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   Don Siegel’s  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers  (1956), based on a novel by 
Jack Finney, has become one of the most influential alien invasion films 
of all time. The film’s theme of alien paranoia—the fear that some invis-
ible invaders could replace individual human beings and turn them 
into a collective of emotionless pod people—resonated with widespread 
anxieties in 1950s American culture. It has been read as an allegory 
of the communist threat during the Cold War but also as a commen-
tary on McCarthyism, the alienating effects of capitalism, conformism, 
postwar radiation anxiety, the return of “brainwashed” soldiers from 
the Korean War, and masculine fears of “the potential social, politi-
cal, and personal disenfranchisement of postwar America’s hegemonic 
white patriarchy” (Mann 49).  1   

 Engaging with the profound concerns of its time,  Invasion of   the   Body 
Snatchers  is widely regarded as a signature film of the 1950s. Yet despite 
its cultural and historical specificity, the narrative of alien-induced 
dehumanization has lent itself to reinterpretations and re-imaginations 
like few others, always shifting with the zeitgeist and replacing former 
cultural anxieties with more contemporary and urgent ones. Siegel’s 
film has inspired three cinematic remakes over the last 55 years: Philip 
Kaufman’s  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers  (1978), Abel Ferrara’s  Body 
Snatchers  (1993), and, most recently, Oliver Hirschbiegel’s  The   Invasion  
(2007). Bits and pieces of the film have also found their way into the 
American popular imagination, taking the form of intermedial refer-
ences to  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers  in movies, television series, car-
toons, and video games.  2   By remodeling the theme, plot, characters, 
narrative devices, visuals, sound, and special effects of Siegel’s film in 
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ever new contexts, the cinematic remakes and pop-cultural citations 
have decisively influenced the film’s cultural currency beyond its 
immediate 1950s background. 

 That  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers  would become a touchstone of 
American popular culture was, however, not to be expected when the 
film was released in 1956. It received little critical attention; many 
theaters did not even book the movie in its first run. Although it even-
tually grossed $1,200,000 at the box office at a production cost of only 
$416,911, the steady increase of the film’s popularity and cultural 
importance both for fans and critics set in after its initial broadcast on 
television in 1959 (Grant 7). This development reached its climax with 
the canonization of  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers  in 1994, when the film 
was among the 25 “culturally, historically or aesthetically significant 
films” that are annually added to the US National Film Registry at the 
Library of Congress under the terms of the National Film Preservation 
Act of 1988 (“Key Features”; “25 Films”; Grant 7). While this canoniza-
tion attests to the (cult) status the film has finally gained as a classic 
of American cinema, it must also draw our attention to the remakes of 
 Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers . They are one of the reasons why the 1956 
B-movie has not been forgotten, why it has remained present in the 
popular imagination, and why it continues to be an object of scholarly 
investigation. 

 In fact, the remakes seem to have spawned academic discussions and 
re-readings of the 1956 movie: most articles on Siegel’s film have been 
published after the release of Kaufman’s highly successful 1978 remake; 
similarly, Ferrara’s 1993 and Hirschbiegel’s 2007 remakes were followed 
by an influx of scholarly writing on the first movie. Academic interest in 
studying the original apparently correlates with the production of new 
versions of the same story. More recent publications usually approach 
Siegel’s film within the framework of its cinematic remake(s) in order to 
foreground changes and/or examine cultural transformations at work.  3   
Yet scholars seldom seem to ask why  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers  has 
generated a pattern of repetition and variation that has resulted in the 
three remakes to date, that is, updated versions every 15 to 20 years or 
so. Neil Badmington speaks of a “compulsion to revisit the tale” (14). 
“To tell it anew,” he writes, “appears to be motivated in part by a desire 
to ‘get it right,’ to settle an old score” (14). Jim Hoberman, in contrast, 
sees commercial rather than artistic reasons behind the production of 
so many remakes. After all, he states, “ Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers  has 
a title that suggests nothing so much as Hollywood’s boundless capac-
ity to feed upon itself” (29), evoking the idea that remakes are in and of 
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themselves a sort of body snatching in the name of box office success. 
In this chapter, I want to show that the story’s particular suitability for 
cinematic remaking has led to its reinterpretations within the histori-
cal and cultural contexts of the respective periods of production. I pro-
pose a case study that bestows equal emphasis on all films and analyzes 
them for patterns and structures that will explain the recurrent interest 
in the body snatcher story. 

 In his volume on Siegel’s  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers , Barry Keith 
Grant explains that “the film’s enduring popularity derives in large part 
from a combination of a central metaphor for the monstrous that, like 
the vampire or zombie, is sufficiently flexible to accommodate multiple 
interpretations with a style and structure that is admirably economical 
even as it is highly expressive” (8–9). I shall appropriate Grant’s obser-
vation about the film’s popularity and specify the three elements he 
mentions—metaphor, style, and structure—for my analysis of the film’s 
suitability for cinematic remaking. Accordingly, Siegel’s B-movie offers 
an “all-purpose metaphor” (Hoberman 29) for dehumanization and the 
loss of individuality that locates the monstrous in the normal; its style 
can be described as  film noir  aesthetics  4   somewhere in between the sci-
ence fiction and horror genres; and it has a historically specific setting, 
linear plot, simple character constellation, and an arguably ambiguous 
ending. These basic features have, to return to Grant, ensured the mov-
ie’s “enduring popularity” and inspired multiple readings of  Invasion of  
 the   Body Snatchers  in the past (and will probably continue to do so in the 
future). More importantly, though, I would suggest that precisely these 
features of the first movie already invite  repetition ,  variation , and  con-
tinuation— in short: they invite film remakes that explore and rethink 
choices director Don Siegel, screenwriter Daniel Mainwaring, producer 
Walter Wanger, and—eventually—the Allied Artists film studio had 
made for the 1956 movie.  

  Repetition 

 Film remakes (similar to sequels and series) always contain elements 
that are not altered or advanced, but reproduced from earlier rendi-
tions. This is necessarily so, since by definition, remakes are based 
on previous works and repeat recognizable textual structures of their 
models.  5   From the film industry point of view, repetition “[satisfies] the 
requirement that Hollywood deliver reliability” (Verevis 4) and thus 
ensures box office success by virtually putting a pre-sold product on the 
release schedules. Umberto Eco considers the remake (along with the 
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retake, the series, the saga, and intertextuality) as a type of repetition 
in which “(1) something is offered as original and different (according 
to the requirements of modern aesthetics); (2) we are aware that this 
something is repeating something else that we already know; and (3) 
notwithstanding this—better, just because of it—we like it (and we buy 
it)” (167). Yet remakes cannot rely on repetition alone; they also require 
“novelty (innovation) in the same production package” as Constantine 
Verevis reminds us (4). A derivative copy of an earlier film, produced for 
purely commercial reasons, rarely wins over audience and critics. Eco 
suggests that to conform to “a ‘modern’ conception of aesthetic value,” 
works of art “must achieve a dialectics between order and novelty—in 
other words, between scheme and innovation” that can be readily per-
ceived by the (knowledgeable) audience (173–74). For my case study of 
 Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers  and its remakes, I am interested in those 
elements that are reproduced in each film and in the choices that intro-
duce innovations. I will further look at instances of continuity that situ-
ate the body snatcher films closer to the series or sequels than might 
generally be expected of cinematic remakes. 

 In  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers , the central metaphor, linear plot, 
and basic character constellation remain the same in all its cinematic 
versions. The four films to date share these three features, resulting in 
the fact that the basic narrative is always recognizable: parasitic alien 
life forms (pods) invade earth and assume the shapes and memories of 
human beings in their sleep. In the process, the humans turn one by 
one into a collective of seemingly calm but emotionless people. At first, 
the pod people keep up the pretense of normalcy. But friends and rela-
tives who have not yet been transformed notice that others have some-
how changed. As they too are soon taken over, the human façade of the 
ever growing number of pod people is no longer necessary, and they 
openly persecute the few people they have not yet absorbed. Among 
these—and they will eventually be the last ones—are the protagonists 
who struggle to fight the alien invasion. Even though each remake 
re-imagines the setting and ending of the first adaptation, casts it in a 
different style, introduces new themes, and develops earlier ones, all of 
them repeat essentially the same story about the threat of dehumani-
zation and retain important  narrative elements  and  key scenes , two of 
which I will discuss in the following. 

 The premise that human beings are taken over by the alien invaders 
in their sleep, for example, is central to all films and provides chilling 
moments of horror. I am not only referring to the horrifying transfor-
mation and subsequent loss of self, here. Still more terrifying is the fact 
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that the alien takeover happens while the victims are asleep, that is, in 
a temporary state of unconsciousness from which they awake as dif-
ferent persons without even noticing. In the 1956 movie, psychiatrist 
and spokesperson of the pods, Danny Kaufman (Larry Gates), explains 
the process to protagonists Miles Bennell (Kevin McCarthy) and Becky 
Discroll (Dana Wynter): “They’re taking you over cell for cell, atom for 
atom. There’s no pain. Suddenly, while you’re asleep, they’ll absorb your 
minds, your memories, and you’re reborn into an untroubled world.” 
The presumably painless takeover, absorption, and rebirth, as Kaufman 
promotes the transformation in this scene, leads to only one horrifying 
conclusion: sleep, a basic human necessity and major requirement for 
physical and mental health, turns out to be fatal. 

 In his analysis of Finney’s novel and Siegel’s movie, Glen M. Johnson 
relates the threat lurking in a normal, everyday activity like sleeping to 
“the familiar cold war metaphor of sleep vs. wakefulness” (6) and the 
paranoid conviction that during the late 1940s and 1950s communists 
had infiltrated American society (cf. Hoberman 30). As these “traitors” 
were supposedly hiding their true loyalties and secretly working towards 
the communist subversion of the United States, American citizens were 
encouraged to be watchful at all times and to report suspicious behavior 
of family members, neighbors, or acquaintances, which in turn led to 
a series of denunciations and investigations (Johnson 6). According to 
Johnson, it is in this sense that both Finney and Siegel employ the sleep 
metaphor. In novel and film, he argues, it stands “for lack of vigilance 
and consequent vulnerability to subversion” (6) and therefore endan-
gers individuals as well as society at large. 

 While all of the remakes repeat the idea that sleep is required for 
the aliens to absorb human bodies, the political connotations of this 
narrative device change over the decades. Particularly after the terror-
ist attacks of 11 September 2001, sleep has taken on a very different 
meaning (cf. Ulonska 165). In the aftermath of 9/11, “sleeper” became 
a well-known term to designate terrorists who lead lives as law-abiding 
citizens within a given society (that is, they lie dormant) until they are 
activated to perform a terrorist act against that same society.  The Invasion , 
Hirschbiegel’s 2007 remake, contains several allusions to the contempo-
rary threat of terrorist sleeper agents or sleeper cells. Tucker Kaufman 
(Jeremy Northam), director of the Center for Disease Control (CDC) 
and Dr Carol Bennell’s (Nicole Kidman) ex-husband, is summoned to 
investigate the crash of the space shuttle  Patriot , which had exploded 
during an unscheduled landing attempt.  6   An alien life form clings to 
the shuttle’s debris that lies scattered all the way from Washington, DC 



The Return of the Pod People 127

to Dallas. Like an intelligent virus, this alien life form infects human 
beings upon entering their blood streams and transforms them into 
pod people once they enter REM sleep. Tucker is one of the first infected 
by the virus and subsequently exploits his position and the CDC struc-
tures to spread the virus under the disguise of flu inoculations. In other 
words, he undermines the human life form  from within : instead of pre-
venting an epidemic he causes it, preparing for a pandemic and the glo-
bal takeover of the aliens along the way. He acts as if he were activated 
by the virus to destroy the society he has lived in and whose values he 
has shared so far. Furthermore, he does not remain alone but forms cells 
with strangers and holds conspiratorial meetings.  7   

 Because he is working for the US government agency CDC, Tucker is 
also the film’s representative of the nation’s information policy and han-
dling of the crisis, both of which are severely critiqued in  The   Invasion . 
At an emergency meeting of the CDC, organized and led by Tucker, for 
example, transformed waiters spew infectious bile into the coffee pots, 
further spreading the virus, at an event designed to provide informa-
tion and a rescue plan for the supposedly impending flu epidemic. The 
“vaccine” Tucker presents at the meeting is, of course, nothing other 
than the alien virus that will infect everyone who participates in the 
large-scale inoculation campaign that follows. Carol, who is told that 
while in Europe and Japan (where the virus has also spread) scientists 
are running epidemic protocols, in the US everyone is just talking about 
the flu, confronts her ex-husband: “What are you really covering up, 
huh? What is it? You’ve got people lining up like this is smallpox or 
something. What are you really inoculating them for, Tucker?” Carol’s 
questions express a sense of betrayal by the government authorities and 
accuse them not only of providing false information about what is actu-
ally going on but also of taking the wrong actions. 

 In the film, this critique is extended to the management of real crises. 
At a dinner party, the Russian ambassador Yorish Kaganovich (Roger 
Rees) asks Carol: “Can you give me a pill? To make me see the world the 
way you Americans see the world? Can a pill help me understand Iraq or 
Darfur, or even New Orleans?” Yorish refers to the 2003 US-led invasion 
of Iraq in the immediate aftermath of 9/11, to the questionable role of 
the US in the Darfur conflict, and to the US government’s failure fol-
lowing Hurricane Katrina’s flooding of New Orleans in 2005. His ques-
tions imply that in order to grasp the political and military decisions 
that had shaped these crises, he would have to take psychiatric medi-
cation that changes his perception of the world. Yorish’s explicit cri-
tique of US foreign and domestic politics is, however, muffled because 
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he is Russian and aware of his status as an outsider in the US—“perhaps 
being a Russian in this country is a kind of pathology”—and because, 
after raising these provoking questions, his concern is given a more gen-
eral (and, unfortunately, apologetic) twist: Yorish is convinced that civi-
lization in general is “an illusion, a game of pretend” to “hide our true 
self-interest” and that a world without violence and atrocities would 
not be human. “Civilization crumbles whenever we need it most,” he 
concludes. “In the right situation we are all capable of the most ter-
rible crimes.” Even though his observations anticipate both the peace 
accords covered in the television news  and  Carol’s killing and injuring 
numerous pod people in an attempt to rescue and protect her son, they 
distract from Yorish’s underlying critique of government action—a cri-
tique that is central to  The   Invasion  and much more prominent than in 
the previous remakes. There, the authorities are generally out of reach 
or gradually taken over in the course of the alien invasion. At the same 
time, the protagonists use their professional position to investigate 
what is happening. For instance, Matthew Bennell (Donald Sutherland) 
and Elizabeth Driscoll (Brooke Adams), of the 1978 remake, work for 
the Public Health Department, while Steve Malone (Terry Kinney), in 
the 1993  Body Snatchers , is employed by the US Environment Protection 
Agency. In  The   Invasion , government agents are involved in the alien 
takeover from the beginning, acting under the disguise of protecting 
public health and safety. I will be returning to these observations, but at 
this point, suffice it to say that even if the same narrative elements are 
repeated in the cinematic remakes, they carry very different connota-
tions which are closely related to current political events. 

 In the movies, sleep is associated with the pods, wakefulness with 
humans struggling for survival, or, as Johnson puts it, “people can be 
snatched only while they sleep; awake, they recognize subversion and 
fight it” (6). This is, of course, a recipe for trouble because humans can-
not live without sleep. “We’ll get him! ... He can’t stay awake forever,” the 
pods remark about Matthew in the 1978 movie (and they will be right, 
as the ending reveals). To a certain extent,  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers  
focuses as much on sleep as on sleep deprivation (rather than wakeful-
ness). In fact, the lack of sleep fulfills a narrative function: the charac-
ters become more and more jumpy and panic-stricken; they are also less 
alert and in constant danger of dozing off. All this increases the sense 
of paranoia inherent in the body snatcher story, creates suspense, and 
contributes to the sense of urgency conveyed in the movies. Once the 
pod people gain the upper hand, there is no remedy except trying to stay 
awake and alert. But how much longer can they go on without sleep?      
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 The protagonists eventually resort to drugs: in the 1956 movie, Miles 
hands Becky pills (“Here. Take two of these. They’ll help you to stay 
awake.”); in the 1978 remake, Elizabeth finds her colleague’s supply of 
speed when she hides with Matthew in the office, and they decide to 
take five pills instead of the prescribed dose of one. In Abel Ferrara’s 
1993 remake, which is set on an American army military base, protago-
nists repeatedly rouse each other from sleep during mid-transformation, 
which results in scenes that are evidently designed to showcase the film’s 
elaborate special effects. Both the hysterical psychiatrist Major Collins 
(Forest Whitaker)—who eventually commits suicide when he is cor-
nered by the pod people—and the protagonist’s father Steve Malone—
who turns into a pod person and is killed by his teenage daughter Marti 
(Gabrielle Anwar)—take pills, while she and her boyfriend Tim (Billy 
Wirth) finally survive without consuming any stimulants. The 2007 
remake, in contrast, puts much emphasis on staying awake with the 
help of drugs that Carol finds in the pharmacy section of a small super-
market where she waits for her friend Ben Driscoll (Daniel Craig). In 
fact, the movie opens with shots of flickering neon lamps, sounds of 
heavy breathing, and eventually a focus on Carol, nervously foraging 
pharmacy shelves for drugs. In the voice-over accompanying this scene, 

 Illustration 6.1      “Don’t sleep”—Dr Carol Bennell (Nicole Kidman) leaves a mes-
sage for her son Oliver. Sleep and sleep deprivation are central themes in  Invasion  
(2007) and the three earlier body snatcher movies   
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we can hear her thoughts: “Adderall gone. Ritalin, gone. Amitryptiline. 
What is it? ... Modifinil, CNS, Dopamine. A stimulant. Clonazepam. 
Clonazepam, good. That’s right. Yes. Good. Citric acid, yes. Oh, sugar, 
sugar. Fructose. Mountain Dew, Mountain Dew.” The fast cuts between 
close-ups of tablet containers and Carol’s desperate face enhance the 
urgency of this opening scene. As we learn, she is already infected by the 
alien virus and struggles to stay awake on the drugs she finds and swal-
lows down with Mountain Dew. Later in the movie, she instructs her 
son Oliver (Jackson Bond) to inject adrenaline, which she also finds in 
the pharmacy section, directly into her heart in case she falls asleep. 

 Stimulants, then, are readily available for the doctors in the mov-
ies. They find them in places where they hide—be it in their practices, 
offices or in a supermarket pharmacy—and they know what they need 
to take. In contrast, the drugs are not available for teenage girl Marti 
and pilot Tim, which explains why they do not take any. In none of the 
films, however, are drugs a permanent solution, and the protagonists’ 
desperate overdoses draw attention to the use and abuse of stimulants 
in our everyday lives. While the surviving humans opt for stimulants, 
the pod people persecuting them are generally equipped with sedatives 
to make them sleep. The drugs in their vials and syringes match what 
Johnson describes as the invaders’ “perverse messianic promise: deliver-
ance from anxiety through suppression of emotion” (7). The tranquil 
state of mind the pod people promote indeed resembles the result of 
psychiatric treatment with anti-anxiety medication. In all movies, the 
use of drugs therefore creates a highly symbolic juxtaposition: stim-
ulants stand for the paranoid fear and constant alertness of the pro-
tagonists, while sedatives are related to sleep, transformation and the 
anxiety-free life as a pod person. The great emphasis on psychiatric 
medication not only sheds light on the psychological effects of external 
threats (associated with the Cold War, bio-chemical warfare, terrorism, 
etc.) and on how they can be overcome with tranquilizing drugs. It also 
puts a main focus on anxieties caused by internal psychological stress. 
In this respect, the juxtaposition of stimulants and sedatives equals the 
tension between individuality and conformity that is emblematic for 
each of the societies these films depict. In fact, the films address trends 
for coping with individual and societal expectations which suggest that 
the desire for individual self-actualization might be met by taking stim-
ulants, while the constant pressure to function in both professional and 
private lives can be relieved with sedatives. 

 Apart from discussing sleep as a recurrent  narrative element , I also 
want to focus on a  key scene  that is repeated in all remakes. It can be 
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found towards the beginning of each film, when suspicious relatives 
claim that their loved ones are not their loved ones. In fact, the exact 
phrasing of “my husband is not my husband” or “my father is not my 
father” has become a familiar line by now and makes the body snatcher 
movies recognizable as such. The attempted diagnostics, closely related 
to these scenes, differ slightly and generally refer (albeit hazily) to 
the cultural context in which the film was produced. Thus, psychia-
trist Danny Kaufman of the 1956 movie suspects that “worry about 
what’s going on in the world” has probably caused what he diagnoses 
as “a strange neurosis, evidently contagious, an epidemic mass hyste-
ria.” The openness of Kaufman’s medical opinion provides, of course, 
ample room for interpretations of what these 1950s worries might have 
been and has therefore encouraged the multiple readings of the film 
mentioned above. In the 1978 movie, pop-psychiatrist David Kibner 
(Leonard Nimoy) describes the strange occurrences as a popular way to 
avoid responsibilities in personal relationships, “an excuse to get out,” 
as he phrases it. “People are stepping in and out of relationships too fast 
because they don’t want the responsibility,” he explains to Elizabeth 
(see Grant 96). 

 Major Collins, head of the base’s medical corps in Ferrara’s 1993 remake, 
thinks that exposure to the toxic chemicals on the military base might 
have affected brain patterns and interfered with chemo-neurological 
processes, thereby fostering psychosis, paranoia, and narcophobia 
among his patients on the base. He does not look for internal but exter-
nal factors that could have produced the eerie symptoms, introducing 
environmental concerns and preoccupations with toxic waste into the 
expanding, and continually updated, fictional universe of the body 
snatcher movies. Delusions and psychological problems do not neces-
sarily come from within (that is, they are not necessarily caused by 
anxieties) but from the physical world in which we live. Set in the after-
math of the Gulf War,  8   the movie also raises critical questions about 
the exposure of American soldiers to toxic chemicals during Operation 
Desert Storm which caused a chronic illness in veterans that has become 
known (and recently recognized) as Gulf War syndrome. 

 Ironically, in the 2007 remake, psychiatrist Carol treats her regular 
patient Wendy Lenk (Veronica Cartwright), who thinks her husband is 
not her husband, as in any other session—“I’ve told you before, noth-
ing you say in this office is stupid or crazy”—and prescribes her an 
anti-psychotic. Her professional attitude seems rational, cold and emo-
tionless—as if she were a pod already—and Wendy’s problem “normal” 
for our times. In fact, only when Carol steps out of her professional role 
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and worries about her son, when her maternal instincts to protect her 
child guide her every move, does she google the phrases “My husband 
is not my husband” and “My son is not my son” (getting 1,188,400 
search results) and suddenly knows that something extraordinary is 
happening. 

 The combination of scenes featuring the symptoms with a subse-
quent diagnostic is repeated in every movie. Still, as I have attempted 
to show, each one offers different insights into the cultural context of 
production with its historically specific preoccupations and anxieties. 
All movies tell a horror story against a science fiction backdrop that 
is a timeless metaphor of the threat of dehumanization. The fictitious 
premise and allegorical value of the body snatcher story turn it into an 
intellectual playground where pressing concerns can be projected onto 
different scenarios that are themselves inspired by recent or expected 
future events. This is possible precisely because the remakes are always 
set in the immediate present of their respective decades of production. 
While they are required to repeat certain narrative elements in order to 
retell the same story, the films can spell them out very differently so as 
to accommodate these contemporary concerns.  

  Variation 

 Film remakes contain elements that are changed or updated and bear 
little or no resemblance to the original film or earlier remakes. In con-
trast to repetition, which, in Thomas Leitch’s words, serves to “valorize 
[ ... the] potency” of an earlier film (53), variation generates the distinc-
tive features of the film remake. By rethinking and remodeling certain 
elements, filmmakers not only try to distance their movie from its mod-
els; they also want to reinforce the remake’s aesthetic autonomy and 
work towards its own cultural potency. In this sense, film remakes can 
certainly be understood as “serial” productions, in Eco’s sense, whose 
aesthetic value derives from the tension between repetition and innova-
tion (173–74). The guiding question for my case study is: which elements 
invite innovation or variation? I suggest that the style, the setting, and 
the ending of  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers  lend themselves to variation 
because they belong to the kinds of aesthetic and narrative choices that 
have no impact on the overall body snatcher premise, the central meta-
phor, the character constellation, or the way the plot unfolds. In other 
words, the story remains recognizable as such (and in extension, the 
film as a remake), even if the style, setting, and ending are changed. 
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 If the 1956 movie is a generic hybrid which oscillates between horror 
and science fiction, stylistically resembling  film noir  (Grant 50), then 
its remakes generally exchange  film noir  for action and thriller. Even 
though Robert Shelton observes for the 1956, 1978, and 1993 movies 
that “just a slight shift in tone moves us from film noir to science fic-
tion, from science fiction to horror” (71), and Marty Roth even sees 
a “move ... toward screwball comedy” in Kaufman’s version (106),  9   the 
fights, (car) chases, and explosions as well as the atmosphere of appre-
hension and alarm in all three remakes hint at a combination of the 
horror and science fiction genres with action movie and thriller aes-
thetics. Kaufman’s 1978 remake is a horror film in an urban setting 
with occasional action scenes including car chases and explosions, 
whereas Ferrara’s  Body Snatchers  is more of a “family melodrama” 
(Shelton 75)  10   turned “tough-talk action flick” (Hoberman 30). The sec-
ond remake indeed stands out among the body snatcher films as the 
most radical (or least faithful) reinterpretation of the basic narrative. It 
introduces the (patchwork) family theme (which will be central in the 
next remake) with teenage girl Marti Malone. She cannot stand living 
with her six-year-old brother (Reilly Murphy), father, and stepmother 
(Meg Tilly), who, she says in the narrative voice-over at the beginning 
of the movie, has “replaced” her mom. But as the pods take over the 
military base where the story is set, the family trouble is soon forgotten. 
Early on, Marti’s stepmother transforms into a pod and although the 
rest of the family tries to flee, Marti eventually shoots her father and 
later drops her brother from a helicopter in self-defense.  Body Snatchers  
eventually turns into a Rambo-style action film with Marti and chop-
per pilot Tim’s “aerial rampage-revenge against the Pod People dressed 
in Army drab” (Shelton 76). Although Hirschbiegel’s 2007 version ends 
with a similar action-laden showdown, the suspenseful emphasis on 
conspiracy and paranoia as well as the twists and turns throughout the 
rest of the movie qualify it as a thriller. Like Siegel’s  Invasion of   the   Body 
Snatchers , then, each remake plays with generic conventions, and mixes 
and blends different looks and styles against the science fiction back-
drop of the story, thereby enhancing the aesthetic value and originality 
of each work.  11   

 The most obvious changes, however, concern the spatio-temporal  set-
ting  of each movie. It moves geographically from small-town Santa Mira, 
California, to San Francisco, to a military base in Alabama, and finally 
to Washington, DC. The apparent logic behind these choices seems 
to imply that the pods pose an ever greater threat to humanity while 



134 Kathleen Loock

the chances of defeating them decrease exponentially. For instance, in 
the 1956 movie, the alien attack is locally restricted to one small town, 
threatening to reach other cities in California by the end of the movie, 
while in the 1978 remake, the takeover is extended to a densely settled 
urban center in California and, at the end, pods are shipped to other 
cities in the US and to some foreign ports. Ferrara’s  Body Snatchers  is 
set on a military base which immediately changes the nature of the 
threat because now the alien invaders are supported by the armed 
forces, spread nationally via other military bases, and would not only 
be capable of a military coup but global attacks as well—even though 
that thought is not explicitly spelled out in the movie. Finally, set in 
the capital of the US, Hirschbiegel’s  The   Invasion  goes a step further 
by involving government agencies and depicting a global invasion that 
is already happening. To a certain extent, these changes exemplify a 
competitive strategy of surpassing or outbidding previous films in 
an attempt to resolve the tension between repetition and variation.  12   
Furthermore, the temporal setting of the films is consistent with their 
respective decades of production, that is, it shifts from the 1950s, to the 
1970s, to the 1990s, and the 2000s. This change is required by the story, 
which draws its suspense from the fact that it is always set in the present 
(not in the past or future). It caters to contemporary conspiracy theories 
and real or imaginary threats lurking outside the movie theater. More 
importantly, it allows addressing the immediate anxieties of the era in 
which the film was produced—an aspect that makes the body snatcher 
films particularly interesting for cultural analysis, as the multiple pub-
lications on the subject of past years confirm. 

 Likewise, the  ending  of each remake changes, seemingly to fulfill cur-
rent cultural needs, as I will suggest here. Apparently, after the first 
publication of  The   Body Snatchers  as a  Collier’s  magazine serial in three 
installments, back in 1954, Finney already felt the need to retell his story 
with a variation in the Dell paperback novel of 1955.  13   In other words, 
the tension between repetition and variation, which characterizes the 
dynamics of serialization, is already contained in the literary original. 
Both texts have happy endings in which the alien invaders leave earth 
and mankind is rescued. In the course of the flight from their home-
town Santa Mira, California, Miles and Becky set fire to a field of alien 
seed pods with three hundred gallons of gasoline—“a final gesture of 
defiance” as Johnson writes (11). They find themselves immediately sur-
rounded by pod versions of the townspeople, yet nothing happens to 
them because the pods that have not burned miraculously rise into the 
sky and the alien force thus withdraws from the planet, leaving the pod 
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people—now without mission and no longer dangerous—behind. The 
two divorcees, Miles and Becky, marry and live happily ever after. Most 
townspeople, however, except their friends Jack and Theodora Belicec, 
who were not snatched during the alien invasion, die within five years, 
and gradually new families arrive in Santa Mira to replace them.  14   

 In the  Collier’s  version of Finney’s novel, the burning gasoline guides 
Jack Belicec and the FBI to Miles and Becky. The FBI agents arrive armed 
with riot and machine guns, and eventually—without any violence—
the pods decide to leave the “fierce and inhospitable planet” earth 
(Finney, “The Body Snatchers: Conclusion” 73). Johnson remarks that 
“it is no surprise here to find the salvation of humanity resting in the 
hands of the national police” (11) because in the 1950s so much empha-
sis was put on “cooperation with the military authorities, as the only 
guarantee of individuals’ safety” (Murphy qtd. in Johnson 12). While 
the army, the president, and telephone companies can no longer be 
trusted or counted on for help (and are therefore depicted negatively in 
the novel), the FBI is never doubted (Johnson 12). In Finney’s book ver-
sion of  The   Body Snatchers , however, the FBI does not intervene. Miles 
tries in vain to call the federal agents; the phone company has long 
been taken over by the alien invaders. Miles and Becky’s actions alone 
make the aliens leave. As a consequence, Johnson aptly observes, “the 
book’s ending [is] a testimonial not to para-military authority, but to 
the indomitability of individual spirit” (12). 

 In contrast to Finney’s novel, the ending of the 1956 movie is much 
less optimistic, even though it follows the source text(s) very closely. 
Much has been written about the two endings of Siegel’s  Invasion of  
 the   Body Snatchers :  15   The first, intended by director, screenwriter, and 
producer, shows a disheveled, confused Miles attempting to stop cars 
on a freeway overpass and warn people about the alien invasion. In the 
final shot, he turns to the camera and screams frantically, “You’re next! 
You’re next!” as it zooms in on his face. Following poor audience reac-
tions after three preview screenings of the film, the Allied Artists stu-
dio imposed the addition of a narrative frame and voice-over narration 
(Grant 14, 37; Shelton 72). Thus, in the second ending we see Miles in 
an emergency room as a patient (not a doctor). He finishes his flashback 
narration of the events in Santa Mira—including the frantic freeway 
scene—and turns to Dr Hill, hoping that he will believe his incredible 
story. And, indeed, Dr Hill alerts the police and calls the operator to 
get in touch with the FBI. Intended as an upbeat ending which pro-
vides closure, these final scenes do nonetheless little to help the audi-
ence get over “the shocking loss of Dr. Bennell’s love interest, Becky 
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Driscoll ... , to the alien’s synergetic and affectless collective” (Shelton 
73)—a narrative twist this movie introduces and that will be taken up 
in the remakes. The ending imposed by the studio may be less desper-
ate than the original one, yet, as Grant observes: “Siegel may have had 
the last laugh, for the film’s undeniable power derives in large part from 
the fact that the end remains unsettling despite the apparent closure” 
(14). Many questions are left unanswered: will they be able to alert the 
authorities or will the operator divert the call because the phone lines 
are already taken over by the pod people? Or, even more sinister: is the 
entire story a product of Miles’ own psychosis, a projection of his fears 
and paranoia?  16   

 In the 1978 remake of  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers , the FBI will def-
initely not come to the rescue. “The CIA? The FBI? They’re all pods 
already” Jack Belicec (Jeff Goldblum) believes. His resignation may be 
explained by a lack of faith in government authorities that marked the 
1970s after the Vietnam War and the Pentagon Papers, the Watergate 
scandal, and president Richard Nixon’s fall. In the end, Matthew fights 
the pod people all by himself. He sets fire to a warehouse in which 
alien pods are grown and prepared for delivery, taking up the idea from 
Finney’s novel. He is then, however, betrayed by the pod version of 
Elizabeth, who alerts other pod people with a horrible shriek, now typi-
cal for the alien invaders.  17   Matthew can actually escape and the dra-
matic scene is followed by a cut, a white screen, and a fade-in onto school 
buses that bring children to the San Francisco Public Health Department 
to be transformed. Next, we see Matthew alone on the street in front of 
his work place, at his desk, and together with colleagues. No one speaks, 
and it remains unsettlingly unclear if he has turned into a pod person 
or just pretends to be one of them. The last scene is shot outside, in 
front of City Hall, where Nancy Belicec (Veronica Cartwright) comes up 
hesitantly to Matthew and calls his name. In the final shot, Matthew 
points at Nancy and emits the pod shriek to denounce her, as the cam-
era zooms into his open mouth and fades out. In comparison to Siegel 
and particularly in comparison to Finney, as Annette Insdorf remarks, 
“Kaufman ... makes a darker, cautionary tale in which the heroic impulse 
is insufficient.” In fact, “the sole survivor here,” she further observes, 
“turns out to be Nancy (as opposed to Matthew), a secondary female 
character rather than the hero.” 

 While the 1978 remake provides a dreadful closure, the ending of 
Ferrara’s  Body Snatchers  is as ambiguous as the 1956 movie. Marti and 
Tim can escape in a helicopter and succeed in destroying the military 
base as well as a convoy of seed pods leaving the camp.  18   When they 
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land on a military airport in Atlanta, we see a low-angle shot of a sol-
dier awaiting them on the ground. This final scene is accompanied by 
Marti’s voice-over narration (“They get you when you sleep. But you can 
only stay awake so long”), a distorted voice that repeats the words her 
transformed stepmother had uttered on the Alabama base (“Where’re 
you gonna go? Where’re you gonna run? Where’re you gonna hide? 
Nowhere. ’Cause there’s no one like you left”), and an uncanny musical 
score. Unless Marti’s voice-over is (another) plot hole, it would imply 
that Marti survives to tell the story, and, as a consequence, Marti and 
Tim must have defeated the pods and saved humanity. Yet, the ending 
as it is cut and edited invites more pessimistic readings in which the 
Atlanta military base may have already been taken over by the pod peo-
ple. The ambiguity arises from the film’s premise that “military mental-
ity, emphasising collective action and unthinking obedience to orders, 
makes it impossible to distinguish professional soldiers from those who 
are pods” (Grant 98). 

 Interestingly, the last remake to date, Hirschbiegel’s  The   Invasion,  
has a happy ending. Although it depicts the apparently unstoppable 
global takeover of the alien invaders, eventually a cure is found (from 
Oliver’s blood) by an international team of brilliant scientists working 
secretly underground. None of the other movies holds the possibil-
ity of transforming back from being a duplicate, and in the novel, 
life as a pod person is even limited to only five years. Inventing a 
vaccine that can rescue and restore humanity, therefore, is a radical 
departure which both attests to the belief in scientific and technologi-
cal solutions and critiques aggressive human behavior because, once 
healed, “the world is returning to its previously violent state of affairs” 
(Grant 103). But what does it mean to change the ending like this? 
Considering Simon McEnteggart’s explanation of “the appearance 
(and recurrence) of superhero films during periods of sociocultural 
destabilization and unrest” (172) with what he describes as “cultural 
‘need’” (173), I would argue that something similar applies to the body 
snatcher movies, and to  The   Invasion  in particular. Maybe there is not 
only a commercial or artistic desire for variation, a competitive strat-
egy of surpassing an earlier film, but a cultural “need” to revive the 
story and rewrite its ending. In a post-9/11, post-SARS and avian flu 
context,  The   Invasion  allegorically addresses the threat of bioterrorism, 
and new anxieties concerning the government’s capability to deal 
with these potential crises. However, by opting for the happy ending 
brought about by scientists and new technologies, the movie restores 
stability and alleviates fears.  
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  Continuation 

 In the case of  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers , certain ideas are devel-
oped from one film to the next. In these instances, the boundaries 
between the remake and the sequel seem to blur. According to Carolyn 
Jess-Cooke and Constantine Verevis, the remake “prioritize[s] repetition 
of an original,” whereas the sequel “rather advances an exploration of 
alternatives, differences, and reenactments that are discretely charged 
with the various ways in which we may reread, remember, or return to a 
source” (5). Leitch writes about the “fundamentally different appeal” of 
remakes and sequels: “The audience for sequels wants to find out more, 
to spend more time with characters they are interested in and to find 
out what happened to them after their story was over. The audience for 
remakes does not expect to find out anything new in this sense: they 
want the same story again, though not exactly the same” (44). As I will 
briefly show in this last part of my analysis, certain elements of the 
body snatcher remakes match these definitions of the sequel. In fact, 
Leitch thinks that Kaufman’s  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers  is one of the 
“occasional remakes [ ... that] contain elements of sequels” (44), but he 
does not provide evidence for his assumption.  19   

 First, cameo appearances of actors from earlier films are not only a 
special reward for knowledgeable viewers,  20   but they also suggest conti-
nuity. Kevin McCarthy, who stars as Miles Bennell in the 1956  Invasion 
of   the   Body Snatchers , reappears in Kaufman’s film, still running among 
cars, warning people, and looking for help. He stops Matthew, who 
is driving with Elizabeth, and shouts frantically, “Help! You’re next! 
They’re already here!” This scene takes up, and thereby pays tribute 
to, the intended ending of Siegel’s film.  21   It also suggests, as Insdorf 
notes, “that the action of the remake  follows  that of the original film” 
(emphasis added). Moreover, this is implied by the setting because San 
Francisco was “one of the major urban destinations of the truckloads of 
pods on the main highway in the original” (Grant 93). Another cameo 
appearance is that of actress Veronica Cartwright, who plays Nancy 
Belicec in Kaufman’s  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers  and Wendy Lenk 
in Hirschbiegel’s  The   Invasion . As mentioned, she is the last survivor in 
Kaufman’s movie, a narrative stumbling block that leaves many ques-
tions unanswered. Now, in Hirschbiegel’s remake, she is the first who 
turns out to be immune against the alien virus. More precisely, her case 
leads her psychiatrist, Carol, and Ben to the assumption that Carol’s son 
Oliver might be immune as well and that a vaccine could be generated 
from his blood. This innovation adds retrospective causality to what 
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happened in the earlier movie, proposing that Nancy Belicec might 
have stayed human because she was immune. In both cases, then, we 
seemingly learn “what happened to [the characters] after their story was 
over” (Leitch 44). 

 Second, the changing of characters’ names has become a standard 
procedure in the production of body snatchers remakes and suggests 
an interest in playfully continuing a “tradition.” Thus, psychiatrist 
Mannie Kaufman in Finney’s novel turns into Danny Kaufman in 
Siegel’s movie and into David Kibner in Kaufman’s remake (maybe to 
avoid confusion with the director’s last name [Grant 95]). The name has 
a comeback as Tucker Kaufman, Carol’s ex-husband, CDC official, and, 
like the other characters, spokesperson of the pod people. Similarly, the 
first names (and gender) of the protagonists change. Shelton even sees 
a continuity which includes Ferrara’s (in this aspect radically different) 
 Body Snatchers , namely, “the M-arc [that] runs from Miles to Matthew 
to Marti” (75) in the first three films. In  The   Invasion , the female pro-
tagonist’s first name is Carol—taking up the stepmother’s name from 
Ferrara’s movie.  22   Becky, Elizabeth, and Ben Driscoll similarly change 
their first names (and gender). As a consequence, the characters remain 
recognizable, yet their new first names mark them as (slightly) differ-
ent versions (or imperfect duplications) of their former selves: they are 
embodying their own times. This, in turn, allows for exploring how 
personal relationships and gender roles change over time. Most obvi-
ously, the female characters are advanced and developed, alternatives 
explored: divorcee Becky, whose “independence and self-assured sex-
uality” (Grant 80) supposedly threaten Miles, quickly falls back into 
homemaking and domesticity when preparing breakfast for him, and 
both return to their conventional gender roles (82). Becky is replaced 
by Elizabeth, who works at the Public Health Department and eventu-
ally leaves the unhappy relationship with her boyfriend to be with her 
colleague Matthew. Until her transformation, she remains an autono-
mous and active partner, confirming that gender roles have changed 
since the 1950s. As if to underline this, the earlier breakfast scene is 
substituted with a scene in which Matthew is cooking dinner for them. 
A similar scene in which Ben makes pancakes for Carol can be found 
in the 2007 remake.  23   Grant observes that “the gender reversal of the 
roles of the romantic leads, signaled by Carol’s and Ben’s last names, is 
an indication of the film’s ostensibly progressive gender theme” (102). 
Carol, a single mother and psychiatrist, describes herself as a “postmod-
ern feminist” in the dinner scene of the movie. With her, the female 
lead character in the body snatcher movies develops from a romantic 
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interest that will eventually betray the male protagonist into a strong 
heroine who succeeds in saving herself, her child, and the entire world. 
In these same circumstances, her male equivalents in the other movies 
broke down or failed. 

 Apart from these two examples of continuation, one could also men-
tion the development of special effects for the scenes of transformation 
or the increasing importance of the disposal of human bodies. Borne 
out of practical considerations, they take up and advance earlier ideas 
in an attempt to avoid loop holes and inconsistencies of earlier movies. 
More could be said about distorted camera angles, for example, or sci-
entific explanations of the invasion, technology used to investigate it, 
the pod shriek, and so on. At this point, however, it must suffice to end 
with the observation that the remakes of  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers  
apparently do not intend to disguise the existence of earlier renditions, 
nor do they have to come to terms with what Leitch describes as the 
“fundamental rhetorical problem of remakes ... to mediate between two 
apparently irreconcilable claims: that the remake is  just like  its model, 
and that it’s  better ” (44). Updating, in this specific case at least, entails 
repetition, variation, and  continuation  precisely because  Invasion of   the  
 Body Snatchers  and its remakes, with their numerous markers of one 
specific historical period, all pose a question that is rather typical of the 
sequel and the series: what happens next? In other words, because the 
films have engaged with the anxieties and profound cultural changes of 
their respective times of production, they have created a “serial desire” 
to revisit the story and characters, to see what would become of them 
in a different spatial setting and in a different historical, cultural, and 
political context.  

    Notes 

  1  .   For different readings of the film see: Badmington; Booker 59–73; Byers; 
Grant 63–89; Hendershot; LeGacy; Mann; Müller; Samuels; Sanders; and 
Seed.  

  2  .   For example,  Gremlins  (Joe Dante, 1984) and  The Faculty  (Robert Rodriguez, 
1998)—discussed at length in Koch 68–81; episodes of  Mork &   Mindy  
(“Invasion of the Mork Snatchers,” 1980) and  Dharma &   Greg  (“Invasion 
of the Buddy Snatchers,” 1998); the  Looney Tunes  cartoon “Invasion of the 
Bunny Snatchers” which casts Bugs Bunny in the role of Miles Bennell; and 
the videogame  Metal Gear Solid 3:   Snake Eater  (2004). Cf. Grant 8.  

  3  .   See, for example, Badmington; Grant 93–104; Higashi; Hoberman; Insdorf; 
Nelson; Roth; Seed; Shelton; and Ulonska.  

  4  .   The film’s voice-over narration and flashback structure, the protago-
nist’s impending doom and the cramped, dark spaces (basements, closets, 
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 greenhouses, tunnels) form part of the  film noir  aesthetics of  Invasion of   the  
 Body Snatchers . Nighttime scenes are prevalent and closely linked to the use 
of chiaroscuro effects. In this context, Grant observes: “The film’s multiple 
shots of headlights, flashlights, matches and lamps as dwindling pools of 
light in the engulfing darkness are images common to noir, along with the 
thematic sense of defeat and gloom that they suggest” (52–53). Apart from 
the lighting, the film’s characteristic low angle shots, and recurring con-
trasts of depth of field are also elements of the film’s noir style. See Grant 
50–55; Sanders 55, 64; Seed 165–66.  

  5  .   On definitions and taxonomies of film remakes see Druxman; Leitch; 
Manderbach; and Verevis.  

  6  .   Later in the film, Ben Driscoll complains about lack of information concern-
ing the real reasons for the crash. “Fifty scientists have resigned over the 
shuttle debacle,” he tells Carol, “They’ve all signed a letter saying the gov-
ernment’s ignoring their findings, because they think the shuttle crashed 
on purpose.”  

  7  .   Similar scenes are prevalent in the three other movies where they equally 
fuel paranoia.  

  8  .   Tim tells Marti that he has killed Iraqis during the Gulf War.  
  9  .   Roth identifies the telephone activity, the general confusion of identity, and 

incoherent conversations as typical screwball themes (106). Roth’s analysis 
is problematic because, even if there are comic situations in the 1978 film, 
all these examples hint at a very different (rather horror than comic) theme 
paramount to the movie: failed communication.  

  10  .   See Koch 62–63.  
  11  .   These stylistic changes must also be seen within the film-historical context 

of the respective decades of production: in the postwar 1940s and 1950s, 
classic  film noir  was a prominent style of black and white film that created 
an atmosphere of anxiety and suspicion; the New Hollywood films of the 
1970s generally favored experimental filmic devices, deviated from conven-
tional narrative forms, and had no happy endings; high budget action films 
of the 1990s spent money on spectacular special effects including explo-
sions, shootouts, and car chases (often neglecting the plot and character 
development); while films produced in the 2000s made use of digital tech-
nology and CGI imagery to improve visual effects.  

  12  .   Here, I take up the idea of serial contest in American television series that is 
subject of the larger research project “The Dynamics of Serial Outbidding 
 (  Überbietung) : Contemporary American Television and the Concept of 
Quality TV,” directed by Frank Kelleter and Andreas Jahn-Sudmann as 
part of the Research Unit “Popular Seriality: Aesthetics and Practice” at 
the University of Göttingen (Germany), funded by the German Research 
Foundation (DFG): see http://popularseriality.uni-goettingen.de  

  13  .   In 1978, coinciding with Philip Kaufman’s cinematic remake, the novel 
has again been published under the title  Invasion of   the   Body Snatchers . The 
action is moved from August 1953 to October 1976.  

  14  .   Cf. Johnson 11. A decisive difference between the novel and the films is the 
premise that “duplication  isn’t  perfect” (Finney,  Invasion  183). The aliens 
plan to use up the human bodies and everything living they occupy on the 
planet within five years, and will then move on to other planets. This adds 
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an ecological dimension to the novel that cannot be found in the first movie. 
Prof. Budlong, already a pod, confronts Miles with the similarities between 
the human and alien behavior: “Don’t look so shocked, Doctor. ... After all, 
what have you people done—with the forests that covered the continent? 
And the farm lands you’ve turned into dust? You, too, have used them up, 
and then ... moved on” (184).  

  15  .   See, for example, Badmington; Booker; Grant; Hoberman; Insdorf; Johnson; 
LeGacy; Sanders; Shelton.  

  16  .   For a reading along these lines, see Sanders 66–70.  
  17  .   Hoberman calls it “the capacity for pod-people to transform themselves 

into banshee alarm systems” (30).  
  18  .   Shelton suggests an important narrative lapse here: in the 1956 movie, the 

pod people let Miles go because he posed no threat to them. They were 
convinced that no one would believe his story. In Ferrara’s movie, General 
Platt tells his troops to let Tim and Marti go on the same grounds but does 
not consider the threat they pose—“General Platt has just ‘let go’ an armed 
attack helicopter and pilot” (76).  

  19  .   In an interview, Kaufman said about his movie: “it is more a sequel done 
twenty years later than a remake” (qtd. in Badmington 15).  

  20  .   Cf. Leitch 42; Verevis speaks of “celebrity intertextuality” in contemporary 
remakes (20).  

  21  .   Don Siegel, too, has a cameo appearance (as a taxi driver) in Kaufman’s 
remake.  

  22  .   Carol Bennell’s son in the movie is called Oliver, like the director Oliver 
Hirschbiegel. This might be a playful hint at earlier naming coincidences.  

  23  .   With an ironic wink at the breakfast scene in the 1956 movie, Ben’s pan-
cakes are all burned.  
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