night of the living dead analysis

Night of the Living Dead analysis is not merely an exploration of a horror film; it is an in-depth
examination of societal fears, cultural reflections, and the evolution of the zombie genre. Released in
1968, George A. Romero's "Night of the Living Dead" is often credited with reshaping the horror
landscape and providing a poignant commentary on the socio-political climate of its time. In this
article, we will delve into various aspects of the film, including its historical context, themes,
character dynamics, and lasting impact on cinema and popular culture.

Historical Context

"Night of the Living Dead" was released during a tumultuous period in American history,
characterized by civil rights movements, Vietnam War protests, and widespread social upheaval.
Understanding this backdrop is crucial for a comprehensive analysis of the film.

The Civil Rights Movement

1. Representation: The film features one of the first African American protagonists in the horror
genre, Ben, played by Duane Jones. His character challenges stereotypes and brings a nuanced
perspective to the narrative, particularly in a genre that often marginalized minority figures.

2. Conflict: The interactions between Ben and other characters reflect the racial tensions of the

1960s. The dynamics within the group become increasingly fraught, highlighting societal divisions
that resonate with contemporary audiences.

The Vietnam War and Social Unrest

The late 1960s were marked by anti-war sentiments and a growing distrust of authority. This is
mirrored in the film's portrayal of survival and the breakdown of social order.

1. Authority Figures: The failure of authority is evident as characters struggle to maintain control in
a life-threatening situation. This reflects a broader skepticism toward government and societal
structures during the Vietnam era.

2. Deterioration of Community: The film's setting—a remote farmhouse—serves as a microcosm of

society. As the zombie threat escalates, social bonds fracture, illustrating the fragility of community
in times of crisis.

Thematic Exploration

"Night of the Living Dead" is rich with themes that extend beyond mere horror, prompting viewers



to reflect on deeper societal issues.

Survival and Humanity

Survival is a central theme in the film, raising questions about what it means to be human in
desperate circumstances.

1. Moral Ambiguity: Characters are often forced to make difficult choices, blurring the lines between
right and wrong. This moral ambiguity creates tension and challenges viewers' perceptions of
humanity.

2. Isolation vs. Unity: The struggle for survival leads to moments of both isolation and unity among

characters. The need to work together is juxtaposed with individual fears and prejudices, reflecting
the complexities of human nature.

Fear of the Other

The zombies in "Night of the Living Dead" serve as a metaphor for societal fears of the unknown,
representing various forms of "the Other."

1. Consumerism: The zombies’ mindless consumption can be interpreted as a critique of post-war
consumer culture, highlighting the dehumanization that can accompany modern life.

2. Racial Tensions: The film's climax, in which the protagonist Ben is shot by a group of white

vigilantes, starkly mirrors racial violence and the fear of the other that permeated American society
in the 1960s.

Character Dynamics

The film's characters are pivotal in conveying its themes and reflecting societal issues.

Ben: The Protagonist

Ben embodies strength and resourcefulness, yet he faces significant challenges throughout the film.

1. Leadership: His attempts to lead the group are met with resistance, particularly from characters
like Harry Cooper, who represents the stubbornness of authority and traditionalism.

2. Tragic Hero: Ben's fate is tragic, as he survives the night only to be killed by those he sought to
protect. This ending serves as a powerful commentary on the racial dynamics and societal failures of
the time.



Supporting Characters

The supporting characters each represent different societal attitudes and fears.

1. Harry Cooper: A symbol of selfishness and control, Harry's refusal to cooperate with Ben leads to
conflict, ultimately jeopardizing the group's chances of survival.

2. Helen Cooper: Helen's character highlights the vulnerability and complexity of familial
relationships under extreme stress, as she grapples with her husband's authoritarian tendencies.

3. Judy and Tom: This young couple represents innocence and hope, yet their fates serve as a
reminder of the brutality of the world they inhabit.

Cinematic Techniques

Romero's use of cinematic techniques contributes significantly to the film's impact and effectiveness.

Black and White Aesthetic

The decision to film in black and white serves several purposes.

1. Realism: The stark contrast creates a sense of realism and urgency, enhancing the horror
elements while grounding the film in a documentary-like style.

2. Symbolism: The black and white palette can also be interpreted as a commentary on the moral
dichotomies present in the film, emphasizing the blurred lines between good and evil.

Sound Design and Music

The film's sound design is critical in establishing tension and atmosphere.

1. Diegetic Sounds: The use of ambient sounds—such as the moans of zombies and the frantic
heartbeat of characters—immerses viewers in the horror of the situation.

2. Score: The haunting score by Romero and his collaborators heightens emotional responses,
accentuating moments of fear and despair.

Legacy and Impact

"Night of the Living Dead" has had a profound influence on the horror genre and popular culture.



Reinventing the Zombie Genre

1. Cinematic Legacy: The film laid the groundwork for future zombie narratives, inspiring countless
films, television shows, and video games. Its depiction of zombies as slow-moving, relentless
creatures became a defining characteristic of the genre.

2. Cultural Commentary: The film's themes continue to resonate, allowing it to remain relevant as
society grapples with issues of race, authority, and community.

Influence on Filmmakers

Many contemporary filmmakers cite "Night of the Living Dead" as a significant influence.

1. Genre Blending: The film's combination of horror and social commentary has inspired filmmakers
to explore similar themes, merging entertainment with critical reflections on society.

2. Independent Filmmaking: Romero's success with a low-budget film opened doors for independent
filmmakers, encouraging a wave of creativity and innovation in the horror genre.

Conclusion

The analysis of "Night of the Living Dead" reveals a multifaceted film that transcends its genre.
Through its exploration of societal fears, moral dilemmas, and complex character dynamics, the film
offers a haunting reflection on the human condition. Its legacy continues to influence filmmakers
and resonate with audiences, ensuring that its poignant commentary remains relevant in
contemporary discussions about race, authority, and the fragility of community. As we revisit this
seminal work, we are reminded of the power of cinema to provoke thought, inspire change, and
confront our deepest fears.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Night of the Living
Dead'?

The main themes include survival, the breakdown of social order, and the nature of humanity under
stress, reflecting societal tensions of the 1960s.

How does 'Night of the Living Dead' reflect the societal issues
of its time?

The film addresses issues such as racial tension, the fear of the unknown, and the consequences of
isolation, mirroring the civil rights movement and the Cold War era.



What role does the setting play in '‘Night of the Living Dead'?

The isolated farmhouse setting creates a claustrophobic atmosphere that heightens tension and
underscores the characters' vulnerability against external threats.

How is the character development significant in the film?

Character development showcases a range of human responses to crisis, from cooperation to
selfishness, emphasizing the moral complexities faced during apocalyptic scenarios.

What is the significance of the film's ending?

The ambiguous ending serves as a commentary on the futility of survival in a world where humanity
has failed itself, leaving viewers questioning the nature of hope and despair.

In what ways did 'Night of the Living Dead' influence the
horror genre?

The film pioneered the zombie apocalypse subgenre, introducing themes of social commentary,
graphic violence, and a more realistic portrayal of horror that influenced countless films thereafter.
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