
  



                           

 

 

 

                        

 

 

 

 

      

                                 

                              

 

                                

                                   



                                                    

                                                      

                                                     



 

 

 

“Simply expressed, Halloween is a 90-minute nightmare 
of the highest order, a horror film that transcends its 
genre and transports the viewer into a world filled 
with terror and suspense.” 

                                                                    

                                                     

                                                 --  John Kenneth Muir  

                                           “The films of John Carpenter” (2005) 

                                             

 

 



                                                          INTRODUCTION 
 
 

 
 

PURPOSE OF THIS WORK: 
This little work, “the halloween handbook”, is not a movie review nor a making-of 
retrospective; and though some analyses and evaluations are involved, neither is it film 
criticism, for it avoids formal standards of content and presentation. To further clarify, this 
handbook does not cover the franchise as a whole, but only the original movie; and neither 
is it meant as an exhaustive treatise on all things related thereof, but only those elements 
deemed core components, or core essentials. Furthermore, neither is this handbook 
intended as one long persuasive essay for Halloween’s legendary status, for it assumes the 
film is already judged a legitimate work of art. 

Rather, this handbook is an examination in the form of an observational guide, a type of 
cinematic autopsy, dealing with the core components of John Carpenter’s Halloween, 
engaging with both technique-related inventory, and some content-related inventory.  

Some time ago, I was eager to learn why Halloween is considered a masterpiece, and to 
know precisely what separates it from all its sequels, along with the Slasher sub-genre it 
helped spawn. I further wanted to know the answers to these questions with as much 
understanding as possible. Thus, as just indicated, the purpose of this handbook is to 
identify, enumerate, distill, elucidate, crystalize, and magnify the core essentials to 
Halloween’s prowess.  

As indicated, this handbook was primarily created for me, for it possesses the material I was 
originally searching for, but could not locate anywhere; and it’s the type of Halloween 
information that fascinates me most because it interacts with the art of visual storytelling 
(either directly or indirectly), and attempts to provide practical responses, with concrete 
concepts, to this basic question: “Why, exactly, is John Carpenter’s Halloween great?”     

 

 



MY BACKGROUND:  
There is a sense in which Carpenter was too hip and too artistic for the general viewing 
audience (myself included), thus, to fully appreciate his movie, one needs to view it similar 
to the way a film-school instructor would grade a student project. However, having never 
attended film school, or informally studied cinema, I was completely ignorant of the 
filmmaking process, and therefore ill-equipped to examine Halloween with the much needed 
critical eye.  

Therefore, over time, I set about to gain a firm grasp on the rudiments of cinematography 
(particularly still photography composition); but also including editing, and sound design; 
along with pertinent facets of film history and screenplay writing (though script writing is still 
somewhat of a mystery to me); as well as familiarizing myself with John Carpenter’s career, 
biography, and the Halloween franchise as a whole. Ironically, one of the best ways to learn 
about the original film is to observe the antithetical qualities displayed throughout the ever-
increasing franchise. 

Perhaps most helpful has been in learning some of Alfred Hitchcock’s masterful techniques, 
which has a direct correlation to Halloween, and in listening to other filmmakers discuss 
cinema. Peter Bogdanovich, in particular, has been a treasure-trove of information, as well 
as having incredible stories at his disposal. I’ve read countless articles, reviews, books, and 
have seen numerous documentaries, interviews and movies related to Halloween and the 
subject of filmmaking -- I have immensely enjoyed and continue to enjoy the education.  

Moreover, while I have studied much about John Carpenter’s Halloween, from what others 
have said and written, I have also studied the movie itself, a lot, forming my own thoughts, 
insights, and interpretations, at times contrary to popular opinion. A great way to study the 
film is by pouring over it without sound, free from distraction and free from becoming 
absorbed in the story (not an easy task). 

 
MAKING SENSE OF MY CONTENT: 
This handbook possesses three primary sections – the first is labeled Halloween’s 
Context, and provides three applicable backdrops, each one possessing a more narrowed 
focus (Halloween’s Era; Halloween’s Establishment, & Halloween’s Essence). In these 
articles, I’ve simplified matters greatly, using large brushstrokes in an attempt to paint a 
quick thumbnail sketch of the movie’s background. Here, I briefly discuss the artistic period 
the film was created; how it was conceived; and the genre classification within its cinematic 
DNA.  

The second section is titled, Halloween’s core, and there I discuss three foundational 
components that encompass the movie as a whole (The Cinematography; The Sound & The 



Suspense); then, I close with three outlines of the film (The Skeleton), serving as templates 
for its (1) artistic anatomy (2) the main theme, and (3) sub-themes.  

The third and final section is titled, Halloween’s Killer, and examines the most notorious, 
highly debated horror-villain of all time. I look at three primary elements surrounding 
Michael’s character design (The Uncertain; The Uncanny & The Unknown), and finish with a 
two-part guide, or cinematic blueprint, featuring his precise on-screen utilization (The 
Unseen). Then, after closing with a postscript, there is a brief study guide (Study 
Suggestions) for anyone eager to do their own deep-dive exploration of the film.  

 

 
 

                         

 

 

 

               

 

 
 



 
 

 

 

 

 



                                HALLOWEEN’S ERA 
                 
 

 

 

AUTEUR RENAISSANCE: 
Throughout the history of Hollywood, and the American film industry, there have been a 
series of different periods, reflecting various trends and practices throughout the art of 
cinematography. From roughly, 1967-1980, an era known as the Auteur Renaissance 
emerged and flourished. To varying degrees, this new artistic age was inspired by foreign art 
movements like the French New Wave, Italian Neo-Realism and Brittan’s, Kitchen Sink 
Realism; dramatically, a big shift occurred, as  American cinema transitioned from 
functioning as a studio-driven, studio-centric business, to a director-driven, director-centric 
business.  

Among a handful of American films during the late ‘60s, two in particular paved the way for 
this new Auteur age. First, was Bonnie and Clyde (1967); and second, was independent film 
Easy Rider (1969). These two pictures helped initiate tremendous change, creativity, 
innovation, new talent, and a new studio-management philosophy involving considerably 
less creative interference.  

In terms of the cinematography, a brief look at the previous artistic period (Postwar 
Hollywood, 1947-1967) will assist in establishing contrast, as it featured a number of distinct 
visual characteristics and practices, namely the following: (1) perfect exposure (2) sharp 
focus (3) saturated colors (4)  glamourized studio lighting; and (5) filming typically occurred 
on studio backlots and soundstages. 

Conversely, films during the Auteur Renaissance often reflect some form of documentary 
realism, with some or all of the following elements: (1) Imperfect exposure (2) the grainy 
film-look (3) desaturated colors (4) unconventional and disjointed editing; moreover, (5) 
location-shooting replaces the use of soundstages and backlots, and, (6) the more natural 
looking, available-light aesthetic, replaces the artificial guise of glamorized studio lighting.  

Also, new portable technology accommodates the increased demand for efficient, on-
location filmmaking, like the Panaglide camera, mini-brute lights, and new color film stock, 
allowing  for interior location shooting in low light. Obviously, these technological advances 
greatly assist independent filmmaking, where shooting swiftly, while in the field, is essential.   



Film historian and author, Bradley Schauer, refers to the previous period (Postwar 
Hollywood) as, “glossy escapism”, and the contrasting Auteur period as, “gritty realism”. This 
new focus on realism not only refers to the cinematography, but also the type of stories 
being communicated.  

 
AUTEUR THEORY: 
A film movement called the French New Wave began during the late ‘50s, by critics-turned-
directors, like Françoise Truffaut, and Jean-Luc Godard. The rather formless artistic 
philosophy undergirding the French New Wave was later brought to America and given 
shape, through the landmark essay, Notes on The Auteur Theory, by film critic Andrew Sarris 
(1962). Young filmmakers who studied foreign art cinema in film school (Carpenter attended 
USC) were exposed to this new auteur concept and eager to turn theory into application.  
 

“Simply put, the ‘Auteur Theory’ holds that a film is a reflection of the personal 
creative vision of a director; that he or she is the ‘author’ of a film, like the way a 
writer is an ‘author’ of a novel … directors that … imprint a personal style on their 
work”  

                                                                              – John P. Hess, FilmmakerIQ.com 

 

In every sense of the term, John Carpenter is a true auteur, with his trademark style, sound, 
‘final cut’ control, and writing motifs. Many paragraphs could be given to support this claim, 
but most graphically and obviously is the sign of self-authorship presented in his opening 
credits, wherein we read:  John Carpenter’s Halloween. It’s safe to say that without the 
period of time known as the Auteur Renaissance, not only would Halloween fail to resemble 
the iconic, independent ‘70s horror film we know today, but it might not exist at all.  

 

 

     

 

        



      Halloween’s  Establishment 
                               
 

 

 
PRODUCTION: 
John Carpenter wrote the script to Halloween in 10 days, directed principal photography in 
20-22 days, composed the score in two weeks, and all on a budget of roughly $325,000.00. 
His triple-threat ability as writer, director, and composer cannot be over-stated, especially 
given the production’s time constraints. It’s not just that he excelled in one or two of these 
artistic categories, but he displays enormous proficiency and skill in all three phases of 
filmmaking. Frankly, the accomplishment boggles the mind.  

  

CARPENTER’S COUNCIL: 
While praise for Carpenter’s trifecta cannot be exaggerated, it should be noted that he also 
received valuable assistance from those around him, namely in the area of three particular 
recommendations. 

First, Carpenter co-wrote Halloween with the late, Debra Hill, who reportedly wrote most of 
the teen dialogue (she was also his then-girlfriend), directed at least one scene, and played 
Michael in a few scenes. However, possibly her greatest contribution was in recommending 
cinematographer Dean Cundey for the lighting, and actress Jamie Lee Curtis to play Laurie 
Strode. Both individuals went on to have great careers in Hollywood and both display their 
respective talent at this early stage in their filmographies.  

Second, not only is Irwin Yablans the creator of Halloween, in terms of the concept and 
approach, but his recommendation to cast Donald Pleasence for the role of Dr. Sam Loomis 
is perfection. Pleasence gives the film a sense of gravitas and cachet it was in dire need of. 
The classically trained actor delivers his lines with believability, verve, and theatricality, 
allowing Carpenter’s writing to shine; Pleasence helps make the film compelling and serious, 
as he hunts for The Shape as Captain Ahab hunted for his white whale.  

                      
 



YABLANS & CARPENTER:  
With his relatively new independent company, Compass International, Irwin Yablans served 
as the distributor for Carpenter’s second feature film, Assault on Precinct 13 (1976). Though 
the picture garnered little attention in America, it was well received overseas, especially 
during the London Film Festival. Convinced Carpenter was a rising star destined for 
Hollywood, and looking to produce his company’s first picture, he propositioned Carpenter to 
create a low budget horror film centered around a baby-sitter terrorized by an evil Thing. In 
terms of the spirit and execution, Yablans wanted something akin to Psycho (1960) and The 
Exorcist (1974), that relied heavily upon psychological terror, and would take place on the 
Halloween holiday. To Carpenter’s credit, he stipulated that his name appear above the title, 
and that he be given “final cut” of the movie; and to Yablans’ credit, he heartily agreed.  

 

YABLANS &  AKKAD:  
Around the same timeframe as Assault on Precinct 13, Yablans began a burgeoning 
business relationship with producer Moustapha Akkad, who was head of Trancas 
International. The two had bonded over the turbulent events surrounding Akkad’s epic 
motion picture, The Message (1976), where Yablans served as the distributor. Akkad 
eventually became part owner of Compass International, with Yablans. Akkad, who had 
access to capital, was the logical choice for financing this new horror project featuring young 
director John Carpenter. 

 

       
 

 
             

 



       HALLOWEEN’S ESSENCE 
 
 
 

HALLOWEEN’s  FRAMEWORK 

Prior to looking at the film’s four primary constituent parts, it is helpful to understand the 
film’s general composition, in terms of its genre. While many, many, many movie’s 
contribute to certain facets of Halloween, the following three titles, specifically, function as 
the picture’s thematic spine, or thematic foundation. Each of the movies possess and reflect 
specific cinematic DNA, and therefore are not necessarily replaceable with other titles within 
the same genre.  

First, Halloween is akin to Alfred Hitchcock’s, Psycho (1960). The premise of a butcher-
knife wielding killer, whilst stressing the art of visual storytelling through unbearable 
suspense, with the absence of splatter-style gore effects (which Hitchcock called 
“cheating”), makes this title an obvious selection in terms of lineage. 

Second, Halloween is akin to Jack Clayton’s, The Innocents (1961). Based on Henry 
James’ acclaimed novella, The Turn of the Screw (1898), this is an exquisitely made ghost 
story shot in Cinemascope; it’s filled with ambiguity, paranoia, madness, spirits, ghostly 
mood, and psychological horror; it serves as the template and inspiration for much of The 
Shape’s on-screen utilization and the character’s design, with compositional similarities and 
thematic similarities.  

Third, Halloween is akin to J. Lee Thompson’s, Cape Fear (1962). This Thriller genre film 
showcases Max Cady, a type of precursor to The Shape, stalking his prey while inflicting 
them with emotional terror. We know Max Cady will eventually strike his targets, like The 
Shape, but we don’t know when or how! 

Fourth, Halloween is akin to Val Lewton’s  Cat People (1942). A newlywed believes she 
is afflicted with a curse that will transform her into a savage beast. With atmospheric film 
noir lighting, and tremendous artistic craft, this film emphasizes the dread of violence (often 
referred to as fear-by-suggestion), rather than actual violence. One of the best examples of 
making much artistically and financially on miniscule resources (grossed $4M off a $150k 
budget). The film’s production and filmmaking philosophy are extremely similar to 
Halloween.  



HALLOWEEN’s GHOST STORY 

While the Halloween holiday is only peripherally important to the picture, and its plot-points, 
it is yet vitally important for establishing and maintaining a part of the film’s genre identity, 
and its corresponding cinematic technique. The spooky holiday anchors the script within an 
inherently ghostly framework, unlike any other day of the year. Thus, seeds of the 
supernatural are planted into the psyche of the audience before the movie begins; and as 
the film progresses, this inherently ghostly framework is further perpetuated and amplified. 
Academic writer and University Lecturer, Murray Leeder, in his Halloween study from the 
Devil’s Advocates series, writes: 

 “… there is much of the classic ghost story about ‘Halloween’ … Even if we accept that 
Michael Myers is no literal ghost … the aura of the supernatural and the ghostly surrounds 
him and, in fact, suffuses the entire film.”.   

That quote is a concept inextricably linked to John Carpenter’s Halloween, as the film 
displays several traditional ghost story ingredients (more on this later). Unfortunately, and 
sadly, the ghost story element to Halloween is often neglected or overlooked, and it’s one of 
the coolest characteristics of the story.  

 

THE HALLOWEEN-SLASHER CONNECTION:  
Perhaps the first mainstream transmission connecting Halloween to the Slasher subgenre 
was through Gene Siskel and Roger Ebert’s television show, “Sneak Previews”. This was a 
special episode, from 1980, discussing the new sub-genre that Ebert then referred to as, 
Women-in-Danger, which proliferated, in large part, because of Carpenter’s picture. During 
the show, Ebert states that Carpenter’s film was the catalyst for this string of new horror 
films, but he also clearly emphasized that it doesn’t belong in the same category, thereby 
creating a distinction.  

By the early ‘80s, the new sub-genre had clearly made its mark on the film industry and pop-
culture, as evidenced by the opening sequence to Brian De Palma’s big-budget film, Blow 
Out (1981), which parodies a POV scene from a fictious and overtly sleazy B-movie slasher. 
Apparently, by this time, the POV was intimately associated with the sub-genre, which was 
synonymous with a level of filmmaking only slightly more elevated than hardcore 
pornography.  

Then, in the mid-to-late-‘80s, much attention was given to Halloween from an academic 
perspective. Most noteworthy is Carol J. Clover’s renowned book: Men, Women, and, Chain 
Saws: Gender in the  Modern Horror Film. Her written examination, published in 1992, focused 
heavily on the Slasher sub-genre, from whom the concept and term “Final Girl” was 
conceived. Though the book was published in the early ‘90s, the seeds of it were sown in 
her 1987 essay, Her Body, Himself: Gender in the Slasher Film. Likewise, scholar Vera Dika 
released her acclaimed book, Games of Terror: Halloween, Friday the 13th, and the Films of 



the Stalker Cycle, published in 1990; though she too first penned a similar academic essay 
in 1987, titled: The Stalker Film. The sub-genre received an incredible degree of 
respectability from being seriously discussed in academic circles.  

The final acts of confirming the culture’s ubiquitous awareness of the sub-genre, seem to 
come through Wes Craven’s 1996 film, Scream, which feature diegetic conversation and 
depictions of Halloween; and Adam Rockoff’s non-academic (yet intelligent) book, Going to 
Pieces: The Rise and Fall of the Slasher Film, 1978-1986, written in 2002; it has a whole 
chapter dedicated to Halloween; and was turned into a horror documentary in 2006, with 
the same title.  

Film historian Richard Nowell points out in his book, Blood Money (2010), “… Clover’s 
remarks exerted lasting influence on scholarly and popular perceptions of the teen 
slasher.”, with her being perceived as the “leading authority” on the sub-genre, even 
appearing in the 2000 horror documentary, The American Nightmare. The significance of 
Clover’s ascendance to slasher papacy is the enshrinement of her ‘Final Girl’ theory, and its 
archetype, Laurie Strode (though not technically the first). Thus, Carol J. Clover has almost 
single-handedly cemented the identify of John Carpenter’s Halloween as a slasher; along 
with the inseparable guilt-by-association effect of Halloween II (1981), which is clearly a part 
of the stabbing-class.  

As the title of Clover’s Chain Saw book indicates, and as Sotiris Petridis (PhD in Film Studies) 
confirms in his book, Anatomy of the Slasher Film (2019), “The majority of the academic 
approaches to slasher films are usually spent on gender and sexual representations.”. In 
other words, Halloween was viewed and classified, largely, through the lens of feminist film 
theory and psychoanalytic models.  

 

SLASHER SUB-GENRE DEFINED: 
At this point, it will be helpful to have a basic definition of the sub-genre, which is no easy 
task, even among experts. However, we’ll defer to perhaps the two, foremost authorities on 
the subject, in Carol J. Clover, from an academic perspective; and Adam Rockoff, from an 
astute, well-informed non-academic perspective, each from their landmark books mentioned 
earlier.  

“the immensely generative story of a psycho killer who slashes to death a string 
of mostly female victims, one by one, until he is subdued or killed, usually by the 
one girl who is survived.”    -- Carol J. Clover (men, women, and chain saws) 

 

"Slasher films were a subgenre of horror movies which share similar formal and 
stylistic elements and adhere to a fairly rigid paradigm"  -- Adam Rockoff (going to 
pieces) 



Clover’s statement hints at it, but Rockoff plainly and succinctly articulates the distinction 
between content and technique set within a prescribed framework, and it’s here we have 
some concrete areas to compare and contrast Halloween. We’ll note that the term “Slasher” 
wasn’t popularized until the mid’80s, and that even conceptually the sub-genre was yet 
unborn in 1978; thus, Carpenter had no associated paradigm, or framework, in mind while 
writing the screenplay. The slasher subgenre’s birth, practically speaking, seems to have 
occurred sometime shortly after the release of Friday the 13th (May of 1980). 

 

SIMILAR CONTENT: 
Listed here are five primary Slasher elements that superficially and retroactively link 
Halloween to the sub-genre from a content-related perspective; or as Carol Clover calls 
them, “an inventory of generic components”. Though more could potentially be added to the 
list, once we go beyond these particulars, much debate arises among fans and academics 
as to their legitimacy. However, these specific five, with their sub-elements, are almost 
unanimously agreed upon. They include the following: 

(1) The killer is almost-always male, and usually suffers some pre-existing evil during the 
prologue for which he must exact revenge. Moreover, the killer is usually disguised for much 
of the film, through make-up, mask, or some other means; he also kills relatively quickly, 
avoiding the depiction of torture porn, and is engaged in some degree of stalking 
beforehand (2) The victims are typically, but not always, young women, who are 
systematically eliminated, one after another (3) The weapon preferred is almost anything 
but a discharging firearm, and usually restricted to bladed instruments, or the killer’s bare 
hands  (4) the ‘final girl’ is the most well-known among this list, though she is not always 
present (e.g. The Burning, 1981); she typically outlives the other women who are sexually 
promiscuous or morally flawed, and subdues or escapes the assailant (5) The Terrible 
Place, is the last of these aforementioned, “generic components”; and in this case, involves 
the Myers family home, where the first murder takes place. 

Looking at this list, it’s beyond dispute that they fit, almost perfectly, into Halloween’s 
narrative structure. However, it’s no surprise they fit perfectly since they are almost single-
handedly extracted from Halloween, and then retroactively applied. Though technically, The 
Texas Chainsaw Massacre (1974) and Black Christmas (1974) are usually considered the 
first of the sub-genre.  

 

ANTITHETICAL TECHNIQUE: 
Listed herein are three primary elements that permanently sever Halloween from the 
Slasher sub-genre, from a technique-related perspective. They include the following items: 
(1) the kill count (2) the gore count and (3) the KILER’s POV. 



The aforementioned Roger Ebert was the first film critic awarded the Pulitzer Prize for 
criticism; and we now appeal to his infamous, ‘Ebert’s Law’ philosophy, wherein he states: 
“A movie isn’t about what it’s about; it’s about, how, it’s about it”.  Thus this thoughtful 
sentiment becomes the determining factor when considering Halloween’s genre 
classification, because the five criteria listed previously (Killer; Victims; Weapon; ‘Final 
Girl’; & Terrible place) fall under the heading of ‘content’; but, we see vast disparity when 
we look at Halloween’s ‘technique’. The numbers below display a stark contrast in the 
approach to kill-count and gore-count, between Halloween and five random Slasher films 
from the early ‘80s. We’ll quickly see that Halloween has much fewer kills and absolutely 
zero explicit violence in the form of Savini-style effects (i.e. makeup artist, Tom Savini). 

 

     Kill Count                            gore count 

     Terror Train: 10                           terror train:  6 

     Halloween iI: 10                             halloween ii: 10 

     My bloody valentine: 12                my bloody valentine: 12 

     Friday the 13th III: 12                       Friday the 13th iii: 10 

      Sleepaway camp: 12                       sleepaway camp: 6 

     Halloween (1978): 4                   halloween (1978): 0 

 

The disparity between Halloween and slashers, within those two technique-related 
categories, is not simply meaningless statistical data, or more “inventory of generic 
components”; rather, it reflects the heart of their contrasting filmmaking philosophies, with 
their contrasting artistic approaches, and the contrasting psychological impact upon the 
audience. Meaning this, (1) a high body-count, coupled with (2) multiple counts of explicit on-
screen carnage, places action (the kill act) as the focal point, and is central among the 
Slasher sub-genre. Whereas, (1) a low body-count, coupled with (2) implied on-screen 
violence, places inaction (and therefore, mood, atmosphere, and anticipation) as the focal 
point, and this is central among the Thriller genre, or even traditional horror films from 
yesteryear. In short, it is the difference between visceral horror and psychological terror, or 
more simply stated, the difference between revulsion and fear. Thus, and this is the primary 
point, there are between Halloween and Slashers two distinct horror philosophies, requiring 
two distinct artistic approaches, resulting in two distinct psychological reactions. 

Film genre is simply a ‘type’ or ‘class’ of story, and different types of stories elicit different 
types of responses (comedy=humor; action=entertainment; drama=pathos, etc.); therefore, 
though both Halloween and Slashers fall within the same massive genre known as “Horror”, 
they are still very much separate in terms of the ‘how’ they tell their narrative. During a 2000 



Slasher documentary, titled, Scream and Scream Again, screenwriter David Schow (The 
Crow, 1994) expresses a similar argument.  

“Everybody was trying to recapture, what made [Halloween] special, without any particular 
knowledge of what made it special, so they duplicated the furniture of the movie – so we 
have a guy in a mask; we have big cutting implements; we have a series of teenagers; we 
have sex and we have murder, [but we still have no Halloween].”                   

  

THE KILLER’s POV - NOT: 
Beyond the significantly high kill counts and salacious use of repeated gore, which 
inherently destroys the possibility for suspense, perhaps the most mis-understood and-or 
mis-communicated aspect that separates Halloween from the Slasher sub-genre is the 
iconic POV  (Point of View) camera work as seen through the eyes of the killer.  

It’s often purported that the subjective POV camera angle compels the audience to ‘identify’ 
with the character through whose eyes we are seeing. Therefore, in the iconic opening scene 
to Halloween, it’s said we’re forced to identify with the killer. However, according to John 
Carpenter, Alfred Hitchcock, and the experiment performed by acclaimed Soviet film 
theorist, Lev Kuleshov (Cool-Uh-Shov), from which the term ‘The Kuleshov Effect’ was born, 
that is not entirely the case (we shall discuss ‘The Kuleshov Effect’ more in a later chapter). 

Furthermore, though Carpenter does employ the POV during Halloween’s prologue, there is 
a novelty and practicality to its execution, namely, concealing the assailant’s childhood 
identity whilst maneuvering around the Myers house. Director of photography, Dean Cundey, 
is on record stating Carpenter intentionally avoided POVs from Michael’s perspective 
throughout the remainder of the film, not wanting the audience to potentially associate him 
as the main character. 

Thus, if closely observed, we’ll notice that the camera is often positioned behind the killer’s 
shoulder, watching him watch his prey; we see what he sees, but we don’t see it through his 
eyes and we never see anything through his eyes again. Or on a few occasions, while 
Michael is driving, the camera is placed in the back of the car or in the passenger side of the 
front-seat, thus avoiding the killer’s direct viewing perspective. There are, however, multiple 
POV shots from Laurie Strode’s subjective vision, which as mentioned, involves the 
‘Kuleshov Effect’ (aka Character Identification). So, yes, Carpenter employed the now-known 
iconic Slasher trope, but not in any meaningful fashion; the technique was antithetical to his 
filmmaking philosophy, and his artistic approach.  

 

 
 



SUMMARY: 
The often cited, Murray Leeder, articulates two insightful, provocative statements regarding 
this discussion; each with a high degree of nuance, when he writes: 

 “To say the least, Halloween’s relationship to the slasher film is a complex one.” 

“… let us be content to acknowledge that Halloween is clearly related to the slasher 
cycle, but it is entirely distinct from it. 

Point one being made, is that this topic requires some careful contemplation. Point two 
being made, is that Halloween is both part of, and separate from, the Slasher group. Though 
that might sound like a contradiction, it is more of a paradox, in that Leeder indicates the 
film is not itself a Slasher film, but is yet undeniably affiliated with the classification -- as 
we’ve discussed in the preceding paragraphs. Therefore, the official position of this 
handbook is this: Did Halloween help spawn the Slasher sub-genre – yes. Is Halloween itself 
a Slasher film – no. 

 

                 Slashers                   halloween 
 High kill count                       low kill count 
 Explicit carnage                    implied violence 
 Pov present                           Pov absent 
 Shock-driven                      suspense-driven 

 

The follow-up question that immediately arises from this whole conversation, is this: “What 
type of film is Halloween?” Many films fail to fit neatly into one genre, but are instead 
hybrids; such is the case here. Therefore, though it could be loosely identified as a ‘Horror 
Thriller’, rather than trying to label the movie with forensic precision, it is more helpful and 
practical to note its genetic structure. If one were to remake Carpenter’s original Halloween, 
and utilize the four films below as the cinematic blueprint, one would have a movie with a 
similar horrific nature; a similar ghostly spirit; a similar suspenseful feel; and a similar 
cinematic-psychology and style as its 1978 counterpart.  

 

1) Pyscho (1960) 
2) The Innocents (1961) 
3) Cape Fear (1962) 
4) Cat People (1942) 

 



                           

 

 

 

                        

 

 

 

 

      

                                 

                              



       The CINEMATOGRAPHY 
                                   

                                                                          
 

 

INTRO 
Discussing the cinematography of John Carpenter’s Halloween could easily devolve into a 
multi-part project, requiring pages of article material; therefore, to keep this piece relatively 
manageable, we shall only discuss three foundational elements: (1) Artistic Bent (2) 
Anamorphic Frame and (3) Noir Shadows. For an outline covering the film’s cinematography, 
and for a guide covering the cinematography applied specifically to The Shape, please see 
other related articles contained herein.   

Speaking of Alfred Hitchcock, a critic once wrote, “… what I find most compelling isn’t the 
story he tells, but the way he shows it to me.”. In one sense (though in another sense, the 
opposite is true) that quote could apply to Halloween’s general outline, comprised of urban 
legends and horror cliché’s that have come before. Carpenter himself, in the 1994 Criterion 
Laserdisc movie-commentary, even states, “Perhaps all the sequences … are familiar … 
[We’ve] seen them before … They’re simply being restated … [and] reworked slightly.” 

Thus, when discussing Halloween, or any of the sequels for that matter, there are at least 
two primary components worth considering: (1) the content and (2) the technique. As 
mentioned previously, the term, “content”, refers to the subject-matter; and the term, 
“technique”, refers to the manner in which the subject-matter is presented. In most movies, 
the technique serves to support and accentuate the content; but in Halloween, the opposite 
is true, where the content is primarily a vehicle for displaying the technique, with the 
cinematography giving life and meaning to a rather sparse story.   

 

 

 



ARTISTIC BENT  
The movie’s prologue, featuring six-year-old Michael and his sister Judith, graphically 
illustrates the artistic bent of director John Carpenter, as he immediately asserts himself as 
a legitimate filmmaker, engaged in the craft of visual storytelling. Let us highlight some of 
the key aspects found in this opening scene: 

Firstly, many are aware of the newly developed Panaglide camera, allowing for untethered 
movement and a distinct “floating” feel during operation; secondly, many are also aware 
that the first four-plus minutes of the scene are supposed to resemble a “oner” (a scene or 
long portion of a scene with no edits), though there is at least one cleverly hidden cut; and 
thirdly, the “oner” is performed from the killer’s POV (Point of View).  

Beyond those three well-known creative elements, however, there is still much more 
technique on display, which include the following features: 

(A) Moments before Michael stabs his sister, Judith, he puts on the clown mask and we see 
the optical eye-hole effect continuing from his POV. The visual illusion of the mask placed 
over the camera (this effect done in post-production and not during filming) accomplishes at 
least two important cinematic tasks: First, it helps facilitate implied violence, rather than 
explicit violence, by obscuring our view of the stabbing, for we never see the knife touch 
Judith's body; it also blunts the salaciousness of her nude, blood-smeared body, as she lie 
on the ground. Second, it helps create the illusion of depth for the audience (since they're 
viewing a two-dimensional medium), by using a technique referred to as a frame-within-a-
frame, thus creating a sensuous layer between the camera and the subject.  

B) At the end of the scene, young Michael and his parents remain motionless in front of the 
residence, for an oft misunderstood, "Tableau Vivant" (French for, "Living Picture"). This 
artistic expression is intentionally constructed for dramatic effect and sophistication. It 
originated in stage-plays as a type of three-dimensional, freeze-frame painting, with careful 
attention to actor-positioning, lighting, and immobility. It eventually found its way into the 
world of cinema; in fact, there is a Swedish film composed almost entirely of Tableaus, 
called, “A Pigeon Sat on a Branch Reflecting on Existence” (2014).                                    

(C) The prologue further concludes with a slowly ascending crane perspective, and here, 
Carpenter employs an Alfred Hitchcock tactic by finishing a scene with an ‘establishing shot’, 
which is often counterintuitive. Typically, establishing shots feature wide ground-level, or 
wide aerial perspectives at the beginning of a scene, to help orient the audience with a 
particular setting and location; but Hitchcock believes they should never be used to 
“establish” a scene, but rather, should be used to maximize dramatic effect. Famed director 
and writer Peter Bogdanovich, recounting a discussion once had with the renowned director, 
quotes Hitchcock’s own words in saying, “Never use an establishing shot to establish … just 
use it when it has dramatic impact.”. Thus, Carpenter combines the aforementioned 



Tableau with this wide aerial perspective to impact us emotionally and psychologically to the 
highest degree possible.  

 

       SEVEN ACTS OF ARTISTRY: 

1)  Panaglide camera               (5) Implied violence 
2)  Pov shot perspective          (6) Establishing Shot 
3)  The “oner”                           (7) Frame-within-a-frame 
4)  tableau vivant 

 

ARTISTIC BENT CONTINUED: 
Additionally, illustrating Carpenter’s artistic bent, is the opening scene involving Laurie 
Strode, moments before she leaves her house for school. The shot begins with the camera 
panning left, to reveal the Strode residence, and then pushing slowly forward. While this is 
occurring, there are three noteworthy objects placed in frame, with one tree in the 
foreground (on the left), and one tree and one Cadillac in the background (on the right). 

We’ll note that the trees and sidewalk are situated at a stark angle, along the frame’s Z-Axis, 
making everything appear as though they’re positioned into the frame (rather than on top of 
the frame). Also, the Cadillac is positioned at a stark angle, but in the opposite direction --
again, pointing into the frame. The Z-Axis may be distinguished from the frame’s Y-Axis, 
which runs vertically; and also distinguished from the X-Axis, which runs horizontally. In 
contrast, this three-dimensional axis begins at one of the four corners of the frame and 
travels toward the opposing corner, often stopping in the middle of the frame. All three axes 
may be accentuated through the use of Leading Lines (e.g. the line of a curb or sidewalk) or 
careful subject placement (e.g. the iconic scene in Lawrence of Arabia, 1962, where Omar 
Sharif appears in the deep background between two figures placed in the foreground.). 

Furthermore, as the camera pushes forward, the foreground tree appears to approach the 
camera faster than the tree and the Cadillac in the background, even though the rate of 
speed is the same for all objects. This phenomenon is referred to as Parallax, which is 
naturally occurring within the eye of a human and a camera lens. These same two 
techniques may also be seen in the opening shot of Laurie sitting in class, as the camera 
slowly approaches her, moving through the carefully placed students.  

Both the use of Parallax and highlighting the frame’s Z-Axis are techniques skilled directors 
employ to create the illusion of depth within a shot. Given we view films on a flat, two-



dimensional medium, its crucial depth is artificially established from our viewing 
perspective. Here, Carpenter’s use of meticulous composition and camerawork further 
illustrate his competence as a filmmaker and artist, using the camera for much more than a 
simple recording device; though Halloween had trappings of a cheaply made B-movie, 
Carpenter consistently demonstrates he is anything but a low-budget B-movie director. 

             
THE ANAMORPHIC FRAME: 
Carpenter and Cundey aren’t making art for its own sake; rather, they’re using specific 
techniques for the purpose of dramatically and effectively conveying their tale. Thus, 
Halloween is shot specifically with an anamorphic camera lens (or lenses) and displays a 
“true widescreen” (as Carpenter calls it) optical experience, with the grandeur of a 2.39:1 
aspect ratio. This compared to the more typical, spherical lenses, which display an 
uninspiring 1.85: 1 aspect ratio. By way of contrast, Halloween parts 4-6 were shot without 
anamorphic lenses.  
However, beyond its cinematic appearance, the expansive frame is used to serve the 
narrative by distressing the audience. Perhaps most recognizably, is the use of foreground to 
background compositions within the deep frame, with The Shape near or far, always with 
unsuspecting (or suspecting) victims opposite of his gaze. With deep-depth-of-field, where 
both the foreground and background are in focus, and generous horizontal real-estate, the 
audience has many places to search for The Shape’s presence or potential presence. Often, 
the inability to locate him quickly, or at all, generates the greatest sense of anxiety.  

This anxiety is exacerbated by the use of long takes, careful blocking, negative space, and 
negative space filled with dark, Chiaroscuro-style shadows, where these shadows are used 
for actual scares and for bluff scares. The extreme edges of the frame also become actual 
and bluff entry points for The Shape to emerge and menace.  

 

CLARIFICATION SIDEBAR: 
The term ”Aspect Ratio” refers to the size of an image or frame, while the term 
“Anamorphic” refers to the actual camera lens. To over-simply the technical process, the 
anamorphic lens “squeezes” the image during shooting, allowing for more visual data to 
appear in frame; then during post-production, the image is “un-squeezed”, revealing the 
width of the image in all its horizontal glory, but without any visual distortion.  

Therefore, it’s possible to observe a 2.39:1 aspect ratio, without having used an anamorphic 
camera lens. The case of Halloween: H20 (1998) is a perfect example: the movie was shot 



with spherical lenses, which naturally yields a 1.85:1 image size, and was then later 
formatted (“cropped”) to fit a 2.39:1 picture frame. So, while we’re looking at a large 
rectangular screen that appears to be anamorphic, there isn’t actually any additional visual 
data in the frame, thus excluding it from being authentically anamorphic and thus excluding 
it from being authentically true widescreen. 

Lastly, the numbers 1.85:1, 2.39:1, and more uncommonly used, 1:37:1, simply refers to 
the number of horizontal units relative to the number of vertical units; meaning, for every 
2.39 units long, an anamorphic frame is correspondingly 1 unit high, etc., etc. 

 

FILM  NOIR:  
Lastly, Halloween displays Film Noir style lighting, having its roots in the hyperbolic nature of 
German Expressionism (i.e. The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, 1920). Consequently, Halloween 
isn’t fixated on story and plot-points; rather, it’s fixated on mood, atmosphere, and style. It’s 
fixated on creating dread and a slightly twisted, nightmarish view of reality. As Carpenter 
states, in doing research before principal photography: 

“Dean and I sat down and watched ‘Chinatown’. There is a real creepy feeling to 
Chinatown and the way it’s shot … we talked about [Haddonfield] being a small town, 
that [there’s] something strange here … [Dean] did a whole lot of ... creepy light.” 

Noir style lighting reflects exaggerated shadows in the following ways: (1) Low-key lighting, 
where a subject’s ambient space (foreground & background) is significantly dark (2) stark 
contrast between light and shadow, referred to as Chiaroscuro technique; (3) the 
implementation of hard light, which refers to clearly defined shadows, and not the light 
itself; (4) subjects cast in silhouette; (5) beams of centralized eye-light (6) “edge” or “rim” 
lighting, outlining certain features of a subject; and perhaps most recognizably, (7) the use 
of patterned shadows from stair-railings and window-blinds, from cut-outs, referred to as 
cucoloris or “cookies”.  

 

SHADOW SYMBOLISM: 
Clearly, Noir lighting has a distinct, noteworthy style. There is also a practical aspect to it as 
well, in that the shadows help conceal the Michael’s presence and appearance from both 
the characters and the audience, which is foundational to the film’s terror; for at its core, 
Halloween is a movie about a Thing that can jump out of the dark and kill you. Moreover, 
even beyond that, there is its symbolic application, though the problem with symbolism is 
that if the director neglects to specifically identify and interpret the symbols, it’s possible to 



identify and apply any meaning to anything; the more intelligent someone is, the more 
profound the interpretations may appear, when in fact it’s pure conjecture.  

Nevertheless, it’s possible to make some general symbolic applications that are reasonable,  
relevant and highly plausible. Take for example a shot in the final act, after Laurie finds the 
dead bodies at the Wallace residence, and after Michael takes an ill-placed stab, with her 
falling over the stair-railing. Once she lands at the bottom, she looks up to see The Shape 
standing at the top of the stairs, with knife in-hand. If we assume, obviously, that Halloween 
is a movie about evil versus good, and if we further assume, naturally, that light represents 
Laurie Strode, and shadows represent The Shape, the image takes on an impressive 
characterization. At this point in the story, The Shape is clearly dominant, having pushed 
Laurie over the catwalk in his attempt to stab her; the camera angle portrays Michael 
possessing all the power at this point, with his positioning placed high above her, as he 
gazes down below. In addition, we’ll note that the shadows in this image overwhelm the bit 
of visible light throughout the entire frame, further demonstrating, symbolically, the Killer’s 
superiority. Even the light we do see, has streaks of dark shadows running through it, to 
further signify his utter supremacy.   

Let’s look at another example of light-and-shadow symbolism, and we’ll preface the 
observation with a writer (the author is unknown) discussing Howard Hawks’, The Big Sleep 
(1946), which is one of the most quintessential Noir films of all time. In the writer’s analysis 
of the movie, they state:  

“Sometimes, the light represents … islands of goodness surrounded by evil … the frame 
illuminates only the good characters … while all around them impending danger lurks in the 
darkness”.  

This type of “island-of-goodness” symbolism may be appropriately and fascinatingly applied 
to Halloween, by means of literal light surrounded by literal darkness. Take for example the 
shot where Michael first sees Laurie, from within his childhood home, as she delivers the 
key for her father:           

Immediately, we notice an image filled with ambient daylight (representing Goodness) 
bordered on all sides by a frame of complete darkness (representing Evil). Among the three 
on-screen characters, the only one devoid of illumination is the Killer, who stands over them 
as larger, and thus symbolically, more powerful. In fact, the left side of his head (in 
silhouette) serves as the right side of the dark frame, further emphasizing his all-confining 
presence. The “Island-of-goodness” concept is thus portrayed from our viewing perspective, 
as Carpenter utilizes the aforementioned, frame-within-a-frame, technique. Symbolically, 
Darkness encompasses Goodness wherever it goes within the town of Haddonfield, 
establishing the film’s unfolding events. 



It’s as if The Shape’s presence, and the Halloween holiday, have cast a large, figurative 
cloud over the town of Haddonfield, in some type of mildly abnormal state of darkened 
reality. Thus, as previously indicated, the purpose of the lighting is to create a sense of 
hyper-realism; rather than attempting to depict authentic naturalism or literal reality. 

 

 

FOOTNOTE:  
Technically speaking, directors like Sidney Lumet (12 Angry Men, 1957); Cinematographers like, 
Roger Deakins (Blade Runner, 2049); and even film critics like Robert C. Cumbow, (Order in the 
Universe, 2000) are quick to mention that ‘content’ and ‘technique’ are ultimately inseparable 
(i.e. ‘style is content’) and that great technique is actually undetectable. However, at the risk of 
disagreeing with absolute film legends, in the case of John Carpenter’s Halloween, I tend to do 
just that, at least to some degree. In my limited, perhaps misguided defense, film critic Robin 
Wood states this: “Halloween in fact, does nothing new, but does it with extreme cinematic 
sophistication and finesse.” Wood’s assessment of Carpenter’s content aside, his statement 
thus acknowledges a distinction between the two primary aspects of filmmaking (Wood quote 
also found in Cumbow’s, Order in the Universe, 2000). 

 

            

 

 

            

           

             

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                            THE  SOUND 
                    
 

 

INTRO 
Many are familiar with the anecdotes from various documentaries, how Carpenter screened 
Halloween to a studio executive prior to adding the music, and how it was summarily 
dismissed as “not scary”; and how, Irwin Yablans witnessed audience members covering 
their ears, instead of their eyes, upon the film’s initial theater release. These accounts 
underscore the power and importance of a film’s sound-design, and for this movie, it might 
be the biggest star of the show.  

“There is a point in making a movie when you experience the final result. For me, it’s 
always when I see an interlock screening of the picture with the music. All of a sudden 
a new voice is added to the raw, naked-without-effects-or-music footage. The movie 
takes on its final style, and it is on this that the emotional total should be judged. 
Someone once told me that music, or the lack of it, can make you see better. I believe 
it.”   

                                                                                                         -- John Carpenter 

 

 

 

THE SCORE 
In total, five different pieces comprise Carpenter’s musical work for Halloween, which 
include the following numbers: (#1) The Main Theme (#2) Michael Kills Judith; (#3) Laurie’s 
Theme; (#4) The Myers House; and (#5) The Shape Stalks.  

The 5/4-time-signature-inspired Main Theme is profoundly iconic and plays a total of five 
times throughout the film’s runtime (4-out-of-5 of those occasions involve The Shape’s on-
screen presence), and the effectiveness of the four remaining arrangements prevent it from 



feeling repetitive. All but one of the five compositions are intentionally understated, slow, 
methodical, sinister, overwhelmingly creepy, and haunting.  

For example, they turn Laurie’s typical morning walk to school, in a small midwestern town, 
into a deeply foreboding, ominous experience (#3, Laurie’s Theme); they turn Donald 
Pleasence’, “Devil’s Eve’s Monologue”, into the stuff of legends, as the quintessential 
haunted-house theme undergirds his brilliant delivery (#4, The Myers House); and they turn 
the epilogue reveal, portraying young Michael as the killer, into a disturbing plot twist, with a 
dream-like quality, enhanced by the sluggishly descending tempo of synthesizer and piano 
(#2, Michael Kills Judith).  

 

DYANMIC TENSION – TIC TOC:       
Renown composer Hans Zimmer (Dunkirk, 2017) once said, “In music, you’re basically 
having a conversation.”, therefore, assuming that statement true, let’s see how Carpenter 
utilizes sound to communicate the needed emotion for the climactic showdown between 
Michael and Laurie, and we’ll do so by examining musical composition #5, The Shape 
Stalks, which is the one piece that isn’t slow, methodical nor understated.  

The term, “Ticking Clock”, refers to a storytelling device that has been viewed in countless 
scenes throughout the decades. Used to generate anxiety, the protagonist races against 
time in a desperate attempt to defuse a bomb before it detonates. In more recent times, this 
story-telling device has been accomplished more subtly, without the bomb as a plot-point, by 
simply infusing the rhythmic noise (in some variation) of a ticking clock into the sound 
design, (e.g. Interstellar, 2014). As John Truby states in his book, The Anatomy of Story, “A 
time end point … is a technique in which you tell the audience up front that the action must 
be completed by a specific time”.     

In the final act of Halloween, where The Shape chases Laurie from the Wallace residence 
back to the Doyle residence, three sequential layers of sound are cleverly added on top of 
each other (#5, The Shape Stalks), to evoke a sense of frantic urgency from the audience. In 
this scene, there are two particular Time Endpoints. Endpoint #1 is: will Laurie get out of the 
Wallace residence before The Shape catches her, with the front and back doors barricaded. 
Endpoint #2 is: will Laurie get back inside the Doyle residence before The Shape catches 
her, with the front door locked. Within these two Time Endpoints, we hear the following: 

The first sound layer, is the sinister low pitch piano, in repetitive cadence (da, da-da, da, da-
da, etc.); the rhythm is in the form of the aforementioned “Ticking Clock” device (think of a 
metronome), with a moderate beats-per-minute tempo, which underscores the scene’s time-
sensitive dilemmas, and thus creates a sense of urgency within the viewer.  



The second layer employs an additional “Ticking Clock” device, in a much higher pitch, with 
a noticeably faster beats-per-minute tempo, from an electronic synthesizer made to 
resemble a percussion Triangle. This new component, added on top of the pre-existing 
“Ticking Clock” device,  transforms the pre-established sense of urgency into a sense of 
extreme urgency.  

The third and last layer, also produced by way of an electronic synthesizer, is what sounds 
like one long, uninterrupted musical note; it sounds a lot like a WWII air raid siren, which has 
all sorts of panic-inducing overtones, both because of the need for their original use and 
because of the shrieking noise it emits, which is a ceaseless, dissonant, screeching assault 
on the ears. This last layer turns the previously established sense of extreme urgency into 
utter frenzy, with urgency so elevated that one feels they would knock down senior citizens 
and small children in trying to evade the present danger.  

All three of these layers, (1) Low pitch Piano in the form of a moderately paced Ticking Clock 
(2) The higher pitched Synthesizer, at a markedly faster BPM, in the form of an additional 
Ticking Clock (3) and the continuous note resembling a WWII air raid siren, work in tandem 
to create an extremely effective piece of music for an utterly frantic, anxiety-inducing chase 
scene. These elements precisely communicate the extreme level of on-screen tension.     

 

SOUND DESIGN PT. 1 
Beyond Carpenter’s score, are the extra details of sound design, further complimenting and 
further elevating the film. For example, the absence of sound, heard moments before Laurie 
bumps into sheriff Brackett, with only the soft rustle of tree leaves swaying in the wind, 
preparing us for an effective Boo!-Scare; or in other scenes, we hear bits of diegetic score 
from the movie, Forbidden Planet (1956) and dialogue may be heard from Hawks’, The Thing 
from Another World (1951); or further, the way particular scenes transition seamlessly, one to 
another, using sound as the unifying thread; or still further, the unsettling Halloween poem, 
involving children’s voices jingling against a black screen, before the epilogue opens.   

 

‘THE THING FROM ANOTHER WORLD’  &  ‘FORBIDDEN PLANET’: 
The diegetic use of these two films highlights Carpenter’s known appreciation for Science 
Fiction horror, and is a personal nod to a film he would later remake, and the first film to 
incorporate an electronic score. However, more specifically, it’s no coincidence that both 
films feature isolated locations containing enigmatic, extremely hostile monsters, that 
possess both a human connection and an other-than-human reality. The monster from The 



Thing, as the title indicates, is a space-alien that takes the form of a man (more of a 
humanoid), often difficult to see, especially in its unhidden representation. The other 
monster, from Forbidden Planet, is almost entirely invisible, save for his outline, or shape; 
this creature is clearly inhuman, but is yet a manifestation from the human subconscious 
(the oft discussed, Id monster, to whom Michael is routinely compared).  

Whether it’s dialogue heard saying, “Spread out everybody, we’re gonna try to figure out the 
shape of this thing”, as the team encircles the snow-buried space-creature; or whether it’s 
the unsettling score reverberating off the walls of Tommy’s living room, as Michael is seen 
outside in a moving shot-homage to Robby the Robot, they both point to and highlight the 
uncertain, unknown, uncanny, and largely unseen Haddonfield Killer.  

 

SOUND DESIGN PT. 2 
Additionally, there are four separate synth-stingers, along with the only two only noises The 
Shape exhales. The stingers serve as harsh, alarming, auditory punctuation, alerting us to 
the presence of Evil or the perpetration of evil; and the two noises from The Shape come in 
the form of breathing and grunting. These two disturbing sounds are subtle, and provide 
additional mystery, as they seem to imply an other-than-human element to the relatively 
blank character.  

 

SUMMARY: 
The punk-edged synthesizer merged with the classical piano keys gives the score a rare 
sense of timelessness. It also leaves an indelible imprint on the listener, as do the limited 
number of compositions; and as do the melodic, yet dissonant arrangements, for there is 
nothing discernably generic or derivative about the harmonies.  
The score, as a whole, reflects and communicates an extremely narrow emotional focus. 
Namely that, none of the pieces attempt to induce pathos, poignancy, drama, or action 
(which is not the same as tension). Rather, four-out-of-the-five compositions convey the 
feeling of anticipation -- the sense that something horrible is going to happen, which sounds 
different than something horrible actually happening. Simply put, we are hearing the 
concept of anticipation, and that’s almost all we’re hearing. However, not only are we 
hearing the sounds of anticipation, we’re hearing them communicated in an overtly ghostly, 
spooky, surreal manner. We’re hearing the anticipatory sounds of a haunted-house movie.  

Perhaps most impressive, according to Carpenter, is that he composed the music in what he 
calls, “double-blind” mode, which means without the use of imagery for reference or 



synchronization; and yet, the tempo of all the music perfectly matches the pace of each 
scene and the entire muted speed of the story. It could be reasonably argued that the sound 
of Halloween is more synonymous with the film than any one particular aspect.  

 

 

     

              

 

 



                                   THE  SUPSENSE 
                            

 
 
INTRO:  
Producer Irwin Yablans, born 1934, was raised during a time he affectionately refers to as 
the “radio generation”, and in his book, The Man Who Created Halloween, he articulates the 
original concept for Halloween’s approach, as it relates to technique and spirit, as he writes:  

“I saw it as theater of the mind, much like the radio shows ‘Inner Sanctum’ and 
‘Lights Out’, suspense and fear of the unknown would drive this film. What you did 
not see and what you were afraid you might see would provide the scares.” 

This ”theater of the mind” philosophy meant abstaining from excessive on-screen mayhem, 
in the form of blood, gore and brutality; instead, Carpenter would have to showcase the 
psychological aspects fear through specific prompts.  

 

THE FOUNDATION: 
Let us consider this iconic explanation (loosely paraphrased) from director Alfred Hitchcock, 
contrasting “shock” with “suspense”, as he states:  

There are four people sitting around a table talking, suddenly a bomb goes off killing 
everyone, and the audience receives ten seconds of shock.  

Take the same scenario and tell the audience there’s a bomb under the table 
(unbeknownst to the four characters) that will detonate in five minutes; the whole 
emotion of the viewers is completely different because you’ve given them this 
information. 

According to Hitchcock, suspense involves (1) relaying certain information to the audience 
(rather than withholding it); and it involves (2) the absence of related action. Accordingly, the 
basic premise to Halloween’s story is crafted as a horror-thriller, with a homicidal psychiatric 
patient escaping confinement, returning to the hometown where he murdered his sister. 
Essentially, the entire community of Haddonfield is unaware of the killer’s impending arrival 



and eventual presence; and though Dr. Loomis informs the local police department, even 
they remain mostly unconvinced.  

Thus, The Shape functions like Hitchcock’s theoretical bomb, leading up to the final 
confrontation with Laurie. The audience is aware of the “bomb’s” existence within the town 
of Haddonfield, but the characters are largely oblivious to the explosive danger lurking about 
them. We know the “bomb” will eventually detonate, but we have no idea when or how.  

 
THE PROLONGED DELAY:  
Director John Sturges (The Great Escape, 1963) once said, “The trick of suspense is to do 
nothing and make people sweat”. Thus, the opening scene aside, The Shape doesn’t 
dispatch anyone on-screen until well-over fifty minutes into the story. On a macro-level, that 
is an extreme amount of time to withhold the inevitable bomb detonation. There is also an 
example of this do-nothing-suspense-philosophy on a micro-level, seen in the final act (see 
also Annie’s death), when Laurie makes an excruciatingly prolonged walk from the Doyle 
residence to the Wallace residence, where The Shape lies in wait. Debra Hill affectionately 
referred to this portion of the film as the “longest walk in Hollywood”. The scene’s technique 
is a graphic suspense-reference to Psycho (1960), when Lila makes her way, ever-so-slowly, 
up to the Bates home where she eventually encounters “Mother”. In both cases, 
intentionally extending time delays the much-anticipated conflict, and the subsequent relief 
from the resolution.  

 

SUBVERTED EXPECTATIONS: 
Yet another example of this horror philosophy (Theater of the mind) may be witnessed in the 
famous shower scene involving Janet Leigh, from Psycho (1960). Again, Alfred Hitchcock 
states:  

“This film had a horrible scene at the beginning of a girl being murdered in the 
shower; well, I deliberately made that pretty rough, but as the film developed, I put 
less and less physical horror into [the movie] because I was leaving that in the mind 
of the audience, and as the film went on, there was less and less violence, but the 
tension in the mind of the viewer was increased considerably. I was transferring it 
from film into their minds, so towards the end I had no violence at all, but the 
audience by this time was screaming in agony …” 

Carpenter applies an almost identical horror technique in Halloween, as he intentionally de-
escalates the degree of violence throughout the movie. The first kill, involving Judith Myers, 
is quite rough -- partially nude and blood-smeared, after multiple stabbings, coupled with the 
sounds of blade entering flesh, we see her ravaged body fall to the ground culminating in 
death. Conversely, the three remaining on-screen kills are much tamer, involving no blood, 



and less savagery; some attacks, occurring with no stabbing at all. In so doing, Carpenter 
fulfills Hitchcock’s requirement for establishing long-term psychological terror throughout 
the narrative by subverting expectations for more violence. 

With the most violent act of the story presented at the beginning, it’s reasonable to assume 
the audience would expect the same style of violence, if not more graphic, continued 
throughout the film; but even in the finale, as Laurie discovers her deceased friends, she 
does not stumble upon a pile of bloody, mangled corpses. It’s her reaction, coupled with the 
score, that activates the horror of the lifeless bodies, for we see no actual carnage. In reality, 
Annie’s white shirt would be soaked red with blood, from the slash wound received by 
Michael, but we see nothing; and yet, the scene is no less effective, in fact, it could be 
argued it’s more effective. 

 

PURE CINEMA:   
Further reflecting the approach to psychological terror, through the art of visual storytelling, 
is the outworking of Bob’s death, orchestrated by means of implied violence. Through a 
series of fourteen cuts (edits & shots), in the span of roughly thirty-five seconds, we have an 
assembly, or a mosaic, of film pieces that communicates the idea of murder but does not 
overtly display it. The sequence transpires as follows: 

 We see The Shape lift Bob off the ground; we see a shot of Bob’s flailing feet elevated 
above the ground; we see a shot of the knife being raised upward by The Shape, preparing 
to strike; we see a few shots of Bob helplessly pinned to the wall; we see the knife lurch 
forward in a stabbing motion by The Shape; and for the actual death-blow, we never see the 
blade anywhere near Bob’s body, instead, we see a close-up of Bob’s face along with a 
couple of nice sound effects; then, to communicate the idea Bob has expired, we see a life-
less expression emerge on his visage, as his head slumps forward slightly, concluded with a 
shot of his flailing feet falling motionless. As Hitchcock once said: 

“… This process of frightening is done by means of a given medium, the medium of pure 
cinema … the assembly of pieces of film to create fright.” 

Not only does Michael homage Norman Bates from Psycho (1960), with raised kitchen knife 
and frayed hair, but the entire aforementioned assembly technique is an homage to the 
iconic procedure used in Janet Leigh’s shower death. This masterly constructed use of 
editing is so well-known and revered there is even a documentary on it, entitled, 78/52: 
Hitchcock’s Shower Scene (2017), written and directed by Alexandre O. Philippe.   

In Halloween, the homage is not nearly as elaborate or frenetically paced, but the concept is 
clearly presented. In Carpenter’s defense, Hitchcock had an entire week to craft that one 
scene, whereas Carpenter had three weeks to shoot his entire movie; also, no one else is 
Alfred Hitchcock, not even the great, John Carpenter. By way of contrast, the other three on-
screen kills (Judith, Annie & Lynda) display much more conventional camera work, with 
minimal cutting; and the editing we do see is primarily meant to change perspectives; either 



character perspectives or viewing perspectives, but none of them attempt the assembly of 
film fragments, or shots, to create a whole idea.  

 

THE STRUCTURE: 
Skillfully, Carpenter employs a script-writing technique that not only safeguards the effort 
toward suspense from becoming stale, but also amplifies it. This technique is often referred 
to as, “Meanwhile, back at the ranch”, a phrase coined by none-other, than Alfred Hitchcock. 
This technique involves a perpetual series of mini cliffhangers, by oscillating between 
multiple stories that run parallel with each other. As filmmaker John Sturges explains: 

You want to have two [stories moving in parallel]; you reach the peak of one, you go 
to the other; you pick the other up just where you want it; when it loses interest, drop 
it – ‘Meanwhile, back at the ranch’. 

For example, during the day, scenes oscillate between (1) Dr. Loomis pursuing The Shape, 
and (2) The Shape stalking Laurie and Tommy; and at night, the film oscillates between the 
(1) Doyle home, the (2) Wallace home, and (3) the abandon Myers house. Finally, at the 
film’s conclusion, the storyline featuring Dr. Loomis and the other featuring Michael 
intersect, bringing them into one cohesive narrative.  

 

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF ISOLATION 
Adding to the foundational elements and structure of Hitchcockian suspense, Carpenter 
injects a touch of anxiety-inducing psychology. Similar to his previous film, Assault on 
Precinct 13 (1976), and his later film, The Thing (1982), which feature geographical 
isolation, here, Carpenter uses psychological/emotional isolation with Laurie and Tommy. 
Both characters see The Shape watching them, and when they notice his voyeuristic gaze, 
they’re both in the company of other people; and yet, they are still very much secluded and 
very much alone.  

For example, this psychological isolation transpires on Laurie’s walk home from school, with 
Annie, as she sees The Shape standing by the hedge. Annie is, fatefully, looking down when 
Laurie sees him, and he disappears behind the shrubbery as Annie looks up to catch a 
glimpse. With nothing to see, Annie sarcastically dismisses Laurie’s claim with humor, 
leaving her alone with no-one to believe her, no-one to commiserate with her, no-one to 
express concern for her, and potentially, no-one to help her should the need arise. In total, 
this psychological isolation befalls Laurie on four separate occasions throughout the day 
scenes (in class; twice on the walk home from school; and once in her bedroom).             

Though not the main character, but among the most vulnerable group of the film, young 
Tommy likewise experiences dismissal and thus psychological/emotional isolation when 
notifying Laurie (of all people) of his two Boogeyman sightings, and on the second occasion, 



he’s carrying Annie’s lifeless body! Eventually, Tommy proclaims, “no one believes me”, and 
though Lyndsay is present with Tommy the second time, and claims to believe him, we get 
the sense it’s more out of loyal friendship; but still, no authority-figure is able to provide him 
psychological comfort. 

Thus, it’s not just that Laurie and Tommy are being stalked and gazed upon, it’s that they 
both become aware of the voyeuristic attention and are unable to generate any confirmation 
or empathy from others. Both characters assume they’re either paranoid or imagining 
things, and because both characters exude a high amount of vulnerability, they therefore 
generate a high amount of regard from the audience.  

Circling back to Hitchcock’s “bomb” analogy, it’s as if some individuals sitting around the 
table notice the bomb, and try to alert others of its impending doom, only for them to be 
promptly disregarded, which only heightens the suspense and agitation within the audience, 
as they naturally seek safety for the characters. 

 

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF CHARACTER IDENTIFICATION: 
The Hitchcockian technique of character identification (first discovered by Soviet film 
theorist Lev Kuleshov) is applied to Laurie Strode on numerous occasions. According to John 
Carpenter, Character Identification occurs, not from the continuous, unbroken POV 
perspective, but during an intentional three-shot process, as he states: (1) “You see the 
character; (2) you see what he sees; and (3) you see his reaction”. On Laurie’s walk home 
from school, as she sees Michael’s station wagon turn the corner and approach her, we see 
the carefully edited action-reaction sequence featuring two close-ups bookending the middle 
shot of the vehicle. These steps are applied frequently to Laurie Strode, and never to the 
killer, where we’re able to infer and recognize the intended character emotion, which in this 
case is Laurie’s perplexity and concern at noticing the same vehicle that was parked outside 
her classroom window. 

Because we seem to have the unconscious ability to project the correct emotion onto Laurie, 
through this three-step montage, Carpenter “can build the suspense the audience feels by 
building the one felt by the character. This way the audience feels like they are one with the 
character or are sharing something personal and intimate together.” (Alex Ferrari, Indie Film 
Hustle). In other words, as we see Laurie’s anxiety increase through this cinematic process, 
applied throughout the film, our increased anxiety follows with her. 

 
THE COUP DE GRÂCE: 
For the final death blow, in creating anxiety, once Carpenter establishes a firm foundation of 
suspense, he then intersperses Boo!-Scares throughout the film; these false alarms keep 
the audience perpetually jumpy, so that even the relatively uneventful moments become 



stressful. The drain gutter crashing through the window, whilst Dr. Loomis and Sheriff 
Brackett investigate the abandoned Myers house, is one such example of a Boo!-Scare. 
Cleverly, Carpenter eases the audience into a false sense of security as he scatters over 
thirty audible seconds of floorboards creaking, while the two men walk through the house; 
he then uses an almost identical creaking sound seconds before the quick cut and the loud 
diegetic sound of the drain gutter crash. Furthermore, Carpenter allows for over twenty 
seconds of time-lapse once the two men are inside Judith’s bedroom, before activating the 
Scare. This time allows us to adjust to the new surroundings, and creates yet another sense 
of false security, as the audience becomes confident there’s no immediate danger. 
Therefore, It’s not so much the scare itself that makes the trick effective, but rather, the 
build-up and pseudo-security leading up to it. 

 

               

 

               

 



                   The Skeleton: Pt. 1 

             (cinematic outline) 

          
 

     
INTRO: 
As the term “Skeleton” indicates, this chapter (broken into three parts) is less of an article 
write-up, and more of an outline, arranging  and cataloging the primary aspects of the movie 
from a bird’s-eye-perspective. Most of this information, here in PT.1, was previously 
discussed, but is displayed in one helpful arrangement, rather than spread throughout 
multiple pages of material. In this section, the focus is bent toward the film’s cinematic 
technique. 

 

 

 

 

I. Image Size: 
1) Anamorphic: 2.39:1  
2) Emphasis on depth of frame 
3) Emphasis on breadth of frame 
4) Negative Space w & w/out Dark Shadow 
5) Grandeur of ‘True Widescreen’ 



II. Genre Composition 
1. Psycho (1960) – Hitchcockian Horror 
2. The Innocents (1961) – Ghost Story 
3. Cape Fear (1962) – Stalking Thriller  

 
 

III. Film Look: “Auteur Renaissance & Gritty Realism” 
1) Desaturated Colors 
2) Grainy Film Aesthetic 
3) Location Shooting 
4) Available Light Aesthetic 
5) New Technology (Panaglide, Mini-Brutes, etc.) 

 
 

IV. Film Noir/Expressionistic Lighting 
1) Chiaroscuro Style 
2) Hard Light (Exaggerated Shadows) 
3) Centralized Eye Light 
4) Silhouettes 
5) Patterned Shadows (Stair Railings & Blinds) 
6) Edge Lighting  
7) Low Key Lighting (Ambient Lighting) 

 

 

V. Camera Movement 



1) The “Panaglide” 
2) Tracking Shots (Lateral, Fwd. & Rev.) 
3) Dolly Pan 
4) Hand-Held (Limited Use) 

 
 

VI. Editing 
1) Long Takes 
2) Camera Movement vs Cutting 
3) Seamless Scene Transitions (audio-visual) 
4) Cutting on Movement for Fluidity 
5) Character Identification (‘Kuleshov Effect’) 

 
 

VII. Color Palette 
1) Day: Sun-lit, w/ Burnt Orange Aesthetic 
2) Night: Bathed in Blue Backlighting 

 
 

VIII. Artistic Bent 
1) 4:00 Min. “Oner” 
2) Tableau Vivant  
3) Establishing Crane Shot  (NOT for establishing) 
4) Implied Violence (via cutting & obstruction) 
5) Parallax; Occlusion; & Z-Axis Emphasis 



6) Leading Lines 
7) Frame-within-a-Frame 
8) Composition Geared for Tension 
9) Pure-Cinema-Mosaic (Bob’s Death) 
10) Art of Visual Storytelling (Etc., etc., etc.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                 The Skeleton: pt. 2 

      (thematic content-motif) 

          
 

     
INTRO: 
Here, in pt. 2, we’ll look at aspects pertaining to Halloween’s content, that focuses on 
recurring thematic elements, known as ‘motifs’ or ‘sub-themes’. They may comprise objects, 
ideas, symbols, colors, sounds, shapes, camera angles, words, and more; but they must 
appear as intentional patterns. These categories are key elements to the story, made clear 
and unmistakable through specific scenes that emerge and re-emerge, time and time again. 
What they mean collectively and-or individually, beyond their plain diegetic application, is for 
someone else to determine; but they represent the raw, unassembled thematic material for 
John Carpenter’s picture.  

At the end, there is a series of explanations related to all of the orange stars, for any items 
that are possibly unknown or unclear. This outline is not meant to be an exhaustive list, but 
rather to encompass the more prominent, essential ones. 

 

 

                                                                           

I. Motifs/Thematic Categories: 
 

1. Halloween-Specific Evil  
2. Unseen Evil 



3. Mysterious Evil 
4. Ambiguous Evil (Todorovian’s, the Fantastic)* 
5. Personified Evil (‘The Boogeyman’) 
6. The Uncanny (Freud’s use)* 
7. Voyeurism (Sexual or Asexual - Both Possible)*  
8. Vision (The entire film – J.P. Telotte)* 
9. Stalker/Stalking (Non POV related) 
10. Masks for Murder (Three Times)* 
11. Isolation (Physically & Psychologically)  
12. Leitmotif (The Shape & Laurie)* 
13. Urban Legend  

A. Escaped Lunatic on the loose 
B. Killer hiding in backseat of car 
C. The Ignored Warning  
D. Mysterious phone calls w/heavy breathing 
E. Local house w/ dark past 
F. Killer vanishing w/out a trace 
G. ‘Babysitter & the Man Upstairs’ 

H. ‘Legend Tripping’* 

I. ‘The Hook’ story* 

14. Fate Personified: Concentric Confinement* 
A. Trapped within a Town  
B. Trapped within a Neighborhood 
C. Trapped within a House 
D. Trapped within a Room 
E. Trapped within a Closet 
F. Trapped within a pair of Murderous Hands 



15. Ghost Story Motif 
A. Archetypal Haunted House (Myers House) 
B. Future Haunted House #1 (Wallace House) 
C. Future Haunted House #2 (Doyle House) 
D. Haunted Town (Haddonfield Folklore) 
E. Archetypal Cemetery Location 
F. Ghost Costume (Haunting Spirit Archetype) 
G. Thunder and Lightning 
H. Dark Shadows 
I. Creaking Doors 
J. Billowing Sheets & Curtains 
K. A Shadowy Monster 
L. An Ethereal Monster 
M. Sustained Suspense 
N. Unexplainable Events 
O. The Power of Subtlety  
P. “The Fog” Connection* 

 

 

*Ambiguous Evil 

Referenced previously, acclaimed literary theorist, Tzvetan Todorov (1939-2017), 
constructed three well-known modes for categorizing the supernatural in literature. Crudely 
explained, they include the following: (1) The Marvelous: that which is overtly supernatural  
(2) The Uncanny: that which is strange and different, but not supernatural (3) The Fantastic: 
The intellectual hesitation between a natural and supernatural explanation. Thus, the 
ambiguous nature of The Shape falls under the Fantastic mode of Todorov’s theory. 
However, some may argue that, at the conclusion of  Halloween, his nature passes from the 
purely Fantastic to the Fantastic-Marvelous, where intellectual hesitation gives way to 
unequivocal supernatural interpretation.  



*The Uncanny  

According to University lecturer, Murray Leeder, who has the authored several academic 
horror articles, and written multiple books, the term “Uncanny”, as used by Sigmund Freud, 
is separate from the term used directly above, in Todorov’s literary theory. We mention this 
because anyone attempting to perform additional research on the subject may become 
confused if encountering the two writers (Freud & Todorov). Here, as a motif, it applies to (1) 
the production design of The Shape -- namely his mask (2) his questionable, irregular 
behavior, which is continual throughout the movie; and (3) the town of Haddonfield itself, 
which becomes increasingly more unfamiliar.  
 

*Voyeurism & Vision 

Voyeurism is specific only to The Shape, and though the act usually involves a sexual 
component, there is strong indication that much or all of his gazing is asexual in nature.  

With the vision motif, we’re highlighting and championing J.P. Telotte’s observation as 
central to his scholarly essay, “Through a Pumpkin’s Eye” (1982); and not necessarily his 
interpretation or application of the motif. If observed carefully, the pattern of vision and 
perception runs throughout the entire movie. This concept is broader and more ubiquitous 
than the voyeurism, and extends well beyond The Shape.  

 

*Masks for Murder 

This only occurs three times, but it’s too unmistakable to ignore; which is that The Shape 
covers his face before each on-screen attack, or series of attacks: (1) before stabbing Judith 
(2) once back in town, ready to use his newly procured knives (3) after the mask is removed 
while strangling Laurie, he pulls it back on before continuing the attack. 

 

*Leitmotif: The Shape & Laurie 

Leitmotifs differ from motifs, in that they more specifically represent repeated musical 
compositions (or sounds) related to a particular character, and only that character. Here, 
each person has their own musical composition (Main Theme & Laurie’s Theme); in 
addition, The Shape has the continual exclamatory synth-stingers, and ominous breathing.  

 



*Urban Legend: ‘Legend Tripping’ & ‘The Hook’ Story 

Legend Tripping refers to secret journeys made to locales involving Urban Legends, such as 
when Lonnie Elam, Richie, and Keith travel to the ‘old Myers place’, with the mission of 
entering the spooky domicile as a dare or a rite-of-passage. Often, supernatural occurrences 
were thought possible because of the location’s dark history.  

The ‘Hook Story’ story was formerly an extremely well-known urban legend dating back to 
the ‘50s; it involves an escaped convict (with a hook for one of his hands) stalking a couple  
on a proverbial lover’s lane road. According to the aforementioned Murray Leeder, Carpenter 
confirms that this account was a “formative influence” on Halloween.  

 

*Fate Personified: Concentric Confinement: 

Whilst in class, Laurie’s teacher says: 

“…  No matter what course of action Collins took, he was destined to his own fate; his 
own day of reckoning with himself. The idea is that destiny is a very real, concrete 
thing that every person has to deal with” 

“… Samuels definitely personified fate. In Samuels writing fate is immoveable, like a 
mountain.” 

“These two quotes above immediately put a sinister twist on Laurie’s earlier self-soothing 
song: “I wish I had you all alone, just the two of us”. As Murray Leeder puts it, “… cruel 
coincidences take on cosmic dimensions.” The most chilling part of the entire classroom 
scene, apart from the motionless Michael staring at her from across the street (like an 
unmovable mountain), is the idea that there is no possible way for ‘Collins’ (i.e. Laurie) to 
avoid his (i.e. her) horrifying destiny.  

Therefore, is Michael the personification of an unstoppable, unmovable Halloween-driven 
fate? If so, additional questions begin to arise -- was Judith’s murder in 1963 the intentional 
cosmic precursor to this fateful day? How did Michael know to attempt an escape on the 
very night he was being transferred? Why did the Myers house sit abandoned for fifteen 
years, apparently, only to have a real-estate showing the very day of his return, whereby 
creating opportunity for the twain to collide? Furthermore, in the final act of the film, did 
Michael arrange Annie’s dead body under Judith’s headstone, explicitly knowing Laurie 
would arrive and see, communicating a “this-is-you” message. 

This classroom scene aside, perhaps the most graphic illustration of fate as a motif is seen 
in its tacit execution, rather than its overtly continued application; meaning, it seems Laurie 
is trapped, forced to face and endure this evil-filled destiny associated with the disturbing 



holiday, with Haddonfield behaving as an enclosed space, one that confines Laurie -- first 
she's trapped within the town, featuring her home, the Myers house, the school and Nichols 
hardware store; then she's further confined to a neighborhood, featuring the Wallace-Doyle 
street location; then she's further confined to a specific house (once Michael is chasing her); 
then to a living room; then to a bedroom closet; until finally, she’s physically confined by the 
murderous hands of Michael, as he strangles her.  

It’s almost as if the haunted town of Haddonfield has been anthropomorphized, to contain 
and cloister Michael’s target, with the closing rings of concentric circles, slowly squeezing in 
on Laurie, orchestrated by the haunting Figure … or Fate. 

 

*The Fog Connection 

The Ghost Story Motif, and its last listing, “The Fog Connection”, requires some illumination. 
The quote below, penned by  author and lecturer, Murray Leeder, provides the necessary 
application for their presence among the list. Leeder states:  

 ”Parallels with ‘The Fog’ (1980) are instructive … in that, the [ghost-mariners] return 
one hundred years to the day after the shipwreck to disrupt a ceremony honoring their 
murders, while Michael returns fifteen years to the day after his sister’s murder to 
reassert his claim on [the Halloween holiday]. Both are ghosts of the past, whether 
literally or symbolically”  

Leeder goes on to mention that it’s tempting to view both films as “… companion pieces, 
Carpenter’s twin haunting narratives.” As just mentioned, both antagonists reflect 
ephemeral (short-lived and fleeting) contexts; however, beyond that, there is a strikingly 
inverse relationship to their respective character designs. Namely, the Ghost-Mariners are 
foundationally immaterial entities, with select moments of physicality. Whereas Michael is 
foundationally a physical being, with select moments of the ethereal. We’ll recall that the 
idea for The Fog originated on a trip to England in 1977, while promoting Assault on Precinct 
13, before Halloween; therefore, ghostly seeds were already embedded into Carpenter’s 
consciousness.  

 

 

 

 



         The Skeleton: pt. 3  

    (Thematic content-meaning) 

          
 

     
INTRO: 
Here, in PT. 3, we’ll look at Halloween’s central content, in the form of its highly debated, 
and often discussed, message and main theme. It is here we’ll distinguish between those 
two terms, which are typically applied interchangeably. Among professional script-writers, 
there appears to be little consensus on whether-or-not a film’s main theme serves also as its 
moral message, and vice-versa. For example, John Truby, in his well-received book, “The 
Anatomy of Story”, writes:  

“A great story is … a sequence of actions, with moral implications and effects, designed to 
express a larger theme …  

Theme is the author’s view of how to act in the world. It is [the writer’s] moral vision.” 

However, if we look at the “Masterclass” website (“How to Develop a Theme for Your Story”), 
which features such writers as Dan Brown (The Da Vinci Code ); David Mamet (Pulitzer Prize-
winning dramatic writer); and Aaron Sorkin (A Few Good Men, 1992 & The Social Network, 
2010), we read this: “You might be tempted to equate a primary theme with the moral of the 
story – yet while these literary concepts are related, they are not quite synomous.” During 
an interview, while on the set of Halloween, in 1978, Carpenter appears to agree, as he 
states: “Anything good has a substance or theme to it … [but] thematic material is different 
than a message …”. Though the line of demarcation between the two terms is thin, it 
appears clear, that a film’s message serves as a moral injunction, or exhortation; while a 
film’s main theme, serves as an idea meant for contemplation and rumination, which may or 
may not contain an overtly moral element.  



Therefore, for the purpose of this handbook, and this section, we’ll focus on the two terms 
separately. Whether-or-not this dual framework (Main Theme & Message) is the wisest 
approach, is open for debate.  

Lastly, though this section is still considered as part of a skeletal outline, it involves a written 
discussion on just two central points (rather than multiple bullet-points). This subject 
requires meaningful discussion, and unfortunately, an outline is ill-equipped to cover this 
material with any degree of significance.  

 

I. Halloween’s Message: 
Perhaps the most substantial treatment (eleven rigorous pages) dealing with 
Halloween’s message, is J.P. Telotte’s scholarly essay, Through a Pumpkin’s Eye: The 
Reflexive Nature of Horror, published in 1982. As one would expect from an academic, 
the piece is sophisticated, complex, and intellectually formidable.  

“The warning which Halloween so simply yet effectively posts, then, is 
preeminently a visual one, calling us to a new level of alertness … we have been 
stridently warned to ‘keep watching’ if we value our human environment.” 

“The challenge facing [Carpenter’s] characters is essentially the same one he 
poses for us: we must open our eyes more fully to our human surroundings, 
seeing more responsibly and staying aware of our role in the world in which we 
dwell.” 

Here, a fully developed thesis of awareness is propounded, with vision serving as the 
mechanism for establishing and maintaining alertness. Broadly speaking, he equates 
Halloween to a medieval morality tale, because of the perceived exhortation conveyed by 
Carpenter. Telotte notes the opening credits, which depict the camera moving into the 
jack-o’-lantern’s eye; immediately followed by the forced camera positioning from young 
Michael’s visual perspective, wherein he finds his naked sister looking at herself in a 
vanity-mirror; then, the ways in which the town of Haddonfield see, or fail to see the 
killer; concluding with Laurie trying to remove his eye with a coat-hanger in the final act. 
His essay has become a part of Halloween’s academic lore, and possibly the prevailing 
interpretation on the matter.  

Telotte references the philosopher, Henry David Thoreau, and his masterwork on 
transcendentalism, as a springboard from which to establish a theoretical framework for 
analyzing the film. This framework posits, that horror films are seen as instructive, 
prompting self-reflection, providing a comfortable place for viewers to interact with social 
and personal problems in ways they may not do outside the theater.  



Though not mentioned by name, Carpenter seems to openly agree with Telotte’s 
evaluation, as heard in the 1994 Criterion Laserdisc commentary, when he says: 

“If there’s any point to be made in the film, it is that you can survive the night; but 
I think everyone in the audience would say that, being aware of the possibility of 
evil is an important thing in life … the world can be bad, and dark and dangerous, 
but with a little luck, and awareness, you can survive.”   

Articulating Carpenter’s quote in a more succinct statement, his idea could read as 
follows: “It’s possible to survive an evil world if you possess awareness.” There is, then, 
an inherently moral element to this concept, in that only responsible individuals, who 
refrain from unmitigated self-centered preoccupation, demonstrate any type of 
awareness. Given Carpenter’s personal proclamation, combined with Telotte’s similar, 
bolstering essay, it might appear there is no further discussion to be had in arguing the 
film has an intended moral message; however, it’s not entirely that clear-cut, as we’ll 
explore in the next few paragraphs: 

First, it’s interesting to note Carpenter’s phraseology, for he begins the statement by 
saying, “If there is any point to be made …”, which is far from emphatic, and seems to 
imply no such moral message was originally intended; and that, perhaps, no such moral 
message is relevant today. In fact, circling back to the aforementioned 1978 interview, 
while on the set of Halloween, Carpenter had this to say:  

“What I hate worse than anything else is … somebody who’s pretentious and is 
delivering a message, cause I don’t think film … is intellectual at all. I think it’s all 
feelings …  

First and foremost … films are to entertain; to be entertained and to feel, and it’s 
through the feelings you get from watching a film, that you’re going to derive the 
… importance of the movie” 

This statement would further seem to substantiate a message-less intent during 
Halloween’s production, and could lead us to conclude that during the laserdisc 
commentary, he may have felt some obligation to address the subject, since his voice 
and thought were being permanently etched onto a physical copy of his own creation, 
and thus, had a degree of posterity in mind. We’ll also observe that Carpenter does not 
necessarily endorse the idea, and neither does he imply or indicate authorship.  

Second, if we insist upon generating and affirming meaning from Halloween, we must 
also immediately contend with literary critic Roland Barthes, and his popular art-
philosophy, ‘The Death of the Arthur’. The gist of his argument asserts that once art is 
disseminated, the author ceases to be the definitive source of its meaning. Thus, anyone 
may ascribe any interpretation to an artist’s work, with ostensibly, as much credibility as 
anyone else. There is much debate around this theory, but, it’s another possible 



disruption to, or negation of, Carpenter’s commentary quote as the sole explanation for 
the film’s point. If Carpenter were to suggest something about the film that we do not 
like, or do not see in the story, would we automatically agree with him simply because he 
spoke it; especially now, some forty years after-the-fact? 

Third, as many know, director Howard Hawks was a tremendous influence on Carpenter, 
and the classical Hollywood filmmaker, according to Carpenter, was known to 
intentionally dispense misinformation during interviews; and interestingly, over the years, 
the director has been known to give conflicting responses to repeated questions. 
Therefore, it’s within the realm of possibility, though perhaps a bit unlikely, to assume 
that at various points, perhaps during the commentary for example, Carpenter may have 
given disinformation, much like the great, ‘Silver Fox’.  

 

 

II. Halloween’s Main Theme:  
Assuming there’s a distinction between these two aforementioned terms, 
Halloween’s overarching idea is usually discussed in terms of moral meaning, but 
Carpenter makes an illuminating comment, again, on the laserdisc commentary 
track, when he says: 

“ …often, audiences are cheated, because we don’t give them the opportunity to 
experience a film, with an uncertain, or depressing ending, and come out of the 
theater and continue to think about it; because the films that live, are the films 
you take away something, from the theater … and you mull it over later.”  

Carpenter’s quote seems to accord with an additional statement made from the 
aforementioned Masterclass website (“How to Develop a Theme for Your Story”): 

“A story theme is a broad conceptual philosophy that an author wishes to convey 
through their literary work.” 

 “… a [script’s] theme is not so much its [moral] lesson as it is an idea the author 
hopes the audience will mine for deeper meaning.”   

If then, we’re operating from the premise that in crafting a main theme, the 
filmmaker wishes to impart an overarching idea to the audience in such a way that it 
will be considered long after the film ends; and if it’s incumbent upon us to provide 
such a statement strictly along those lines, what is it? Given the simplicity and 
content of the story, our conclusion for Halloween’s main theme is the following: 

           “Evil can be inexplicable, and evil can be inescapable.”  



This is a relatively dark, grim concept, but we believe the concept emerges from the 
screenplay organically. The credence for this idea may be strengthened when 
considering the experiences Carpenter endured growing up in Bowling Green 
Kentucky, during the Jim Crow era of  ‘50s segregation. In a number of interviews, 
he’s known to say, “Everything I learned about evil, I learned in that little town”; and 
truly, through the course of his many interviews, one may glean some of those 
horrifying encounters, being both incomprehensible, and at the time, unavoidable. 
This could further explain how and why he felt like an outsider to southern state, and 
eager to leave for California film school. We’re not suggesting that these experiences 
were expressly placed into Halloween’s screenplay; however, it’s impossible to 
conclude that some real parts of a writer, or director, fail to insert themselves into a 
film during the creative process. With that said, this proposed main theme is certainly 
open for robust debate and re-evaluation.  

 

SUMMATION: 
Ultimately and thankfully, the subject of Halloween’s message and-or main theme, is 
theoretical in nature, and has zero impact on the movie’s magnificent achievement and 
timeless prowess. The story’s linear, taught, uncluttered narrative works extremely well as a 
purely visceral fright-film, and as an exercise in cinematic style and craft. Furthermore, we 
believe any messages or primary themes that may now retroactively attach themselves to 
the screenplay, are to a large degree, unimportant and insignificant (though not entirely 
uninteresting). 

According to public statements, Carpenter and Hill were attempting to make a ‘haunted 
house’ movie, which we take to mean, a boo!-scare rollercoaster experience, akin to a 
William Castle shock film of the ‘60s; or a literal county-fair amusement attraction, where 
staff members and spooky objects aim to scare patrons within its dark corridors. Therefore, 
the only meaningful point to be made from the film is on the nature of cinema -- Carpenter 
calls on filmmakers everywhere to avoid making cinematic muzak (bland art that is 
immediately forgotten), but rather, to aim for productions that risk failure, in an attempt at 
leaving a lasting impression and possible legacy. Halloween further argues that low-budget 
filmmaking shouldn’t equal low-effort, low-sophistication, and low-artistry.  

We’ll conclude with the words from the movie’s director and writer, himself: 

“[Halloween] was unique for what it was. It was a movie made by kids, put together with 
a lot of love and a lot of panache, at a break-neck pace, and you see it on the screen, 
and it works. And we should all leave it alone.” 

                                                                           



FOOTNOTES:  

1) In terms of credibility, we’re told that Kevin Williamson, the famed Scream (1996) writer, 
is a former student of Truby’s, as are a few other screen writers from recognizable films 
(Sleepless in Seattle, 1993 & Shrek, 2001). 

2) Given what Carpenter said during his on-set interview in 1978, regarding pretentious film 
messaging, it’s curious to wonder how he would evaluate his later pictures, like They Live 
(1988), which seems to have an overt socio-political message; or Prince of Darkness 
(1987), which seems to have an overt socio-religious message. It could be argued that 
their messaging is too explicit and obvious to be taken seriously by the director, but who 
knows. Regardless, on the surface, it appears that his post-Halloween films reflect a stark 
contrast, and shift, in filmmaking philosophy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 



THE UNCERTAIN: AMBIGUITY (PT.1) 
                  
 
  
INTRO: 
John Carpenter’s Halloween is an utterly memorable film. The sound is distinct; the style is 
distinct; the setting is distinct; and of course, perhaps most popularly, the villain is distinct.  

Regarding the concept of Ambiguity, the questions arises, almost out of necessity: “What is 
he?” “What is his nature?” Through the course of the film, the on-screen evidence forces us 
to question whether the Killer is (A) a Human Being, and thus simply an escaped 
psychopath, or (B) some type of Supernatural Being, and thus much more than simply an 
escaped psychopath.  

           

 WHAT IS HE: “AMBIGUITY” 

The notion of ambiguity is verbally expressed by the storyteller (John Carpenter), and it’s 
also demonstrated on screen, throughout the story itself; thus, both the teller and the tale 
reflect this concept: 

First, in creating and displaying the Killer, Carpenter states, “I had him walk like a man, not a 
monster.”, and elsewhere, Carpenter states, “We put him in a mask, so he wouldn’t have 
human features”. Then, harmonizing these two antithetical approaches to character design, 
Carpenter says, “I wanted the audience not to know whether [Michael] was human or 
supernatural”.  

Second, supporting Carpenter’s declaration of intentional ambiguity, we see it manifest 
vividly on screen, from beginning to end, with the unfolding narrative supporting and 
reflecting the storyteller’s statements. There at least three corresponding facets bolstering 
Halloween’s antagonist as both a potentially “natural” and-or “supernatural” character; each 
irreconcilable, contrasting alternative is clearly expressed:     

 

            



OPTION ONE:   A NATURAL BEING       
Supporting the premise that the character is a Natural Being, we note that he has a (1) pre-
existing identity as the adult version of six-year-old Michael; (2) from the Myers family 
ancestry; (3) raised in the town of Haddonfield, and thereby familiar to its inhabitants. 
Moreover, he’s currently an escaped mental patient from Smith’s Grove Sanitarium, and 
thereby on record with and familiar to the local county.  

Furthermore, as an adult, Michael displays (4) the need for food, responds to physical 
trauma, and is seemingly susceptible to the effects of psychotropic drugs. In so doing, 
Carpenter establishes the Killer with human physiology. Furthermore, he clearly exhibits 
signs of physicality, like smashing through a closet door, or breaking a car window. 

Therefore, with all these characteristics, Michael is painted as a flesh-and-blood human 
being (and not a humanoid monster), tethered to the natural world, with traceable roots, and 
a sparse but present backstory. The character does not simply appear from an unknown 
location, with an unknown origin, as a fully formed adult, impervious to external/internal 
stimuli (i.e. The Terminator, 1984).  

 
OPTION TWO:   A SUPERNATURAL BEING 
In creating Halloween’s villain, if Carpenter were to lean too heavily in one direction, Michael 
would become a purely natural, human, typical serial killer; if Carpenter were to lean too 
heavily in the opposite direction, The Shape would become an overtly manufactured 
hallucination or apparition. Thus, the film and evil character thrive in large part through the 
power of suggestion, of inference, of implication, of undertones, of allusions and hints; in 
short, the film thrives through the art of subtlety, sophistication, and to use Carpenter’s 
word, “poetry”.  

Supporting the premise that the character is possibly a Supernatural Being, Carpenter 
employs three specific elements, in the form of (1) exposition, (2) connotation, and (3) 
phenomena. As we shall observe, we hear the supernatural potential; we feel the 
supernatural potential; and we see the supernatural potential. There is thus a three-layered 
effect utilized by Carpenter in creating this supernatural alternative.  

 

Exposition:  The film continually propels the ‘Boogeyman’ motif (the term “Boogeyman” 
serving as a general descriptor for an unidentifiable, malevolent, supernatural Thing.).Thus, 
simply stated, the term “Exposition” refers to dialogue used to illuminate a crucial detail, by 
establishing a reoccurring, dominant concept. This motif begins and ends with the great, 
Donald Pleasence, as Dr. Sam Loomis, punctuated by his legendary ‘Devil’s Eyes’ 
monologue. Every opportunity Dr. Loomis has, he expounds on the seemingly unnatural evil 



that is The Shape, whether talking to Nurse Marion, Sheriff Brackett, or Laurie Strode. At 
times Loomis speaks factually, and at other times he uses poetic language for emphasis, 
which means in some remaining instances, we’re unclear if he’s speaking figuratively or 
literally. This either-or possibility further clouds the issue of certainty regarding the killer’s 
nature. 

In addition to Loomis’ character, Sheriff Brackett informs us that, “Every kid in Haddonfield 
thinks this place is haunted.”, referring to the uninhabited Myers home. It’s shocking history 
and location have become macabre folklore within the town; this notion is emphasized when 
Lonnie Elam and the boys are later seen in front of the Myers home, daring each other to 
venture inside. Though this haunted house reference does not explicitly mention the 
“Boogeyman”, only ghosts occupy such disturbed dwellings, and in this particular case, it 
might actually be true. 

Beyond Loomis and Bracket, let us not forget Tommy Doyle’s abrupt exclamation, where 
almost by authority he responds to Laurie’s claim that she neutralized the Masked Attacker, 
by saying, “You can’t kill the Boogeyman!”.  

In total, though Dr. Loomis is the most vocal, Tommy Doyle, Sheriff Brackett, the kids of 
Haddonfield, and Laurie Strode, all contribute in forwarding the Boogeyman motif, as it 
weaves its way the throughout the fabric of the entire story, concluding with the final 
exchange, where Laurie states: “It was the Boogeyman!”; to which Dr. Loomis replies: “As a 
matter of fact, it was”     

    

Connotation:  Carpenter employs copious amounts of ghostly Connotation. Simply stated, 
the term “Connotation” refers to the way in which a shot or sequence makes an audience 
feel. This in contrast to “denotation”, which refers to the literal meaning, and to 
“symbolism”, which refers to an association. Thus, Connotation helps accentuate The 
Shape’s ambiguous nature by hinting at a ghostly element on a visceral level, rather than an 
overt level like denotation, or an intellectual level like symbolism.       

For example, a specter-like connotation is demonstrated by the following situations: (A) the 
display of billowing sheets and window curtains, fluttering about in the Killer’s presence; (B) 
creaking doors that seem to open and close on their own, in the Killer’s presence;  (C)  the 
stealthy, undetectable way The Shape moves about Haddonfield, or around those he stalks, 
like when he enters the room to watch Bob and Lynda make out on the couch, without 
alerting them or the audience to his presence; (D) the strikingly pale, ghostly white William 
Shatner mask, which conceals his face; (E) the fact that the character is consistently 
shrouded in darkness, or otherwise difficult to see – a killer that is largely unseen. In all of 
these instances, along with the accumulation of all these instances, the ghostly, 
supernatural element is more felt, than explicitly presented or intellectually grasped.  

One of the most graphic illustrations of connotation may be witnessed in (F) the final shot of 
the film, as we look at the empty Myers house engulfed in darkness, and hear the ominous, 
all-encompassing, ever-increasing sound of The Shape’s breathing. Intellectually, we know 



wind, air and breath are associated with the spirit-world, representing non-physical entities, 
but this shot isn’t understood through cognition, rather, it’s oppressively felt, as the Killer’s 
presence seems to loom over his childhood home and even the entire town. He is ostensibly 
no-where, but could be anywhere, and we’re afraid he is everywhere.                  

PHENMOENA:  Carpenter employs the use of several strange situations to suggest a 
supernatural nature. Simply stated, the term “Phenomena” refers to abnormal and highly 
questionable events or facts. This category may be divided into two separate subcategories 
of (2a) Ghostly Phenomena and (2b) Physical Phenomena. These inexplicable occurrences 
make us pause, and question that which our eyes have witnessed.  

Physical Phenomena: In terms of this subcategory, Michael’s extra-ordinary physical 
prowess involves the following occurrences: (1) removing Judith’s headstone from the 
depths of the earth with his bare hands, along with carrying the weighted object up a flight of 
stairs; (2) lifting Bob off the ground and maintaining him in an elevated position with the use 
of one extended arm; and lastly, (3) the ability to apparently withstand multiple stabbings, 
multiple gun-shot wounds, and a two-story backward fall off a balcony. While there are other 
situations where the killer displays physical power (i.e. he puts his hand through a door), 
none of them are as exceptional as these three examples. Moreover, while it’s theoretically 
possible for a human to display similar types of physical strength, it is still exceptionally rare 
and unusual.  

Ghostly Phenomena: Whereas Physical Phenomena touched on the physicality of Michael, 
here, Ghostly Phenomena focuses on the seemingly absence of physicality. Myriad examples 
could be given, such as (1) the unaccountable way in which The Shape is able to gain 
access into his locked home; the same home requiring a key for entrance, as indicated by 
Laurie’s father the realtor. Or (2) how he’s able to gain access into the sealed side-widow of 
the Doyle residence, as he chases Laurie from the Wallace residence in the final act; for it’s 
important to note that as she leaves to check on Bob and Lynda, that same side-window is 
closed, and presumably locked. Or (3) how he’s able to escape the sanitarium, which is a 
maximum-security facility, and (4) how he’s able to penetrate the lock to Nichol’s hardware 
store. Though the last two instances are relatively normal events (i.e. people commit 
burglaries regularly), The Shape has established a knack for circumventing securely locked 
domains, and thus we’re forced to wonder if something beyond the ordinary is taking place.  

These inexplicable events demand rational, concrete clarification, but absolutely none is 
available. The greatness of these aforementioned Phenomena are both their forcefulness 
and fineness. Not only is there ambiguity surrounding The Shape’s nature, but all of these 
events themselves are entangled in ambiguity, for each one possesses the possibility of 
contrasting alternatives, and as the film unfolds, we’re left suspended between the two 
options. On one end of the natural-supernatural spectrum, Carpenter never has the Killer do 
anything outlandish or explicit, like shapeshifting; teleporting; levitating; or blatantly 
subduing the constraints of physics or science. However, on the other end of the spectrum, 
the total number of inexplicable Phenomena are ultimately too many to disregard as 
coincidental and normal.   



SUMMARY:  
Exposition (motif), Connotation (feeling) and Phenomena (events) affirms the idea of 
Michael as a potentially supernatural and evanescent being, with Phenomena possessing 
two subcategories: Ghostly Phenomena and Physical Phenomena. The implementation of 
those three elements, though subtle, is yet pervasive and profound throughout the movie, as 
we hear, feel, and see Carpenter’s fantastical suggestion. While conversely, Michael’s Pre-
existing Identity, Family Lineage, Community Connection, Human Physiology and Physicality, 
argue for the killer as a natural being (albeit a psychopathological being).  

We could go through the myriad quotes Carpenter has made over the years, regarding the 
killer’s nature, and the common thread throughout is the foggy vacillation within his 
language, such as when he says, “This guy is a human, but he’s more than that. He’s not 
exactly supernatural … but maybe he is.” What is clear, is the unmistakable contrast 
between human, and more-than-human, which leads us back to Carpenter’s earlier 
statement regarding the killer’s character design, wherein he states, “I wanted the audience 
not to know whether [Michael] was human or supernatural”. Ultimately, the character’s 
nature isn't meant to be given an exact definition, expressed through precise linguistics; 
instead, we’re presented with ambiguity, which inevitably results in uncertainty. 

We don’t know what Michael is, exactly, and we’re not supposed to know, so that the 
character may remain shrouded in enigmatic darkness. As famed horror author, H.P. 
Lovecraft once said, “… the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown.”. 

 

        

FOOTNOTES:  

1) Carpenter Quotes Cited: (1) BBC News, “John Carpenter reflects on Halloween 35 years 
on”, Oct. 24th, 2013 (2) CBS Sunday Morning, aired Oct. 29th, 2017 (3) Unfortunately, a 
couple of quotes have no re-detectable citation, though both were originally copied 
from their sources verbatim, most likely from documentaries. 

2) Michael’s Mystique in Two Primary Parts: (1) We don’t know his nature – i.e. what is 
he? (2) We don’t know the origin of his evil – i.e. why does he kill? Many, many aspects 
and questions could be raised, but ultimately, they’re related to one of these two 
primary categories. 
 

 

 

 

 



THE UNCERTAIN: AMBIGUITY (pt.2) 
 

 

 

 

 

INTRO: 
In the last article (PT.1)  connotation was said to be part of three categories (the others 
being  Exposition & Phenomena) that support the idea of the killer as a potentially 
supernatural being, and we covered them in a relatively broad manner. Here, we’ll continue 
along the same topic but with a tighter, more specific aim, as we discuss a few scenes that 
were not specifically addressed last time, and which are among the most important to the 
discussion. It was further said that the term connotation refers to the manner in which an 
image, shot, or scene makes the viewer feel, often devoid of any overt thought process. 

 

CONNOTATION: TWO MODES OF MOVEMENT 
By the word “movement”, we specifically refer to the act of the entire human body changing 
physical locations, not merely the act of moving an arm or hand. Therefore, regarding the 
killer’s proclivity for entering the frame momentarily to gaze at a would-be victim, and then 
exiting the frame, there are two decided techniques Carpenter depicts; and it’s impossible to 
think the contrast between them was employed accidentally, coincidentally, or through some 
other unintentional process.  

 
MODE ONE: 
The first type of movement could typify the killer as human, and shows Michael physically 
walking into and-or out of the frame. Examples, among many, may be observed the first time 
he sees Laurie at the Myers house (his house), or the first time he gazes at Annie within the 



Wallace residence. Though his voyeurism itself is creepy, there is nothing particularly 
remarkable about the physical act of him stepping into, or out of frame.  

 

MODE TWO: 
However, in the second type of movement, we have something entirely different, which when 
contrasted with the previous style of relocation, intuitively calls attention to the killer as 
potentially supernatural and evanescent. In these instances, some type of motion prevents 
us from witnessing his physical arrival and departure; namely, the act of editing (cutting) or 
camera motion (panning). In the first example, Annie is in the Wallace kitchen, placed in the 
foreground, on the phone with her boyfriend Paul (voice-actor, John Carpenter); and the 
camera pans left, right, and then left again, following her lateral movement. As she moves 
back and forth, The Shape appears in the background, and then disappears, in conjunction 
with Annie’s movement, and all occurring off-screen. Here, we see no physical movement 
related to The Shape’s arrival or departure.  

Similarly, whilst Annie is in the utility room washing her clothes, we have the same type of 
off-screen appearance-and-disappearance from The Shape, as he stands behind the French-
door, with the camera placed inside the room. In this case, rather than the camera panning 
side-to-side, his movement is concealed through editing, as images cut between shots of 
Annie, on the right side of the film-frame, with shots of his there-not-there location on the left 
side. Just like before, we’re unable to see any physical movement from The Shape.  

What makes these two instances striking is the visual juxtapositioning of his ‘stationary-
movement’, which sounds like a contradiction-in-terms, but is actually a paradox; meaning, it 
is possible for Michael to change physical locations, without bodily movement, if he vanishes 
or dematerializes. Moreover, the idea that he walked off screen doesn’t quite work in either 
of these situations, for there isn’t enough time for him to vacate without being spotted by 
Annie; leading us to conclude, possibly, that he must have vanished like a ghost. In every 
way, these two scenes are inexplicable within the known laws of space and time. In other 
scenes, Carpenter clearly gives Michael adequate time to vacate an area without being 
detected (i.e. Laurin in class). Carpenter and Tommy Lee Wallace display fastidious editing 
throughout the entire film; this difference in timing is no oversite or accident, with Carpenter 
intentionally provoking the audience with a potential supernatural phenomenon.  

Moreover, the second part involving Annie in the utility room: upon putting her clothes in the 
washing machine, she is about to leave, and mysteriously the open door closes shut on its 
own locking her inside the rectangular-shaped room. With the camera positioned outside the 
door, looking in, we see Annie in the foreground with The Shape at the opposite end, looking 
at her through the window in the background. The scene unfolds in real-time, and in 
chronological order, and as she begins to turn her body around, to face Michael’s location, 
we still see The Shape behind her; however we only see a few frames of her body beginning 
to turn (typically there are 24 still images per one second of movie run-time), and before she 
completes her about-face, the camera cuts, and it’s then placed inside the room, but from 



Michael’s vantage point; and as she completes her 180 degree maneuver, now facing him 
head-on, she doesn’t see him standing at the window; and most importantly, she would have 
seen him – it’s impossible to conclude otherwise. In other words, there was no possible 
(natural) way for him to have removed himself from her eye-line in that amount of time. Or 
was there? Everything transpires quickly, and perhaps there’s some rational explanation, in 
that she was blinded by the moonlight, or has extremely poor peripheral vision, or,  who 
knows but it’s extremely unlikely.  

 

BOTH MODES COMBINED: 
Combining the two movements, there is an exceedingly clever (and creepy) incident that 
displays both modes of movement in one scene (mobile movement vs stationary 
movement), where we see Michael manually enter the frame, while simultaneously, never 
seeing his physical body in motion; it occurs while Bob and Lynda are in bed together, and 
we observe Michael’s shadow cast on the wall, as it crosses the room. He is moving, and 
yet, we don’t actually see his body moving; we only see his shape. This is actually a great use 
of symbolism depicting his natural-versus-supernatural essence. 

 

 



THE UNCERTAIN: AMBIGUITY (pt.3) 

                
 
 

 
INTRO: 
This article, like PT. 2, is simply an extension of PT. 1, but instead focuses on Phenomena, 
which was said to be part of three categories (the others being Connotation & Exposition) 
that support the idea of Michael as a potentially supernatural being, and we covered them in 
a relatively broad manner. Here, we’ll continue along the same topic but with a tighter, more 
specific aim, as we discuss a few scenes that were not specifically addressed, and which are 
among the most important to this discussion. It was also stated that the point of phenomena 
may be sub-divided into ghostly and physical phenomena.  

 

GHOSTLY PHENOMENA: WAIT, WHAT?? 
Here, Carpenter’s editing is again, tremendously crucial for ghostly suggestion. He 
intentionally shows us a close-up of Annie’s hand pulling on the exterior door handle, but 
with no success; then immediately cutting to a long shot of her standing in front of the door 
singing , “♫ No Keys ♫” – the car is locked and she’s without keys. Annie leaves to retrieve 
her keys, and as she returns to the vehicle, Carpenter shows another close-up of her hand at 
the car door handle, but this time it opens up with ease, and the key is still in her hand, 
never actually used to unlock the door. The next shot reveals Annie sitting in the driver’s 
seat, inquisitively touching the fogged-up windshield; and then, well, you know the rest. 

Carpenter is making a concerted effort to tell the audience that the person who has been 
recently stalking her has somehow been able to unlock the door, without the key, from the 
outside; and only in a matter of seconds. Thus this scene is baffling because the implication 
is not so much that Michael dematerialized outside the car and materialized inside; but that 
he disabled the locking mechanism from the outside, and entered the vehicle through 
natural means. The whole incident is extremely perplexing. More important than attempting 
to create a rational explanation from silence (i.e. maybe Michael used a Slim-Jim to unlock 



the car off-screen), is to consider the shot-selection, monologue, and sequence of events, all 
which clearly communicate Carpenter’s ghostly implication. Therefore, what we see is an 
event that is not explicitly otherworldly, and yet, it’s too strange to conclude there isn’t the 
possibility of an otherworldly cause. Carpenter intends to suspend our interpretation of this 
scene between two options: a natural explanation and a supernatural explanation.  

Another compelling example involves the iconic scene with The Shape standing behind the 
bedsheets hanging in Mr. Riddle’s yard. Again, we must consider Carpenter’s careful editing 
to fully appreciate the phantom-like suggestion he’s conveying. This incident is even more 
intriguing than Annie’s because some of it is shot from Laurie Strode’s perspective, however, 
we don’t exactly see what she sees, and thus we don’t precisely know what frightens her, 
causing her to recoil from the window in absolute terror. It’s possible The Shape literally 
vanishes before her eyes, in an unvarnished display of ethereal power; it’s also possible, 
due to some psychosomatic hallucination, she only thinks he vanishes before her eyes, 
when in fact he does not; or further, perhaps he was never standing there at all, and the 
entire episode is a figment of her dread-filled imagination. We must recall that she’s already 
seen Michael staring at her on three different occasions and is understandably jumpy, even 
at the sound of giggling trick-or-treaters (“Well kido, I thought you outgrew superstition”), 
upon entering her house. As the audience, we’re left wondering what she saw and what, 
exactly, transpired. Here, we have a total of three possible explanations – two of them are 
natural in orientation, but one of them is supernatural, and we can’t say definitively which is 
correct.  

 

 
GHOSTLY PHENOMENA - THE ULTIMATE ETHEREAL:  
In one epic crescendo, we see Michael’s unusual and unexplainable ability to seemingly 
appear and disappear, where Carpenter stretches the gulf of ambiguity between the natural 
and the supernatural as far as it will possibly go; it involves the iconic scene where, after 
Laurie stumbles upon the lot of dead bodies inside the Wallace house, huddles in a corner 
of the upstairs hallway, next to a pitch-black doorway. Again, we refer to Research Affiliate 
(University of Manitoba) Murray Leeder, who perceptively summarizes the importance of 
what unfolds:  

“The moment … I find the eeriest plays on this uncertain space between materiality 
and immateriality … Michael’s white mask appears from the darkness … Perhaps he 
is simply emerging from his hiding spot, but visually one gets the impression he is 
materializing from nothingness.” 

Many of us are well familiar with the applied technique for this scene, how photographer 
Dean Cundey used a dimmer switch to slowly illuminate the mask, and thus it’s easy to 
become desensitized to the on-screen magic, by viewing it through a more clinical filter; but 
if watching the scene divorced from knowing the technique, it truly resembles Leeder’s 



description. We do not see The Shape walk or lumber out of the pitch-dark shadow (see 
opening scene to, The Curse of Michael Myers, for contrast), rather he remains motionless, 
and simply materializes – it’s striking imagery and provocative imagery. With all these 
examples given, the key focus isn’t in trying to determine whether there is a strictly natural 
or supernatural explanation, but in the utter inability to know.   

 

GHOSTLY PHENEMOENA – MIC DROP 
The aforementioned scenes shed forceful light on the significance of the final disappearing 
act, perpetrated by the ethereal Boogeyman, after falling off the second-story balcony in a 
hail of gunfire. The scene is much less concerned with communicating the fact THAT he 
disappears, and more focused on emphasizing, HOW, he disappears. We don’t see him 
slowly stand, and stagger off, or crawl away under weakening strength, or see him in any 
way leave the frame – he’s just gone, without a trace, and without explanation.  

As we’ve seen, the clear suggestion throughout the film is that The Shape is unnervingly and 
inexplicably evanescent, while also inextricably linked to the spooky holiday (which we’ll 
discuss more later); thus its inferred he may have literally dematerialized from the hard 
ground of Haddonfield, into the dark ether of nothingness, the way October 31st eventually 
fades into the first day of November. 

At this point in the film, which is almost the conclusion, save for the montage epilogue, one 
could argue the film crosses over from ambiguous hesitation to decisive conclusion, 
confirming The Shape as an unequivocally supernatural being; and yet, there is still a hint of 
doubt, perhaps enough to keep us wondering.  

 

FINAL MISCELLANEOUS HITS: 
For practical reasons, as previously stated, only sparse symbolism has been mentioned 
throughout this handbook; however, there is one application that is too apt and too clear to 
neglect: Before killing Lynda, the Killer is dressed in a customary ghost costume – a bed 
sheet with the eye-holes cut out. This seems to signify  (no, this seems to scream), the 
contrast between the material-Michael and the immaterial-Shape, both residing in one 
villain. A type of pictorial definition or description.  

Finally, as if to reaffirm the character’s ambiguous nature one last time, the end-credits list 
the Haddonfield Killer as both “Michael” and “The Shape”. Is he a murderously depraved 
Human Being, filled with extreme psychopathy, surrounded by strange goings-on; or is he 
some type of Supernatural Being, brimming with unearthly evil – is he the Boogeyman?  

 

 



 THE UNCERTAIN: Ambiguity PT. 4 
 
 
 
 
 

SUMMARY FOR (PT. 2) & (PT. 3): 
Film author Murray Leeder relays an important literary principal held by Edwardian writer, 
M.R. James (1862-1936), who was and is a widely acclaimed ghost story writer from 
yesteryear. Speaking of  James, Leeder writes: 

“James’s principal was that all ghost stories should leave a naturalistic loophole, but that 
the loophole should be ‘small enough to be unusable’”.  

In Halloween, it’s more accurate to say that the naturalistic loopholes are mostly unusable, 
rather than entirely unusable, but nevertheless, his general ghost story principal applies 
repeatedly throughout this movie, and it’s a brilliant storytelling tactic. Carpenter gives these 
naturalistic loopholes in large-part, through the human identity given to Michael, and also in 
that the character never displays any explicit acts of ethereal magic, such as floating, 
literally dematerializing on-screen, walking through walls, teleporting, possession, etc. In 
fact, to the contrary, it is routinely indicated that the killer employs natural means when 
interacting with the environment. In each strange occurrence, there is always the slim 
chance for a rational, logical explanation; thus, the proverbial door to the natural world is 
always left ajar, leaving room for its application. However, how many times does an 
extremely odd excuse apply to shadowy circumstances? The intellectual suspension 
between two clearly defined alternatives is … Ambiguity 

 



           THE UNCANNY: HAUNTING 
                       
 
 
INTRO: 
John Carpenter’s Halloween is an utterly unique film. The sound is distinct; the style is 
distinct; the setting is distinct; and of course, perhaps most popularly, the villain is distinct.  

Last chapter we discussed the topic of Ambiguity, which might seem to overlap this article 
on the Uncanny, and that’s because it does in a superficial way; for both articles involve two 
character-elements that are in opposition to one-another. Previously, we looked at the 
contrast between Natural and Supernatural possibilities; and here, we’ll look at the 
juxtaposition of something Unfamiliar set against, or emerging from within, something that is 
Familiar. However, whereas the former focused on each element individually, with a type of 
diagnostic framework, here we’ll focus on both elements holistically, with a type of analytical 
framework.  

With that said, though some research seems to support the haunting experience, it is freely 
admitted that this theory of the Uncanny cannot be proven in a scientific or clinical sense; 
but on the surface, in a primal sort of way, it makes a lot of sense and makes for an 
interesting, pertinent, fun discussion. We all know Michael is a spooky, eerie, unsettling 
character, but we’re often unsure why exactly. The following argument is a reasonable 
attempt at unmasking Michael’s disturbing persona.  

 

UNCANNY ORIGINS: 
Though not typically considered a genre, the “uncanny” is an element found within creative 
writing and cinema, especially the horror and thriller categories. Its roots go all the way back 
to ancient Gaelic tradition, and became prominent in European humanities largely because 
of Sigmund Freud’s iconic essay, The Uncanny, published in 1919. In it, he discusses E.T.A. 
Hoffman’s fictional tale, The Sandman (a title more than a little interesting), published in 
1817. Freud notates that the effect of the uncanny provides a, “richer … experience”, 
through creative writing than in real life; and we have for perhaps the first time, 
psychoanalysis referencing and spotlighting fictional writing relative to the uncanny. We then 
fast-forward a few years to the rise of Alfred Hitchcock’s career as a British filmmaker (born 
1899); most are aware of the psychoanalytical motifs that loom over his many works; as 



most are aware, his most iconic movie is called, Psycho (1960), which features elements of 
the uncanny.  

That extremely brief and over-simplified history is meant to serve two functions. First, to 
show a clear relationship, or at least highly probable relationship, between John Carpenter’s 
Halloween, and the literary concept of the uncanny (Freud-to-Hitchcock; Hitchcock-to-
Carpenter; Carpenter-to-Halloween). Second, to demonstrate that this literary concept goes 
far beyond the simple dictionary definition, which according to Merriam-Webster, reads: 
“Seeming to have a supernatural character or origin”. In fact, attempting to define this term, 
as it relates to fictional literature, can be extremely difficult to say the least; it is largely 
abstract, theoretical, malleable, elusive, taking on many forms, having evolved since the 
days of Freud. It actually seems the term is better felt than defined, and fictional author 
Marjorie Sandor provides perhaps the most succinct and helpful explanation: “However it 
comes, the uncanny is a haunting sensation.”  

 

WESTWORLD CONDUIT: 
Halloween’s use of the uncanny takes graphic form from one film especially, which is 1973’s 
Westworld (though some may argue The Innocents, 1961) . The story involves an interactive, 
adult-themed amusement park, where vacationers live-out their fantasies through the use of 
animatronic personnel (which is a contradiction in terms). Among the three different themes 
within the park, is ‘Westworld’, where patrons engage in the American frontier’s lawless 
violence of the late 1800’s. Invariably, one of the robots, played by the magnificent Yul 
Brynner, goes haywire and malfunctions. Circumventing the park’s safety protocols, the life-
like robot becomes a lethal threat. The film is exceedingly creepy and disturbing.  

It’s here that we mention John Carpenter, and his public statements regarding antagonist 
Michael Myers, and how he was loosely patterned after Yul Brynner’s character from 
Westworld, as an unstoppable, emotionless killing device. However, beyond those superficial 
character traits, there is a much deeper horror-psychology at work, one much more 
impactful and often difficult to identify. It’s here, through the model of Yul Brynner’s 
‘Gunslinger’ character, or character design, we see the application of the uncanny.  

 

THEORY & APPLICATION: 
Let us look at a concrete definition, one that explicitly relates to Halloween, and will help 
provide application to this rather psychological theory. At the time of the quote, the speaker 
was not referencing the killer in Halloween, nor the killer in Westworld, nor even cinema at 
all, and yet there is much relevance. Artist Alex Amos defines the uncanny thusly: 

“It’s not in the totally terrifying, and it’s not in the bizarre pushed so far in the 
abstract it becomes overwhelming; it’s where something that was once taken to be 



familiar, now starts taking on unfamiliar characteristics; and out of this strange 
dichotomy, a state of [anxiety] is created, that we could categorize as uncanny.” 

“When the unfamiliar arises from within the familiar, it produces an internal conflict 
that the brain can’t factor into its original category; so, that part of our brain still 
remains active, confirming to us that what we see is the familiar, and yet, the 
familiar is appearing, or behaving in a way that negates the conditions that have 
made it familiar …” 

 

In looking at Amos’ quote, a few aspects stand out: 

First, Michael fits the definition of the uncanny expressed in the opening sentence, in terms 
of what he is not. For example, Michael is not, “totally terrifying”, similar to the maniac killer 
(‘Billy’) from Black Christmas (1974), who is filled with homicidal rage and utterly divorced 
from sanity; and neither is Michael, “bizarrely abstract”, and thus psychologically 
overwhelming, similar to John Carpenter’s amorphous monster from The Thing (1982). 
Rather, Michael’s character is much more subtle and much less sensational; there is 
nothing overtly shocking  (e.g. raving lunatic) or fantastically horrifying (e.g. space alien) 
about the Halloween Killer. Blunt-force-trauma, in either direction, is not the intended means 
of fright when it comes to Michael, and that’s what makes his character unique.  

Second, as Amos’ definition continues, and as we further apply it to Halloween, we see how 
Michael’s eerie persona takes shape (no pun). With the character firmly established as a 
human villain at the beginning of the film, and therefore “familiar” to the audience, the 
character then begins to manifest “unfamiliar characteristics”, which include (1) a physical 
presence that is seemingly ethereal; (2) a physical strength that is seemingly extraordinary; 
and (3) a physical being that is seemingly inhuman. We have previously discussed Michael’s 
ethereal aura and unusual strength in much detail, and won’t comment further, but we 
haven’t addressed the importance of this “inhuman” quality, especially as it relates to the 
topic of the uncanny. Meaning, he is not just a blank character, but is also seemingly a blank 
person -- he does not emote, speak, nor display a sliver of humanity. He looks like a human 
and moves like a human, but in many crucial ways he doesn’t behave like an actual person. 
Even the aforementioned killer from Black Christmas, though utterly mad and bloodthirsty, 
displays traits of personhood through speech, emotion, and even depraved sexuality, but not 
so with Michael.  

Therefore, these three aforementioned unfamiliar characteristics create a “strange 
dichotomy” and odd juxtaposition between the pre-established familiar characteristics. 
These familiar characteristics could be generally categorized as (1) a Human Body (2) a 
Human Face; and (3) a Human Origin; these are all standard traits among all people. As the 
film progresses, though we’re bombarded with the three aforementioned unfamiliar 
implications, the audience is unable to discard the original premise of Michael as a familiar 
subject. Because these familiar aspects remain, and are not obliterated (i.e. Michael doesn’t 
transform into a space alien) the concept remains ingrained and set within our psyche, even 



despite clear evidence to the contrary. It’s during this apparent psychological conflict within 
the audience that Halloween’s disturbing effect takes place, known as the “uncanny”. This 
accounts for much of the creepy, eerie, haunting sensation surrounding Michael’s character 
design. 

       

MORE APPLICATION: 
Looking at this idea of the uncanny with slightly different phraseology, one which will 
hopefully help, rather than hinder our understanding, is the statement made by Indiewire 
writer Michael Nordine, in analyzing Jordan Peele’s, Us (2019), wherein he states:  

“For two things to have truly uncanny resemblance, simply looking alike isn’t enough 
– they have to arouse discomfort for being nearly, but not entirely identical. The 
more alike they are, the more unsettling their small differences become.” 

Here, Nordine speaks of the “uncanny” and applies it to a concrete situation where the 
villains are doppelgangers; but his thoughts are in concert with the previous thoughts 
expressed by artist Alex Amos, for we see that looking “nearly identical to human” is 
harmonious with Amos’ “the familiar”, and further that, “not entirely identical to human”, is 
harmonious with “the unfamiliar”. Therefore, again we see that juxtapositioning the known 
with the unknown, and the subsequent inability to intellectually jettison either conflicting 
possibility, seems to be that which induces the uncanny (haunting) sensation.  

To further illustrate and apply this theory, we’ll note Michael’s mask: it depicts a human 
face, and not that of a hideous monster; thus, it should be familiar to us. However, it is 
strikingly non-descript and blank, so much so that it looks like no particular person at all, 
thus having an abstract quality to it; and so immediately upon viewing it, we’re hit with “the 
familiarity” of a human face, set against “the unfamiliarity” of an impersonal visage. In other 
words, the mask looks human, but it does not look like a person, and this dichotomy creates 
a psychological conflict as the brain tries to interpret it. Set against the unnatural looking 
skin-tone, is a dark abyss in the shape of two eyeholes, which reflect the utter absence of 
life. There is much psychological confusion and contradiction emanating from Michael’s 
mask, as perceived by the viewer.  

Ultimately, as Alex Amos articulated in the first quote, the brain is seemingly unable or 
unwilling to jettison either the familiar or unfamiliar portion of the object in question, and is 
stuck conflicted between the two opposites, which causes psychological distress labeled as 
the uncanny.  Here, in this quote, Nordine makes an additional observation in his 
description, by arguing that the more noticeable the similarities, the more unavoidable the 
differences become, even if they’re relatively minor. Circling back to Westworld’s killer 
(Gunslinger), both he and Michael are unsettling because of their “mostly-but-not-entirely” 
human representation. It is those dissimilar parts, set against the similar, with the inability to 
cohere, that creates anxiety.  

       



HADDONFIELD: 
In addition to The Shape, we would be negligent if we failed to briefly discuss the town of 
Haddonfield. The literary concept of the uncanny dominates Halloween as a whole work of 
art, by using a small, midwestern town as the backdrop for the unfolding horrors. Almost 
certainly, Alfred Hitchcock’s masterful film, Shadow of a Doubt (1943), was a large part of 
Carpenter’s inspiration, which depicts the psychology of a serial murder set against the 
comforting confines of small-town America.  

Author Marjorie Sandor paints a relevant description of how the uncanny may present itself, 
as she writes: 

“The uncanny-in-fiction … might begin in a world deeply familiar to its characters, 
and in a voice which, if only for a moment, establishes an intimacy, a sense of trust. 
But drop by drop, that familiarity will begin to wobble …” 

In Sandor’s description, which is completely unrelated to Halloween the movie, or cinema in 
general, she unknowingly pens apt commentary surrounding Laurie Strode and her 
relationship to the town. We’re led to believe that within the history of Haddonfield, the 
events of Halloween night, 1963, were an aberration and an anomaly. That, otherwise, the 
town was utterly safe, secure, domesticated, tranquil and free from major violence; the 
perfect place for a shy personality like Laurie Strode to grow up, and yet, the place where 
she is the safest and feels the safest, begins to wobble, crack and disintegrate.  

It’s here where we circle back to a concept in Freud’s 1919 essay (The Uncanny), and back 
to that which we’ve been communicating thus far, which is “something strange occurring in 
a familiar context” (paraphrased by author Marjorie Sandor). This strange occurrence 
corresponds to “the unfamiliar” (Michael) arising within a context of “the familiar” 
(Haddonfield) with that dichotomy not only remaining steadfast throughout the film’s 

runtime, but the unfamiliar becomes increasingly more pronounced as the story progresses,  
to the point of death for some of the inhabitants, and almost so for Laurie and her 
babysitting brood. We’ll also recall the chapter in this handbook discussing film noir lighting, 
and how the exaggerated use of shadows lends itself to the feeling of a slightly distorted, 
slightly nightmarish, slightly “strange” view of reality, and we see that the cinematography 
reinforces and accentuates this uncanny sensation.          

The “familiar” part (Haddonfield) of this uncanny dynamic is intentionally modeled after the 
Shadow-of-a-Doubt style community, making this horror story far removed from the 
traditional European location, featuring dark gothic castles and mansions, where fiends and 
ghouls are known to inhabit. Though those spooky monsters would still be unfamiliar to us in 
that setting, they would inhabit an unfamiliar territory, thus negating the uncanny dynamic 
along with its unsettling dichotomy. Not only is Halloween far from showcasing a 
Transylvanian backdrop, neither does it present a remote location in the country, nor one in 
the woods, nor one on a desolate highway. Instead, this evil is presented in the heart of 



safety, family, normalcy, and predictability; evil is placed at the most vulnerable location 
possible – home.  

 

SUMMARY: 
The Uncanny is a haunting sensation perceived by the viewer, and that sensation is an 
effect caused, we think, by the juxtapositioning of something unfamiliar arising within a 
subject or object that is familiar; and all-the-more-so when the unfamiliar connotes 
something dark and sinister, as author Murray Leeder’s quote epitomizes, referring to the 
jack-o’-lanterns in Halloween, “… every pumpkin’s smile seems as threatening as it is 
friendly.” Thus, the nagging question looms, why does a villain, perceived as a man in both 
form and function, still register psychologically, as an unsettling and troubling thing? 

Along with Michael, the town of Haddonfield serves as the inexplicable location for, and 
origin of, pure evil? How did something so horrific, and someone so dangerous, emerge from 
such an antithetical environment?   

 

 

 

FOOTNOTE:  

It should be noted that this Freudian use of the term “uncanny” is different than the term 
utilized by literary theorist, Tzvetan Todorov (1939-2017), in his landmark book, The Fantastic: 
A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre (1975). That might seem like an obscure distinction 
to make, but if researching the term, confusion may easily occur. 

          

 

 

 

  

 

 

 



               THE unknown: MYSTERY                               

 
 
 
INTRO:  
 John Carpenter’s Halloween is an utterly unique film. The sound is distinct; the style is 
distinct; the setting is distinct; and of course, perhaps most popularly, the villain is distinct.  

Regarding the concept of Mystery, the question arises instinctively: “Why is Michael doing 
what he is doing?” Is there a character motive, or is there another explanation somewhere 
within the narrative? Is there any significant information to help determine the origin, 
background, or purpose to Michael’s evil? Let’s explore a few options: 

 

PATRIARCHAL/PURITANICAL  AVENGER:   
In most of the ideas referenced throughout this article, the explanations are diegetic in 
nature, meaning, they occur within the context of the script. However, one particular theory 
is non-diegetic in origin, having less to do with the plain meaning of the screenplay, and 
more to do with the perceived social and moral subtext conveyed by the filmmaker, whether 
intentionally or unintentionally. Through this interpretive lens, Michael punishes illicit 
behavior, and particularly women who possess and practice liberated views of sexuality. The 
motivation stems from, we’re told, some deep-rooted male need to control women, by 
holding them accountable to Victorian-era standards of sexual virtue. Naturally, according to 
oppressive patriarchal tradition, swift retribution is meted to those women who act out 
licentiously, and the pure virgin remaining unscathed (or at least surviving). Thus, Michael is 
a symbol of male dominance and morally antiquated justice. With this type of supposition, 
as well as the two directly below, the explanations for Michael’s actions are only important 
to the extent that they help identify the perceived socio-political messaging of the director. 
This interpretation dates back to at least 1979, by film critic Jonathan Rosenbaum, as 
written in the “Take One” film magazine.  

 

 

 



SEXUAL REPRESSION – HIS & HERS:  
Yet another popular supposition, from those who, focus on gender and sexual 
representation, argues that as an adult, Michael was sexually repressed. This lack of 
fulfillment leads to frustration, resulting in violent outbursts. Because Michael is sexually 
ignorant, he is acting out in the only way known to him. The Freudian symbolism is included, 
complete with the phallic shaped murder weapon, the use of erotic asphyxiation, and a type 
of mirror imaging (both repressed) between he and Laurie. Many have rightly questioned 
how at the age of six, Michael could possess sexual consciousness, and thus, advanced 
arguments posit that his first killing was perpetrated out of the aforementioned, unrequited 
familial affection, and not sexual repression. The sexual frustration and subsequent desire 
for violent release, they assert, originate during his incarceration.    
In a similar psychoanalytical vein, a separate theory (with quite a twist) posits that Laurie is 
the one who is sexually repressed, to such an extent that, Michael becomes a physical 
manifestation of her unconscious and unbridled pleasure-driven impulses. The idea for this 
Freudian subtext is articulated most prominently by film critic Vera Dika, as she writes: 

“Carpenter openly represents Michael as Laurie’s ‘id’. This reading is supported by 
the inclusion of footage from Forbidden Planet (1956) … [which also depicts] a 
situation in which the unconscious desires, or the ‘id’, of the main character [turned 
into an actual monster] and threatened to destroy him and his world. Similarly, 
Laurie is almost destroyed by the strength of her repressed unconscious impulses.” 

It’s interesting to note that Donald Pleasence’ character is a psychiatrist, and that Dika 
references a small bit of diegetic information to support her theory, but the information only 
relates to the film’s art direction, and is not explicitly discussed within the dialogue, like it is 
in Forbidden Planet. Surprisingly, though, Carpenter himself once expressed a potentially 
provocative and similar statement during a 1980 interview with journalist Todd McCarthy,  
when he said:  

“[the critics] completely missed the boat … Because the one girl who is the most 
sexually uptight just keeps stabbing this guy with a long knife. She’s the most 
sexually frustrated … all that repressed energy starts coming out. She and the killer 
have a certain link: sexual repression.”  

Some have taken this quote, plugged their ears from further explanation, and run feverishly 
away with this notion, crafting complete theories based on it. While it’s impossible to prove, 
unequivocally, Carpenter did not intend this statement to be an all-encompassing statement 
of the film’s meaning, it still is not the proverbial smoking gun some think. His quote is also 
cited in Carol J. Clover’s book, Men, Women and Chainsaws (Updated Edition, 2015), and he 
was responding to the accusation that his film promotes the puritanical punishment of 
female sexuality; thus, his response feels as though he was temporarily removing his 
filmmaker’s hat, and momentarily donning a psychoanalytical hat, in order to cleverly 
squelch this continual misrepresentation by using the same Freudian system. 



 

PSYCHOLOGICAL NEOTENY - (i.e. MAN-CHILD): 
In simplified terms, this theory pertains to arrested cognitive development, submitting that 
Michael is frozen, psychologically, with the same childish view of the world he had in 1963, 
at the age of six. Therefore, Michael is seen attempting to play games with his victims, 
before killing them, unaware of the real-world devastation his actions inflict. This idea is 
formally pushed in the wonderfully entertaining book titled, Cult Movies (1981), by Danny 
Peary, as he states, “there is still a little boy inside a man’s body, and everything he does is 
part of a game”. Others have taken this concept and applied it to Halloween with 
enthusiasm.  

 
PURE EVIL:  
Dr. Loomis seems to provide us with a clear, simple explanation for The Shape’s actions, 
during his ‘Devil’s Eyes’ monologue, wherein he states Michael is “purely and simply, evil”. 
It’s as if the killer’s humanity was entirely removed from his being, leaving behind a vacuum, 
and in its place, undiluted evil was substituted. This would seem to account for Michael as 
an entirely amoral individual, who cannot distinguish between moral and immoral conduct, 
with no value for, and no understanding of human life. Loomis presents him as not only a 
type of extreme psychopathy, but possibly an unearthly malevolence.   

Dr. Loomis’ monologue accords with Carpenter’s later public statements, characterizing the 
killer as the personification of evil, like a force of nature and like an evil wind; according to 
this theory (or characterization), Michael is portrayed as an abstract killing machine. Though 
this explanation does not qualify as motive in a legal sense, it does provide a valid reason 
for The Shape’s murderous bent – he kills because he is evil and only evil. It’s simple, clear, 
uncomplicated, and frightening.  

 

SISTER CONNECTION:      
The explanation of “Pure Evil” might seem unassailable at first glance, however, there is at 
least one major disruptive contradiction to the concept. Namely, the statement made by the 
late, Debra Hill, which was uttered in the Halloween movie commentary (Criterion laserdisc). 
The proclamation itself is curious, but when compared to the unfolding plot points in the 
film, it becomes quite provocative. She states: 

“The idea of the evil character, which is Michael Myers, came from the idea of a man 
in a mask; and behind that mask, some horrific event was so frozen in the man’s 
psyche that he had to recreate that for himself …” 



Unfortunately, Hill’s statements before and after this quote do not further elucidate its 
meaning, for it signals a number of possibilities; she’s not exactly stating that this 
interpretation was the final concept for the character and the story as a whole. Also, highly 
regarded film critic, Robin Wood (1939-2009), postulates a similar idea in his essay, “An 
Introduction to the American Horror Film”, wherein he writes: 

 “The basic premise of the action is that Laurie is [Michael’s] real quarry throughout 
[the story] … because she is for him the reincarnation of the sister he murdered as a 
child … This compulsion to reenact the childhood crime keeps [him] tied … to the 
possibility of psychoanalytical explanation …”.  

Regardless, here in isolation, Hill seems to suggest a personal (personal to Michael) 
explanation for the killer’s evil conduct as an adult, with the “horrific event” pointing to 
Judith’s murder. Hill’s words certainly provide more meaning to the scenes where Michael 
removes Judith’s headstone, then later uses it to create a shrine with Annie Brackett’s 
corpse positioned in the same exact manner as his sister’s lifeless body; and further, the 
fact that Tommy and Laurie eerily resemble Michael and Judith at the time of the 1963 
killing. Is Michael re-enacting the slaying of Judith with every subsequent kill? Is this entire 
Halloween night a morbid, compulsive tribute to his disposal of her? 

While this reason potentially explains why Michael kills as an adult, it fails to address the 
root cause of Michael’s initial attack – why did he kill Judith? Two popular theories have 
been posed: 

First, the possibility that unrequited sexual affection was experienced by Michael, in the 
form of a psychosexual abnormality; and Second, the possibility that unrequited familial 
affection was experienced by Michael, in the form of neglect. In both cases, different types 
of jealousy would be the impetus for violence, however, the situation of unrequited sexual 
affection seems highly unlikely, if not impossible, considering Michael’s age. 

 

THE NOVELIZATION: 
In 1979, the novelization of John Carpenter’s Halloween was published, written by author 
Richard Curtis; it is wildly different than Carpenter’s screenplay by establishing an origin 
story for Michael. It involves an ancient Celtic spirit cursed to roam the earth, stemming from 
a tragic incident that occurred in Ireland whilst preparing for the festival of Samhain. The 
condemned spirit either possess or haunts young Michael, eventually driving him to murder, 
and apparently, Michael’s grandfather suffered the same oppressing affliction from the 
same Celtic spirit. The problem with this scenario, among many, is that it turns six-year-old 
Michael into a helpless victim, and even as an adult, keeps him viewed as a slightly 
sympathetic character. 

 

     



HALLOWEEN HOLIDAY: 
Among all the countless theories and hypotheses within the stratosphere, the Halloween-evil 
connection is by far the most narratively reinforced and therefore the most gripping. In other 
words, is Michael either consciously or unconsciously, compelled  or inspired, to commit evil 
as a direct result of this holiday, and more importantly, if he is, why?  

Halloween is a fun, light-hearted holiday, but its roots are from a dark, somber past, from the 
aforementioned ancient Celtic religious festival known as “Samhain” (“Sou-Win”). The most 
important aspect of this ancient observance, apart from the end-of-summer calendar date, 
is that celebrants believed it to be a unique night of the year, when the supernatural world 
could interact with the natural world, with the dead free to roam among the living.  

In fact, in Halloween (the movie) Sheriff Bracket utters the statement, “It’s Halloween, I 
guess everyone is entitled to one good scare.”;  then later in a different scene, Laurie says, 
“… Halloween night, it’s when people play tricks on each other.”, and in so doing, both 
characters reference a tenet of Samhain that has been adopted and adapted by Halloween 
celebrants, wherein some spirits were thought to engage in mischief, tormenting and 
teasing the living.  

In Halloween II (1981), the topic of Samhain is explicitly broached, though Dr. Loomis states 
the term means, “… the lord of the dead”, which is likely added by Carpenter for dramatic 
effect, for it does not align with actual history. Dr. Loomis further discusses the term with 
nurse Marion, however, the exact relationship between the ancient holiday and Michael is 
left muddled and confusing. Similarly, in Halloween: The Curse of Michael Myers (1995), the 
Cult of Thorn plot-concept reaches its Samhain-ian apex, though also ahistorical, with the 
idea supposedly stemming from an ancient Celtic practice. It too is somewhat convoluted, 
but it is center-focused within the story and a direct relationship to Michael is clearly 
expressed. 

What’s great about Carpenter’s original movie is that there’s zero reference to Samhain or 
Halloween in any substantive manner (the word “Samhain” is never actually uttered). Thus, 
there’s nothing that could come close to being construed, or misconstrued, as a possible 
plot point, keeping the two holidays deep in the background. Instead, and much more 
importantly, we see and hear the trappings of Halloween celebration, as they contribute to 
the film’s October-driven mise-en-scène, while contextualizing the story in a broad general 
sense.  

Traces of the holiday’s connection are clearly perceived throughout the narrative, by 
communicating a Halloween-evil (i.e. Halloween-Boogeyman) association. As just 
mentioned, Carpenter avoids unnecessary plot entanglement by keeping the references 
nonspecific. As with the film as a whole, he is the master of subtlety and simplicity.  

Below are a few points reflecting the Halloween-evil theme that weaves its way through the 
fabric of the screenplay: 

 



Judith Myers  
During the film’s prologue, six-year-old Michael stabs his sister to death with a large kitchen 
knife. The origin, background and purpose behind the slaying are unknown. The attack 
occurs in the town of Haddonfield, Halloween night, 1963. At this early point in the film, the 
Halloween holiday seems more than coincidental for the date, but we can’t be sure just yet. 
Also, Michael goes out of his way to pick up his costume’s clown mask, and put it on, before 
committing the assault. 

Return to Haddonfield  
Then, fifteen years later, on October 30th, Michael Myers escapes from Smith’s Grove 
Sanitarium, returning to Haddonfield on-or-before October 31st, 1978. The escape date 
seems awfully strange, as if a Halloween-holiday pattern has developed. Also, again, Michael 
goes out of his way to procure another mask.  

Michael Myers Drawn to October 31st 
We’re later informed by Dr. Sam Loomis that the escaped mental patient was seemingly 
waiting to return to Haddonfield specifically on Halloween night, as he states:  

“I watched him for fifteen years, sitting in a room, staring at a wall, not seeing the 
wall, looking past the wall, looking at THIS night, inhumanly patient, waiting for some 
secret silent alarm to trigger him off”.  

Here we have confirmation, it would seem, from the person who’s spent the most time with 
Michael, that he was specifically targeting the Halloween holiday for his return. Furthermore, 
the silent alarm that set him in motion coincided with the holiday as well.  

Halloween-Boogeyman Folklore Established 

That same Halloween day in 1978, school-boys Lonnie, Ritchie, and Keith taunt Tommy 
Doyle with threats of the Boogeyman, as Lonnie hisses, “The Boogeyman is coming … Don’t 
you know what happens on Halloween?”, thus establishing the town’s apparent belief, at 
least among the kids, that the Malevolent Man only surfaces on October 31st.  

Halloween-Boogeyman Folklore Confirmed 

Later that evening, whilst babysitting, Laurie says to Tommy: “Alright, the Boogeyman can 
only come out on Halloween night, right?”. This statement confirms the legend that the Evil 
Being only emerges on the spooky holiday. Apparently, Laurie was aware of this Halloween-
Boogeyman connection from childhood, or is at least familiar with the idea from the 
Haddonfield kids she babysits. 

The Halloween Masks 



It is also worth mentioning that in the final act of the movie, during the struggle of the last 
attack (he attacks Laurie four separate times), Laurie is able to remove Michael’s mask. 
Instead of continuing with lethal aggression, he pauses long enough to pull it back on. 
Therefore, it appears the mask has a high degree of importance to the Killer; furthermore, 
the masks from 1963 and 1978 are, of course, both Halloween paraphernalia.  

The idea that a Halloween-Boogeyman connection exist is heavily implied, if not overtly 
demonstrated, but what it means no one knows. It’s important to remember that an 
association (i.e. connection), even a strong one, does not prove causation; therefore, though 
the link is expressed, it does not demonstrate a concrete explanation for the Killer’s actions 
and the evil driving them. Perhaps the Halloween connection is merely circumstantial, or 
perhaps it’s more than that, but we’ll never know.  

 

SUMMARY: 
All the aforementioned hypotheses, though some more plausible than others, and though 
some more compelling than others, have one common element – none of them are 
conclusive or verifiable, and none of them completely satisfy. At best, they are based on 
circumstantial, or outdated Freudian reasoning, and at worst, they are pure fiction, quite 
literally in some cases. All of us are able to enumerate and acknowledge the scenes and 
elements used to support the aforementioned theories, but interpreting them with precision 
and pure accuracy is another story. Author John Kenneth Muir writes, “Ultimately, Halloween 
preserves the Shape’s mystery and thus lets [the viewer] decide about the important things 
like meaning.” 

The summation of this article, and the previous two, are the keys to The Shape’s 
effectiveness as the most feared horror icon of all time. Any attempt to conclusively answer 
those three blank spots (Ambiguity, the Uncanny, & Mystery) is the only thing that can truly 
destroy the evil figure – we don’t know him, and we’re not supposed to know him, therein 
lies his power as Terrorizer. 

Horror blog writer, Jason Jenkins, from Bloody-Disgusting, articulates the same sentiment, 
but from a slightly different perspective, and with much more poetry, as he states: 

“… maybe that’s what makes Michael the scariest of all modern cinematic villains. 
That, for all the possible explanations, for every potential reason for his evil that 
we’re given … only moves us further away from truly knowing him … forever 
rendering him an enigmatic, impenetrable Shape“ 

 

 

 

 



FOOTNOTE:  

According to Sigmond Freud, the human mind operates on a theoretical construct known as the 
‘psychic apparatus’. The ‘id’ stores unconscious sexual and aggressive instincts or drives; 
whereas the ‘ego’ is the decision-making part of the personality, seeking to apply judicious 
accommodation to the ‘id’s wants, in accord with societal norms. In Halloween, Laurie’s 
responsible, self-controlled, socially acceptable personality represents her ‘id’; whereas, 
Michael, represents her chaotic, base, instinctive drives unfiltered and unrestrained. Michael is 
a manifestation of Laurie’s unconscious sex drive left completely unrestrained.  

 

 



THE unseen (PT.1): Avoidance 
                
    
 
INTRO: 
The name ‘Val Lewton’ is synonymous with cinematic mood, atmosphere, and 
craftsmanship. Beginning in the early ‘40s, he produced a string of highly successful low-
budget horror films to compete with Universal Studios Monster movies (The Wolf Man, etc.). 
Without the budget for special effects and scary creatures, Lewton instead relied on 
suggestion, shadow, and psychology to terrorize his audience. Besides the limited budget, 
Lewton was convinced that the mind’s ability to scare itself through carefully directed 
inference, was more powerful than explicit on-screen depictions. In like manner, producer 
Irwin Yablans had a similar horror ethic in creating Halloween, and he transferred that ethic 
directly to the talent of John Carpenter.  

This chapter, Part’s 1 & 2, are guides that present a specific modus operandi for the 
cinematic utilization of The Shape, which is extremely important in maintaining his ethereal 
aura and his mystique. This Lewton-esque approach of, “less-is-more”, is the driving 
conviction undergirding the character’s visual blueprint. Here, in Part 1, we’ll observe the 
techniques Carpenter avoids in carefully displaying the killer.  

 

 

1) THE KILLER’S SUBJECTIVE POV: 
As mentioned previously, there is only one scene involving this well-known slasher 
trope, which is the iconic prologue, and Carpenter has stated its use was based on 
the practicality of keeping young Michael’s identity hidden. Dean Cundey (the 
photographer) has also further stated that Carpenter intentionally avoided the POV 
from the killer’s perspective throughout the remainder of the film. Voyeurism is a key 
motif in Halloween, but rather than watching the potential victims through the killer’s 
eyes, we instead observe the Voyeur watching his targets; there is no meaningful POV 
utilized in Halloween, as it relates to Michael.  
 



2) POV KILL-SHOTS:  
Carpenter not only avoids POV tracking and stalking shots, he also avoids filming kill 
sequences from The Shape’s direct viewing perspective (save for Judith), which was 
also a popular ‘80s slasher trope. By contrast, all three on-screen kills from Black 
Christmas involve POV shots from both the killer’s and victim’s perspective. In fact, 
save for a quick shot of an arm, leg, hand, eye, shadow, or silhouette, we never see 
an objective view of the killer’s body, let alone his face. Rather, his presence is 
almost entirely displayed through his subjective POV. To further contrast the two films 
and two killers, in Black Christmas, we don’t know his identity, but we know his 
nature (human); and in Halloween, the reverse is true, where we know the killer’s 
identity, but we don’t know his nature. The cinematic approach to presenting these 
character traits, largely depends on the presence, or absence, of the POV.  

 

3) OVER-THE-SHOULDER TRACKING SHOTS: 
There are zero tracking shots of The Shape throughout the original Halloween 
(technically there is one, but it only lasts for six seconds), and wisely so. Tracking 
shots place the ethereal Boogeyman in front of the camera too close, for too long, 
making him feel too concrete and tangible. In the 1981 sequel, there’s an over-the-
shoulder tracking shot of Michael making his way through the middle of town; it lasts 
for more than forty seconds as he navigates his way through myriad people, and it 
becomes painfully unexceptional. Conversely, brief glimpses and the unknown 
whereabouts of The Shape creates the highest degree of tension and terror, not 
prolonged bouts of his on-screen presence.  

                       

4) MUNDANE SHOTS & BORING CONCEPTS: 
Admittedly, the particularity of “mundane shots” and “boring concepts” is relatively 
subjective, but when comparing Carpenter’s original film to the sequels, we see a 
stark contrast. For example, in the 1981 sequel, Michael enters a residence through 
the unlocked front door, prior to killing of his first victim (Alice); whereas, in the 
original, The Shape’s entrance into houses is implied (e.g. the shot of an open 
window) or left completely unknown. Moreover, take the numerous scenes from the 
same sequel where Michael is simply milling around Haddonfield, or the hospital. 
Shots of Michael in a state of mobility quickly become uneventful. 

           

               

 



5) MEDIUM SHOT MEDIOCRITY: 
To clarify, Carpenter employs many medium shots of The Shape throughout 
Halloween; however, he magnificently avoids mediocre techniques, as seen in all the 
sequels. If not handled with extreme care and detail, the medium shot will destroy 
the mysterious, immaterial aura of the elusive Killer. Thus, Carpenter skillfully avoids 
four major flaws when framing The Shape in a medium shot, by side-stepping the 
following combination: (1) bright/dim light (2) a clear field-of-view (3) the mask 
positioned within the frame (4) center-frame blocking. The shot from Halloween 
(2018), where Michael dons the mask for the first time in forty years, as seen through 
the back windshield of a car, graphically depicts all four fatal elements.  

                  

6) CLOSE-UP SHOTS IN BRIGHT LIGHT:  
Cinematically speaking, close-up shots of the mask in bright light (or even dim light) 
are to The Shape, what water is to the Wicked Witch of the West, from “The Wizard of 
Oz” (1939). Remember, the focus of this guide is to highlight the practices Carpenter 
avoids, that would destroy the ethereal aura of this ghostly killer. In the 1981 sequel, 
as Michael kills Alice, we see a close-up shot of the mask in bright light, along with 
his eye. As previously mentioned, the lack of eye visibility is part of his unsettling 
persona.  
 
          

7) PLACED IN DENSELY POPULATED AREAS:  
A long-held axiom asserts that there is safety in numbers, and so, it’s natural for the 
audience to feel less anxiety watching The Shape mill around a large group of people, 
relative to a few individuals. This anxiety is further reduced with the thought that the 
killer might subdue a random stranger, rather than a character who we’ve become 
emotionally invested (another reason why a high body count neutralizes suspense). 
Moreover, as we shall see in the  unseen Pt. 2, Michael is often portrayed 
symbolically as a community outsider, thus his placement in the midst of a bustling 
area of the town weakens that provocative association. Still further, The Shape is 
most mysterious, frightening, and unnerving when his presence, or potential 
presence, is tucked away in some dark corner of the town; or when he has a victim 
trapped alone in a house, with seemingly no escape.  
        

8) ANYTHING TOO TANGIBLE:  
Having The Shape get hit, squarely, by a large truck; having his fingers blown off; 
having him karate-kicked out of a window; having him sit in a jail cell after being 
capture by the police, all make him exceedingly tactile and physically attainable. 
Carpenter avoids such tangible situations.  



  THE unseen (PT.2): application   
           
 

 
INTRO: 
John Carpenter has been dubbed, ‘The Prince of Darkness’, and the aforementioned Val 
Lewton has been labeled, ‘The Man in the Shadows’. Both venerable filmmakers crafted B-
movie horror films with A-list capability, and both were masters at concealing their monsters 
through shadow and using them to frighten through innuendo. John Carpenter once said: 

“There’s an old-fashioned idea, I guess it goes back to Val Lewton, that if you’re gonna 
make a movie about a monster you never want to really see it; you want to keep it in the 
dark because it’s more effective that way”. 

Carpenter, very much aware of Lewton’s imprint on cinema, especially within the horror 
genre (having attended film school at USC), was likewise eager to duplicate a similar 
philosophy with Halloween’s killer. Here, in Part 2, we’ll note the strategies Carpenter 
applies in meticulously withholding the killer.  

 

 

1) MEDIUM SHOT MAGNIFICENCE: 
There is the potential hazard, for mediocrity and tangibility, when distancing The 
Shape from the camera at medium length. When center-framed, we see Carpenter’s 
thoughtfulness as he continuously creates some type of visual impediment between 
us and The Shape; whether it’s extremely thick shadow; a French door with a curtain; 
or a costume in the form of a ghost sheet, we never see the killer with any clarity at 
close (or even medium-close) range. 
 
When not positioned in center-frame, The Shape is positioned on the extreme edge 
of the wide anamorphic frame, with his mask and head cropped out of view; and in 
one instance, we only see the presence of his shadow pass through the frame. Thus, 
in all cases, Carpenter can use a medium shot without making The Shape feel too 
concrete, material, or ordinary. 
 



                        

2) CLOSE-UP SHOT CONCEALMENT: 
Carpenter chooses to conceal his monster, and even in the few close-up shots, we 
never see the mask with much exposure or detail. It’s continuously kept in extreme 
low-key lighting or rim lighting; and in a few instances, all we see is the back of a 
shoulder or the back of the head in silhouette.  
 
 

3) THE SHAPE’S ATTACK M.O: 
A specific pattern emerges for all of the primary attack scenes as an adult, which 
include the following elements: (1) He always maintains the element of surprise (2) 
He always strikes in the dark (3) He always materializes (either slowly or suddenly) 
when ambushing (4) The mask is always shrouded in darkness and-or obscurity. In 
the image below, all four elements are included during Annie’s attack:    

Contrast Carpenter’s four-point pattern with a kill scene from Part 5, where the victim 
“Mikey” gets killed with his Camaro; here, the four-point check-list is completely 
neglected: (1) Michael does not materialize, rather, he casually strolls into frame, as 
seen in the background (2) Michael Myers announces his presence by scratching the 
car with a garden tool, thus forfeiting the element of surprise (3) Michael attacks his 
victim in broad daylight, without the aid of darkness (4) Michael’s mask is displayed 
in bright light as he kills.  

                

4) LONG SHOTS:  
Inspired by The Innocents (1961), The Shape is often too far away to distinguish and 
too far removed to interpret; and we’ll note that in every long shot, similar to the 
medium shots, there is some type of visual obstruction (either shadow or physical 
barrier), further diminishing our ability to view the mysterious voyeur.  

 

5) REVERSE LONG SHOTS – DISTANCE:  
The term, Reverse Long Shot, is not simply a synonym for a Close-Up Shot. Though 
The Shape is placed in the foreground, there is the added element of distance both 
literally and symbolically, between he and his prey. We typically think of the 
Voyeuristic Shape lurking in the background, but he is often placed in the extreme 
foreground, watching the town of Haddonfield from afar. In the book, The Cinema of 
John Carpenter: The Technique of Terror, Dr. Sheldon Hall asserts that ether near or 
far, his extreme placement is emblematic of his status as a community outsider; that 
though he’s from Haddonfield, he’s not apart of Haddonfield. More importantly, 



however, is the audience’ inability, along with the characters inability, to see the killer 
with any practical application.  
 

6) CLOAKED IN DARKNESS:  
The Shape, when not obscured by some other method, is always enveloped in varying 
degrees of darkness and thick shadow, wearing it like a cloak. His relationship to the 
light is often akin to Dracula’s relationship to the sun. As previously mentioned, the 
type of darkness applied is film noir lighting, referred to as chiaroscuro technique, 
featuring strong contrast between light and dark.  
 
 

7) VISUALLY IMPERCEPTIBLE TO HADDONFIELD  
As Laurie, Lynda and Annie walk home from school, the three girls see The Shape 
drive by in his stolen county vehicle, but Annie and Lynda mistake him for Devon 
Graham. Thus, there is the subtle implication that he is not only difficult to see 
physically, but when people do see him, are unable to perceive him as potentially 
menacing or out-of-place. We’re not at all suggesting that The Shape is capable of 
obscuring his appearance, or blinding those who would look upon him, but none-the-
less, the community is largely visionless to his presence. In all respects, The Shape is 
visually imperceptible to Haddonfield. it’s almost as if, but not quite, no-one may see 
unless he reveals himself.  

                     

 
 



                              postscript  
 
 
 
CONTENT: 
John Carpenter’s Halloween is poetically whole, written as a self-contained, stand-alone film, 
with no thought of continuing or extending the narrative beyond its original script. The tale 
takes place in a small Midwestern community, and begins with a young boy murdering his 
sister on Halloween night. He is then institutionalized, only to escape years later as an adult, 
returning to the same town to inflict more Halloween-evil. There is no explanation given for 
the killer’s malevolent actions, and though we think we know who he is, we’re not exactly 
sure what he is; but we know he creates in us an unsettling sensation, with the ability to 
become absolutely terrifying. As easily as he re-appears in Haddonfield, unseen and 
unheard, so easily he disappears, both fraught with extraordinary implication. The genius of 
Carpenter’s content is that though it’s sparse and straightforward, it is yet highly compelling, 
and leaves us filled with many questions about the town, the heroine, and the good doctor. 
Moreover, in a brief span of time, the Halloween-Killer is fashioned into a legendary figure, 
both diegetically, and in real life.  

 

TECHNIQUE:                                                                             
In the introduction to this little handbook, its stated purpose was to provide practical 
responses, with concrete concepts, in order to answer this simple question: “Why, exactly, is 
John Carpenter’s Halloween great?”. Toward that end, I’ve discussed numerous and 
pertinent cinematic details, in an individualized approach, which is an essential and 
worthwhile endeavor for better appreciating the film. However, in our attempt to grasp the 
elements that make the film successful, some may lie beyond our clear comprehension, as 
author John Kenneth Muir mentions whilst writing on the film, “An extraordinary film is much 
more than the sum of its ingredients, often existing as a mixture of magic and chemistry …”. 
According to Muir’s thought, it’s as if the filmic cosmos were perfectly aligned in 1978, 
bringing together the right producer, financier, cast-and-crew; during an era where directors 
ruled, and independent projects flourished. Halloween is full of ingenious craft, intelligence, 
and urbanity; it is also infused with a touch of magic.  



         study suggestions 
 
 
 
INTRO: 
Listed here are suggested topics for anyone wishing to understand and appreciate 
Halloween with extreme thoroughness. Covering these various subjects takes time, 
patience, and a great deal of interest; the course of learning is a marathon, not a sprint, and 
is likely a life-long pursuit. Also, in today’s information-age, the problem isn’t finding enough 
resources, it’s in having too many, and thereby suffering the proverbial paralysis-by-analysis; 
thus, some specific study tools are recommended throughout.  

One difficulty in studying this film, is that there’s no single resource that will provide a 
windfall of information; rather it takes painstaking research, covering lots of material, 
gathering little tidbits, here and there (which is partly why The Halloween Handbook was 
written). 

 
HALLOWEEN-SPECIFIC REFERENCE WORKS:  
Listed here is a solid nucleus of research material that will aid in learning about Halloween. 
There are three sub-sections, involving video documentaries and books. More could be 
included, but these items are suggested as foundational and essential. The first group are 
three video documentaries that should be watched repeatedly; the second group are two 
books appropriate for anyone unfamiliar with the franchise as a whole; and the third group is 
a corpus of Halloween works that every serious student should own.  
 

1) Halloween: A Cut Above the Rest (Featurette on 2003 DVD & 2007 Blu-ray) 
2) Halloween Unmasked  (Featurette on the 1999 Hologram Limited Edition DVD) 
3) Halloween: The Inside Story (Biography channel, 2010) 

 



1) Taking Shape: Developing Halloween from Script to Scream, by D. McNeil & T. Mullins 
2) The Man Who Created Halloween, by Irwin Yablans 

 
1) Joh Carpenter: The Prince of Darkness, by Gilles Boulenger 
2) Order in the Universe: The Films of John Carpenter, by Robert C. Cumbow 
3) The Films of John Carpenter, John Kenneth Muir 
4) The Cinema of John Carpenter: The Technique of Terror, by I. Conrich & D. Woods 
5) Halloween (Devil’s Advocates), by Murray Leeder 

 

CINEMATIC & HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
Films from previous decades are historical documents, of sorts, and to some degree (larger 
better than smaller) should be understood within their particular cultural, historical, and 
cinematic setting. Carpenter’s Halloween was produced almost half a century ago; therefore, 
it’s helpful to understand the basic landscape of ‘70s cinema, which includes the Auteur 
Renaissance (aka New Hollywood), and even the French New Wave, from whence it 
originated. There are many great YouTube videos on the topic, and the book, 
Cinematography (Behind The Silver Screen) by Patrick Keating, is a great place to begin.  
 
 

THE SLASHER SUB-GENRE 
Because many academics argue that the seeds of the sub-genre pre-date Halloween, and 
because Carpenter’s film is now inextricably connected, this is a must-know topic. The 
recommended books include the following titles: 

1) Going to Pieces: The Rise and Fall of the Slasher Film, 1978-1986, by Adam Rockoff 
2) Men, Women and Chain Saws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film, by Carol J. Clover 
3) Anatomy of the Slasher Film: A Theoretical Analysis, by Sotiris Petridis 

 
CINEMATOGRAPHY: COMPOSITION  
Cinematography is a broad subject encompassing the art of visual storytelling, and the more 
one understands the craft, the more one is able to appreciate Halloween. The subject is a 
bit overwhelming at first, therefore, a great place to start is by learning composition, which is 
‘where’ and ‘why’ objects and subject are arranged within the picture frame (particularly, the 
anamorphic frame). It’s strongly suggested that still-photography composition is studied 
first. This one aspect, alone, will bring Halloween to life in an astonishing new way. 



CINEMATOGRAPHY: THE LIGHTING 

Specifically, we’re referring to Film Noir lighting , and its primary origin, German 
Expressionism (if extra curious, see also Weimar Cinema). This type of lighting plays a 
significant role in Halloween. Also recommended, are the horror movies and craft of 
producer Val Lewton, from the ‘40s. You don’t need to become an expert in these fields, but 
its exceedingly helpful to have a basic grasp of the history and form. 

 

ALFRED HITCHCOCK: 
There are tons of great YouTube videos and great online articles, and of course the classic 
interview book, Hitchcock, by François Truffaut, 1985. There’s also a fascinating 
commentary track to Psycho, (The Alfred Hitchcock Classics Collection, Blu-ray, 2020) 
featuring film historian Stephen Rebello; or for the ultimate deep-dive, see Rebello’s 
definitive book, titled, “Alfred Hitchcock and the Making of Psycho”, 2013. The more one 
learns from Hitchcock, the more one will see Halloween’s technique on display. Director 
Peter Bogdanovich has also been helpful in this department, and he’s a great storyteller, 
too.  
 

CARPENTER & OTHER FILMMAKERS: 
Obviously, any Carpenter, Dean Cundey, Tommy Wallace, or Irwin Yablans interview may 
yield valuable insight, even if it doesn’t specifically involve Halloween; and, listening to any 
qualified director or cinematographer can often help demystify the nature of visual 
storytelling -- the most practical information often comes from filmmakers. One such 
resource is Peter Bogdanovich’ s book, Who the Devil Made It: Conversations with 
Legendary Film Directors, 1997 (it includes conversations with Howard Hawks and 
Hitchcock). In addition, there’s a newly released (2020) Carpenter biography, titled: Assault 
on the System: The Nonconformist Cinema of John Carpenter, by Troy Howarth – it looks 
quite fascinating. Lastly, a great first article is the helpful little piece at mandatory.com, 
titled: Exclusive Interview: Dean Cundey on Halloween, which has a few great nuggets.  
 

STUDY HALLOWEEN: 
Studying about Halloween is utterly essential; however, it’s also useful for an aspiring 
student to study the film for themselves, forming personal observations, conclusions, and 
insights. As previously mentioned, one of the best ways to see what Carpenter did in the 
original is to view the sequels, especially as it relates to the way The Shape is lit; the way he 
is framed; the way he is utilized; the way each story unfolds; and the amount of suspense 



applied relative to the number of kills and gore applied. A great way to study the original film, 
and the sequels, is to view them with the sound off, along with a pen and notepad.  
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