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REDISCOVERING A COMEDY
CLASSIC: INSIDE THE WEEKEND
AT BERNIES TRAILER

In the vast landscape of 1980s
comedies, few films have achieved the
peculiar immortality of Weekend at
Bernie's. While the movie itself is a
beloved cult classic, the Weekend at
Bernies trailer is a fascinating
artifact—a time capsule of marketing
that promised a slapstick tale of

corporate greed and dead-body farce.
For those who have never seen the
original preview, or for longtime fans
looking to revisit it, the trailer remains a
masterclass in setting up an absurd
premise without giving away every
punchline. This article dives deep into
the trailer's structure, its cultural
resonance, and why it still holds up as a
piece of promotional genius decades
later.
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The Premise That
Sold Itself

The 1989 film, directed by Ted Kotcheff,
centers on two young insurance
employees, Larry and Richard, who
discover that their boss, Bernie Lomax,
has been murdered—but they must
pretend he is still alive to avoid being
killed themselves. The Weekend at
Bernies trailer wastes no time
establishing this ridiculous situation. It
opens with upbeat, catchy 80s pop
music—a stark contrast to the morbid
reality of a dead man being propped up
in sunglasses and a polo shirt. The trailer
cleverly intercuts scenes showing
Bernie's deadpan (quite literally)

expressions with the frantic efforts of
Larry and Richard to keep the charade
going.

One of the most effective elements of
the Weekend at Bernies trailer is its
pacing. It alternates between quick
glimpses of slapstick mayhem—Bernie
being dragged through a revolving door,
his arm falling off while being
waved—and longer shots that establish
the central conflict: the mafia is after the
two employees, and only by keeping
Bernie "alive" can they survive the
weekend. This structure builds curiosity
and laughter simultaneously, making
viewers desperate to see how the pair
will escape each increasingly ludicrous
situation.
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lconic Moments
Preserved in 90
Seconds

A great trailer is essentially a highlights
reel, and the Weekend at Bernies
trailer is no exception. It features all the
most memorable scenes that would later
become cultural shorthand: Bernie
dancing with a beautiful woman (while
actually dead), being propped up on a
boat, and the moment his sunglasses
slide off to reveal glassy eyes. The trailer
also hints at the movie’'s darker
undertones—the sinister plan of the
mafia and the corporate malfeasance
that set the plot in motion—but always

through a comedic filter.

The choice of visual gags in the
Weekend at Bernies trailer is
deliberate. They are all physical comedy
setups with a macabre twist. For
instance, a shot of Bernie sitting in a
deck chair while the two protagonists
argue nearby emphasizes the "elephant
in the room" (or the corpse in the chair).
The trailer never shows the actual
murder or the goriest details; instead, it
relies on the audience’s imagination to
fill in the absurdity. This restraint is a
hallmark of effective comedy
marketing—leave them wanting more,
not less.



Voiceover and
Sound Desig
The Unsung
Heroes

While the visuals in the Weekend at
Bernies trailer do most of the heavy
lifting, the voiceover narration and
sound effects are expertly woven in. The
narrator adopts a friendly, game-show-
host tone, describing the plot with lines
like, "They have a problem. He's dead."
This deadpan delivery perfectly matches
the film's tone. The trailer also employs
a signature "record scratch" sound effect

and a bouncy saxophone riff that would
become instantly recognizable to fans of
the film. The audio mix ensures that

n &ven without seeing the screen, you can

tell this is a comedy—a lighthearted
romp with a corpse.

Interestingly, the Weekend at Bernies
trailer also includes a tagline that has
become iconic: "They're having the time
of their lives... with a dead person." This
phrase, emblazoned across the screen,
encapsulates the movie's ethos: life goes
on, even in the most morbid
circumstances. The trailer's sound
design also punctuates key moments—a
door slam, a splash, a comedic
"boing"—to emphasize the visual gags.
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How the Trailer

Set Audience

Expectations

In the late 1980s, comedy films often
relied on high-concept premises: a man
turned invisible, a baby who runs a
business, or a ghost unable to move on.
Weekend at Bernie's was no different.
The Weekend at Bernies trailer
promised non-stop laughs and a
summer-friendly adventure. It did not
suggest a deep commentary on
corporate greed or the morality of using
a dead body for personal gain—those
themes were present in the film but
downplayed in the preview.

By focusing on the physical comedy and
the chemistry between the two leads
(Jonathan Silverman and Andrew
McCarthy), the trailer positioned the film
as a buddy comedy with a twist. It also
subtly sold the setting—a lavish beach
house, a speedboat, and a yacht
party—as the ultimate fantasy weekend
gone awry. The trailer successfully
targeted young adults who enjoyed
absurd humor and escapist
entertainment. It was a standard
approach for the era, but executed with
such precision that it remains a textbook
example of comedic trailer editing.

Behind the



Scenes:
Marketing a
Dead Body

Creating a trailer for a film with a corpse
as a central character presented unique
challenges. The Weekend at Bernies
trailer had to make death funny without
being disrespectful or gross. The
marketing team achieved this by never
showing Bernie in a truly horrifying
state. He is always clean, well-dressed,
and wearing sunglasses—a sanitized
version of a dead body. The trailer's
production likely involved careful
selection of the least disturbing clips,
ensuring the PG-13 audience wouldn't be

alienated.

Moreover, the trailer highlights the
performance of Terry Kiser as Bernie.
Kiser's ability to remain completely still
while being manipulated is a major
selling point. The Weekend at Bernies
trailer includes several shots where the
audience can marvel at the actor's
commitment to playing a corpse—a feat
that becomes funnier the more you think
about it. This behind-the-scenes
appreciation adds another layer of
enjoyment for film buffs rewatching the
preview today.

Cultural Impact
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and Legacy of
the Trailer

The Weekend at Bernies trailer did
more than just sell tickets; it embedded
itself in pop culture. Long before the
internet made memes possible, the
trailer's visual gags—especially the
image of Bernie's hand hanging limply
off a boat—became shorthand for
extreme social awkwardness or
pretending everything is fine. In the era
of VHS and late-night TV, the trailer
aired constantly, conditioning a
generation to associate the film's title
with hilarious discomfort.

Today, the trailer enjoys a second life on
YouTube, where it has garnered millions

of views. Comments sections are filled
with nostalgia and analysis. Fans point
out that the trailer contains almost no
spoilers beyond the premise, which is
rare for modern marketing that often
reveals three acts in two minutes. The
Weekend at Bernies trailer trusts its
audience to extrapolate the comedy
from the setup alone—a respect that
modern marketers could learn from.

Comparing the
Trailer to the
Film

When you watch the Weekend at
Bernies trailer back-to-back with the



actual film, you notice slight differences
in the editing and music. The trailer uses
a faster-paced soundtrack and tighter
cuts, making the film seem even more
frantic than it is. The film itself has
slower moments—character
development and romantic
subplots—that the trailer wisely omits.
This is a classic case of "trailer version"
being more compressed and energetic,
which works perfectly for a 90-second
preview but could never sustain a full
feature. Understanding this distinction is
crucial for appreciating the artistry
behind the trailer: it is a separate
product, a compressed poem of the
narrative.

Why the Trailer
Still Matters
Today

In an age of reboots and sequels,
Weekend at Bernie's remains
untouched (except for a lesser-known
sequel). The Weekend at Bernies
trailer stands as a testament to a time
when comedy was allowed to be simple,
absurd, and unforgettable. It reminds us
that sometimes all you need is a dead
body, two desperate friends, and a
weekend of chaos. Aspiring filmmakers
and marketers study this trailer to
understand how to sell high-concept
comedy without overexplaining. For
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casual viewers, it's a nostalgic trip back
to an era when trailers had distinct
voices, catchy music, and genuine
laughs.

CONCLUSION

The Weekend at Bernies trailer is
more than a promotional tool; it is a
cultural artifact that encapsulates the
spirit of late-80s comedy: daring, silly,
and surprisingly touching. Its clever
editing, perfect sound design, and

careful avoidance of gore created a
template for selling macabre humor to
mainstream audiences. Whether you are
a long-time fan of the film or a curious
newcomer, revisiting the trailer offers a
delightful glimpse into a timeless
comedy that continues to make
audiences laugh—even while a dead
man lies on a beach. The next time you
hear that bouncy saxophone and see
two guys hoisting a corpse onto a deck
chair, you'll know exactly why this trailer
earned its place in comedy history.



