OUR INSATIABLE HUNGER FOR THE APOCALYPSE

Or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Zombies
By Andrea Trace
“You never hear from Zombies! That's the trouble with Zombies, they're unreliable!” So said George Carlin. But it doesn’t matter if zombies are unreliable; we all love a good zombie.

In fact, humans love the whole end-of-the-world thing. From Ragnarök to Revelations, we’ve been talking about the end of civilization as we know it for over two thousand years. Zombies may be a late addition to the story cycle, entering the culture through the West African Vodun religion, with its new world derivatives Haitian Vodou and New Orleans Voodoo, but the fascination with a day of judgment has been with us for most of our literate history. We’re apocalypse junkies.

The latest entry into the mythos is AMC’s The Walking Dead. Brainchild of writer/director/producer Frank Darabont (Shawshank Redemption, The Green Mile) and based on the insanely popular comic books by Robert Kirkman, The Walking Dead is a habit-forming, weekly zombie fest with a ferocious bite.

Genre films (and TV shows), and zombie-types in particular, have much in common with the venerable sonnet. Just as a sonnet has rigorous strictures based on form- a particular number of lines and precise syllable count- there are very specific rules to be followed when building a zombie universe. However, as long as you stay inside the lines, you can be as free with the form as you choose.

Darabont (as did Kirkman before him) uses that freedom to probe character and lead us to ask ourselves the big question: “If I were a survivor, what would I do?” We all assume we will be among the living after the Big Bang, but just how successfully will you negotiate the terrors of post-apocalyptic Earth? “They're very ordinary folk,” comments Andrew Lincoln (Love Actually), who plays the apocalypse-capable Rick Grimes, “but they're the survivors and (the show) asks that question: How far away have we gone? How sanitized have we become? How out of contact with the land have we become?”
The rule book for the makers of The Walking Dead was written by George A. Romero. “I've always wanted to do my take on the zombie mythos, since I was a kid and I saw Romero's Night of the Living Dead - the 1968 black and white version,” explains Darabont. “For our zombie show I'm calling that the Book of Genesis, and whenever there's a question about zombie behavior I go back to Night of the Living Dead. Here's my favorite thing: the endless debate among the fans about how fast a zombie can move. There are the folks who just can't stand seeing zombies running. I'm kind of in that camp, but if you look at the very first zombie in Night - the one in the cemetery chasing Barbara, he gets up to a pretty good jog. I'm keying our zombie behavior off of that film: Whether they're in a very languid state or they're on the attack, they'll move no faster than that first zombie in Night of the Living Dead.”

Like Mad Men, another hard hitting, story-driven series on AMC, The Walking Dead is almost more movie than TV. The production values are high, the writing impeccable, the direction filled with edge-of-your-seat tension. This is not a show for the faint of heart. Darabont and subsequent directors don’t pull any punches when it comes to the gorier aspects of life among the zombies. Writer Kirkman was pleasantly surprised by the scope of the production.

“I was on a movie set last summer that was like a big budget blockbuster, and before I got out here I told myself, "I'm not going to be seeing the same kind of stuff because they don't have a budget like a summer blockbuster." But you know what? It's almost bigger. The first day I was here was the day after they had flipped the car and there was a big shootout that we saw. It was just absolutely mind-blowing.”
Although the special effects and action sequences are explosive, the glue holding the series together, and binding a record-breaking audience to the show, is the story. Says executive producer Gale Anne Hurd: “The best genre films are character driven. And while they have an intriguing premise and terrific special effects, at the end of the day they're rooted in complex characters and great stories… What's so wonderful about The Walking Dead is that we're able to explore human nature [at] its most depraved as well as its most humanitarian in each episode. We strip each character down to their most basic survival instincts -- or lack thereof. It's actually the zombies who are the most predictable: You know what zombies are after. What you can't anticipate is how one surviving human is going to interact with another. And that's what keeps the series fresh and compelling.”

The series opens with county sheriff Rick Grimes waking up out of a coma alone –really alone- in a hospital room. While he lay unconscious, his world has been literally eaten alive by a zombie epidemic and now he has to deal. Sound like fun? “It was the coolest thing,” enthuses Lincoln. “I got to wear Stetson cowboy boots and a bag of guns on my back on a horse called Blade. A dream come true.”
One of the hallmarks of The Walking Dead is the fidelity to the original material. As Kirkman says, “Everyone is really trying to do good by the comic, and there are scenes that are straight out of it. I think that fans are just going to be thrilled. But at the same time, [Frank Darabont] is vastly improving the material. There's some amazing stuff he added for Morgan's character in the Pilot episode that's just not in the comic.”

Kirkman was on set for the zombie invasion of Atlanta. “That was probably the craziest thing I've ever seen. A three by three block square of Atlanta was shut down… you could get to a certain point in the area that they were shooting, and kind of turn around in a 360 degree view, and that's like, ‘OK here's what it's like at the end of the world, and I'm standing in the middle of it.’ They had trucks turned over and a burned out bus, they had all the stores closed and dressed to look like the windows had all been cracked. And then all of a sudden, here's hundreds of zombie extras walking around.”

It’s this attention to detail that feeds into our apocalypse fixation, making the show “surprisingly scary and remarkably good,” as The New York Times says. You are there, just where you want to be, on the threshold of a new world. What are you going to do next?

The Walking Dead: Complete Season One is available March 8 on DVD and Blu-ray. The rampant anticipation for Season Two is a measure of our appetite for zombies.
