Part 1: Introducing The "Ghosts Of Mars"
By Smilin' Jack Ruby

At the Sony panel on the Saturday of Comic Con, John Carpenter's Ghosts Of Mars was in effect showing off a brand new trailer (I liked the first one better, but I'm biased for having premiered it online), bringing out Ghosts actress Joanna Cassidy, a fan favorite from her work in everything from The Tommyknockers to Who Framed Roger Rabbit? to her role as Zhora in Blade Runner (as well as her recent turn in HBO's Six Feet Under). As a little kid, I actually first watched her on the first TV drama I ever really watched regularly, 240-Robert. Yes, that dates me. So, yeah - she came out first accompanied by a surprise guest - Richard Cetrone - in full Big Daddy Mars make-up, piercings and all. I didn't see any of the KNB guys there, but someone spent hours applying it all. John Carpenter was running a little late due to traffic, so they started things off, first with Joanna talking about working with the legendary director. 

Joanna: He is intense and interesting and thorough - has a phenomenal dream and certainly knew exactly what it was and who it was that he wanted to tell his story. So, that's how I came to be in his movie as the scientist and, actually, the storyteller. Have you all seen a little preview of the film?
The audience says "yes."
Joanna: Did it look good?
As Quint already mentioned more eloquently than I in his column on this panel on Aint-It-Cool-News, the hecklers got the better of the situation by not answering in the affirmative. As the panels were late, people wanted to see Spider-Man and weren't exactly cutting anybody any slack. 
Joanna laughed it off and gave a hard look to the hecklers saying:
Joanna: I'll see you later. So, we have Big Daddy Mars here...one of the most frightening creatures around.
Applause kicks in.
Joanna: They did a really nice job and he's a tall man, anyway, as you can see. When he was coming down the street leading the Martians, it was an amazing sight. So, it was a good thing we worked all night, because we didn't have to sleep on it and have those nightmares about our Big Daddy.
Part 2: Working With John Carpenter
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Somebody from the audience tossed out a question about working with Ice Cube. 

Joanna: Ice Cube. Okay, good question. Ice Cube. Well, he's not like his name. He's not like a piece of ice. He's big, warm and fuzzy, has a lot of people around. Did you know that he has done a couple of feature films on his own and wrote them and directed them?
The audiences erupts and yells out Friday (Smilin' Jack Note: F. Gary Gray actually directed Friday, but who's counting?)
Joanna: ...as well as being a singer? He's a very talented young guy. That's my word about Ice Cube. Do you have anything to say?
*SPOILER WARNING*
Richard: About Ice Cube? If I had had my way, the ending would be a little different. John, I enjoyed working with a lot. He came to my planet, said, "I want to tell your story," (the audience laughs their collective asses off)...
Joanna: And who discovered you?
Richard: Who discovered me?
Joanna: Yeah.
Richard: I kind of discovered myself, actually. But, he was nice enough, so I let him and most of his crew, um, live. I can't say the same for all the actors, though, but he's a good guy. It was a thrill to work for him. I think anybody in the industry would love to work for John Carpenter. He's just a wonderful guy. He has a way of making everybody feel comfortable on set. He has a great sense of humor, he has a quick wit. He lets you experiment with things. He's open to suggestions and I really couldn't say enough good things about the guy. He's wonderful. 
Some heckler threw out a comment, which Richard fielded like a pro.
Richard: That's a great question. If you want to come up here and help us out, we'd really appreciate it (remember, this guy looks like your worst nightmare in make-up). He should be here any minute. He's stuck in traffic. There's a lot of traffic today. I don't know how this usually works, but if anybody wants to ask any questions of either myself or Joanna, why don't we do that?
Part 3: The Future Of Joanna
Some Blade Runner questions were asked of Joanna including one about how she got the part. 

Joanna: Well, that's a rather personal question. (wolf-whistles and cat-calls ensued) I told the director that I was the only one in town that could handle a snake (yeah, like that comment was going to make it any better). 
Question: I just wanted to say that you look great and I wanted to ask if you have any other feature projects coming out after Ghosts Of Mars.
Joanna: I don't. Not right at the moment. There's a pilot that I'm in that will be out very shortly called Philly, which is, obviously, about lawyers in Philadelphia. 
Question: My question is for Richard. What was your level of familiarity with the work of John Carpenter before you started up on Ghosts Of Mars?
Richard: Probably one of my all-time favorite movies is The Thing. 
As if on cue, John Carpenter steps out onto the stage, greets Richard and Joanna and the crowd goes bananas. After it's all settled down again, the questions resume.
Question: John, I still regard the fight scene in They Live as one of the greatest fight scenes of all time. Have you ever thought about doing another one?
John: Sure, we'd do another one. I just talked to him (Roddy Piper) recently and we'd do one, but I don't think the studio wants to do it, so, you know, that's just the way it goes.
Part 4: Nope, No Spirituality Here
Question: I know they are making a sequel to Vampires... 

John: Yeah.
Question: Are you involved in that at all?
John: Uh, only collecting the check. Actually, I just saw one of the cuts of the sequel. It turned out pretty good. The main vampire killer is Jon Bon Jovi, believe it or not. He did a great job. He did a real good job. 
Heckler: Not better than James Woods!
John: Nobody's better than James Woods. 
John turns and flirts with Joanna for a minute after asking if she'd ever worked with James Woods. He also admitted that he didn't know she had been in The Laughing Policeman and told her that when he saw it again recently, he thought she was a hot, young babe. Work it, John.
Question: Hey, I've got a question about the story, first. You call it Ghosts Of Mars - is it more of a spiritual story or is it more of a revolutionary thing, you said there were Martians there, but is there an actual ghost on Mars?
John: If you're looking for spirituality when you go to see this movie, you're going to be real disappointed. It's more like...if you remember the movie Zulu, it's more like that. It's more like a bunch of people who are trapped and they're being attacked by these maniacs. There's no spirituality involved. In the movie or in my life. (John turns to Richard) How're you doing over there, Richard? You like being in that make-up?
Richard: Just like old times.
John: Uh-huh. How long did it take you to get into it?
Richard: Today it took us about three hours.
Applause for that admission all around.
All right, check back in this week for Part 2 of our ongoing Comic Con coverage concerning the John Carpenter panel with guest Richard Cetrone, Joanna Cassidy, and Carpenter himself as they discuss John Carpenter's Ghosts Of Mars as well as other projects in the hopper, including DVD releases.
Part 1: All Carpenter, All The Time
By Smilin' Jack Ruby
Here in Part Two, it's almost all John Carpenter, all the time as he answers questions spanning his career with a few good ones tossed in about Ghosts Of Mars, but most just story-telling type tales about future projects as well as trivia concerning older ones.
Question: So, James Woods will not be in the second Vampires movie?
John: No. No, they couldn't afford him.
Question: Which one of your films do you think is the most underrated?
John: Underrated? Aw, man, there's so many that are underrated. 
Huge laughs from the crowd.
John: In fact, most of them probably are. Uh...I don't know. I think They 
Live is probably underrated. The one I really enjoyed that was the least successful was In The Mouth Of Madness. 
Again, big applause and cheers from the crowd.
John: That was kind of a weirdo, intellectual movie and no one got it.
Joanna: I want to say something.
John: Oh?
Joanna: One of the exciting things, for me, to work on the film - because I've always wanted to do a Western - is John's...devotion probably isn't a good word, respect and admiration for some of the old Western directors like John Ford and when we first sat down together and he told me to go out and, if I hadn't seen it already, see Red River. So, you have to kind of understand that when we came into this, one of the most fun things about it was to be on Mars, in the future - 75 years from now or so - and to be able to be a cowgirl. So, although we didn't have horses, I liked driving around and being in the Old West. It was great.
Part 2: Going Back To His Horror Roots
Question: I'm looking forward to seeing this movie, of course, but I was wondering what you had penciled in after this?
John: Well, I don't have any specific plans, but I was thinking about going back and doing - going back to my roots - and doing a kind of balls-out horror film like Halloween.
Of course, the audience ate this up and applauded like crazy.
John: But, I have to think up a story. I don't have a story, yet. We'll see what happens.
Question: Mr. Carpenter?
John: Yeah?
Question: I'm from Rio Rancho, New Mexico and I wanted to know what you thought of filming up there.
John: In New Mexico? Well, New Mexico is one of the most beautiful places to film. I mean, it's historically, everything's been shot there, because of the weather, the light, it's just gorgeous country. If you're going to do anything that is similar to a Western, an outdoors picture, then I would choose New Mexico. I love going there. Plus, they have great strip clubs. 
More laughter, more applause.
Joanna: We girls were lonely on a Saturday night. All the boys would be headed off to the strip clubs. 
Question: You've used a lot of different stunt coordinators, but you're almost exclusively with Jeff Imada now. How'd that happen?
John: I met Jeff on Big Trouble and basically, Jeff helped me the most on that movie on any of the martial arts that were involved in it. Behind the camera, he had an incredible eye for stunts. Our personalities meshed and we got along very well, so... I give him a lot of credit, he's really terrific.
Question: Mr. Carpenter - I was just wondering, what was your inspiration for this film? Like, what got you really into this?
John: Well, there are a couple of different things. I'd wanted to make a Mars movie ever since the '80s. I don't know, Mars has always been a kind of a powerful influence on human affairs since ancient days. Passion, blood, war, lust, all those things that got wrapped up. Human beings have projected their own ideas onto Mars. I wanted to do something...I got this book in the '80s about what it would be like to try to colonize Mars. I began to think about and realize that after a certain amount of time, this planet had been terraformed to the point where you didn't have to wear a helmet, there's a breathable atmosphere and so forth. It would essentially be like the frontier. That led me to believe that perhaps we could do a Western on Mars. It's a frontier situation - that whole thing was just kind of appealing to me. So, that's it.
Part 3: Same Movie, Different Setting/Title
Question: Mr. Carpenter?
John: Yes, sir.
Question: I was watching the trailer there and I felt it was very reminiscent of Rio Bravo and Assault On Precinct 13. Is that true, or...?
John: Say the first part of your question again.
Question: The film feels very reminiscent of Rio Bravo and Assault On Precinct 13. Is this true?
John: (dead-pan) Yeah, I just keep making the same movies over and over again.
Laughter.
John: It's true.
More laughter.
John: I'm not kidding.
Even more laughter.
Question: First off, I think The Thing is the best science fiction/horror film of all time.
John: God bless you.
Applause-o-meter.
Question: I was just wondering if there was going to be like a special edition DVD of it coming out some time.
John: There's one out. (Smilin' Jack Note: No sh*t and it's a great one, too). There's one out, sorry. It's good, though. I recommend you buy it.
Question: Hey, uh, big fan. I got the Big Trouble In Little China DVD and I was just wondering if the music video embarrasses you now. It's a cool movie, but the music video...
Laughter
John: The music video sucked, is that what you're trying to say?
Even more laughter
Question: The rest is cool, but the video...
John: Hey, man, come on! What do you want? I had hair in those days.
Question: Will there be a Prince Of Darkness 2 at all?
John: Uh, no. I don't think there will be. Uh...that movie made money, but it didn't make enough, it wasn't received well enough to warrant a sequel. That's how sequels go. If you make enough money for 'em, they'll do it. 
Part 4: Wrapping It Up
Question: There's a rumor that Big Trouble In Little China started out as a sequel to Buckaroo Banzai?
John: No, no. It was a Western that Gary Goldman, I believe that was his name, wrote. The studio bought it and wanted to make it modern day. So, they hired Rick Richter to write it. So, it was an assignment for him and he dashed it off before the writers strike at the time. And he made it a modern day film. But this was not his original idea. The original Western was interesting, but they just didn't want to make it in San Francisco in the 1880s, they wanted to update it. 
Question: Mr. Carpenter - this new movie seems to be a departure for you musically. Does this reflect any influence your son might have had?
John: Well, he played in a couple of those piece, but no, I decided that when we went into this, I wanted to change the musical sound to it - actually Ice Cube was the one who set me on to Pro Tools. Pro Tools is basically a computer system where you can load in your basic tracks and begin to manipulate them in interesting ways, so I loved experimenting with it. It was fascinating - the whole process.
Question: I just wanted to say, I really loved In The Mouth Of Madness - are you interested in doing another H.P. Lovecraft tribute movie?
John: I'd love to. I can't convince anybody to make H.P. Lovecraft. I've talked about it to studios, I've talked about it as a TV-movie, but nobody gets it. Nobody gets him. They don't get the story. I say, why don't we do The Color Out Of Space or The Haunter Of The Dark, why don't we do something like that? They don't want to do it. Why don't we do the Dunwich Horror - remake that? No one gets it. 
Some applause
John: Is that it?
Yep. That's Part 2 of the Ghosts Of Mars panel. Though I couldn't tell how many he smoked, almost immediately after sitting down, Carpenter started chaining the Marlboro Reds, one of his few requirements for showing up at these things. And like George Romero at Anchor Bay's Halloween party last year, are you going to be the one to tell John Carpenter to put it out? I think not.
