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If you have not seen the original 1974 independent film, “The Texas Chain Saw Massacre” by now, don’t.  Anyone who has ever heard of this violence exploitation film knows more about its legend of fiction by word of mouth rather than the small bit of fact on which the story was based on.  And these persons who have not seen the film as of yet have surely heard of the relentless blood, guts and gore for which the picture supposedly throws in the face of the viewer.  Because of its legendary status in the horror genre and the general horror fanatic’s numbness to the past two decades worth of copycat splatter films, most new viewers of this film have expectations for which Chain Saw does not live up to.  You may think that I hate this film, but on the contrary.  This is my favorite horror movie of all time.  I am the web master for, “The Texas Chain Saw Massacre: A Visit to the Film Locations” (http://www.texaschainsawmassacre.net), and I would like to take a moment to explain how this film became legend, separate fact from fiction and why people who were truly horrified by this film keep coming back to its story.

This feature became a legend for several reasons.

1). People believe what they read – Chainsaw, (referred to as TCSM from here on), opens with an ominous black screen and an unemotional voice telling the viewer that what they are about to see is “an account of the tragedy that befell a group of five youths”.  This single statement sets the stage to make the viewer believe that the movie is an account of an actual experience, and retracts any hope they have for the as of yet unknown characters to survive.  Would you believe “an account” in a tabloid newspaper told or written by a person you have never heard of?  Surprisingly, this is how tabloid publications make their money.  These types of publications tell very tall tales about alien encounters, religious prophecies, super-human accomplishments and other not-so impossibilities.  And the majority of the people who seriously read these publications believe what they read.  “How could it not be true?  It’s printed right here!  It has to be fact!”

2).  The storyline is not an impossibility – Just as the TCSM carries a legend the size of Texas, the state of Texas has been known throughout the United States, if not the world, about its stories of contrast.  Texas is known for its hospitality, yet many incidents of violence from war at the Alamo to the KKK exist.  Texas is home to some of the biggest cities in America, yet it has thousands of miles of rural countryside (also known as “backwoods”) that harbors generations of families who’s lifestyle is still not that much different from the 1800’s.  And this has been proliferated in television, movies, music and other media, from Gunsmoke to John Wayne to Willie Nelson.

3).  Chainsaw was first in its genre of horror – TCSM is credited as the first horror movie to sport the now too-familiar masked killer and bring it to the mainstream.  Think about other horror movies who have drawn direct inspiration from Tobe Hooper and Kim Henkel’s work: Friday the 13th, Halloween, Scream and its sequels, and the list goes on.  It is a fact that with any popular art medium’s that is first to blaze its own trail, they become a legend in their field and the standard by which everyone else is judged.  And because of this, it is safe to assume that no matter how good or bad the performer is, they are still a legend because they are first.  During a conversation I had with a cast member one time, they admitted to me that most anyone could have played the character they did in the movie and probably have done just as well or better job than they themselves did.  They fully acknowledge that they were lucky to have taken the part they did which has now altered their lives forever.  TCSM also brought to light that not all movies draws to a final conclusion wrapped with a bow tie for the viewer.  Not only does the ending of the film show that the killer is still alive and just as terrifying as when we first met him, but the sudden cut to the credits from Leatherface’s legendary “chain saw dance” leaves the virgin viewer feeling like they have just been driven off of a cliff in pitch darkness.  This type of ending was very unusual for its time but is much more commonplace by today’s standards.

4).  Chainsaw broke all conventional cinematic rules - Cinematic rules for this picture went out the window because the filmmakers simply could not afford the conventional technology or experienced actors to create a slick production.  TCSM is an excellent example of how creativity can overcome any budgetary limitation and therefore becomes a concern when with every single step of production.  The majority of actors and crewmembers were either attending the University of Texas or had already graduated and were looking for their first film to start their career with.  Because of their lack of experience in filmmaking, most did not have a problem with the ridiculous 1-month shooting schedule, outstandingly hot environments, or substandard payment arrangements for their contribution to the film.  And on top of all of this, TCSM proves that you do not have to have a complicated plot to scare the pants off of a viewer.

There is no doubt that the TCSM made a huge impact on not only the horror genre, but also the innocent bystander or horror enthusiast.  Paul Partain, who played “Franklin Hardesty”, said in the Exploited Video documentary, “Texas Chainsaw Massacre – The Shocking Truth”, that people either love it or hate it.  And for the people who love it, there remains a continuous interest in the story and the characters.  I personally went on my own crusade to learn more about where the film was actually made because so much had already been done in the media about the characters and who played them.  Along my journey, I found that many people had an almost obsessive or morbid interest in the making of this film like I do.  Soon, I found thousands of TCSM fans on the Internet going over my web site with a fine-tooth comb soaking every bit of previously know and unknown information.  I found this to be very baffling even for myself and I continued to question why I had become so consumed with the making of this landmark film when I finally came to a resolving conclusion.

Have you ever heard of the story of the Andes survivors, the rugby team who’s plane crashed and had to resort to cannibalism for their survival?  20 years later, the remaining survivors returned to the exact spot of the crash to reflect upon their extraordinary experience.  Why did they do this?  I feel it is for the same reason that people are interested in the film locations.  The experience that TCSM fans went through when they first viewed this film was a traumatic one, although the Andes survivors’ experiences makes the TCSM seem like a walk in the park.  But we share similar emotions in the fact that we realized that we finally walked away from the horror in one piece and survived.  Later, as we recover from the trauma, we grow stronger as a person and learn from the experience so that we can carry on with our lives.  It is only at this later stage that we have the urge to once again confront the fear, but with a new sense of security.  And we want to review the horror and know that the horror did not defeat us, but that we can now defeat what once scared us.  Thus, we return to where the experience occurred and try to learn more so that we can once again carry on.  That is, until the next time that Gunnar Hansen decides to oil the old McCulloch.
