, eventually saving both her and Peter as she is the only one left who knows how to fly the helicopter.  The female bikers, although few of them, seem to do as much as the male bikers do.  If you look closely within the scene at the end of the film, you can see the female bikers looting just as much as the men, which would seem to make them as equal as the men in their group.  

Sexual orientation of the characters had no impact or relevance on the film at all.  You could say that the sexual orientation of the characters wasn’t important because of the bigger role, that of being human.  Making the sexual orientation of any of the characters relevant to the storyline of the film wouldn’t have mattered at all because what impact would it have on the story that the human race was trying to survive?  

The media kept telling everyone that the National Guard, the government and scientists were all doing their bests to come up with a solution to the problem.  By having the media tell the public who were still able to watch TV, it reinforced the fact that everything humanly possible was being done by the proper authorities.  Also, a solution would be worked out and that people should stand back and let those authorities do their job without opposition.  The public has the belief that authorities are taking care of the situation and that leaving it up to them is the best thing.  Over the TV and radio we hear that message over and over again, martial law has taken affect all throughout the eastern half the country and people are being moved to shelters

To the naked eyes Dawn of the Dead looks like a cheesy, low budget horror flick with blue-gray zombies walking around in a shopping mall.  Once one gets over the physical look of the film, the underlying premise becomes evident.  “What are they doing, why do they come here?”  “Some kind of instinct, memory of what they used to do, this was an important place in their lives.”  Stephen, in the above quote, answers Fran’s question after they look into the mall and see the zombies wandering about.  This could be a metaphor for society that they are becoming more and more consumerist and a place of importance like a mall is making us, as the human race, mindless zombies going through life, wandering around, with no set agenda with a blank expression on our faces.

Was it successful in communicating its message?  It all depends on each person’s interpretation of the film.  A person who watches the film because they wanted a horror film might take away a different meaning then the person who is watching it because they like Romero’s work and is hoping this film is as good as his last.  I believe it to be successful in communicating it’s message, because as the film goes on, you can see how the characters are becoming like the zombies.  They are wandering around the mall, because there is nothing else to do.  They also become quite depressed even though they have an entire mall to themselves and probably everything they wanted in their lives except the freedom to roam where they want and to live without fear.  

The film was convincing in a way that showed us that if we, society as a whole, didn’t work together, then we would crumble under our own weight.  It convinced us that we’re only human and that our time on Earth is finite and that if we don’t do something positive that our future will be bleak.  Convincing the audience that the dead are coming back wasn’t that difficult, it was convincing the audience that society deals with the problem realistically and not in a way that there is some easy, outrageous solution to the plague.  It’s convincing because someone won’t walk away saying, “how did they do that? That was so predictable.”  Especially with the ending of the film, Romero helped convince the audience that there aren’t always happy endings to every film and that leaving the ending open for interpretation helps the audience draw their own conclusion as to what happened to Fran and Peter.

For the typical horror fan and Romero fan Dawn satisfies the fan’s urges for the gore, and the continuation of the story from Night gives Romero’s fans what they want.  For Romero’s fans it was satisfying because it took Night of the Living Dead and expanded on the idea.  Instead of focusing on a small are of the phenomenon, Dawn shows us that this is now not only a national epidemic, so that meant more of everything that Night had to offer.   

Something that was memorable has to be the setting, a shopping mall.  The Monroeville Mall helps the audience recognize the movie.  Rather than be in some far off military base or somewhere out in the middle of nowhere, the audience can watch the film and relate to the setting.  People have been to malls and after watching Dawn could be walking in a mall and be talking about the film and could come up with whether or not blocking the mall entrances off would have worked or not, sort of like an interactive experience.  

Another thing that was noteworthy was the fact that all four main characters worked together as a unit.  With the society in an uproar and people scrambling to get what they can so they can survive, the main characters show that by working together people can get a lot accomplished and survive.  

Seeing the TV commentators was also memorable because they sat on TV bickering between them instead of using their limited time on TV to help the general public.  There was always one person who seemed to have some outrageous thoughts and another that would refute everything they said.  For example, Dr. Millard Rousch, the TV commentator with the eye patch, said that we should drop nuclear bombs on all the big cities.  At first glance this sounds irrational, but upon further thought it would help eradicate large amounts of zombies.  However, it would also kill some humans and destroy entire cities and their surroundings.

On first viewing probably one of the most memorable things was that it shows how far society has collapsed because of the inner turmoil between humanity.  We open up the film in a TV station that is in total chaos with people screaming at each other.  No one is getting along  and nothing is being accomplished.  People are even abandoning their posts.  Also, throughout the film, every time we see zombies we seem them in large groups.  In Night we see them in packs of about 8-10, but in Dawn there are dozens and sometimes hundreds of them within one shot.  In the basement of building 107 there is a room full of zombies eating various body parts.  At the mall they are everywhere, parking lot, hallways, stores and boiler rooms.  As the story continues there are more of them in every scene that the camera pans over the parking lot and there are hundreds of them just wandering around aimlessly.  Even during the credits we see the mall being retaken by an army of hundreds of zombies which reinforces the fact that if we don’t work together, “they’ll win.”

Upon repeated viewing we start to take notice how the characters are handling their situation.  At first we think the characters are just doing what they have to do to survive.  But after watching the film more times we see they’re just not trying to survive but trying to get back a sense of normality like they had in their “previous” life.  We see them going shopping, getting a haircut, playing videogames  and playing tennis on the roof.  After viewing those scenes we’re thrust back into the world of the undead the scene shows that they can try to have a somewhat normal life within the mall but that they are ignoring, or at least trying to, the real world and real problem outside the confines of the mall and that the problem isn’t going to go away.

The story really doesn’t have any historical value.  It is set in a “pocket” universe where it appears that events from that time period either didn’t exist or weren’t important.  The Vietnam War and the gas shortage came to mind, events like those wouldn’t be as important as the dead rising.  It doesn’t really say anything about that period in the US and human history.

I really enjoyed this film, there wasn’t much, if anything of the film I didn’t enjoy.  I liked it because, within the first 15 minutes there are people getting bitten, and blown-up, those first few scenes solidified my liking of the film.  I think I enjoy this film because it puts me into a different universe, if only for 2 hours.  I like it because when I watch the film I try to put myself into their situation, like what would I do in this scene or what would I do differently.  I’m not only a fan of the horror genre but also a life long fan of George Romero, and this film has to be my favorite Romero/horror film.  

Having this film directed by Romero brings an extra something to the screen.  He has a unique vision when it comes to movies like these.  Both Night and Dawn set up precedents and have spawned numerous spin and rip-offs.  Plus with Romero being an independent filmmaker, he didn’t have to answer to anybody while making this film, it was his project and he was given the power to do with it what he wanted.  

From the technical aspect of the film, I loved the gore, I’m a big fan of gore and believe that it help makes a horror film be more affective in getting it’s message across.  The scenes where the people are being eaten have always been some of my favorites.  The zombies, next to Peter are my favorite character, even though they look comical help give a different sense of atmosphere to the film.  My favorite scene in the film has to be the “No More Room In Hell” scene, the speech that Peter gives and the music that accompanies it at the end just gives me that chill and feeling of being at the mercy of those creatures and yet surviving against the odds.

Another reason why I like the film was because of the human characters and their ability to function as a group and think in a tough situation.  Peter, my favorite character, in my opinion was the best well rounded of all four.  He kept calm and collected during the whole film and presented himself as a good leader to look up to in a time of crisis.  

The lack of computer generated graphics and simplicity of the special FX.  Being shot on 1.5 million dollar budget money was tight on the set during the entire shoot.  Very few zombies were made up with appliances to show actual damage they sustained that caused them to become a zombie.  The blue-gray make-up, the trance-like state on their faces and the sheer number of them made the zombies menacing enough.  Seeing the zombies being shot with the guns is like watching the humans get revenge for them being in the situation they’re in.  In one scene, where we’re first introduced to the bikers, we are looking through binoculars, Romero cut a piece of black cardboard to look like binoculars and put that in front of the camera to give it that affect without using computers.  

Watching a horror film that has a pie fight gives the film a different twist then it would if the pies hadn’t been included.  I’ve never viewed another horror film that interjected humor the way Romero has.  Even during one scene, if you look close enough, you can see Romero running in the background dressed in a Santa Claus costume.  I like how in everyone of his films he makes a cameo, he made two in Dawn.  Once in the Santa costume and once at the beginning as a TV director, along with his wife Christine.  

I cannot say that I disliked any part of the film.  The film’s flaws mere mainly budgetary and are fun to watch and point out.  To me, the story is perfect and every single aspect of the film is flawless.  Having been watching this film for many years, every time I watch it, I get something new from it, I notice things that I hadn’t before, even noticing the most minute of details can change my perspective on watching the film.  Gaining something new every time I watch it makes the film that much better the next time.
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