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Article and Interview by
MICHAEL ORLANDO YACCARINO
TS 197 1. TRICKY DICKIS IN THE WHITE HOUSE. THREE DOG NIGHT'S
“Joy To The World" is blaring on the radio. and Hot Pants are in.
s

a banner year ol obvious contrasts—from the highs ol Apollo
X] ;

s'moon landing, to the lows of Muhammad Ali's 15-Round massacre
by Joe Frazier. And this mood of opposites is most blatantly discernible in

the media. Competing head-to-head for prime hook store shell space is
The Exorcist versus the Beter Homes and Gardens Blender Cool Book.
On the big screen, popcorn munchers could choose between such wildly
contrary blockbusters as A Clockwork Orange and Fiddler on the Roof,
Meanwhile. the boob tube offered portraits of two very different American
family units with All in the Family and The Partridge Family. So it is no
wonder that the 1971 horror film Let's Scare Jessica to Death is com-
posed of a variety of divergent elements. And now. over 30 vears after its

initial release, it remains a beautifully constructed. wonderfully acted.
and uniquely resonant work.

Told in {lashback, Jessica’s narrative begins with the arrival of a

hearse in a country cemetery. Instead of mourners. the black vehicle
contains aragtag trio—Jess

a (Zohra Lampert). her hushand Duncan =
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Duncan (Barton Heyman), Jessica, Woody
(Kevin O’Connor), and Emily (Mariclare Costello) get
acquainted during their first night in the farmhouse.

(Barton Heyman), and their friend Woody
(Kevin O'Connor). They have stopped en
route to their new home in rural Connecti-
cut. Separated from her companions while
completing a gravestone rubbing in the cem-
etery, Jessica begins to hear disembodied
voices calling to her, and then witnesses the
appearance of a mysterious young woman
(Gretchen Corbett). In the first of several
voice-overs, she questions her own mental
stability, having recently returned from an
asylum after recovering from a nervous
breakdown. Jessica decides not to share her
fears with the other two as they continue
their journey.

pon arriving at their destiny, a lake

side farmhouse, they discover it

already illegally occupied by a pret-

ty drifter named Emily (Mariclare
Costello). Since it is late, and the redheaded
stranger has nowhere else to go, Jessica
asks her husband if
Emily might sleep
there just for the
night. He agrees. Over
dinner, the four bond
in their shared condi-
tion as refugees from
urban blight. Duncan,
formerly a bassist for
the New York Philhar-
monic, explains how
he has spent his life
savings to acquire the
slightly dilapidated
farmhouse. Helping in
this effort to live a sim-
pler existence, Woody
has agreed to under-
take repairs and es-
tablish the apple or-
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Jessica and Duncan spot the mute gir! by the
waterfall where she found the antique dealer’s body.

chard before moving on. Emily describes a
wayward existence ambiguously, one with
no definite plans, and then displays her own
musical skills by accompanying herself on
a lute while singing the haunting song “Stay
Forever.” When Duncan joins her on bass,
Jessica suspects her husband's attraction
to her. Afterwards, Emily suggests holding
a séance. All agree, and during it, Jessica is
prompted to summon the spirits of anyone
who had died in the house, but to no avail.
Duncan and Jessica retire for the night to
make love. Obviously smitten with Emily,
Woody suggests the same to her before be-
ing politely refused.

The next day, the four bathe in the cove
near the farmhouse, and while Jessica is
swimming by herself, she encounters what
might be some form of supernatural appari-
tion, which touches her from beneath the
waters before disappearing. Since there is
no evidence to support her hysterical claims,
all are obviously, but silently, concerned
about Jessica’s psychological condition.
Next, they conduct a scavenger hunt
throughout the farmhouse in search of sal-
able items to convert into much needed cash.
In the attic, Jessica discovers an old wed-
ding dress and a knife in a steamer trunk.
She also finds a large silver-framed, centu-
ry-old photograph of a man flanked by two
younger women, one of which bears an un-
canny resemblance to Emily.

Journeying into town with their odds and
ends, Duncan attempts, without success, to
locate an antique shop by questioning
several of the uncommunicative locals. At
the same time, Jessica purchases eggs
from a chicken farmer. The couple notice
how the necks of all of the male residents
they encounter are bandaged. They do find
an antique dealer, Mr. Dorker, to buy the
items. Upon seeing the sepia-toned photo-
graph, he identifies the subjects as mem-
bers of the Bishop
family—former own-
ers of the farm-
house. Dorker then
identifies the woman
resembling Emily as
Abigail Bishop, who
drowned tragically in
1880, in the cove,
before her wedding
day. The antique
dealer concludes by
noting the strange
legends that have
arisen surrounding
Abigail over the
years—namely, that
she is a vampire
feeding off the local
townspeople.

fterwards, Jessica and Duncan find
a mole scurrying about the ceme-
tery they had visited earlier, and
decide to keep it as a pet. Just then,
the mysterious young woman spotted there
earlier appears to Jessica again, this time
beckoning her to follow. She does, and is lead
to a waterfall. There she sees the lifeless and
mutilated body of the antique dealer. Jessi-
ca screams and runs from the scene, and is
met by Duncan. When they return to the
waterfall, Dorker's body has vanished. Dun-
can catches the girl, who reappears once

Jessica strikes back at a seemingly supernatural
assailant who turns out to be Duncan.

more, before she can flee. However, the fright-
ened waif is mute, and will not respond to
Jessica's pleas to corroborate her claims re-
garding the supposed murder of the antique
dealer. When Emily arrives, the girl immedi-
ately bolts frantically upon seeing her.
Later that night, someone sadistically
kills the pet mole with a knife, possibly us-
ing the same blade discovered in the attic
trunk. Meanwhile, the tension growing be-
tween Jessica and Duncan surfaces in their
bedroom. He suggests that she should re-
turn to the city to seek professional psychi-
atric help, but she is devastated by the idea,
and Duncan retreats to the parlor to sleep
alone, where Emily appears, and they con-
summate their mutual attraction. The follow-
ing day, to her horror, Jessica finds the mole
dead, and later notices the flirtatious man-
ner between Emily and her husband as he
departs for town. Alone in the attic, Jessica
rediscovers the old photograph. When Emily
joins her, she notes the drifter's similarity
to Abigail Bishop, and urges Jessica to join
her for a swim to ease her obvious anxiety.
Out on the dock, Emily suddenly push-
es Jessica into the cove, and proceeds to

dunk her repeatedly, seemingly in a playful,
yet unrelenting manner. Emily then com-
pletely submerges herself, only to rise inex-
plicably wearing the wedding dress. Stunned
into immobility, Jessica cannot escape
Emily, who attempts to bite her throat. Fi-
nally, she breaks away and flees to the farm-
house, where she barricades herself into the
bedroom. When Duncan does not return af-
ter several hours, Jessica hitchhikes into
town with the aid of a passing trucker, who
also bears the strange scars. Duncan is no-
where to be found. Instead, Jessica is con-
fronted by the weird townsmen, including
the thought-to-be-dead antique dealer.
Meanwhile at the farmhouse, Emily and
Woody make love.

Night is falling as Jessica escapes into a
forest where she drops from exhaustion.
Upon awaking, she is found by Duncan and
they return to the house where she sees that
he also has the scars on his neck. And then,
as if in a nightmare, the room is filled with
the menacing men from the village. Running

In the farmhouse attic, Emily observes Jessica's
discovery of an old photograph—a possible
key to strange happenings.

from the house, Jessica nearly falls over the
lifeless body of the young girl from the cem-
etery, crammed into the case of Duncan's
bass. Jessica’s last hope for help is destroyed
when she discovers Woody, dead, his neck
slashed, and still seated in the moving crop-
spraying tractor.

In desperation, Jessica flees to the ferry-
boat landing, only to realize that the driver
there is scarred as well. As she escapes in a
small rowboat, a hand rises from the water
to grip the side. Defending herself with a net
hook, Jessica repeatedly strikes the assail-
ant until he is dead, and her husband’s
bloody corpse bobs to the surface. Along the

shoreline, silently observing, are the towns-
men and Emily. Repeating the same tableau
of Jessica alone in the rowboat, accompa-
nied by her voice-over that began the nar-
rative, the story ends: “I sit here, and I can't
believe that it happened. And yet I have to
believe it. Dreams or nightmares. Madness
or sanity. I don't know
which is which.”
Distributed by Para-
mount, Let’s Scare Jes-
sica to Death premiered
in August 1971 at the Cri-
terion Theater in New
York’s Times Square. This
was no accident, since the
film's producer was 26-
year-old Charles B. Moss,
Jr.—whose father operat-
ed the Criterion and actually plays Jessica's
chicken farmer; his grandfather was involved
in film production since 1912, and was
founder of the B.S. Moss Enterprises theater
circuit. Let’s Scare Jessica to Death’s
combined second week gross came in at
$40,248, undoubtedly boosted by an aggres-
sive advertising campaign. The most curious
promotion was a competition for the most
attractive funeral hearse for a $100 prize—
1o less than eight arrived at the premiere.
Critical response was decidedly mixed.
The New York Times dubbed it “The thinking
man's vampire movie...although a disappoint-

John Hancock today, 31 years after
directing Let's Scare Jessica to Death.

ment generally, there are several things go-
ing for it;" while Show commented, “John
Hancock’s first feature delivers more than the
usual number of boos.” But Jessica proved
critic-proof among younger audience mem-
bers, making it an over-all financial success.
John Hancock’s vision, coupled with the
crew’s proficiency, results
in a film distinguished for
its ability to capture the
rhythms of the deceptive-
ly idyllic countryside set-
ting. This vivid sense of
place is not only rare in
American film, but, with
few exceptions, is almost
non-existent in the U.S,
horror genre. Undoubted-
ly inspired by a childhood
spent in the farmlands of the Midwest,
Hancock conveys a palpable landscape as well
as the best European filmmakers. But as the
film's title reminds us, this is a horror film,
and no coyness is displayed in the hand-
ling of the equally memorable shock scenes.
For many viewers, Let's Scare Jessica

to Death remains a fondly remembered
cinematic experience closely associated with
the tumultuous times in which it was re-
leased. Whether first seen at the local drive-
in or from a pre-multiplex movie theater
balcony, it has a power that resonates over
three decades. Q

.

Director JOHN HANCOCK Taiks About
LET’S SCARE JESSICA TO DEATH

AX: Where was Let's Scare Jessica

to Death shol?

HANCOCK: We filmed in (wo Lower
v villages, both
and Chesler.

Connecticul River Vi
ol them quile historic—Esse

FAX: The [armhouse used as the primary
setting is perlect—both homey and menac-
ing al the same time. How did vou locate it?
HANCOCK: As | recall. by just driving around
the area. Our production manager. Bill Bad-
alato had a weekend house near Chester.
and he was the one who proposed shooting in
that seenic region of New England. So it may
have been him who actually found the
house. Bill later became one of my best
{riends—producing Bang the Drum Slowly.
Weeds. and many olhers ol my pictures
FAX: Were the interiors [ilmed in the same
farmhouse?

HANCOCK: No. actually the interiors were
shot in a dillerent house altogether—the
Dickinson's Witch Hazel Mansion in Essex.
Quite simply. there was more room {or prop-
er lighting equipment. =
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FAX: How long was the shoot?

HANCOCK: Let's see...about 30 or 32 days.
FAX: And what was the film's final budget?
HANCOCK: $250,000. And it should be not-
ed that Paramount Pictures made several
huge contributions to the film's ultimate suc-
cess—most notably the titles, and funds for
a fairly extensive promotion and advertising
campaign.

FAX: The script was written by Norman Jo-
nas and Ralph Rose. Norman Jonas was a
pseudonym for Lee Kalcheim, who also wrote
for television, but I've had a devil of a time
tracking down Mr. Rose.

HANCOCK: Well, that's understandable, be-
cause I am Ralph Rose. Kalcheim's draft for
Jessica was an original idea, not based on
previous material.

FAX: Does the finished film resemble his
concept?

HANCOCK: No, not really. His draft was
more or less a parody of various scary pic-
tures. I—or shall I say Ralph Rose—re-wrote
it entirely, the major difference being that
now the idea was completely serious.

FAX: I recently saw a still in which the Emily
character appears to be about to kill the mole
with a knife, but when the pet is slaugh-
tered in the actual film, it is done by an un-
seen attacker.

HANCOCK: Clever fellow! Mariclare did kill

the mole in the dailies, but not on-screen in
the final version—I felt that some shred of
mystery seemed preferable.

FAX: Very true—the viewer is never sure if
the strange goings-on are genuinely super-

‘natural or a product of Jessica’s possible

derangement. How closely did you work with
editor Murray Solomon on putting the mov-
ie together?

HANCOCK: Very closely. I was there with
him every day, all day throughout the edit-
ing process.

FAX: Jessica features so many memorable
sequences, and not all of them of a horrific
nature. One lovely moment is when Emily
performs the brief song “Stay Forever.” Was
that written specifically for the film?
HANCOCK: Yes, by composer Orville Stoe-
ber, who not only wrote the film’s score, but
the one for Weeds as well.

FAX: In Jessica, you achieve such a strong
feeling of a genuine locale, that the locales
used become palpable for the viewer. Are
there any specific elements in the film that
have specific relevance to you?

HANCOCK: Let's see, there is the coffin-like
bass case—my father played double-bass at
NBC Studios in Chicago. And the apple or-
chards are very much like the ones of my fam-
ily's fruit farm. In fact, the spray machine
that appears in the film is a memory of him

using such an apparatus on our farm. I guess
there are all sorts of personal stuff involved!
FAX: What about any of the characters?
HANCOCK: Well, my college roommate,
John Casey—who, by the way, went on to
win the 1989 National Book Award for his
novel Spartina—once told me that if I didn't
realize that Mariclare Costello as Emily
was my mother, I was crazy! I guess they do
resemble one another.

FAX: The gravestone epitaph, of which
Jessica does a rubbing, is so touching. Was
that created for the film?

HANCOCK: Now that has a fascinating his-
tory. Several years before the making of
Jessica, while in Kentucky to attend the
Derby, 1 happened to have been driving
around the countryside there with my girl-
friend when we came to an abandoned farm-
house—the fields all over-grown, roof fall-
ing in, broken windows. In the long grass,
there were several graves. And there was
one gravestone in particular that caught
our attention. On it, the first letter of the
surname was broken off at the top—and this
could only have been an H. With it, the stone
would have read “Hancock.” Spooky. And
below it, the inscription read: “Frail as the
leaves that shiver in a spray, like them we
flourish, like them decay.”

FAX: What a perfect way to finish. Q

MONSTERS CRASH THE PAJAMA PARTY:
SPOOK SHOW SPECTACULARI

Grab the kids, lower the lights, and turn every night into Hallowesn with the
MONSTERS

mm PAJIARA PARTY SPODK SHOW SPECTACULAR! Get
sh d shud.
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» Can you sing and scream at the same time?
Try with our Spooky Musical Soundies!
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completa with werewolf, gorilla in a fur coat, and
goofy gimmicks! Beware, they might get YOU!

= Spooks-a-Poppin Traller Show containi

*Gasp at Horror Home Productions from the 19205, '405, and ‘605 as

and mare! Special Bonus: Groovy ghoulie musical accompaniment
by the Chiller Theatre® houss band, The Dead Eivit

- Frightened of the dark? Watch the Spooky Educational Short
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house —a virtual Chasm of Spasms - that we DARE you to tour from top to
bottom! it’s a Spook-z-ro0 Wh
Spooktacular containing everything you need for your very own Spook Partyl
Just add Scraamii

= Start with the Special Introduction in Hypnoscope! 8_#/’2-€8/

with tha Terrorific 2-Hour-Plus
ng.

the Power of Hypnosis Helghten the Horror!

=Then Joln some temified teens
wha spend a night in a haunted
s, hOUse and get spooked by a mad
@ doctor and his ghaulish gang
when the Monsters Crash the
Pajama Party, a hilarious 1965
spook show theatrical featurette

.=
+ Feel your eyes pup out of their sockets when you check

into The Asylum of the Insane, a startling short subject
with mansters in 3-D Spook Free 3-Dglasses inside!

* Relive the glory days of the Midnight Spook Show with the
aver 45 minutes of
rare Spook Show previews far such midnight attractions as the
Great London Ghost Show, Dr, Evil and His Terrors of the Unknown,
Dr_tely! and his “Real Gone™Weird Show and many, many more!
Thrills and Chills ta Scare Your Pants Off!

After Midnight,”The Mummy,=Mr, Hyde,”

+Take a Spook House Ride! - Shriek at a Drive-In Werewolft  *

* Bewarel Ghouls run loose in Chased By Monsters!

+ Be amazed it the Gallery of Spook Shaw Stifls and
Exploitation Art with an Incredible 300 (count 'eml}
Images with Spooky Radio-Spot Rarities! Wowd

- Plus, Extra Added Attraction: Musician Richard
Carison is haunted by a ghostly girlfriend in
director Bert | Gardon's 72 minute featury length
Chiltze-Riller from 1960, Tormented!
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