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            For Sean, who always makes me feel less afraid.

         

      
   


   
      
         
            When you enter into horror, you’re entering into your own mind, your own anxiety, your own fear, your own darkest spaces.

            Carmen Maria Machado, author of In the Dream House
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            INTRODUCTION

            What’s Wrong with You?

         

         Loving cinema is a lonely affair, a one-sided relationship. As a film fan (or a cinephile, if you’re fancy), you are kidnapped by the images a group of mad people have crafted to seduce you. You’re absorbed by the faces on the screen, you want to see them loom over you, larger than anyone you’ve ever known, like titans manifesting before you. To behold them is to be possessed. You become consumed with the need to know everything behind them – the actors, the directors, the production history – thinking this knowledge might bring you closer to them. You live in Kansas and in Oz simultaneously. Images of a film and your memory of it live side by side in your brain and in your heart, seemingly giving nothing back, just taking up brain space and emotional real estate.

         Loving horror films, meanwhile, is akin to nursing the memory of a secret lover, someone’s touch that never leaves the most hidden grooves of your muscle memory, one that makes you feel things you cannot yet name, think thoughts so forbidden they send an exciting chill down your spine. Horror films don’t consume you; they infect you. An image, or a sound, or a performance, might worm itself into the deepest crevices of your memory and stay there. Horror is a full-body experience, a full-on possession that we invite. We volunteer our dreams and nightmares for takeover. No wonder horror fans are looked upon as 2oddballs: we choose, and chase, that possession. We want to relive our anxieties, our fears, our hungers over and over again. And we’re never sated.

         I don’t remember the first time I went to the cinema, a space I’d dedicate my career and untold hours of my professional and personal life to, but I recall in vivid, grainy detail the precise moment I first watched a horror film.

         Cut to: Krasnoyarsk, Siberia, 1996 or 1997. A tiny apartment with a rough, burgundy-patterned rug on the floor and a very similar one nailed to the wall, right behind the hard, two-seater sofa. Everything in this Soviet-era block is square and hard to the touch. A small television on a shiny black TV stand filled with bootleg VHS tapes: some are American films with alternative Russian covers; others faceless videos with a sticker on them and a handwritten title. My cousin, then a teenager, had to look after me for the day. His assortment of videotapes, most of them bought at the local bazaar, was a treasure trove of action, horror and comedy films starring former WWE wrestlers. The film he wanted to watch that day was A Nightmare on Elm Street. The title was written on the tape in Cyrillic: Кошмар на улице Вязов. No cover, just a cardboard case with the title written in ballpoint pen on the side. The only word I recognised was ‘nightmare’: a bad dream. The tape had both the first film, from 1984, and the sequel. I didn’t know what a sequel was, or that the tape held two separate films, so I thought it was the same film, experienced it as one extended nightmare. We watched them back to back in my aunt’s one-bedroom flat, which had a small balcony that overlooked a small children’s playground 3with metal monkey bars, not unlike those in Elm Street’s Springwood.

         That night I had nightmares, vivid images which did not feel like dreams, of Freddy reaching out from under the bed; Freddy over the end of the bed; Freddy looming over my grandma’s sleeping body; Freddy’s breathing near my ear. Freddy knew I would eventually have to get out from under the protective force of my blanket. When I thought he was gone, I peeked under the bed, cautiously edging near the floor like I was about to defuse a bomb. Not breathing, trying not to make a single noise, tucking my waist-length hair into my sleeping gown so Freddy couldn’t grab it. My grandmother’s bed frame was made out of cherry-tinted wood and the mattress was springy, nearly folding on itself whenever you lay on it. Every one of my movements had to come in small increments, with the millimetric precision that only a terrified child is capable of. I willed my heart to stop for a few beats while I spied under the bed to see if Freddy’s clawed glove was lurking in the dark. It was, and it tried to grab me, sometimes. Other times, I just heard his laugh coming from somewhere deep under the bed, or hidden behind the curtains, or from inside the TV itself. I could see him peering at me from the darkened screen, waiting for the right time to leap out of it. I developed the habit of leaving the TV on while I went to sleep, comforted by the noise of static. The recounting of Freddy’s visitations became annoying for my grandma, so I stopped, but remained vigilant at night. I was the bed’s protector. This went on for a month, maybe more (what is time to a nine-year-old?). When they 4 ceased, I found myself missing Freddy. I asked my cousin for more movies, more nightmares.

         I often think of my cousin – this boy who wouldn’t live past twenty-seven – when I think of horror films. I begged him to show me more things from his magical cupboard of coverless tapes, and I was indiscriminate in my voraciousness when he obliged. Action, horror, sci-fi: they all melded together. Some images from these films became so ingrained that for years I thought I must have imagined them. Kung-fu teenagers became fused with robot aliens. Enhanced soldiers blended with maskwearing killers. Leprechauns who tricked women into sex in their caves. Zombified lovers and red-headed warrior women. A high-tech prison that would implant a chip in the necks of its prisoners that could detonate at any time. An animated Halloween tree that signalled an upcoming death. These might be real films, or they might be old nightmares.

         I didn’t meet Freddy again until a decade later, and was surprised to discover he no longer scared me. The Freddy I encountered on the screen now was funny, with a sick, slimy sense of humour. He was the ghost of a pervert, a child killer and a vengeful spirit. This Freddy was also just an actor, Robert Englund, who years later I would see having breakfast in a hotel in Sitges. I refrained from talking to him because I couldn’t bear the idea of losing my memory of that earlier Freddy I once knew, the one who lived under my bed for a month, the one who opened the door to so many new nightmares. My Freddy would not be having poached eggs. 5

         A Nightmare on Elm Street is the horror origin story I keep retelling. This is just my story, but what’s most thrilling is that everyone has one of these. During our shared appearance on BBC Radio 4’s Start the Week programme, celebrated author George Saunders told me his, asking: ‘Have you ever seen Mr Sardonicus?’ He recounted, joyfully, the 1961 William Castle B-movie, which sees a man dig up his father’s grave to retrieve a winning lottery ticket. The producer of the show emailed me that very day about a black-and-white film she watched as a child and couldn’t remember the name of, but was still haunted by – in particular the image of a woman bricked up in a room, alive. In her seminal book House of Psychotic Women, author Kier-La Janisse remembers being haunted by the image of a possessed priest from the 1972 sci-fi horror Horror Express, transformed through her ‘hyperactive imagination into The Man With Green Eyes’, and which would become a ‘primary fixture’ of her sleeping life for years to come.1 Later on, she realised that she actually watched the film on a black-and-white television, so the green eyes were entirely her invention. Everyone has a foundational horror. It’s the image that seeps under our psyche and won’t let go, transforming the film and the image of horror itself into an avatar for our biggest fear. Take a moment and remember yours.

         
            *

         

         ‘Culture gives us our collective dreams – on stage, on screen, online –’ writes House of Leaves author Mark Z. Danielewski, ‘but daydreams grant us each the collective possibility of oneself.’2 Danielewski’s idea is concerned 6with the process of becoming something other, of allowing strange and unexpected changes to be discovered. Horror cinema, following this thought, gives us our collective nightmares. It challenges us to see what fears, hungers and anxieties we are holding on to. Horror is part of our culture. Despite decades of dismissal and snobbery, of hiding under more qualité labels like ‘thriller’ or ‘elevated horror’, it has always been a significant form of cultural expression. The new terminology, which has been reinvented every other decade in order to separate the frowned-upon thrills of horror from ‘proper’ storytelling, carries in itself an implied sense of shame thrown at horror fans. We’ll take your money, but you should be ashamed of yourself, it seems to smirk. Every October, I’ll do a panel or a slew of interviews where I’m asked, variously, ‘Why do we like horror?’, ‘Is the genre misogynistic?’, ‘Why are people still watching horror?’ The unspoken implication, of course, is that there is something wrong with the people making and watching horror films.

         Finding joy, solace or pleasure in a form of entertainment considered, at best, trash and, at worst, evil has made horror fans of all types keep their fandom to themselves, minimising it through a sense of shame, couching it in excuses if ever exposed. A dirty little personality quirk. She loves horror, that one, but that aside, she’s alright. I kept my love of horror secret for a long time, until I was well into my twenties. I felt it was consequential proof that there was something deeply wrong with me. Horror was something I enjoyed but publicly pretended I didn’t; a subject unworthy of deep study, to be brushed off as a 7‘light read’, all browser history to be erased. I didn’t write about it at university, I didn’t read about it in Cahiers du cinéma, I didn’t bring it up among friends. It was not to be taken seriously and not to be discussed in polite company. I didn’t want to be branded by it, like Spooky Mulder. That shame has been the guiding force for all of my work in horror: the writing and the events, the podcasts and the talks, and, now, this book.

         I knew what would come if I did talk about my love of the genre, and I tried so very hard to get away from anybody ever asking, ‘What’s wrong with you?’ When asked in relation to horror, this question often comes paired with another: ‘Why?’ Tell me why you are like this so I can feel better about judging you, seems to be the real meaning. There must be something wrong with you, is the statement hiding behind the question. No other artistic genre comes laden with this level of judgemental baggage and existential prodding. The first time I went on national radio, on a show that I was told was A Big Deal, on a show that was A Very Big Deal for Women, to discuss how horror could possibly coexist with feminism and what female viewers could get out of such a dirty genre as horror, I was asked why I enjoyed something that treated women so badly. What is there to enjoy about seeing a woman, or anyone, being slashed? What is the point of that? In so many words, and very publicly, I was being asked the exact question that I’d dreaded for so long: What’s wrong with you?

         This interview, which, really, is pretty inconsequential outside of the mini existential crisis it sparked in me, happened at a point when something was changing. Horror 8was getting more and more attention, and there was a buzz about it in the air. A new crop of filmmakers, directors, screenwriters and producers had emerged, almost ready-formed and from all around the world, creating not just a new breed of horror, but with it a surge of public engagement with the genre. Surrounding these films was, notably, a new wave of horror fandom, of people wearing their love for the genre on their sleeves, their Twitter bios, their T-shirts, their skins. Horror, for lack of a more evolved way to put it, had become cool.

         At the heart of this shift were women: not just filmmakers, but writers, curators, podcasters, festival directors, programmers, fans. I’ve been a part of this. I co-founded the horror film collective The Final Girls in 2016, branding myself, proudly (and literally, with a tattoo), a weirdo. We put on screenings and events up and down the UK, had articles written about us in national and international media, hosted Q&As with filmmakers and threw parties. We were creating a space for a horror fandom that we had not experienced ourselves. At the same time, women-in-horror-themed events and festivals were popping up internationally. In Los Angeles, there’s Etheria Film Night; in Tasmania, the Axe Wound Film Festival. There is the catchily named Women in Horror Month, which began in 2010. There were essays, panels, listicles, screenings and think pieces galore. I’ve hosted dozens of panels, interviews and conversations around this idea of ‘female horror’. Suddenly, being a ‘woman in horror’ – whatever that meant – was the edgy new thing. In some places, I’ve called this ‘a female horror renaissance’ (I wrote about it 9in late 2019 for Sight and Sound), a headline that seems new and buzzy and bold. A big statement. A renaissance, though, implies a cultural rebirth: something that was once important fell out of fashion and is now coming back into power, into prominence. But were women in horror ever in power?

         What does it actually mean to be a ‘woman in horror’? Is it that we are creating our own special enclave, repeating the same stories and queries over and over again, while big-budget horror franchises are still being made by the same dudes? What, exactly, is ‘female horror’? Can there even be such a thing? Can I see, through the choices that a filmmaker makes, through a performance, the framing, the pacing and tone, that a horror film was made centring on the ‘female gaze’? This term has become so ubiquitous in the cultural conversation, and increasingly removed from its original meaning as described by film theorist Laura Mulvey’s influential essay ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’. Mulvey’s oft-parroted theory posited that classic Hollywood narratives catered by default to the male viewer, and that women were presented as objects to be looked at. Her provocative idea was concerned with the act of looking: how the camera shoots, how the characters look at each other on screen and how we, the viewers, view the film. So, can I tell if a horror film has been made for women? And does it matter? Should it matter? Does it mean that a horror film is made with me in mind if it’s not made by a male director? Does it mean that everything else – my dear Freddy included – should be scrapped? Do I need to rewrite my horror canon? 10 

         Horror, more than any other, is a genre of empathy. It’s poignant, then, that this interest in women’s take on horror emerged in a world where empathy for women is still sorely lacking, still considered a task, or as something to be earned, instead of a given. Horror is not about simple voyeurism, about looking at someone being butchered or haunted; it’s about feeling what they’re feeling. Our fears are constantly in flux, and horror is uniquely positioned to extract and transform them into something fantastical and awesome, but also something that, ultimately, potentially, we can conquer. Horror keeps us safe.

         So, if horror is a genre of empathy, why do I keep dreading that question: What’s wrong with you? Am I expected to justify my entertainment preference or a perceived betrayal of my gender? Am I supposed to have a lecture at the ready about how, yes, horror has its issues, but it’s also not inherently more misogynistic than any other film genre. I could – I have – many times over, and over many years, gone down the defensive route: horror was always a female, if not feminist, genre. There are plenty of names that we can pull up, from mother-of-monsters Mary Shelley to producer Debra Hill, exploitation directors Dorothy Wishman and Stephanie Rothman to directors of future classics Mary Lambert, Mary Harron and Kathryn Bigelow, to contemporary filmmakers like Karyn Kusama, Nikyatu Jusu, Brea Grant, Ana Lily Amirpour, Prano Bailey-Bond and many more. This defensive response is well trodden, and it can be a fun dagger to wield in the face of the rapidly extinguishing powers of the film bros. Horror, after all, was made for us, by us, and we have the receipts to prove it. Our fears, 11our bodies, our screams have become horror canon. In her totemic book 1000 Women in Horror, writer, academic and horror doyenne Alexandra Heller-Nicholas writes that ‘like all histories, horror film history is consciously written’,3 pointing at how many female contributions were systematically erased from this history, either because of misogyny or pure ineptitude. Horror may have always had women at its beating heart, but while our fears remain, it’s our names that get forgotten.

         Women can’t always explain away our appetites or where they come from – and should we? This accusatory question – What’s wrong with you? – implies that there’s something broken, damaged or polluted in us. It never actually wants an answer; in itself the query pathologises the appeal of the grotesque, the frightening and the horrific. You are the problem. Who we are, the identity and history of who is looking at a horror film or reading the horror book, changes the story. Cue justifications. Cue secrecy. Cue shame. Cue well-meaning panels and books and essays regurgitating that it is, in fact, okay for us to like horror, and, yes, it’s okay to make horror films.

         The crux of the problem seems to lie with permission. There are creative choices, and then there’s the permission to make those choices. It’s the permission that these filmmakers, these storytellers, need to give themselves to tell these horror stories. And there’s the permission that the industry who sponsors these films needs to give them so that they are able to go off and turn these ideas into movies. Then, of course, there are the audiences. When we talk about the ‘female gaze’, we often equate it only with 12female makers, but it is about women looking at horror, too. The mushrooming of critical and programmatic considerations of horror culture by women has contributed to an erasure of a certain horror selfishness, of feeling like horror fandom had to be auditioned for.

         I felt so guilty, for so long, about the way the stories and images made me feel, about the solace I found in them and the joy of experiencing and re-experiencing this form of pre-packaged fear. The comfort I found in gore and fright was also wrapped in an intellectual and emotional shame, the same shame I felt when I saw my body, cut up and bruised, by myself or by others. We can’t tell these stories until we’ve reconciled the dark, gruesome realities and feelings we experience in our daily lives, and how we experience them. The female horror renaissance, for me, lies not in the random coalescence of filmmakers who happen to be women making horror films, but in the permission we’ve given ourselves to watch, write and make horror, to talk about how it feels for us.

         Since 2014, a year with more than enough breakout horror hits, a lot of them made by female directors – Ana Lily Amirpour’s A Girl Walks Home Alone at Night, Jennifer Kent’s The Babadook, Leigh Janiak’s Honeymoon – there has been a notable turning point in how we talk about women and horror, as well as the efforts made by critics, academics and programmers to draw out the historical contributions of female creatives, reinterpret films and boost new filmmakers on the scene.

         But did the wave really start in 2014, and when will it end? In June 2022, writing an opinion piece for Sight & 13Sound, writer–director Prano Bailey-Bond vocalised a collective tiredness: ‘The most chilling thing about horror is getting asked what it’s like to be a woman within the genre.’4 She continued: ‘There’s a danger of melding us all together when we are all individuals, approaching cinema with diverse sensibilities, obsessing over our individual stories, telling them from our individual points of view.’ Eyebrows are still raised. Opinion pieces are written. It’s still a surprise. It’s a collective ‘horror films, huh?’ with an added dash of ‘and women? Huh!’ If, in the last decade, horror cinema has crossed over the critical barrier of being ‘just’ horror films – not that horror films have ever been ‘just’ anything – we’re still not ready to let go of ghettoising women in horror into their own special little box of lady nightmares. It would be crass to unite filmmakers as disparate as Amirpour, Kent, Janiak, Bailey-Bond, Sophia Takal, Amelia Moses and Nia DaCosta by their gender alone. But it would be naive to ignore the coalescence of factors – higher-profile festival selections, more general press attention, critical acclaim, bigger releases, recognition from film awards bodies, a growing network of independent and DIY festivals, curators and champions of women in horror – that have allowed their films, each unique in style, theme and provenance, to make such a splash on the culture, both within horror and outside of it.

         Of course it’s unfairly reductive to meld a group of filmmakers who are united solely by their gender and the genre of their work. It’s a classic critic’s move to declare a renaissance, a wave, a movement: we are primed to see connections between the work and the world and group 14conversations that are happening between entirely disparate storytellers, to give shape and try to elucidate meaning from a slippery zeitgeist. Perhaps there is no wave, but what’s indisputable is that the last ten years have been fertile ground for horror cinema, literature and fandom. The commercial popularity of the genre, underpinned by critical and mainstream attention, has allowed the parameters for female, queer and POC horror voices to grow, showcasing painfully contemporary filmmaking that can elucidate the political, the commercial and the artistic all in one.

         Rather than grouping them by gender, what’s truly revealing is how their films talk to one another as peers and how they are resonating with audiences and the film industry. The reaction and response have a bigger ripple effect on the culture and the industry that sponsors and shepherds these films and shows into existence. There’s a generational wave more than a gender-based one, an openness to horror that is marked by the intersection of the experiences of a generation of filmmakers. Often, their discovery and love of horror, of growing up with VHS and late-night TV showings of terrifying movies, are their main shared experiences, leading them to create a bizarre canon of grotesque imagery that titillated and inspired them.

         What’s more exciting, for me, is to unpick why horror as a whole has emerged as the defining language of the last decade, from 2014 onwards, penetrating the zeitgeist and creating new nightmares that speak to an audience tired of the same old villains. There is a generation of 15new makers, a new global audience thanks to streaming services (including the horror-dedicated Shudder), a new media landscape that interrogates horror from every possible angle, and a base of ever-more-hungry audiences. A new wave demands a certain new sensibility, and that’s what I want to explore.

         Alongside the titles I mentioned above, It Follows (2014), The Witch (2015), Get Out (2017) and Hereditary (2018) came along in quick enough succession to kick-start careers and feed a new interest in horror. The term ‘elevated horror’ has been floating around a million opinion pieces, podcasts and essays, each of them asking a variation of Is it bad?, Is it good?, What does it mean? and How do we make money from it? What this term – a self-hating one powered by snobbery that nonetheless has made its mark on the industry – does carry with it is the permission for those who’ve never given the genre a second thought to like horror, to consider it worthy of discussion, analysis and time.

         For too long, horror has been treated as a homogeneous entity, a single brushstroke applied to all of it. Horror is never, and was never, just one thing. It is a many-headed beast, containing numerous subgenres, tropes, archetypes and stories; reams of visual conventions and narrative ticks. There isn’t just one kind of horror film, in the same way there isn’t just one kind of comedy. The power of horror lies in its confronting viewers with images and ideas that reach into our darkest, deepest fears and expose them. We’re all afraid of many things at different times, and horror movies draw on those fears. They don’t just reflect our 16fears back to us; they articulate them, turning our anxieties, fears and hungers into sensory experiences, extracting them and splattering them on a screen for us to witness, surrounded by strangers. It makes visceral everything we are told we don’t, or should not, feel, all those feelings that we’ve been instructed to keep quiet about.

         Horror is the genre that allows us to feel and embody the images as intensely as if they were happening to us. Of all types of cultural output, all types of entertainment, it’s the one that people have the most physical response to. This requires a genuine sincerity of disposition from the audience. There is nothing ironic about being scared. It is, at its best, an experience of extreme physical and emotional earnestness. Comedy defangs horror. Horror is immune to irony poisoning and the ironic detachment that has permeated most media. It is, perhaps, the last truly sincere genre.

         It has always been, since the very inception of cinema, the genre that has best articulated a time. It tells us about ourselves, sometimes in ways we do not want to address directly. So, why is the same old-hat, judgemental question ‘Why do you like horror?’ still trotted out? Why shouldn’t we like it? Through the monsters that have evolved in front of our eyes over the decades, we can see what has terrified and titillated us through time and how we have dealt with it. The horror movies and television series of today are creating a new folklore, informed by our anxiety-heavy reality, our dread and desires, our paranoia and exhaustion. Through the following chapters I’ll explore how horror does that and why, in the last decade 17plus, it has become the defining genre of our times. The subject of this book is not the horror movies themselves, nor the people who made them, but our fixation with them and the way they make us feel, particularly during times of extreme real-life anxiety and fear.

         The New York Times’ long-standing film critic A. O. Scott, upon resigning from his post in 2023, thought the role of critic was to be a ‘companion’, not a guide or an infallible expert whose taste becomes unquestionable because of their eruditeness. I am not here to offer a comprehensive history of horror, nor am I interested in detailing the history of the last ten years of horror-film-and-TV-making, nor in profiling the filmmakers who have defined aesthetic and thematic trends. I want to understand the ‘why’: Why now? How do these films make us feel? This book, I hope, will be a companion to horror fans new and old, the curious and the insatiable. Perhaps it will pose some questions; maybe it will make you look at the genre in a new way. It might even give you a new list of films to check out. Horror made me feel less alone, and hopefully this book will do the same for you.

         Horror is an invitation for us to look at ourselves. So, let’s take a look.

         
            notes

            1 Janisse, Kier-La, House of Psychotic Women (London: FAB Press, 2022, second edn), p. 21.

            2 Danielewski, Mark Z., Introduction to The Poetics of Space (London: Penguin, 2014).

            3 Heller-Nicholas, Alexandra, 1000 Women in Horror, 1895–2018 (Orlando: BearManor Media, 2020), p. 6.

            4 Bailey-Bond, Prano, ‘Director’s Chair: Prano Bailey-Bond’, Sight and Sound, 15 June 2022. https://www.bfi.org.uk/sight-and-sound/features/directors-chair-prano-bailey-bond.
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         When Mike Flanagan was a child, he was afraid of being left alone in the dark. The future horror director was so desperately afraid of horror movies he would avoid sleepovers and cover his eyes if someone put on a scary film. Burdened by this fear, he decided to reframe it into a challenge for himself, starting with horror books, daring himself to read just one more page, one more chapter. ‘Just make it through this little bit,’ he’d tell himself. ‘Just this scary part. Just make it through this.’1 Little by little, he braved a book, a film, eating up a whole genre.

         As an adult, Flanagan has become a doyen of horror, a writer and director who’s made his name in film and television crafting expansive and haunting horror melo-dramas, films like Hush (2016), Gerald’s Game (2017) and Doctor Sleep (2019), along with series like The Haunting of Hill House (2018), The Haunting of Bly Manor (2020), Midnight Mass (2021) and The Fall of the House of Usher (2023), among others. His sensibility for the genre, deeply rooted in the emotional, has made him one of the mainstay names of the last decade of horror. But many years before his rise to prominence, it was horror, according to Flanagan, that ‘made him braver’.2

         I was often afraid as a child, too: afraid of being hit, which happened on occasion; afraid of being shouted at, which was often; afraid of being laughed at, which kids excelled 22at. But I was never afraid of scary stories. Horror gave me a language. It made sense of emotions I did not yet have a name for: fear, dread, paranoia, anxiety, pain, rage, hunger. Page after page, scene after scene, those feelings took an understandable form when they were played out in extremis. Reading Flanagan’s childhood memory of conquering horror in small increments made me reflect on my own decisive baby steps into the genre after that first exposure to A Nightmare on Elm Street, and the ways horror can unlock emotional depths in us, if we let it.

         Alongside Wes Craven’s film, some horror movies provoked in me a huge, crushing distress, mysterious to me to this day,* as if certain images on screen unsealed others in my brain. At a sleepover, aged nine or ten, a friend whose parents had an enormous television and even bigger collection of horror films on tape put on the 1990 TV adaptation of It, with Tim Curry as the shape-shifting demon clown Pennywise. This version of Stephen King’s 1,000-pluspage coming-of-age horror masterpiece had censored out the sex, the abuse, the cosmic horror, the expletive-laden language. But none of this context mattered or registered. For a child with a fervent, frightful imagination it felt like a mammoth feat, a gargantuan achievement just to tackle It (even materially it was imposing, since the show came in a bulky two-tape package). I barely made it ten minutes into the series before I started screaming and had to leave, fear overriding embarrassment, to hide in a spare room. 23Seeing Pennywise the Clown for the first time as a girl, I put my hands over my ears, screaming to drown out his voice, scrunching my eyes closed to block out his beckoning, as if I knew he could somehow pull me through the screen. Pennywise’s mouth – red, red all over – which smiled one moment and opened up in a grimace of sharp, yellow-stained teeth the next, seemed to overpower the room, freezing everything with its stench. I hid behind the bed, my face in my hands, screaming, thinking of that awful red mouth. 

         I wonder now how much of this – the scream, the hiding, the spare room – actually happened. Memory is reconstructive, our recollections amplified and coloured by our feelings. I am sure of feeling fear at the sight of Pennywise’s red grin, but less so of the details. Maybe there was no spare room at all, but I can still taste my scream, years later. I could not watch It again until I was nineteen and took the conscious decision to get through it. Like Flanagan, I made myself face the fear head on: bit by bit, scene by scene, I willed myself to look Pennywise in the face. That said, I still had to keep the door to my room open that night, and all the lights on.

         Around the same time I was exposed to It, I read King’s Pet Sematary, about a man so wracked by grief over the death of his child that he wrecks his family by bringing the boy back to life. I read it of my own volition, borrowing the book from the library, ecstatic at being allowed into the adult fiction section.† My parents often worked late, 24sometimes past midnight, leaving me alone in the flat. On these nights, before they left, they double-locked the front door. This was perfect for me, since I could read late into the night and the one–two–three turns of their key in the door when they arrived home gave me enough time to turn off the light, hide my book and pretend to be asleep. Once inside the flat, my father would open my bedroom door to check that I was sleeping. One night, I heard the one–two– three turns of his key in the front door and footsteps in the corridor. I steadied into my stealth-sleep position, waiting for him to come in, ignorant of my nascent acting skills. But no one did. It might have been only a minute, but in a child’s imagination minutes waiting in the darkness can feel like hours. My hands touched the rim of the book and I wondered if I, much like Pet Sematary’s grief-stricken patriarch Louis Creed, had invited something dark and unnatural into the house. I went to check the door. It was still double-locked. I remember this happening so clearly, but I cannot be certain that it did: logic tells me it couldn’t have, and yet I recall with frightening precision me getting out of bed, the floor under my bare feet, trepidatious tiptoeing that turned into deliberately noisy footsteps, and the silhouetted front door. I can feel the gold-plated metal doorknob in my hand, and the way my skin turned clammy when it would not turn. 

         Fear, culturally speaking, exists in between what we see before us and what we remember. If something terrifies you, you might recall the moment of terror later, remembering and perhaps exaggerating how intense it was, how it made you sweat, or grip your knees, or scream yourself 25hoarse. Our memory makes the monsters bigger than they ever were. Fear is one of the most studied aspects of memory science, with researchers discovering that we remember scary events from our past more clearly because they activate the amygdala (the emotional hub of the brain) into an aroused state, which in turn facilitates the creation of memories – in this case, fear memories. Pennywise’s red mouth, really, was just red lipstick, and long after reading Pet Sematary or watching movie adaptations old and new, my memory has twisted the horror of it into something gargantuan and grotesque.

         If a horror movie or story scares us, it has succeeded. If it doesn’t, it’s easy to blame the whole genre for this one specific failure. This is what we’re judging horror (and horror audiences) on: How scared are you? Are you scared enough? Horror atheists will often disparage horror fans, assuming that every movie scares them, that the thrill is always the same; that, addicted to the full-bodied rattle of fear, we seek it out over and over again. Otherwise, they brush away the entire genre with a swift ‘It’s just not scary to me,’ implying failure on the genre’s part. I’ve taken to answering the question ‘Why do you like horror?’ with another: ‘Tell me, what scares you the most?’ Whether you like horror or not,‡ there is something that either makes us all run towards our fears or warns us to stay away. To those who claim horror doesn’t scare them, I say: is horror unsuccessful as a whole, or have you just avoided the thing that really scares you?

         26There are many reasons to love the genre, reasons that have to do with the intellectual and the cultural, the industrial and the aesthetic, but as I mentioned in my introduction, horror is by definition primarily an emotional genre. ‘Fear is the emotion that makes us blind,’ wrote King in the introduction to his short-story collection Night Shift;3 too often fear of difference, fear of change, fear of oneself and others goes unacknowledged and curdles into blind hatred. And, as filmmaker Guillermo del Toro has said, ‘Hatred and fear are mirrors.’4

         Horror never allows fear to curdle. Instead, it opens our eyes to our fears and keeps them ever-present. It is grounding. It reminds us to feel, forces us to unlock doors we locked long ago. What scares us is personal, but also cultural; through horror, we can trace the topography of our fears. It is easy to see the map of our fears in hindsight, from the minute to the massive. I often come back to what Mary Shelley wrote in her introduction to Frankenstein: ‘What terrified me will terrify others; and I need only describe the spectre which had haunted my midnight pillow.’ But, really, what terrifies me doesn’t have to terrify others. Horror depends on the filmmakers’ own reference points. Authors, screenwriters, directors and actors can build only on the things that they know, or imagine, to be terrifying. Sometimes their visions of what’s terrifying will align with our memories: that’s when horror succeeds.

         
            *

         

         The history of horror film begins with the history of cinema itself. Across the globe, every country’s horror 27filmography has spawned its own visual and narrative conventions. It would be impossible to dutifully lay out each one of them in this book, but in order to understand why it has become the dominant genre of the last decade, let’s do a quick world tour of horror.

         One of the pioneers of cinema as an art form, the French magician-turned-filmmaker Georges Méliès, made what’s widely considered to be the first horror film, Le Manoir du diable, in 1896, a three-minute delight featuring the devil, ghosts, skeletons and other supernatural spooks. In the first decades of film, experimentation prevailed, and early film artists like Méliès, Segundo de Chomón and Alice Guy-Blaché created many short horror films as well, adapting literary classics and pioneering camera, light and editing techniques. Some of our greatest monsters were given their first screen outing around this time, with German silent film The Cabinet of Doctor Caligari (1920) giving us the mad, hubristic scientist, and Nosferatu (1922) – the bootleg version of Bram Stoker’s Dracula – providing an animalistic, vampiric creature far from the alluring figure it would become in later iterations. These films, with their highly expressionistic visual approach to cinematography and set design, externalised political and social frustrations.

         In the 1930s, in the aftermath of World War I and the Great Depression, horror as a commercial film genre was born from adaptations of prestige novels like Frankenstein, Dracula and The Invisible Man. The monsters we now consider classics had their first big-screen iterations during this time, in sexy, transgressive, high-budget, gothic 28productions. Horror was not named as such quite yet. These films were all simply big-screen adaptations of literary classics (or, as we’d say now, recognisable intellectual property (IP) with an in-built audience). With Hollywood still in its It Girl era, there was no clear audience identified yet for this nascent, spooky genre. The only promise made to the audience was an emotional one: before each screening of Frankenstein (1931), they were treated to a solemn publicity trick, a pre-film warning of the roller coaster of emotions they were about to experience, delivered by actor Edward Van Sloan, who plays Victor Frankenstein’s medical mentor in the film. Van Sloan warned: ‘It will thrill you. It may shock you. It might even horrify you.’ Dracula (1931), meanwhile, was specifically targeted at women, positioned as a dark, doomed and ‘strange’ love story, promising a dangerous kind of titillation. It was released on Valentine’s Day and made Bela Lugosi into a bona fide sex symbol, setting up Dracula as an erotic icon far removed from the pointyeared creature in Nosferatu. In Mexico, Hollywood’s neighbour, after the simultaneous release of a Spanishlanguage Dracula in 1931, there was an appetite for gothic, religious-themed horror films. The first stars of Mexican horror cinema – directors and performers alike – headlined this new, highly profitable genre.

         The 1940s continued to build on the commercial success of the monsters, adding in the werewolf (The Wolf Man, 1941) and the zombie (I Walked with a Zombie, 1943; Voodoo Man, 1944), and studios created the first shared universes in cinema by having their monsters 29join forces or battle each other in convoluted outings like Frankenstein Meets the Wolf Man (1943), House of Frankenstein (1944) and House of Dracula (1944), before ultimately devolving into the horror comedy with Abbott and Costello Meet Frankenstein (1948), birthing the spoof as a genre that cannibalised other genres. Creative producer Val Lewton brought a new approach to horror filmmaking, far away from well-known literary properties or gothic trappings. Armed with very small budgets and titles dictated by the studio, Lewton made films that prioritised tone and atmosphere to create suspense and fear, like in The Seventh Victim (1943), The Leopard Man (1943) or Cat People (1942), where a woman fears turning into a panther if she ever has sex. Paranoid and repressed women were the lead characters in more moody horror films, such as Gaslight (1944), Rebecca (1940) and Suspicion (1941), where women (correctly, at times) fear that their husbands are out to murder them. After World War II, when the men came back from the battlefields, they didn’t recognise what they encountered, with women now going out to work in roles that were previously the preserve of men. The tension this caused between the sexes became potent fodder for these psychological horror movies. Film noir grew up during this time, too: these were not films we would consider horror now, but they were darker in tone than what had preceded them. Whilst the noirs concerned themselves mostly with greed in its various forms (social, sexual, economic), the serial killer, although not yet a concept developed in criminology, was a constant presence in 30horror films, such as in Rope (1948), House of Horrors (1946) and The Spiral Staircase (1946).

         The 1950s saw a newly traumatised generation, with another world war behind them and the threat of nuclear conflict looming, transmuting their fears into stories of alien invasions, robots, enormous creatures and experiments gone wrong. Horror cinema was grappling with the collective trauma of the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the ensuing radiation poisoning. This produced giant radiation monster Godzilla (1954), who in turn launched a subgenre of giant-monster movies (kaiju) that are still popular to this day. These films were reflecting a whole new world, one where nuclear annihilation was not confined to the realm of science fiction. Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956) and other movies of its kind captured the very real fear of substitution and invasion, of good citizens being replaced by aliens or controlled by treacherous tech. People worried about their neighbours being agents of a dark force or evil government. Gothic horror thrived in this atmosphere of paranoia, with production houses on either side of the Atlantic, like Roger Corman’s New Horizons in the US and Hammer Films in the UK, revisiting and expanding the classic tales of Edgar Allan Poe, Mary Shelley and Bram Stoker. At this time, Japan’s horror output was primarily influenced by the kaidan tradition of ghostly folk tales and the highly expressive kabuki and Noh theatre styles. Pre-war horror films were concerned with the interactions between the living and the spirit worlds (Ugetsu, 1953).

         Over in the States, in 1953, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover published a report warning the American public that ‘the 31nation can expect an appalling increase in the number of crimes that will be committed by teenagers in the years ahead’.5 In Hollywood, the ‘teenager’ emerged as a cultural and commercial entity in the 1950s, thriving in the drive-in cinema. Familiar monsters had cinematic offspring, like I Was a Teenage Werewolf (1957), Daughter of Dr Jekyll (1957) and Frankenstein’s Daughter (1958). With the rising popularity of television, cinemas came up with a multitude of ploys to lure audiences back in. This saw the rise of producer–director William Castle, dubbed ‘king of the gimmicks’, who would add experimental flourishes to his low-budget horror flicks, such as Macabre (1958) or The Tingler (1959).

         Hollywood was evolving away from its big, glossy studio fare and ushering in more grounded, aesthetically radical films, like the nightmarish Carnival of Souls (1962) or anxious Rosemary’s Baby (1968), which renewed an interest in the occult. George A. Romero’s Night of the Living Dead (1968) introduced the flesh-eating zombie and launched a slew of copycat movies. Films like Psycho (1960) and Peeping Tom (1960) were pushing the boundaries of what audiences were able to see on screen in terms of human evil. Japanese horror films continued to wrestle with the after-effects of nuclear warfare and a loss of national identity post-World War II, with body horror films like Matango (1963) including special effects reminiscent of radiation sickness, and supernatural fare such as Onibaba (1964) and Kwaidan (1965) updating classic folk tales about vengeful spirits whose lives had been lost in injust and indecent ways. Censorship laws evolved into 32highly commercial pinku eiga films like Daydream (1964), a uniquely Japanese genre that combined soft-core erotica with ultraviolence.

         The 1970s were a golden, if fragmented, age for horror films. The grandaddies of slashers, Carrie (1976), The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (1974) and Halloween (1978), were shocking fare fronted by teenagers. These films picked up directly from the bloody imagery of the Vietnam War and the generational, cultural and political divide between the Greatest Generation and the hippies of the 1960s. These films carry in them a sense of profound generational disappointment, of blood in the water, a newfound brutality embedded in every frame. Jaws (1975) created the blockbuster model of distribution and an appetite for animal-attack horror movies. Over in Italy, giallo – a murder–mystery thriller genre inspired by cheap crime paperbacks – was on the brink of huge commercial success, with its lurid narratives and portrayals of overt sexuality. Through their camerawork, giallo films often put the audience in the perspective of masked, leathergloved serial killers.

         In the UK in the 1980s, horror caused a moral panic, with Conservatives leading the charge to rid the islands of obscene and immoral horror films, culminating in the passing of the Video Recordings Act of 1984, which imposed much stricter rules on video releases than cinema ones. This was the era of the ‘video nasties’: seventy-two films (mostly horror) were banned from distribution in the UK, including splatter films like Blood Feast (1963) and The Driller Killer (1979), and anything and everything 33to do with cannibals, like Cannibal Holocaust (1980). The ban nurtured a whole generation of horror fans who got off on the clandestine high of watching such films.

         The 1980s saw societal discontent in the US post-Vietnam and a recession in the UK – fertile ground for horror to flourish. And flourish it did, franchising monsters of past generations to within an inch of their licensing lives, with the boogeymen of old getting diluted with every new entry and interchangeable bodies replacing characters. The commercial success of Friday the 13th (1980) led to a boom in low-cost, high-body-count slasher films being released throughout the decade. It was a time of economic growth in the US, yuppie culture and greed chic. Everybody wanted a sweet little horror franchise. Our traditional old monsters, Daddy Dracula and Papa Frankenstein, were relegated to fuddy-duddy nostalgia. Vampires dominated the era, shifting into existentially plagued, trendy creatures, channelling both the appropriation of queer culture and the devastating blanking of the AIDS epidemic. In The Hunger (1983), Near Dark (1987) and The Lost Boys (1987), vampirism was a lifestyle choice, not a curse. Ghosts and the supernatural were prevalent, too, usually threatening the nuclear family unit, such as in The Shining (1980), Poltergeist (1982) and The Amityville Horror (1979). Horror fandom began to take shape through magazines and fanzines, most notoriously Fangoria, which has been reinvented several times over and remains a stalwart in the world of horror publishing. With boundary-pushing in the air, Canadian filmmaker David Cronenberg’s films of disease, 34desire and the existential pondering of the flesh – Rabid (1977), Videodrome (1983) and The Fly (1986), to name just a few – ushered in body horror, which permeated both the studio and the independent horror films of the decade, reconfiguring and transforming the human body into something else entirely. New takes on familiar monsters like the werewolf (An American Werewolf in London, 1981) or Dr Frankenstein (Re-Animator, 1985) lived alongside the BDSM-inflected Hellraiser (1987) or the capitalist critique Society (1989). Together with the Japanese cyberpunk body horror Tetsuo (1989), they ushered in a golden age of cheap, gory horror films.

         The 1990s saw a reinvention of horror, when it was modernised with back talk, meta-narratives and new technology. The villain of the decade was born in the form of Ghostface in Scream (1996), a masked killer who could be anyone at any time, from a slasher-obsessed teenager to a vengeful mother. The canny viral marketing of The Blair Witch Project (1999) created a new subgenre, found footage, which has continued to evolve as we add more screens into our everyday lives (and pockets). It was also the era of J-horror, the success of Ringu (1998) setting the scene for the eerie films of the 2000s, like Pulse (2001), Ju-on (2002) and Dark Water (2002) (and their Hollywood remakes). These films turned away from the exploitation fare of the previous decade and back to the supernatural influence of kaidan ghost stories, looking at the changes in Japanese society, the breakdown of traditional family structures and the shifting roles of women. Their success and distinct approach to horror, with their brutally effective soundscapes and eerily 35still ghosts, ushered in a wave of English-language remakes. Long, black-haired ghosts reigned supreme, particularly Sadako, the ghost girl in Ringu (1998; renamed ‘Samara’ in the American remake, The Ring).

         Beginning in the 2000s, South Korea has become a hot spot for horror production, melding melodrama with the supernatural in titles like A Tale of Two Sisters (2003) and Phone (2002). These films modernised the gothic. Meanwhile, the global shock of the September 11 attacks, the despair and paranoia that followed, combined with the graphic footage of torture and death that we became accustomed to through the media and the Internet, gave us horror films filled with ultraviolence, wrapped in distrust of authority and disgust with recent history. It was an international phenomenon. The American Hostel (2005), Australian export Wolf Creek (2005), Serbian co-production A Serbian Film (2010) and the films of the New French Extremity, like Haute Tension (2003), Inside (2007), Frontier(s) (2007) and Martyrs (2008), which themselves drew from a diet of political turbulence in France and American horror movies, were met with both ire and awe from international audiences for their graphic depictions of violence and sex, often intertwined. Fear of technology informed horror, too, hinting at societal collapse and a violent nihilism among young people in Japanese films like Battle Royale (2000). Our new big baddie was the moralistic, philosophising killer known as Jigsaw, of the Saw (2004) films, who believed himself to be righteous for selectively torturing people who were not living life to the fullest. The monsters of the noughties 36were just regular people, consumed with a self-imposed purpose to correct the course of humanity, sometimes with overt or subtextual eugenical bents, and the aesthetic was one of extreme pain. Vampires had their moment in the 2000s too, coinciding with a huge global recession and the cultural aftershock of Twilight (2008), with films like Underworld (2003), Let the Right One In (2008), Thirst (2009) and the American South-set vampire series True Blood (2008–14). These productions considered the structural survival of vampires, linking it overtly to unchecked capitalism.

         Television became fertile ground for horror with the long-running success of zombie series The Walking Dead (2010–22), which defies cancellation with its many spin-off shows. Both this and True Blood warmed up the scene for series like the horror anthology American Horror Story (running since 2011, and which has had multi-genre sister shows too), creepypasta anthology show Channel Zero (2016–18), monster show dripping in gothic Penny Dreadful (2014–16) and the juggernaut Stranger Things (2016–), among countless others.

         When the chronology of horror cinema is laid out in this way, we can see there is a pattern to our fears. Institutions and politics; economic booms and collapses; distrust and disenfranchisement; family, with its reformation and a shifting away from the nuclear unit; sex and desire, with their negotiations and ramifications – all rear up at different periods. The way we consume images of war, destruction and death informs our monsters. The vampire overload of the 1980s, with their overt queerness, can be 37seen as an obvious reaction to the AIDS crisis, as well as the blood-sucking behaviour of bankers. Similarly, the torture porn trend of the 2000s, with its grainy, green–yellow visuals and CCTV aesthetics, recalled the footage of soldiers torturing political prisoners.

         We go around in circles, articulating impolite or angry thoughts through monsters, flesh-eating, blood-sucking or otherwise. Monstrous archetypes are rearticulated in different eras, repurposed based on the free-floating anxiety of the time: hags and psychos with mommy issues in the 1960s, masked killers in the 1970s, vampires in the 1980s, teenagers in the 1990s. Whether we’re afraid of others or of ourselves, we make up monsters to exorcise our fears. And let’s face it: our fears make money. Hollywood is always looking to reinvent fear, to update the monster into its most lucrative form.

         The cinema of the last decade has been defined by two genres: superhero and horror. Since 2008, with the release of Iron Man, the superhero genre has shaped a landscape of blockbuster over-saturation, multiverse madness and two-parter films. Big action films, in turn, have learnt from this, attempting to make every release the Cinematic Event of the Year, every year, every quarter. Recognisable IP, in the form of remakes, requels,§ adaptations of video games, TV shows and products, is almost a prerequisite in 38a risk-averse film industry that is in constant competition with a multitude of entertainment options for the attention of a public. One of the most commercially successful film of the current decade has been Barbie (2023), which hit $1 billion in global box-office earnings barely three weeks into its theatrical run. It is a movie based on one of the most recognisable toy IPs on the planet, smooth, glossy and representative of nothing but capitalism until the movie gave Barbie a personality. Considering production budgets are matched by inflated marketing ones, big-budget films now need to make around 2.5 times their cost to break even. The big Hollywood release schedule has become so bloated it’s sprinting just to catch up with its own spending. As a result, the mid-budget, adult drama has been nearly eradicated, mostly thriving at festivals and on streaming services. 

         Meanwhile, while we’re busy complaining about the chokehold that brand recognition has on the movie business, horror has been busy creating brand-new stories and launching new storytellers who fit into this mid-budget void. This has worked out well for people like producer Jason Blum, the architect of horror-focused production hub Blumhouse, whose core business strategy is to produce films in a comfortable budget range, so that one box-office failure will not put the entire operation at risk. This way, he has created accidental franchises from low-budget original ideas, like Paranormal Activity (at the time of writing, on its seventh film), Insidious (the fifth instalment released in 2023) and The Purge (five films and a TV series). Horror has been betting low on creating its 39own new IP, testing out new filmmakers. It’s a win–win: if it works, you might have a franchise that can extend, expand and continue cashing in on that original bet; if it fails, then you move on, and it won’t bankrupt anyone. The other great producer–distributor of horror from the last decade has been American studio A24, formed in 2012, which, without strictly specialising in horror, has released a strong succession of films, including The Witch, The Blackcoat’s Daughter (2015), The Killing of a Sacred Deer (2017), Hereditary, Midsommar (2019), The Lighthouse (2019), Bodies Bodies Bodies (2022), X (2022), Pearl (2022) and Talk to Me (2022), which have come to define the post-horror vibe, trafficking in atmosphere and withholding plot details, elusive marketing and promises of Fucking Up Your Day.

         Horror has always been a lucrative genre, consistent like no other. It has a dependable audience (horror fans), as well as a clear selling point for new audiences (non-horror fans): this will scare you. The genre itself is a USP, without depending too much on movie stars or big-name directors to open movies (‘Let’s go see that new horror’ is enough, versus ‘Let’s go see the new Tom Cruise’ or ‘the new Scorsese’), which in turn makes it the best for developing and launching new stars (hello, Jenna Ortega, Daniel Kaluuya, Anya Taylor-Joy). With highs and lows, golden eras and standalone hits, it is undeniable that horror has always been a reliable genre, with a consistent return on investment. Paranormal Activity (2007) is the most successful film ever made in terms of profit, costing only $15,000 and grossing close to $200 million by the 40end of its theatrical run. Horror is also the most internationally marketable of genres, with its films now making most of their theatrical box office worldwide instead of domestically, even though it has doubled its market share in the US and Canada since 19966 (the domestic market for horror productions was 10.08 per cent in 20237). Unlike comedy, horror translates well. There is also a smaller gap between releases, with European openings often being a day before their US release, or simultaneously on streaming services. In the UK’s exhibition market, horror movies have jumped from 3 per cent of the total number of films released in cinemas in 2014 to 7 per cent in 2023, according to box-office analytics company Gower Street.

         If it’s always been this reliable, though, can I genuinely say that horror has been having a moment comparable to that of the superhero genre? Firstly, let’s get ‘elevated horror’ out of the way. This term, which I should confess at this point generates an unusual amount of bile in me, started off as a lot of evil things do: with a tweet. I’m being facetious here, because like most things that catch on, it’s very difficult to pinpoint its exact origin. The first time it appeared on social media was in May 2018, after the screening of horror short A Still Sunrise at the Cannes Film Festival. One of its actors, Jamie Lee-Hill, tweeted a promotional picture with the hashtag #elevatedhorror.8 In the same thread, he argued that it was ‘actually an intelligent drama with symbolism within the film. It won best drama at Oniros last month rather than best horror.’ Some film-industry executives have been quoted as hearing the term bandied about in meetings in the early 2010s, 41possibly after the Oscar success of Black Swan (2010). Without putting the blame on Jamie, the term caught on organically after writer–director John Krasinski referred to his own hit horror movie A Quiet Place (2018) as being inspired by the recent successful films of Jordan Peele, Robert Eggers, Jennifer Kent and Ari Aster, who had made ‘these amazing, elevated horror movies’.9 Horror, thanks in part to these breakout films, had become a critical darling, yet people refused to give it kudos. It wasn’t horror movies that were good, it was just elevated horror movies. They were the thinking man’s horror. ‘Elevated’ is smart where ‘horror’ on its own is silly. ‘Elevated’ is elegant where ‘horror’ is trash. ‘Elevated’ is cinema where ‘horror’ is exploitation. ‘Elevated’ is gourmet where ‘horror’ is fast food. To quote film critic Matt Zoller Seitz’s tweet: ‘Elevated horror is like an artisanal cheeseburger. Make the goddamn cheeseburger. If it’s delicious, nobody will care what adjective you put in front of it.’10

         However, one thing is true: something was happening in the horror scene. It was being perceived differently and, as such, it was demanding differentiation from the reputation of the genre. The debate, wrestled out in headlines, opinion pieces and Twitter spats, never quite resulted in a name everyone could agree upon. Scholar David Church analyses the different monikers this new wave of horror has been given in his book Post-Horror: Art, Genre and Cultural Elevation. It has been called ‘post-horror’, ‘smart horror’, ‘elevated horror’, ‘indie horror’ or ‘prestige horror’, without anyone, genre fans or detractors, being able to come to an agreement as to what, if anything, they can 42call this new horror sensibility without being insulting about the genre itself. During this cultural debate, which continues to this day, horror has become ‘a rhetorical straw person’, observes Church, ‘rejectable because it has been grossly over-simplified and reduced only to its “undesirable” or “unsophisticated” traits’.11 Critical acclaim for a successful horror film will compare it to any other genre, eschewing categorisation as just a horror film. This tendency also comes from filmmakers themselves, who avoid, either deliberately or instinctively, categorising their work as strictly horror: Jennifer Kent said she ‘didn’t think about genre’12 when she made The Babadook, and Jordan Peele has always described Get Out as a ‘social thriller’.13

         With this new horror output enjoying its natural cycle of cultural popularity and relevance because of the free-floating anxieties we’re experiencing – the constant threat of war, the everyday demonstrations of government corruption, the genocides that the media attempt to rebrand – how are these manifesting in the work? If our monsters tell us what we’re afraid of, why are there no true monsters any more? All the vampires are sad and horny. The zombies are masses enslaved by capitalism. The witches are busy casting spells on TikTok, and the beast now belongs to blockbusters. Controversially, this new horror of ours doesn’t have a defining monster. If horror draws us a map of our fears, what are we afraid of now? Perhaps so many of our fears have turned into realities – life imitating horror movies – that monsters have lost their meaning. Maybe it’s easier to ask: what are we not afraid of now? 43

         There’s never been a time more ripe for horror than now. My generation – that of millennials – is one of fractures. We have not had a Great War, but we’ve endured an endless string of them, bearing witness to conflicts all around the world via twenty-four-hour rolling news and the Internet, constant social media notifications about the next catastrophe erasing the very idea of peace. Every event demands a reaction, creating a cycle of conversation that leaves us in permanent crisis mode. We graduated into a recession, entered the workforce in a second one and got promoted in a third. We have seen the sneers around climate change get turned into an undeniable, crushing concern. The promises made to us by our parents, the rules we were told to follow to ensure ‘a good life’ simply do not apply any more. We have been given little and will leave next to nothing to our children. In his book of essays on horror, Danse Macabre, which I revisit often, Stephen King writes about his generation’s ripeness for the genre, the ‘war babies’, as he calls them, ‘raised in a strange circus atmosphere of paranoia, patriotism and national hubris’.14 We have no more room for hubris, no patriotism, just paranoia.

         The rise of the extreme right, the constant, muted threat of terrorism, never-ending economic strain and social instability have all but neutered our ability to be shocked. Every generation has its pitfalls, its mommy and daddy issues, its inherited trauma. We millennials are not particularly special in that regard, but we were the first generation to experience a digital transformation that has upended our understanding of communication, connection, intimacy, trust and right and wrong. We were taught a set of 44social norms and expectations that were no longer viable as soon as we entered adulthood. Gen Z, meanwhile, have been born into a collapsed society, with nobody even bothering to make promises since change has become ubiquitous, and the ever-present instability has made them more politicised by necessity. Oh, and this little issue of a global pandemic. The war babies, King recalls, ‘wanted what their parents wanted’, but that doesn’t quite apply any more. It’s not just about unstable housing markets, ever-rising inflation and corrosive loneliness. There are no more third spaces that are not utilitarian in some way; we exist alone.

         The films of the new horror are interested in what psychologist Silvan Tomkins termed the ‘negative affects’; that is, negative emotional experiences (anger, disgust, shame, anguish, fear). These movies are interested in how these emotions, scary and distressing as they are, are experienced (scholar David Church calls them ‘apprehension machines’). So, horror movies are more concerned with the personal experience of the horror rather than, say, the horror being contained in a physical monster that can be killed. There is a larger and more primal concern at play: we want to be good, but we don’t know what that means any more. I’m repeatedly struck by how many of these films are straining against someone’s obscure definition of what it is to be good. What if good is no longer an option?

         
            *

         

         Recently, horror has distorted the concept of the haunted house. Perhaps this has to do with the resurgence of a gothic sensibility in horror cinema and fiction, as observed 45by scholar Joan Hawkins, which has manifested in horror as a departure from gore, jump scares and torture, and embracing what she called ‘an aesthetics of the uncanny’:15 that is, an erasure of a clear divide between what is real and dreamt, what is familiar and unfamiliar, what is safe and what is dangerous. Or, perhaps, our experiences have twisted our understanding of the house. Our idea of home and safety has corroded and left something new behind, something paranoid and untrustworthy. A haunted house need not be a creaky mansion any more. It could be a studio flat in Madrid or a bedroom in a house share in Dalston, a refugee home in Tilbury or a family home in Nanterre.

         The house, haunted or simply unnerving, has been a staple of horror movies since the very beginning, since the confusing, convoluted staircases of The Old Dark House (1932). A direct descendant of gothic literature, a creepy-looking house can be an oppressive force in a horror film, from the breathing doors of The Haunting (1963), the infamous haunting/con of The Amityville Horror (1979) and the threatening tricksters in Poltergeist down to the chilling McMansions of Paranormal Activity. The home is the safest place, a respite and a nest. What is a house, if not the promise of a home? If it is invaded, defiled or haunted, where do we go?

         One of the ways the house has been twisted by horror is by making it into a repository of memories, resentments and fixations. ‘Architecture, more than any other artform, allows us not only to express the transcendence of our hopes and the prison of our fears – but also to 46live in them,’16 writes author and journalist Kevin Sites, whose reflection was written well before the contemporary housing crisis and our changed relationship with the home post-pandemic, but which holds within it this idea of unbelonging. Housing has been slowly crumbling into the wrecked state we find it in now. At the time of writing, we are in the midst of grappling with a crisis that has been decades in the brewing: unregulated rents skyrocketing, insecure tenancies, and home ownership unaffordable for most. Every day I hear and read horror stories about renting and ownership alike. People forced out of their flats, unable to afford gouging rents. Haunted-house films explore the dichotomy of home versus house. I have never owned, and likely might never own, a house. It was never a particular goal of mine either. The idea of a home was separate from home ownership, however, not least because the latter carried with it the crushing anxiety of debt, which is a ghost in its own way.

         In 1959, Shirley Jackson wrote in her novel The Haunting of Hill House that the titular building ‘was a house without kindness, never meant to be lived in’.17 So are the haunted houses of contemporary horror. They are no longer solely the creaking mansions of old; it’s now shabby rentals and new builds as much as it is centuries-old buildings of faded grandeur. When these old houses are revisited, however, it is frequently to examine past evils or ever-present ones: those in Get Out and Raging Grace (2023) are living relics of white supremacy, while in Under the Shadow (2016) and His House (2020), their inhabitants are forced to stay inside their flats and wage supernatural 47war as a very real one happens outside. Labour and grief intersect with the immigrant experience in Nanny (2022) and Most Beautiful Island (2017). Natalie Erika James’s Relic (2020) sees three generations of women in their corrosive family home, which changes shape depending on who walks through it. The Conjuring franchise expands on the adventures of the Warrens, as they visit paranormally plagued houses and solve supernatural conundrums, and the Insidious series, from the same filmmakers, visits a netherworld that exists parallel to our world, same layout but different existential plane. Both franchises are built on a haunted-house foundation. The classic gothic house gets reimagined in Crimson Peak (2015). A house becomes an untrustworthy place, a place of grief in The Night House (2020) and a child’s nightmare in Skinamarink (2022).

         Mike Flanagan adapted Jackson’s classic novel into a ten-episode series of the same name for Netflix (2018), in which one family’s trauma interlocks with their arrival at a house that poisons its inhabitants into destroying themselves. In the series, the characters from Jackson’s novel, who were strangers being experimented on, have become a family of siblings with the shared experience of growing up in the most haunted house in America. The Crain family – mom, dad and five kids – are in the business of flipping houses. Their purchase of a mansion somewhere in Massachusetts, with its mocking grandeur, surveilling windows and lion-shaped doorknobs, is their golden ticket to building their ‘dream home’. A haunted house as business opportunity. Flanagan’s characters are cursed as soon as they walk through the doors of Hill House. 48

         Jumping between the Crains’ childhood experiences and their troubled adulthoods, Hill House literalises the poisonous hold of unaddressed trauma. The series is populated with ghosts in the background, static, pale figures lurking in corners, unmoving but ever present. Flanagan’s ghosts are solid. The Crain family live their lives around them, the children playing, the parents arguing, without ever noticing the presence of the spectres. By not seeing them, by ignoring them, they inadvertently give them access. These are phantoms conjured by the Crains themselves, ‘personal manifestations for the people they haunt’.18 The children, like all children, are acutely aware of the malignancy surrounding them but do not have the vocabulary to name it, nor yet the world-weariness to fear it. As adults, they are haunted by their own ghost, the suicide of their mother, which they were unsuccessfully shielded from by their father.

         Flanagan’s work is mostly concerned with emotional fractures, often those created by families, with horror seeping into the cracks and destroying them from within. In The Haunting of Hill House, the five Crain siblings each clumsily process death and grief in their own way: Steve and Shirley, the eldest siblings, make use of it, with Shirley being a mortician and Steve writing accounts of similar hauntings; Theo isolates herself from almost all human connection due to her crippling psychic abilities; Luke spends his adulthood in and out of drug addiction; and Eleanor succumbs to her depression and mania, her own suicide foreshadowed to her in the form of the terrifying Bent-Neck Lady. In The Haunting of Bly Manor, Flanagan remixes The Turn of the 49Screw and other Henry James stories into a gothic romance about doomed love and a found family brought together, again, by a house that will become their undoing. And he begins and ends The Fall of the House of Usher with the derelict, decrepit house of Roderick and Madeline Usher, ambitious, unscrupulous siblings who escape the home they consider to be beneath them in order to change the world via the method of complete corporate dominance. So consumed are they with legacy they make a supernatural deal that dooms every single one of their descendants to a gruesome death. Their debt finally paid off, the house of Usher collapses. Flanagan’s haunted houses are repositories of tragedy and trauma.

         
            *

         

         What is a haunting, if not a rumour? In her debut novel Tell Me I’m Worthless, author Alison Rumfitt reimagines the haunted house as a living, scheming, hateful being, absorbing and responding to a hateful environment. Riffing on Shirley Jackson, she writes that ‘no living organism can continue to exist compassionately under conditions of absolute fascism’.19 With one sentence she fills the very foundation of the house with a nationalistic bile that keeps it upright. The house in her book is alive. It has a name, Albion, and was built – ‘fully formed, ready, ravenous’ – on ground filled with corpses. Albion feeds on and regurgitates violence, bringing out the worst in every person who steps foot in it, breaking them apart and putting them back together in bloody, aberrant form. Its power remains even when its walls do not: ‘Long after the House is gone, it’s there’ is the first line of the book 50and the conclusion of the story: even without its walls, the haunted house remains.

         I think of Hill House and Albion when I think of houses that eat their living occupants, and the promise of a home that may never come true for many people. Home not as ownership but as a safe haven. This despondency that many of us feel may be at the heart of our changing relationship with the haunted house. Is a home not a promise of safety? Only if you’re lucky.

         Author Carmen Maria Machado distils an elemental truth of the haunted house in her experimental memoir In the Dream House: ‘A house is never apolitical. It is conceived, constructed, occupied and policed by people with power, needs and fears.’20 The political, then, has become not just allegory, but the horror itself. Paris Zarcilla’s Raging Grace knows this. There is anger pulsing through every word of Zarcilla’s debut, informed by a political landscape so morally rancid it can only be articulated through a gothic horror story. In the film, Joy (Max Eigenmann), a Filipino immigrant mother, moves from house to house in London (house to house, never home to home), hiding her daughter Grace in a suitcase and working for cash under the table. A job comes up in a secluded mansion that is owned by a bed-ridden Mr Garrett, who is revealed to be a decrepit embodiment of a colonial past: superficially pleasant, but corroded. He has a warped fetish for Filipino women, like the woman who was his caretaker when he was a child, and whom he still keeps in a glass box in the attic. His pleasantness, anchored by his infirmity and an old-world politeness that appears charming at first, is, in 51fact, a stealth operation. There is poison in his eyes and in his words.

         Raging Grace and Nanny, writer–director Nikyatu Jusu’s debut film, both deal with this particular poison – white supremacy and the legacies of colonialism – and translate it into the language of horror. The films’ protagonists, the Senegalese Aisha (Anna Diop) in Nanny and the Filipino Joy in Raging Grace, are both domestic workers, both mothers and both undocumented immigrants who are taken advantage of by their employers, white liberal folk who perform empathy with a careless prowess. Aisha’s employers pay her the bare minimum, often forget her payments and even try to talk her out of getting paid. Their wilful ignorance of their responsibilities to someone in their employ is subtle in its toxicity; they appear to see themselves as helping her. Raging Grace’s Joy, meanwhile, is offered room and board in a mansion in exchange for cleaning and taking care of Mr Garrett. We spend much time with her and her riotous daughter, exploring the dusty nooks and crannies of the house. But while Joy and Aisha seem to have a degree of independence within these houses, they are not inhabiting them by choice; these are white homes and will never be anything other than their places of work. The two women are not confused by this, but their employers, with their faux-liberal sentiments, try to pass a workplace off as a home, blurring the lines to benefit themselves.

         Both Nanny and Raging Grace privilege the points of view of characters traditionally reduced to the background. We see through the coded language of their employers, who see themselves as progressive. The supernatural 52elements Aisha interacts with – the West African spirits Anansi the Spider and Mami Wata – are perceived as evil because that’s how horror films have taught us to read them, but Jusu subverts our assumptions, because the spirits are there to assist Aisha, urging her ‘rebirth’ to help her endure. Jusu adapts the imagery of West African spirits to explore the isolation and grief that Aisha experiences while living in New York, trying to earn more to send to her son, who has remained in Senegal. The house, in this case, is an Upper East Side apartment, and the supernatural forces are trying to help, not extinguish, her. They’re her connection to her old home.

         Whiteness underpinning a house’s malevolence informs Remi Weekes’s His House (2020) too, which features a couple, Rial (Wunmi Mosaku) and Bol (Ṣọpẹ Dìrísù), who are South Sudanese refugees in the UK stuck in a government-issued council house they are unable to leave, even after they experience disturbing events. There are apparitions of the victims of their treacherous journey to the UK, the people who fell behind and never made it. The origin of their haunting is their shame, both for the things they had to do to make the journey and for leaving others behind. The immigrant’s haunting. Their inner turmoil and the abrasive condescension of their new, all-white environment corrode the house: the layers of wallpaper peel away, holes appear in every room. The house Rial and Bol are given can never be a home. When things start going awry, moving out is not an option. They have to make peace with their ghosts.

         
            *

         

         53In November 2023, a study published by a group of researchers from Yale University and the Icahn School of Medicine indicated that trauma is processed by a different part of the brain from the one that processes memories. While neutral, sad and happy memories are organised and contextualised by the hippocampus, traumatic ones are processed by the posterior cingulate cortex, which is known to be the region of the brain that handles introspection. Traumatic memories, the study indicated, are not processed as memories, but as ‘present experiences’,21 re-experienced and relived when triggered. Trauma is a trapped memory, experienced over and over again as if it were happening right now. What is a haunting, if not a trapped memory? King wrote, way back in 1978, that horror is a ‘rehearsal for our own deaths’.22 Mike Flanagan’s characters are, across his work, made to cruelly, inescapably bear witness to their own deaths. Hauntings are cyclical, much like trauma. Flanagan is intrigued by the life cycle of trauma and how it attaches itself to the body. In Hill House, when the Crains flee their haunted mansion, they leave their mother behind, her body and her fractured mind. The exact circumstances of her death are not revealed until the penultimate episode, but we spend much time witnessing its repercussions, the way it tears the family apart. In Flanagan’s work, the house is a body, poisoned by fear and rotted with grief. Olivia (Carla Gugino) and Nellie Crain (Victoria Pedretti), mother and daughter, are chewed up by the same madness and meet the same end. Their perception of reality is porous, poisoned by the house’s malevolent interference. In The 54Haunting of Bly Manor, the anger of a long-gone woman attaches itself to a house and to living people, dragging them into the lake to die. Other films explore the same, sticky paranormal: in Paranormal Activity, the haunted protagonist, Katie (Katie Featherston), is mocked for her belief in an entity that has attached itself to her; and Rial, from His House, sees distorted visions of the little girl she had to leave behind when they escaped. By contrast, in Under the Shadow (2016), the real-life horror of the Iraq–Iran conflict becomes the oppressive backdrop for a violent haunting – no helpful spirits here. Despite urging from her husband and others, dropout medical student and mother Shideh (Narges Rashidi) refuses to abandon Tehran and her home, even when a missile pierces her building. A malignant presence begins terrorising her and her daughter Dorsa. Their flat and the building become a war zone of their own, dark and misty, with mother and daughter often tricked into mistrusting each other. In the film’s most effective sequence, they are stuck under a seemingly never-ending bedsheet. This invasive evil (in this case, a djinn, a Middle Eastern demonic presence that ‘travels through the wind until it finds someone it can possess’) is a constant. It is a cyclical infection.

         Natalie Erika James’s Relic uses a house to make vivid the feeling of the unfamiliar. Freud’s unheimlich is in the wallpaper of its central, unwelcoming house. Relic’s story concerns three generations of women, with the matriarch slowly descending into dementia, and her adult daughter returning to an indifferent home with her own young daughter in tow. James took inspiration from Mark 55Z. Danielewski’s 2000 novel House of Leaves, an experimental, multi-perspective novel compiled by a tattoo artist who is obsessed with an academic text about a film that doesn’t exist; written by a blind man, now deceased, the text features annotations by his mother. The book is impossible to adapt faithfully to the screen, as much depends on the book’s format itself, on the typesetting and colours, but it has had a noticeable influence on the unreliable architecture of the contemporary haunted house. In Relic, Edna’s house widens and narrows at will, revealing a hidden corridor with rotting walls and dripping black bile. The second season of Channel Zero, a TV series adapted from online horror stories known as creepypasta, was subtitled No-End House and has at its core a house that cannibalises anyone who enters. At first presenting as a traditional creepy old mansion, the house is a living being, eating away at your memories and repurposing them to create bespoke nightmares. The house will do anything it can, use everything it knows about you to keep you inside.

         In the Insidious films, which started in 2010 and whose latest entry is Insidious: The Red Door (2023), there are two houses, each representing a different realm, overlapping one another. The first is the home of the Lamberts, in midtown Los Angeles; the second holds the Further, a space between life and death where trapped souls relive their deaths, on repeat, forever. The Further is pure darkness, illuminated only by the lamp of patriarch Josh Lambert (Patrick Wilson) and the eyes of the trapped souls in this realm, ‘a world far beyond our own, yet it’s all around us, a place without time as we know it’. In 56Sinister (2012), a true-crime author relocates his family to the site of a murder, ostensibly to write his comeback book. Instead, he finds a box of snuff films, a filmography of entire families being murdered in grotesque fashion. He watches the films, over and over again, never thinking it could happen to him. Spoiler alert: it does. He lives long enough to learn that it was the kids all along. His own daughter, inspired (or possessed) by an ancient demon, Bughuul, has poisoned him. In the end, Bughuul lifts up the girl, not quite alive nor dead, in his arms and takes her away to somewhere undefined, into that unsteady space where nightmares live.

         His House, Insidious and Sinister interweave memory and space intriguingly, with two worlds layered over one another, visible only if one chooses to pay attention to their existence, and populated by bad-vibes ghosts. In the former, Rial and Bol, at risk of deportation, cannot leave, though not for want of trying; in the latter films, the families are white, but not moneyed. They do not have the possibility of leaving their haunted premises, because they cannot afford to. They are stuck with their ghosts. Their memories, their pain and their fears are imprinted on their homes and everyone in them. The family home in horror films is the site of hauntings; the poison drips through. These homes are broken, haunted, corrosive. They are not the lair of monsters any more; they are their incubators.

         
            *

         

         Horror – and, arguably, most media – has over the last decade been obsessively concerned with looking inwards, with unresolved issues, with inherited, generational issues, 57with trauma. Trauma is the maker of monsters, and the term, which has grown in popularity over the last ten years, has become increasingly elastic. In 2022, Vox called it ‘the word of the decade’,23 with terms like ‘trauma’, ‘gaslight’, ‘victim’ and ‘love-bombing’ becoming so commonplace that psychologists have worried that this phenomenon of ‘trauma talk’ might downplay serious mental-health issues by diagnosing everyday experiences and overusing clinical terminology.24

         At its most cynical, horror has taken this cultural obsession and packaged it into a plot point that can easily lift a sub-par narrative into the ill-defined realms of ‘elevated horror’. The trauma plot that has permeated all forms of pop culture, from celebrity memoirs to series, has infected genre, too. Cover up lacklustre character development with some trauma talk, and we’ve got ourselves a discourse-friendly horror movie, baby. The box-office juggernaut Smile (2022) quite literally has a trauma monster, which appears as a humongous, skinless creature, with several rows of teeth protruding from a jaw within a jaw within a jaw, like some grotesque matryoshka. It is a shape-shifting, demon-esque creature that creates whatever illusion will push a character over the edge and into murder and suicide. And it is inescapable.

         David Gordon Green’s Halloween trilogy, which encompasses Halloween (2018), Halloween Kills (2021) and Halloween Ends (2022), presumes to investigate the same inevitability of violence. In the first, Michael Myers’s original survivor, Laurie Strode (Jamie Lee Curtis), is living in self-imposed exile, a sort of serial-killer survivalist, 58consumed by preparing herself for her brother–killer– boogeyman to return. The second instalment is concerned with the reverberations of the Myers killings on the small town of Haddonfield, with secondary and tertiary survivors reuniting every year to commemorate the loss they suffered. In the final outing, Laurie is supposedly healed from both the decades-old trauma of her attempted murder and the new one of her daughter’s murder (a healing which manifests as a fresh haircut, a new wardrobe and a memoir), but the town won’t forgive her for getting them into this mess. But, as author Alison Rumfitt points out in Dazed, ‘if [these films] even are about trauma, then they are only about the trauma of certain people’.25 David Gordon Green’s clumsy approach to the tentacled grasp of generational trauma was duly criticised for being superficial. Laurie’s trauma matters because she is the final girl – the white, able-bodied, cis final girl.

         The trauma of the titular boogeyman of Candyman (2021) doesn’t matter either. He is a villain who doesn’t really exist, because he’s not really a villain, and he’s not one person. He is made up of rumours and symbols, a composite of urban legends and the collective memories of the film’s characters, who themselves remember the events of 1992’s Candyman, itself an interpretation of a Clive Barker short story. Barker’s story was set in Leeds, in the abandoned Spector Street Estate. Both of the bigscreen adaptations transplant the story to Chicago’s Near North Side, onto the real-life housing project of CabriniGreen, which was demolished in 2011 after decades of deprivation, political pawning and heavy association with 59organised crime and violence. Candyman (1992)’s monster comes from a legend passed down through murmurs by Cabrini-Green residents. According to the tale, a nineteenth-century Black painter by the name of Daniel Robitaille (Tony Todd) fell in love with the daughter of a wealthy white man, for which he was tortured and killed by a mob of enraged white people, who cut off his working hand and covered him in honeycomb so he would get stung to death by bees. His body was burnt on the site that would become the Cabrini-Green estate. In death, Robitaille becomes Candyman, a spectre who can be summoned if his name is said out loud five times. A ghost trapped in a place, Candyman belongs to Cabrini-Green and Cabrini-Green belongs to Candyman. His legend must be preserved. His reign of terror over the place serves as a reminder of past pain and as a cautionary tale.

         There is no single Candyman in Candyman (2021), and because of this not a single trauma that can be exhumed. He is the painter Daniel Robitaille, once again played by Tony Todd, who embodied him in the original film. He is also the artist Anthony McCoy (Yahya Abdul-Mateen II), recently moved into a luxury apartment in a newly gentrified Cabrini-Green, who collates the traumas of long-time residents as a source of inspiration for his art. Anthony is a tourist, and Nia DaCosta’s Candyman trades on the promise of turning him, brutally, into a new Candyman. A single bee sting on his hand hardens his skin, covering it in boils. Candyman is ever present, even if he isn’t. The horror of Candyman is the horror of inevitability, the knowledge that even after one unjust death, there will be 60others. Candyman’s only weapon is to spread his story throughout Cabrini-Green and beyond. ‘Tell everyone,’ he whispers at the end of the film. Trauma keeps the monster alive.

         
            *

         

         Trauma and nostalgia go hand in hand, and nostalgia is key to the houses of horror. Originally described as ‘a neurological disease of essentially demonic cause’ by the Swiss medical student who coined the term back in 1688, it has since been repurposed as an affliction specific to immigrants (‘immigrant psychosis’), a form of ‘melancholia’ or a ‘mentally repressive compulsive disorder’. Nostalgia causes a physical reaction, usually a positive, soothing one. It serves as an emotional pacifier, helping stave off loneliness and negative feelings by focusing the mind on memories of more pleasant times in the past. However, nostalgia is also rooted in a sense of lack. The word comes from the Greek nostos (‘homecoming’) and algos (‘pain’), and can often be triggered by a sense of loss. Lured into a space, an aesthetic we are familiar with and associate with a fond memory, we are made more vulnerable, ripe for frights. Horror movies about haunted houses tap into a horrifying nostalgia, a sense of being lost, trapped in a place that is both familiar and unfamiliar, that never dies, never ends; it just is.

         It’s no surprise, given the constant reminders of the horrors of war, pandemics and climate change that we face on social media and the news every day, that nostalgia has become so marketable over the last decade. It has since become a buzzword, a fashion trend, an aesthetic. 61We are sold clothes that remind us of decades-old trends. Old technology is upcycled into decorative objects. And movies and series have made nostalgia into an aesthetic. Nostalgia has always been, in a way, embedded into horror. Nostalgia in filmmaking has often operated on a thirty-year cycle, as filmmakers grow up and try to replicate their childhood memories of life and cinema through their work. In the 1970s, films such as Grease, Back to the Future and American Graffiti gave an idealised, glossy image of life in the 1950s and ’60s. In the 2010s, films across the spectrum of genre, but especially horror, have looked back and idealised the 1980s and ’90s, from It: Chapter One and Two (2017 and 2019), Summer of 84 (2018), Fear Street (2021) and The Final Girls (2015) to the series Stranger Things (2016–), Brand New Cherry Flavour (2021) and Archive 81 (2022), to name but a few. The Duffer brothers’ Stranger Things combines the 1980s storytelling of Stephen King and Steven Spielberg, wrapped in a slick, visual nostalgia to create a TV juggernaut. The story of a group of kids caught in a cosmic battle with a shadow world that exists underneath their own, Stranger Things capitalised on the double-edged sword of nostalgia: the quaint memory and the darkness that lurks just underneath it. It’s selling us poisoned milk.

         Analog horror has emerged in parallel to this commercially packaged nostalgia, largely online and mostly made with no budget by very young filmmakers. Unlike Stranger Things, which uses the iconography of the past as comfort, analog horror traffics in nostalgia as the source of its horror. This Internet-born subgenre sits somewhere 62between an oddly compelling extension of nostalgia horror and a contradiction of it. Most of the proponents of analog horror are too young to recall the technology that their work is echoing, so they are not using it as a vehicle for talking about how much better things were ‘back in the day’. Rather, they are imagining what it must be like to remember through technology that is different to what they’ve grown up with. It is not a vision of their childhood, in the way that nostalgia horror is; they are using visual elements of nostalgia horror to tap into something more primal and fundamentally eerie. In his book The Weird and the Eerie, critic and philosopher Mark Fisher defines the eerie by absence, as that feeling that happens ‘either when there is something present where there should be nothing, or there is nothing present when there should be something’.26 Analog horror filmmakers are fabricating images they have seen only through other screens, channelling their uncanniness and eeriness, without being burdened by the emotionality of memory.

         In Internet aesthetics, liminal spaces are in-between places, observed out of context, familiar but slightly off. Something is noticeably weird but indescribable, a ‘perturbation’, as defined by Fisher, a feeling of ‘wrongness’. Although liminality has long been a known concept in literary theory, in the hands (and cameras) of horror filmmakers, it has its own unique meaning. Analog horror has evolved from simple subversions of the familiar corporate imagery (like putting a digital filter on Ronald McDonald or Mickey Mouse, transforming them into something a bit disturbing, a bit off) into a subgenre that is primarily 63concerned with the intersection of memory, technology and space. Technology, in the hands and liftetimes of analog horror filmmakers, is a constant. As is uncertainty. When analog horror reimagines the haunted house, it imagines it as a space devoid of memory.

         Sometimes, though, a home is not a literal one, but the memory of one. Kyle Edward Ball’s Skinamarink attempts to recreate the liminality of a haunted home on film, a haunting without ghosts or explanation, the very feeling of a haunting. The plot is sparse: two little children wake up in the middle of the night to find their parents gone. As they wander around their house, doors and windows disappear one by one. Their house stops being a house. An incorporeal voice gives morbid instructions (‘Put a knife in your eye’). The children themselves are disembodied, as we never see their faces. Critics of the film said that nothing happened – and that’s true. Fans were terrified by the intense, nostalgic fear it conjured up – and they’re also right. Ball’s film grew out as a feature-film extension of the work he was producing for his YouTube channel, Bitesized Nightmares,27 where he created films based on commenters’ nightmares, curious about some of the recurring imagery total strangers described. ‘I’d had a nightmare when I was little,’ he said in an interview. ‘I was in my parents’ house, my parents were missing, and there was a monster. And lots of people have shared this exact same dream.’28

         In May 2019, a user on 4chan’s /x/ board posted an image of a nondescript, empty office space, bathed in yellowish fluorescent lighting and with wallpapered walls 64and carpeted floors. The accompanying text said that if you ‘no-clipped out of reality’,¶ you’d end up in this space, where ‘it’s nothing but the stink of old moist carpet, the madness of mono-yellow, the endless background noise of fluorescent lights at maximum hum-buzz, and approximately six hundred million square miles of randomly segmented empty rooms to be trapped in. God save you if you hear something wandering around nearby, because it sure as hell has heard you.’ The image in this anonymously posted text was christened The Backrooms and later became its own subreddit, with over 257,000 users at the time of writing. Online, users shared images, maps, drawings and stories of different spaces, creating elaborate backstories and plot lines for The Backrooms image.

         There have been many Internet boogeymen, experiments in the early days of digital technology and primitive social media channels, but never an Internet haunted place quite like The Backrooms. The liminal space itself as the boogeyman might be the most intriguing and revealing of our digital and IRL fears. It does not ask us to do anything, unlike chain emails (‘Send this to twenty friends or you’ll die tonight!’), it doesn’t have a jump scare or monster (like Slenderman, the faceless man who asks you to kill for him), nor does it traffic in disgust (like the shock sites of the early Internet or the idea of ‘red rooms’, secret locations on the dark web where nefarious crimes were 65being committed and streamed). In his book The Poetics of Space, philosopher Gaston Bachelard writes that ‘all corners are haunted, if not inhabited’.29 In this way, the haunting quality of The Backrooms makes sense only in the language of horror and memory. There is no monster in these images, but they’re still scary, threatening even. For some, the possibility of a monster is enough. For others, the idea of an endless nothing is the true terror, or, in the case of the Internet, an endless, aphysical world that is ever present but never truly knowable in its entirety. 

         Following the original posting of the Backrooms image, people posted their own versions of it, either real photographs or manipulated ones, propelling into mainstream popularity the aesthetic of liminal spaces. These were urban and rural landscapes, designed for human use but ‘partially emptied of humans’.30 In September 2022, the original image was expanded into a short film of the same name by teenager Kane Parsons. During its nine minutes, an unnamed cameraman is somehow transported into The Backrooms, into the same yellow-tinted office space from that first anonymously posted image. He walks around in circles, each wall somehow identical and yet different from the previous one, each turn taking him further and also closer; a drop to a level down actually takes him back up again. Fire-escape doors lead to stairs that end in walls, windows into buildings. Fluorescent lights don’t allow darkness anywhere. This threatening emptiness is interrupted by what looks like a child’s sketch of a monster. Liminal spaces traffic in disquiet. Because we want our world to be organised, this horror finds fear in the lack of 66boundaries. These places haunt us like poorly remembered pasts. This horror takes the shape not of a boogeyman, but of a place we cannot leave.

         Through The Backrooms (both the short and the original image) and analog horror, I cannot help but recall the intense, near-haunting isolation of the COVID-19 pandemic. I lived alone during the lockdowns. The first time around, I didn’t speak to another person face to face for six weeks. The familiar setting of the apartment I was living in transformed into something unfamiliar. The walls warped around me. The same, but different, like the colour settings had been adjusted. When I walked around, alone, some pockets of London became their own liminal space, emptied of its usual, angry busyness.

         Most analog horror lives online, on YouTube, like Ball’s efforts prior to Skinamarink, which has had a relatively traditional release and reception. The Mandela Catalogue (2021), a series created by Alex Kister, then eighteen and living in his parents’ house in Wisconsin, takes the form of informational videos about a supernatural threat, made for the citizens of the fictional Mandela County. There is no cast, no budget. Much like Skinamarink, Kister cuts up locations into elements – a staircase, a corridor, a door – to create the sense of unreality. Deeply affected by the isolation of the pandemic, he ‘wanted to focus on losing that sense of security’.31

         What is left to do, stuck inside a house with danger outside, distrusting your body and those of others, other than retreat into memory? Skinamarink lulls us into a sense of fuzzy comfort or distress. The soundscape is full of hissing 67and humming, like ‘an old, scratched-up re-taping of a film that wasn’t preserved from the ’70s’,32 and it’s constant. The sparse dialogue is barely audible, like a whisper into the nape of your neck. Extended shots look at the corners of a house, at cartoons playing on a TV, underneath a bed. Skinamarink ends on a face, or something resembling one, peering out from the endless black. We’re made to watch darkness, the film cutting to black often, and for extended periods, until we are left wishing for a scare to interrupt it. When it does, it’s piercing.

         I wrote part of this book in someone else’s house: the house of a horror filmmaker, to be precise. I wandered around the rooms the night I arrived; all the surfaces were littered with decorative skulls, pictures and mementos. I wrote some of these words at the desk where she writes her nightmares, with one of the characters I was writing about staring back at me from a poster on her wall. I was acutely aware that I was in someone else’s house, and how unfamiliar it all was. I imagined being trapped inside someone else’s house. Both welcoming and eerie at once. I wanted the house to be haunted.

         During the quiet hours of self-isolation, I thought a lot about the flat I grew up in, which I have not visited in years. My parents no longer live there, and I moved out when I was a teenager. In my mind, I visit it, walking down the near-dark corridor. I look down at the children’s park visible from my bedroom window, with its modernist concrete benches. In the night, they glisten. Memories collapse into each other, sometimes translated into images I’ve inserted from movies. The house of Skinamarink has 68no point of connection to the flat I grew up in, but the corridor seems to be the same one I dreaded walking down in the dark. I try to visit that park again, pixelated and zoomed in, using Google Maps – new technology that is as fuzzy as my memories. The benches still glisten.

         The pandemic fractured many things, including our fears. Our horror is interested in fractures and cycles. During the pandemic, horror streaming service Shudder reported record numbers of new subscriptions,33 and the most watched film on streaming was Contagion (2011), Steven Soderbergh’s meticulous anatomy of the spread of a new virus. When we were forced to stay indoors, our fears of disease and death ran wild, while at the same time the comfort of home was transformed into a trap that we could not escape.

         Author Carmen Maria Machado wrote that ‘you can wound air as cleanly as you can wound flesh’,34 and in her words I see how today’s houses of horror hold these wounds, too. The ghosts peer through the cracks in the walls. This is contemporary horror’s fracture: the absence of a home. Our home isn’t ours; it is a poisonous space, infecting us with nightmares, it is the monster that swallows us whole.

         The house becomes not our refuge, but our enclosure. ‘Are you dreaming too?’ asks Olivia Crain in The Haunting of Hill House, desperate to escape the madness that’s infected her, ill-meaning ghosts seeding paranoia in her mind. What is cinema if not a shared dream, and horror a shared nightmare?

         Let me ask again: tell me, what scares you the most?
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            * I have not interrogated this in therapy, because that’s what this book and pubs are for.

            † I was an extremely cool child.

            ‡ And if you don’t: hello, how did you end up picking up this book? DM me.

            § As concisely described in Scream V (2022), a requel sits somewhere between a sequel and a reboot of a familiar franchise, aiming to bring in new fans unfamiliar with the original, while not angering its existing fanbase, by merging ‘new main characters but supported by, and related to, legacy characters’.

            ¶ A video-game expression that refers to an unexplained break from physical reality, entering a different arena that isn’t governed by the same logical laws.
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         On a rainy evening in 2022, in an anonymously cool event space in Shoreditch, east London, I ate a piece of Jackie Taylor.

         It was at an influencer event for Yellowjackets (2021–), where they served us Jackie. It took place just before the airing of the second, much-anticipated season of the show about a team of high-school football players stranded in the wilderness after a forced plane landing. The show is trendy, half set in the nineties, and heavy with promises of girl-on-girl cannibalism. The guest list was a combination of journalists and TikTok-ers, all of us invited to an industrial space that had been transformed into a theme-park version of the wilderness, echoing the place where the characters from Yellowjackets were trapped. There were pink Converse sneakers strewn under fake ferns, parts of a crashed aeroplane dotted aesthetically around, wrecked open suitcases and canapés served atop carefully arranged pine needles. After the cocktail-lubricated screening of the first episode, which ends with Shauna nibbling on the ear of a very dead and very frozen Jackie, we returned to the main area, to a table with a teenage-girl-shaped body with an enormous red, anatomically correct heart laid atop its stomach. The face and torso were covered in sugar snow, leaving only the legs and arms visible. No one made an announcement, but the implication was clear: we were 72invited to eat her. For a few minutes, all of us stood around, daring someone else to take the first bite. We inched closer to the body, cameras at the ready, until someone broke off a toe and ate it.

         It was red velvet cake.

         Shortly after, an event crew member with a knife approached the body and started slicing. First the feet, then the thighs, until Cake Jackie’s legs were all cut up into generously sized portions. The oversized heart was halved and both sections laid out, sugary and inviting. Someone stuck her hand into Cake Jackie’s leg, pulling out a big portion. I ripped off Cake Jackie’s thumb and popped it in my mouth. Too much sugar frosting. Waiters came out offering ear-shaped canapés. For one evening, we were all invited to be cannibals, licking the frosting off our fingers after we took a bite of teenager-shaped cake.

         Cannibals are everywhere, consuming pop culture: there’s Julia Ducournau’s debut feature Raw (2016), about a teenage girl embracing her true appetites; before then, Karyn Kusama’s Jennifer’s Body (2009), about a demon-possessed teenage girl who devours boys (and girls); the TV adaptation Hannibal (2013–15), about the gourmet cannibal, part-time psychotherapist and full-time serial killer Hannibal Lecter; the suburban sitcom Santa Clarita Diet (2017–19), which turned Drew Barrymore from a realtor into a partially deceased cannibal; while in an episode of Game of Thrones, Arya Stark feeds the children of [redacted] to [redacted] as revenge for [redacted]. In 2022 alone, there was Fresh, which added a new flesh-eating level of hellscape to contemporary dating 73culture; the teen romantic drama Bones and All, about two young runaway cannibals who fall in love as they grapple with the weight of their appetites; and German horror film Family Dinner, about a girl seeking weightloss help from her nutritionist aunt, only to discover that the secret to her aunt’s slimness is human flesh. The same year, Netflix released the glossified true-crime drama Dahmer – Monster: The Jeffrey Dahmer Story,* starring Evan Peters as the titular serial killer who murdered seventeen men and consumed parts of their bodies (the show quickly became the most-watched Netflix series of all time, and the streamer released a companion true-crime documentary the same week, titled Conversations with a Killer: The Jeffrey Dahmer Tapes). And then, of course, there was Yellowjackets, the series where a group of girls experience a foundational, traumatic ordeal which may or may not, but totally does, involve cannibalism.

         Many dubbed 2022 as the year of the cannibal, from Vogue1 to the Guardian2 and Rolling Stone.3 Author Chelsea G. Summers, whose own novel A Certain Hunger (2020) is an ornate portrait of a cannibalistic food critic who kills and eats her ex-lovers, wrote in Vogue: ‘We’ve held up cannibalism – more than torture, more than murder, and far more than rape – as the defining inhumane act.’ When cannibalism appears in popular culture, it is as a question of survival, depravity or symbolism. In horror, 74it has usually been depicted as an act of uncivilised savagery, a mindset deeply rooted in a colonial world view that informed the ‘cannibal boom’ of the 1970s and ’80s, or as a symptom of incorrigible depravity, mostly appearing in psychological horror that deals with serial killers. Then why, amidst horror’s most recent wave of popularity and profitability, of zombie and vampire oversaturation, of melancholic and existential horror, have books, films and television, horror, rom-coms and sitcoms turned to the cannibal? 

         Zombies’ hunger is mindless, entirely unthinking, all about survival. Vampires have traditionally been presented in one of two variants: the heirs of Nosferatu’s Count Orlock are more animal than human, silent and unquestionably horrid to look at, while Dracula’s children of the night are the usual fare, slick and sensual, even when they’re killing, eating and fucking their way through the centuries. Both monster types have experienced periods of oversaturation, with zombies becoming more and more of a digital horde and zombie movies aligning more with action and war films than straight horror. Vampires, meanwhile, have largely become bored, languid creatures, ponderous and eternally sad. Boo-hoo – it’s so tough to be pretty and live forever. With both of them taking a back seat somewhat in the 2010s, there was space for a new monster, one more aligned with our wants, desires and taboos.

         The why of this cultural obsession with cannibalism, with eating, with consuming, with devouring and being devoured, is in direct contradiction to our increased 75awkwardness around sex and intimacy. In her essay in Electric Literature, ‘There’s Nothing Scarier Than a Hungry Woman’, writer Laura Maw decodes that ‘hunger is everywhere in horror: from werewolves to zombies to cannibals, the protagonists we find on screen are either devouring or being devoured’.4 Maw writes about food, but hunger is never just about food, just like food is never just about sustenance. The act of devouring (even the word itself) carries in it the erotic. The cannibal’s recent supremacy in horror films is the latest in a long line of hungry, hungry monsters. A response to a monstrous emptiness. Zombies want brains. Vampires want blood. Cannibals want human flesh. All monsters need feeding. While vampiric thirst is sustenance and zombies’ hunger is mindless, that of the cannibals is emotional. The great film critic Roger Ebert once wrote that ‘a vampire is simply a cannibal with good table manners’,5 but that’s only half the story. The classiness we associate with the vampire (always rich, always beautiful, always alluring) is inversely related to the debauchery we ascribe to the cannibal (usually poor, usually perverted, lacking self-control).

         In 2003, two decades before this nouveau cannibale boom, a certain Dr Hannibal Lecter topped the American Film Institute’s list of the 100 Greatest Villains.6 The AFI’s definition of villain was ‘a character(s) whose wickedness of mind, selfishness of character and will to power are sometimes masked by beauty and nobility, while others may rage unmasked. They can be horribly evil or grandiosely funny but are ultimately tragic.’ It’s the ‘tragic’ at the end that tickles me. Hannibal Lecter, after all, is anything 76but tragic. In fact, I’d argue that the popularity of Lecter has to do with the fact that he goes against our culturally inbuilt understanding of cannibalism. That is, that cannibalism is a form of savagery, only excusable as a means of survival. When it is a choice, like it is for Lecter, it is the most taboo of human acts, reserved for the ultra-depraved among us.

         Hannibal Lecter is doubtless the most renowned cannibal in pop culture (Stephen King once described him as the great fictional monster of our time). Born in the imagination of author Thomas Harris, his first appearance was on the pages of Harris’s novel Red Dragon. It is the image of Lecter on our screens that has helped change the narrative of the cannibal, from a ‘savage’, someone on the fringes of society, to a sophisticated monster, effortlessly blending in, possessing a cultivated palate, but with savage appetites. It’s the contradiction of refinement and depravity, the high and the low, that has ensured Hannibal Lecter is an ever-present fixture on every villain listicle.

         Lecter’s stories are not those of his murders, but those of his entwinements: Clarice Starling in the films; Will Graham in the TV series. In his first screen appearance, in Michael Mann’s Manhunter (1986), Hannibal is played with unblinking severity by Brian Cox.† In his white cell, in his white jumpsuit, no shoes on, Dr Lecter (in this case, Dr Lecktor) doesn’t even stand up. He is just insane, twitching and blinking in bored exasperation at his imprisonment. Anthony Hopkins, for his take on the character in 77Silence of the Lambs (1991), used a medley of influences – the voice of HAL-9000 from 2001: A Space Odyssey, a particularly cutting movement teacher from his time at RADA and a preternatural instinct about the character – to shape his portrayal of Dr Lecter, his stiff, erect posture, his metallic voice, his shrewd stare. His first appearance on screen as Lecter was calibrated. Clarice Starling (Jodie Foster), with the eagerness of not-quite-an-FBI-agent, walks down a dark, cavernous corridor to the last cell, keeping as close as possible to the wall and far away from the screaming, writhing madmen that populate this section of the Baltimore State Hospital for the Criminally Insane. When Lecter comes into view, he is standing, upright and still, waiting for her. Hopkins made that choice, ‘because I can smell her coming down the corridor’.7 (Even his prison jumpsuit is tailored, another Hopkins decision.) His interest in Clarice is all-enveloping and cutting. There’s nothing ordinary about Lecter, except for the fact that he is man. ‘Lethal and charismatic,’ as Hopkins described him. 

         Stephen King wisely observed that ‘no character in popular fiction is as fragile as the monster, or so prone to losing his pants in his later appearances’.8 Lecter was no exception, growing camper in subsequent outings. Hopkins would play him twice more: in the direct sequel to Silence of the Lambs, Hannibal (2001), in which he roams and kills in Italy; and the prequel, Red Dragon (2002), where he is once again imprisoned. The humour in Hannibal is charcoal black, at odds with the forced seriousness, the ‘intelligent pulp’,9 as film critic Elvis Mitchell called it, of the rest of the film. Lecter bares his teeth, 78like an animal about to pounce. He makes winking jokes about eating someone’s wife. He puts the sautéed brains of a victim in a Tupperware box and takes it as plane food. By the time Red Dragon came along, which retells the story of Manhunter, but with less style and no curiosity, Lecter had lost his pants.

         His 2013 reinvention for the small screen returned him to the realm of serious horror and added in a new, fervid, gothic eroticism. Hopkins’s performance cast an impossible shadow over every single take on the story that does not include him (the New York Times’ review of Hannibal spent a hefty amount of its word count bemoaning the actor’s absence), but Danish actor Mads Mikkelsen came into the role with a radically different approach, not least in terms of his physicality. In his hands, Lecter is much more physically imposing, toweringly tall, clad in three-piece suits with matching pocket squares. His speaking voice, with a slight Continental lilt to his English, underlined his untraceability. Mikkelsen inherited Hopkins’s stillness, but his youth and past training as a dancer lent him a menacing grace. He’d move around a room in the lightest of ways, gliding almost, until it was time to slit someone’s neck – then he pounced.

         Lasting for three gloriously grotesque seasons, Hannibal indulged our morbid curiosity, this terrible thirst for more of the monster, and was never interested in patronising him with an explanation. Many of its elements are worthy of praise – the performances, the gothic lighting, the rococo food plating – but mostly it’s this magic trick it plays on us and our appetites, ‘its ability to make us crave something 79we thought we’d find disgusting’.10 Hannibal understood cannibalism as a metaphor for erotic expression, and it luxuriated in this by framing Hannibal’s mouth, hands, the food he made and his procurement of the ingredients as if it were soft-core pornography.

         When we first meet this new, free Hannibal Lecter, we see him dining alone. He slices a small piece of tandoori liver and brings it to his mouth, chewing methodically as Bach’s Goldberg Variations play. We don’t see his eyes yet, just his mouth. It is a promise of pleasure and death, fulfilment and destruction. We will eat well, and then we will be no more. We meet him as he is, not a killer, but an aesthete, without any morality gloss, our most famous cannibal, our number-one flesh-eating boy. His cannibalism is a calibrated choice, an extension of his superior refinement and taste. There’s nothing animal about langue d’agneau en papillote. With Hannibal, the promise of cannibalism is carried in his name alone, and with it our hunger for bearing witness to it. In that presentation, the show turned the focus away from the killing and onto the eating.

         Much like with Hannibal, the cannibalism in Yellow-jackets was ‘preordained’,11 as Tyler Foggatt accurately pointed out in The New Yorker. In an interview, show-runner Jonathan Lisco said that ‘the show is not about if cannibalism, it’s about why cannibalism and how cannibalism’.12 We knew that someone was going to get eaten, we just didn’t know when or how. Cannibalism, generally, and cannibal girls, specifically, was the whole selling point. In the first trailer for the show, cryptic allusions to ‘the thing that happened out there’ and ‘a tragedy’ are 80intercut with flesh being cut and bloodied long hair being dragged across white snow, and a bacchanal of girls in leather rags and fur. It speaks of a cult, of a confluence of dangers and girls who keep secrets so dark that they can never be spoken out loud. Tell me you’re into cannibalism without telling me you’re into cannibalism.

         Yellowjackets fever spread slowly, and on paper it’s no surprise. Ingredients for a successful TV show: obscenely talented but perennially underappreciated actors (Melanie Lynskey, Juliette Lewis, Christina Ricci, Tawny Cypress); a 1990s setting, now with a sheen of nostalgia for cassette tapes, bleached denim and less disappointment in everything; teenage-girl (with their hopes, dreams, dramas, squabbles and intensity) and middle-aged-women protagonists (with their dashed hopes, forgotten dreams, dramas, squabbles and frustrations); and the promise of something really, truly fucked up, like girl-on-girl cannibalism.

         The show’s story unfolds like a mystery across two timelines: the past, where the all-girls soccer team are struggling to survive as they await rescue from the wilderness; and the present, where the survivors of the aforementioned ordeal have fooled themselves into thinking they have moved on and splintered out, until someone digs up the events that transpired in the forest. This split temporal structure drip-feeds which characters were still alive in the 1990s, who had survived and at what cost. With Yellowjackets, we are experiencing the trauma and its after-effects at the same time.

         In 2017, Ashley Lyle, one of the showrunners, read a trade piece about a planned gender-swapped remake of 81The Lord of the Flies with an all-girl cast. She recalled being stunned by the mocking comments on the article, especially one that read: ‘What are they going to do? Collaborate to death?’ The seed of the idea that would become Yellowjackets was planted then, and the why of the cannibalism. It would be a vivisection of the turbulent relationship between women, in both teenagedom and middle age, amplified by horror. A few hours before eating her friend, Shauna (Sophie Nélisse) says, ‘I don’t even know where you end and I begin.’ Jackie (Ella Purnell) and Shauna’s friendship is a co-dependent mess. But show me a friendship that isn’t. Well before the cannibalism, they lie, betray and hurt each other, physically and psychically.

         In Yellowjackets, girls devour each other. The relationships between them are the most consequential ones of their lives. In the past, both their worlds, the high school and the wilderness, operate according to a status quo that reveals its leaders. Jackie, queen bee in school, is barely functioning outside its microcosm. Distraught at the sudden loss of her social power and confused as to why her main assets – her beauty, athleticism and pettiness – hold no value in this new world order, she throws tantrum after tantrum, until one eventually kills her: she freezes to death after leaving the cabin in a huff and stubbornly sitting out the night in the cold. Her death is pointless and pitiful; the devouring of Jackie, though, is the fulfilment of the show’s promise. This is what we came to Yellowjackets for.

         Woken up in the night by the smell of Jackie’s flesh being cooked on her funeral pyre, the teenagers stumble out of their cabin, led by their hunger. ‘She wants us 82to,’ says Shauna, as though giving herself and the others permission to do what they are all quietly considering. The word ‘cannibalism’ is never uttered. The moral quandary is not discussed. Soundtracked by Radiohead, they approach the body. Their reality is cross-cut with a softly lit, bacchanalian feast, where they’re all dressed in creamy white robes, not dirty layers of sweaters, their hair clean and tended to, each one with a golden crown atop her head. Tentatively, Shauna takes the first bite. Their dawdling turns to ferocity as they pull at Jackie’s cooked flesh, leaning their heads in to bite her arms, legs and thighs. In their minds, they’re eating plump fruits arranged on golden platters. An overhead shot shows us Jackie’s body, roasted in its funereal position, her classmates gnawing at her. Here it is. The eating, the devouring. This is what we’ve been waiting for.

         The eroticism present in the contemporary cannibal is here in the wilderness, too. The eating of Jackie is the consummation of her friendship with Shauna. Although the show is an ensemble piece, it arguably privileges Shauna’s perspective. She sets things in motion and has the first bite of Jackie. Lisco, also the episode’s writer, said in an interview with Vulture: ‘This whole experience is emanating out of her desire and her need’13 – the need to be her own person. Here, cannibalism is literal and symbolic. Before, Shauna has an affair with Jackie’s high-school boyfriend (whom she later marries), as if wanting to both hurt and have Jackie herself. In the wilderness, she eats her friend to survive in an extreme situation, but also to be free of her, free of Jackie’s stifling devotion to traditional norms. 83

         The queer desire between Jackie and Shauna is never made more explicit than in the devouring scene. This same attraction is made much clearer in Jennifer’s Body, when Jennifer Check (Megan Fox) quips, ‘I go both ways,’ as she attempts to eat her bestie Needy Lesnicki (Amanda Seyfried, playing a character whose entire name is one giant nudge, nudge, wink, wink to queerness). Like Jackie, who has unexciting, dry sex with her boyfriend at the start of Yellowjackets, Needy and her boyfriend’s first sexual encounter is intercut with Jennifer eating a local highschool boy. Likewise, the entire Hannibal show, really, is extended foreplay between Will Graham and Hannibal Lecter. It takes them almost two seasons to learn of, but not fully admit, their desire for one another. They circle hungrily, their fantasies about each other wrapped in violence. Each sends surrogates to try and kill the other, neither one quite wanting to do the deed himself, thus prolonging this delightful, brutal foreplay. In one episode, Hannibal sends Will a valentine of sorts: a man’s corpse, bones broken and manoeuvred into human-heart-shaped origami.‡ By contrast to its erotic framing of food and death, the sex in Hannibal is a blurry melange of textures, satin sheets and sweaty backs, silent ecstasy and soft touches. It’s not fucking, it’s the idea of fucking, elevated and distorted. In Hannibal, no one looks quite human in death, nor in life. It is only when they’re eating, especially once they know they are consuming forbidden flesh, that Hannibal and 84Will see each other clearly. Unsurprisingly, the cannibal narrative is particularly poignant for queer viewers, since the taboo of this violent desire symbolically links to that of queer desire. Cannibals in today’s horror are not portrayed as savages, but as lovelorn outsiders. Their desire to eat human flesh – or to be eaten – is taboo, and their emotional arc is to rid themselves of the shame they are carrying. Their emotional hunger for connection is made literal by horror, but it is never judged. 

         In this sense, Hannibal Lecter’s resonance with a queer sensibility makes complete sense. He is an aspirational queer figure who is devoid of shame, elegant, successful and confidently alluring. In the TV series, we get to spend a lot more time with him, and in doing so, we cannot help but be spellbound. In the books, as well as the films, Lecter is defined first and foremost by his crimes. We see glimpses of his charm and hear tales of his ornate dinner parties, where he would occasionally serve his victims to his guests, but this is communicated through dialogue rather than shown, reported rather than experienced. In Hannibal, we are invited to the many gourmand meals and lavish dinner parties he throws, making it so much harder to reconcile Hannibal the Host with Hannibal the Cannibal.§ Hannibal invites us into his home, his dinner table and his gaze. In this version of Hannibal, cannibalism is an act of dominance and confirmation of his superiority over his victims: 85‘It’s only cannibalism if we’re equals,’ he says. Until, that is, Will Graham (Hugh Dancy), the freelance profiler assisting the FBI with capturing serial killers, turns up. Will’s empathy is almost pathological, allowing him to reconstruct any killer’s fantasies, a skill that makes him useful to the FBI. When he arrives at a crime scene, Will enters a fugue state, taking the emotional place of the killer, reconstructing their murderous design as a means of constructing a psychological profile. Except he can’t quite see Hannibal Lecter clearly. Hannibal uses several avatars throughout the show – the Chesapeake Ripper, Il Mostro di Venezia – until he is discovered. Prior to that, he is a near-mythical figure for Will: a tall, dark being with bright lights for eyes and antlers on its head; a shadowy, inhuman creature; a black hole posing as a man. In the premiere of the show’s third and final season, the mask has finally fallen. The FBI and Will know who he is and are in pursuit of him. ‘I’ve taken off my man suit,’ Hannibal declares. Revealing himself to another in this way is an act of trust, of intimacy. There is heartbreak when Will tries to apprehend him: ‘I let you know me. See me. I gave you a rare gift.’ 

         
            *

         

         More than anything, in horror the cannibal wants to be known. The taboo and shame attached to the act itself and its intertwinement with sex and desire underline this. ‘Societal collapse is in the air,’14 ruminated the actor and Gen Z heart-throb Timothée Chalamet in an interview he gave while promoting his new romantic drama about young cannibal lovers, Bones and All (2022), as though echoing the despondency that had set in after the 86pandemic. The film itself is set, subtly, against the backdrop of another epidemic, at some point in the 1980s. It unfolds like a road movie, with two young outsiders falling slowly in love and into a comfortable, if unconventional, shared home life. They are first drawn together through their shared nature: they are cannibals (or, in this film’s world, Eaters). Eighteen-year-old Maren (Taylor Russell) has been on the run her entire life. As soon as there is an incident (usually of the munching variety), her father (André Holland) picks up the getaway bag and moves them to another town. Until, one day, he’s had enough and leaves Maren with some cash, her birth certificate and a taped explanation: having a kid is hard, and having a cannibal kid is harder. On her way to meet her mother, who, it is revealed, passed on this genetic cannibalism to Maren, she meets other Eaters: first, the creepy Sully (Mark Rylance), who becomes fixated on her as the chosen vessel for his trust; and then the dreamy Lee (Chalamet), a fellow runaway who is ravaged with guilt regarding his non-Eater family. Slowly, unsurely, they get together. Calamity is in every frame of Bones and All.

         Horror centring the cannibal is an expression of a deep-rooted, pathological loneliness. Alongside the pandemic, exacerbated because of it, but certainly not caused by it, came a loneliness epidemic. The cannibal of this new horror is perhaps the monster most attuned to feelings of isolation, both necessary and self-imposed, to the heavy, aching burden of loneliness, a despair that can feel like a ‘gap between the level of connectedness that you want and what you have’.15 Loneliness can have 87real, negative, long-lasting effects on us, psychologically, socially and even physically, and has become a rich subject for researchers. A survey conducted by the Kaiser Family Foundation (KFF) in partnership with The Economist in 2018 concluded that 22 per cent of adults in the US and 23 per cent in the UK say that ‘they always or often feel lonely, lack companionship, or feel left out or isolated’.16 It has been declared by the World Health Organization (WHO) as a global health epidemic. In 2020, the UK government appointed Tracey Crouch as its first-ever Minister of Loneliness.¶ Loneliness has become a threat: not just a psychological one, but an economic and social one. A five-year-long research project out of UCLA showed how loneliness triggers cellular changes that result in chronic inflammation, which in turn makes the body less able to fight off disease.17 The physicality of loneliness, that ache for connection, is what I see in horror’s cannibals.

         In her book The Lonely City, author Olivia Laing writes about experiencing loneliness as an individual and how one’s isolation infects the viewing of culture: ‘Loneliness is personal, and it is also political. Loneliness is collective; it is a city.’18 There is a rootlessness to the cannibal, irrespective of their wealth. They move around, switch cities and identities, cut off any connections. Hannibal packs up, burns his notes, empties out his apartment and leaves as soon as he smells a risk of his activities being tied back to him; Maren and her father have worked out a system 88to flee in under three minutes if her eating habits are ever discovered. But rootlessness is exhausting. In Bones and All, both Maren and Lee are desperately lonely. Their cannibalistic compulsion makes Eaters solitary figures. They carry a shame within themselves about the people they’ve unwillingly hurt, the flesh they’ve eaten. Much like loneliness is an emotional and physical ache, the cannibals of contemporary horror are symbolically and physically hungry, hungry to know themselves and be perceived as they really are. 

         Speaking in an interview, Bones and All’s screenwriter David Kajganich made the despairing comment that ‘what’s important isn’t why Maren finally eats Lee, it’s why Lee gives up’.19 Perhaps because some of us have felt, at times, monstrous, love seems to be an impossibility; the giving of oneself to another, something reserved for those carrying less shame. The language of cannibalism is, after all, the language of sex, too: a promiscuous woman is a ‘maneater’; to ‘eat someone’ is to perform oral sex on them. Words like ‘flesh’, ‘devour’ and ‘consume’ are obsessive, ravishing and desirous. Injured and bleeding, Lee begs Maren to eat him, ‘bones and all’. This devouring unfolds like a sex scene. ‘I want you to eat me,’ Lee repeats, this begging phrase falling from his mouth like a chant. Director Luca Guadagnino intercuts still lives of the young cannibals’ life together: the messy side tables; the contents of their bag; the pools of blood. Their kiss turns into her bite, their faces, hands, hair painted with blood. And then, nothing. An empty apartment. Maren is gone, and so is Lee, disappeared into her. In Bones and 89All, cannibalism is explicitly an act of intimacy. I’d argue all cannibalism is exactly that.

         In a way, Bones and All is a coming-of-age story, a sweet perversion of the first-kiss narrative. Under a glass coffee table at a sleepover, a tableau of teen-girl intimacy, Maren inhales her friend’s smell. Suddenly, unable to restrain herself, she bites down on the girl’s finger (in another film, she might have leaned in for a kiss), chewing the skin right off, her eyes closed in satisfaction, until the girl’s screams puncture the illusion of satiation.

         ‘The kiss is always a very dangerous moment,’ Guadagnino told the Guardian,20 echoing, much like his leading man did earlier, how physical intimacy had gained a new layer of treacherousness. It is, perhaps, trite to bring everything back to the pandemic, but it is inarguable that intimacy was one of its great, unquantifiable casualties. Navigating a relationship, a break-up or even a hook-up became an intimate chaos forever linked with the paranoia, fear and global chaos of the pandemic. Physical contact – a kiss, sex, even a hug – was a calculated risk; an awkward negotiation had to be made before engaging in any form of touch. ‘Skin hunger’, a neurological reaction to the absence of human touch, became a thing. Guadagnino continued his thought with a question that cuts to the heart of the intimacy/cannibalism intersect: ‘Is it a kiss of love or a kiss of annihilation? Is it a kiss of eating the other or a kiss of falling into the other?’ Why not both?

         How convenient that in the year the cannibal dominated pop culture, both in and beyond horror, the dating app Tinder celebrated its tenth anniversary. Within 90a decade, our relationship to sex, courtship, intimacy and relationships had transformed drastically and irrevocably. Nothing would ever be the same again, and by 2022 people who had only (or mostly) experienced dating through apps were largely dispirited. It would be unfair to blame one app for creating the toxic wasteland that is contemporary dating, but Tinder was the first to fully break through into mainstream culture, and it has continued its dominance (in 2022, it was the most downloaded dating application worldwide, with a total of 64 million downloads21), becoming a synonym for dating apps in general. By the time cannibals were on all our screens, online dating was a $4.94 billion industry,22 and one in five Internet users were on a dating app, too.23 In the US, Tinder has continued to dominate, with a 29.17 per cent share of the dating-app market.24 Ten years after it launched, there is a widespread sense of resignation to dating apps being the only option available, even if they come with, as Rachel Connolly writes in The Cut, ‘an epidemic of unsatisfactory conclusions and unexplained rejections’.25 The dating burnout was particularly felt in 2022, which is also the year when the pent-up rage and frustration of women (to be specific: straight women in their twenties on the dating scene in New York City) created the phenomenon of West Elm Caleb, a young man who worked for the homewares brand West Elm and happened to be kind of a douche. Nothing Caleb was doing – dating multiple women, using the same moves on them, ghosting them after a few months and sending them all the same Spotify playlist – justified the global doxxing he received. 91

         It seems to be quite a jump, I know, from dating-app exhaustion to cannibals, but bear with me here. It all comes down to an unfulfilled hunger – for connection, for intimacy. It’s into this environment of dating ennui that Fresh was released. In the film, the solitary Noa (Daisy Edgar-Jones), tired of unsolicited dick pics and dates who remind her to bring cash to the restaurant, meets the suave doctor Steve (Sebastian Stan) in the fresh-produce section of her local grocer’s. At first, it’s all green flags: he makes a joke about grapes; he’s handsome, funny, a doctor. But suspicions quickly arise: he’s not on social media (pink flag); not searchable online at all, in fact (red flag); he’s a cannibal who kidnaps women and sells their flesh as gourmet food for the uber-rich (bright-red flag).

         Steve (real name: Brendan) has made a name for himself providing fresh, expertly cut, packaged female meat for the ‘1 per cent of the 1 per cent’. He’s running a slick operation in seducing, kidnapping and chopping up women (because they taste better, apparently). But it’s not a simple question of money: for Steve, it’s a calling. Having tasted human flesh at an early age (we’re not told how or why – perhaps a prequel?), he couldn’t get the taste out of his mind. There are close-ups of his mouth and deliberate nods to his true nature, like him refusing to eat short ribs because ‘he just doesn’t eat animals’. Which is, technically, true. Once the transgression had been committed, he felt alone in the world, disconnected from it via this taboo act. Medicinal cannibalism – concoctions and salves made from pulverised human bones, organs, breast milk, brains, bladder stones or blood – was widespread throughout the 92world for centuries. As Bill Schutt writes in his book Eat Me: A Natural and Unnatural History of Cannibalism: ‘From kings to commoners, Europeans routinely consumed human blood, bones, skin, guts and body parts. They did it without guilt, though it often entailed a healthy dose of gore. They did it for hundreds of years. Then they made believe that it never happened.’26 The academic Key Ray Chong, author of Cannibalism in China, wrote about human flesh as an exotic dish, prepared for royalty and the upper class. Before we ate the rich, the rich were eating the poor, it seems.

         Fresh, albeit somewhat inelegantly, combines these two huge social currents: the emotional burnout and lack of connection and the grotesque economic divide. Mark Mylod, visual lead and oft director of Succession, deployed the economic divide a tad more subtly in The Menu. Taking place over the course of a dinner service in a hyper-exclusive, secluded restaurant, The Menu constantly flirts with the idea of cannibalism, even though, ultimately, human pâté is not on the menu. A pretentious gourmand schmuck, Tyler (Nicolas Hoult), takes sex worker Margot (Anya Taylor-Joy) as his date to the remote restaurant Hawthorn, run by celebrity chef Julian Slowik (Ralph Fiennes). Hawthorn’s seven-course menu of fine dining and Slowik’s reminders of his guests’ moral decay fails to satiate. Margot requests something more filling, something genuine. The Menu fits neatly into the ‘eat the rich’ genre, a narrative that currently dominates both prestige television (Succession, Billions) and film (Parasite, Hustlers, Triangle of Sadness). The rise of the cannibal can be seen as horror’s response to this, 93with cannibalism a critique of excess in the face of scarcity. In Fresh, Hannibal and, symbolically, The Menu, cannibalism is a choice made not by some degenerate, lonely serial killer, but by the highest echelons of society. In the hands of the uber-wealthy, cannibalism is a lifestyle choice, yet another demonstration of power. The lonely cannibals of Raw and Bones and All are seeking to survive, to be understood, to be loved. Whereas Hannibal Lecter’s cannibalism has to do with his aesthetic superiority to those he kills and eats, in Fresh the appeal is not aesthetic, but social. What could be more appealing for the people who have it all than the ultimate forbidden prosciutto?

         Contained within the cannibal narrative is this duality: a desperate, thudding hunger, impervious to restraint, a yearning for connection in spite of any taboos; and a mocking inhumanity that delights in severing social norms. Cannibalism has always existed in cultures around the world, and although it hasn’t always been perceived as a moral transgression, it has often been used as a tool to villainise certain groups as ‘savages’. Anthropologists have classified ritualised cannibalism into two separate types: exocannibalism (the consumption of people outside one’s community or social group) and endocannibalism (the consumption of members of one’s own family, community or social group). In a heavily colonial retelling of history, certain areas of the world – notably the Americas, Africa, Australia and the Pacific Islands – were accused of practising ritualised cannibalism so that colonisers could justify their actions as missionary in nature, as a pious correction of this most abominable practice. As Bill Schutt writes: 94‘Colonial groups had been guilty of making false accusations of cannibalism against native populations across the globe throughout history, regardless of scant evidence.27

         ’The taboo around flesh-eating is firmly rooted in fiction (its earliest appearance is noted in The Odyssey, where the Cyclops eats men, devouring ‘entrails, flesh and bones, marrow and all!’), fairy tales (‘Little Red Riding Hood’, ‘Hansel and Gretel’, ‘Jack and the Beanstalk’), Judaeo-Christian beliefs (the idea of eating the flesh of Christ and drinking his blood) and in wellness (‘You are what you eat’). Schutt writes: ‘Cannibalism was depicted as either the ultimate act of revenge or the gruesome work of gods, monsters and savages’;28 as a cautionary tale in fairy tales and folklore, it was ‘the stuff of nightmares and naughty children’.29 In contemporary horror, cannibals have escaped the nightmare realm.

         
            *

         

         Parallel to horror’s interest in cannibals has been the rise of true crime as a mainstream genre, particularly in the televisual arena. True-crime documentaries and their accompanying fictionalised takes have escaped the fringes of exploitation and ‘low-brow’ entertainment. Not a new genre by any stretch, true crime’s predominance in the past decade coincides perfectly with the rise of new horror. And while new horror has stripped away some of the grisliness of its earlier iterations, true crime has taken all of that unwanted gruesomeness, poured some kerosene on it and fanned the flames. The podcast as a form first hit it big in 2014, when the true-crime show Serial became the fastest to achieve five million downloads.30 The current 95success and preponderance of true-crime documentaries can be traced back to two such series: Netflix’s 2015 hit Making a Murderer, which traced the wrongful conviction and acquittal of a man who spent eighteen years in prison for a sexual assault he did not commit, only to be released and convicted again for a murder he did commit; and HBO’s The Jinx: The Life and Deaths of Robert Durst, an investigation into the unsolved disappearance of the wife of a real-estate heir, who seemingly ended up confessing to her murder while miked up. The furore around both these series was deafening, with audiences rattled by the proximity to murderers the series afforded them and the thrill of potentially bearing witness to the solving of a cold case.

         Like many others, I, too, have been through my serialkiller phase. ‘Violent men unknown to me have occupied my mind all my adult life,’ writes Michelle McNamara in I’ll Be Gone in the Dark (2018), her true-crime investigation into the Golden State Killer. This line beautifully and damningly underlines a cultural, and overwhelmingly female, fixation. This occupation of our minds by the most disturbed criminals in history, most of them men, most of them murderers of women, feels now like a ghastly rite of passage. Underpinning this fascination is, fundamentally, the same desire that underlies Ryan Murphy’s decade-long desire to produce his 2022 limited series Dahmer: the need to ascribe a reason to a killer’s actions, unearth some detail that would rationalise the violence, that ‘the perpetrator and his acts can be, to some extent, “explained”’.31

         True crime, operating at its zenith in 2022, is also fascinated with the cannibal. With one, to be precise: Jeffrey 96Dahmer, one of the three most media-friendly serial killers in popular culture,|| and certainly one of the most famous real-life cannibals. He is no stranger to screen adaptations: the low-budget The Secret Life: Jeffrey Dahmer (1993) was written by Carl Crew, who also starred as the serial killer; future Avenger Jeremy Renner played him in his first attempt at serious acting in Dahmer (2002); cheap production Raising Jeffrey Dahmer (2006) shifted the focus onto the killer’s father, who capitalised on his son’s murders by writing several books about them; former Disney star Ross Lynch played a pre-murders Dahmer in My Friend Dahmer (2017); and, most recently, frequent Ryan Murphy collaborator Evan Peters played him in Netflix’s Dahmer. Most of these centred on Dahmer, not on his victims, despite pretensions to the contrary by the producers of the Netflix show. Dahmer is unusually sparse, less baroque than Murphy’s previous – and, at the time of writing, still-running – horror show American Horror Story (2011–).

         The real Dahmer deliberately targeted Black, indigenous and Latino men and boys, knowing that the police would be less inclined to investigate their disappearances properly. At the time, there was a culture of fear and distrust between the Milwaukee police and the Black and gay communities, which allowed his crimes to go unpunished – though not unnoticed – for so long. It is unsurprising, then, that there was pushback over Netflix’s 97tagging of Dahmer as LGBTQ+ content, and queer audiences demanded they take down the tag. 

         Interest in his crimes has remained high since he was imprisoned and sentenced to fifteen consecutive life terms in prison, a symbolic punishment. He never tried to deny the offences and often gave interviews to the media, including an extended one with TV host Stone Phillips in 1994, which was televised on MSNBC and is now available in full on YouTube. Phillips also interviewed Dahmer’s parents. The cameras film B-roll of Dahmer walking into the area where they will be filming. Phillips takes his hand, saying, ‘Nice to see you.’** In real life, Dahmer was a ‘beige, recessive spectre’.32 In 2022, he went viral.

         Dahmer and, tangentially, the allegations of abuse and cannibalistic fantasies against actor Armie Hammer collapsed the Venn diagram between horror, true crime and gossip. The show broke several streaming records. By its sixtieth day on Netflix, Dahmer had clocked up more than one billion hours of viewing,33 becoming the third-most-viewed series in the platform’s history, after Squid Game and the fourth season of Stranger Things. Alongside breaking streaming records, social media turned feral for Dahmer. On TikTok, content creators cosplayed as Jeffrey Dahmer; the #dahmerdance had over 22 million views and #dahmer over 8.9 billion; and thirst videos of Peters as Dahmer were everywhere. The thirsting of a very real and very deceased serial murderer was an unsurprising reaction. After all, Dahmer had fans 98while he was still alive. Women sent him gift cards and nude pictures during his time in prison.34 Aided by the golden-hued cinematography of Jason McCormick and the boyish good looks of Peters, Dahmer becomes a poster boy. There are enough shots of him in Dahmer to feed an endless loop of fancams: edited videos of Dahmer dancing to Lady Gaga; an open-shirted Dahmer in a gay club, forgetting he was trolling for victims; sweaty, dishevelled Dahmer being escorted out of the apartment in handcuffs, oblivious to the skulls he was storing in his fridge; slow-motion edits of Dahmer doing push-ups, not shots of the hundreds of Polaroids of decomposing bodies. Serial-killer thirst and fandom have existed for a long time, but previously they have been confined to (let’s call them) special-interest groups, not social-media platforms. And not set to groovy jazz. 

         In 2019, shortly after they had released The Bundy Tapes, the official Netflix account tweeted: ‘I’ve seen a lot of talk about Ted Bundy’s alleged hotness and would like to gently remind everyone that there are literally THOUSANDS of hot men on the service – almost all of whom are not convicted serial murderers.’35 Shortly thereafter, they uploaded Extremely Wicked, Shockingly Evil and Vile (2019), a biopic of the serial killer Ted Bundy, starring former High School Musical heart-throb Zac Efron. Ironic. Actor Penn Badgley has continuously reminded audiences not to lust after his ‘softboi’ stalker and serial-killer character on You, Joe Goldberg, calling him a ‘clown suit that doesn’t come off’.36 Badgley, for all his hilarious exasperation, is perhaps the only actor 99self-aware enough to know why pretty performers get cast as depraved characters.

         This online thirsting for the cannibal – be that in the form of fictional serial killers, real-life abusers or fictionalised real-life cannibals – speaks to the culture of parasocial relationships that have been deepened by the loneliness epidemic and patched up by the access offered to us by social media. Parasocial relationships are not new: the term was coined in the 1950s, around the time of television’s rise in popularity, by two sociologists who observed that the then-dominant form of media created the illusion of proximity between performer and spectator.37 Social media has furthered this illusion, since the whole premise (at least for a while) was that it granted unfiltered, direct access to someone’s life. If that someone was famous or notable, that access could feel even more precious.

         This dynamic has been explored many times over, including in films like Play Misty for Me (1971), The King of Comedy (1982) and Misery (1990) and dramas like Opening Night (1977) and Ingrid Goes West (2017), but it’s in horror where the parasocial obsession, so easily dismissed, is merged with hunger.

         In this sense, hunger in horror can be read as a desire for emotional possession. In Swarm (2023), the comedy horror series created by Janine Nabers and Donald Glover, a lonely young woman’s devotion to a pop star leads her to becoming a serial murderer. Andrea ‘Dre’ Greene (Dominique Fishback) presents an eerie detachment from herself. She is laconic and blank, coming alive only when watching her beloved idol, Ni’Jah (Nirine S. Brown), a 100fictional global pop star very obviously based on very real global pop star Beyoncé. When she makes her way into a private after-party where Ni’Jah is also in attendance, her reverie upon seeing her idol is interrupted by a plate of plums. Dre digs into them, biting off a mouthful. But she’s not eating plums; she just bit her idol on the shoulder. Dre wants to consume Ni’Jah, to complete the relationship that she imagines they have. ‘Consumption drives her madness,’ writes critic Angelica Jade Bastién, ‘and renders her incapable of connecting to the actual world around her.’38 Bastién points out how consumption comes in various forms – it’s content, it’s food, it’s Ni’Jah – but is at odds with connection. The detached Dre eats constantly, ‘she gorges’.39 Immediately after she kills a man in the first episode, she takes a cherry pie out of the fridge and, her finger still covered in his blood, stuffs chunks of it into her mouth; after the next two murders, she bites into a sandwich pre-packed by her victim; at a stripper party, she sits in a bedroom and eats pretzels with sour cream, while a man jerks off next to her (‘I’m still gonna eat’). This gorging has naught to do with taste or the food itself; rather it’s about Dre’s place in the world.

         Despite her madness, there is a lightness to Dre when she is eating; she consumes as much as she wants, whenever she wants. In her essay for Dazed, writer Halima Jibril called it ‘an ease that feels unfamiliar’,40 echoing the idea that, especially for women, the private and the public act of eating is laden with pressures. Food is never just about food. When I think of eating a piece of Cake Jackie, the taboo of eating human flesh lives alongside the thought of 101how many calories were in that thumb. I long for the brief time when my body was something that could do things, like jump and swim and roller-skate and climb onto things and fall off things and break and mend, before it became a burden. I wasn’t aware of my body until I started trying to destroy it. It became something I had to fix or punish, or both. The effort of always striving to control or improve it can become, over time, maddening.

         Food, for me, for many, is a merging of shame and excess. The shame of being seen eating. The shame of eating too much. The shame of purging and of refusing food. How profoundly unoriginal. Laura Maw, in her aforementioned essay ‘There’s Nothing Scarier Than a Hungry Woman’,41 describes the same kind of bored frustration with how pedestrian it is to be a woman with a problematic relationship with food. This shame abounds in horror, too: ‘beneath the resistance and suppression of appetite is something wild, something demanding, something terrifying’.42 While all monsters need feeding, rarely do they carry the shame that the cannibal does.

         In Ruth Paxton’s A Banquet (2021), a teenage girl becomes convinced she cannot, physically cannot, consume any food. She is, suddenly and inexplicably, simply not hungry. She stops eating but doesn’t lose any weight. Her mother attempts every possible solution to get her to eat. Although the film confusingly mixes melodrama with cosmic elements and Japanese legends, I remember its battles at the dining table clearly. The chic, dark plates. The elaborate, healthcore dinner displays. The camera makes them appear grotesque instead of appetising. The daughter 102stoically refuses to eat even a single pea. But mainly it’s the stares of the protagonist’s mother and her little sister that I recall. The former is confused, frightened and, mostly, ashamed of her daughter’s commitment to her own erosion. While A Banquet is concerned with wasting away, Shapeless (2021) makes visual the painful cycle of bulimia, when its protagonist is shown with fingers and hands jutting out of her back as she purges her food.

         I cannot give you an exact time frame of my own relationship with disordered eating. Many girls I knew growing up had an eating disorder of some severity. Years, decades since then, food still controls me. At my worst, I have eaten so much that I have been in physical pain for days, and there are times when all I can do is think about the food I’ll be consuming next. It is not pretty, it is not chic and it is not the stuff of Lifetime movies; it is the stuff of horror.

         While we are familiar with the visuals of female eating disorders – usually white, affluent girls starving themselves – horror makes visible the mental and physical suffering they cause. In the Finnish horror film Hatching (2022), a teenage girl named Tinja (Siiri Solalinna), with a nascent eating disorder, finds an egg, which she gingerly nurses until it hatches into a malformed, bird-like creature. She names it Ali, keeps it secretly in her closet and feeds it her own food, chewing it up and vomiting it into Ali’s mouth. The bigger Ali grows, the more it resembles Tinja. While most of the film is concerned with Tinja and Ali as doppelgängers, there is the brewing of an eating disorder in the background. The film never addresses it 103directly, but it makes it obvious from the very first shot of Tinja’s bony back. While she’s feeding her pet, Tinja is also refusing to eat. Much like those of us who hide our eating habits, Tinja conceals any emotion that could considered ugly or unseemly. All her clothes are picked out by her ice-skater-turned-influencer mother, who prods and pokes Tinja’s flesh, pointing out any excess. In a teenage reverse of The Picture of Dorian Gray, the more intense Tinja’s disordered eating, the more Ali grows to resemble a monstrous version of her, as if feeding off her shame and insecurity, embodying all the secret ugliness of those feelings and the grossness of her habits.

         That ugliness is made both literal and external in Hatching through the creature, but other films internalise it. This disordered relationship with food is ugly and gross, and we must keep this grossness hidden away. In an interview about her debut film Raw, Julia Ducournau talked about women’s skin as something that can be shed: ‘women want to get rid of that skin that has been sexualized, glamorised, and seen as something that is completely not relatable for women. They want to tear up that skin to be completely raw.’43 The idea of skin being ripped or torn is a repellent one, but it makes sense to me. If the wrapping is the only thing that matters, Ducournau seems to imply, then let’s get rid of it. The ugly, fleshy, bloody parts underneath it may not be pretty, but they’re true. Skin is ever present in Ducournau’s films: in Junior (2011), her short film, a young girl (Garance Marillier) afflicted with a stomach bug notices her skin peeling off, a new version of her emerging; Raw fuses cannibalism with the coming 104of age, starring Marillier once again as a young woman in the process of transforming into the person she was always meant to be; later, in Titane (2021), the murderess Alexia will shed her identity and her humanity after a sort of immaculate conception. These films exist in the same universe, united by the same bedsheets (which Ducournau keeps in storage in between shoots) and by the exploration of transformation.

         In one of Raw’s scenes, Justine (Garance Marillier again) dances in front of the mirror to the beat of a French rap song. She kisses her own reflection. Ducournau allows the song to play in full, all two minutes and twenty-five seconds of it, while Justine admires her own body, its desires and its power. The camera is placed behind the mirror, so when Justine makes out with her own reflection, she is kissing us, too. She’s consuming herself. Her cannibalism has been, until this point, directed towards herself, a form of self-mutilation in order to preserve others from harm and punish herself. Up to now, the skin she was wearing didn’t fit. Now, her self-loathing ends and is replaced with self-love instead. Or self-lust. In her essay, Maw asks the question: ‘What if you allowed yourself to want what you want? What wonderful, terrifying things would happen then?’ Raw ponders this too.

         After tasting meat for the first time, Justine’s hunger becomes her obsession: it hurts, it itches. She tries to cover it up with booze, drugs, sex – nothing satiates. Her hunger – it hurts, it itches. After trying very hard to stifle her appetites, Justine finally allows herself to eat. Many have described Justine as developing an appetite for 105human flesh, when in fact it is awakened. She always had the appetite; it was just dormant, protected by her mother’s insistence on vegetarianism. Like in Bones and All, in Raw, cannibalism is hereditary. Justine has inherited it, as did her sister, it is revealed at the end, from their mother. Cannibalism is an inheritance they cannot avoid; it is not their fault. Which prompts the question: would a cannibal stop being a cannibal if they had the choice?

         Cannibalism is not really about the killing; it’s about the devouring. Justine’s, Hannibal’s and Maren’s love is violent. The act of loving someone can feel that way, too. All consuming. Unconstrained. Especially when you’re told that the love is, somehow, wrong or unnatural. In her films Raw and Titane, Julia Ducournau’s monsters are within, clawing to get out. Olivia Laing has tried to describe what loneliness feels like, comparing it to ‘being hungry when everyone around you is readying for a feast’.44 This hunger hurts. Horror is steeped in loneliness, and cannibalism is our given metaphor for our suffocating desire for connection, for love. Maren’s own mother tells her, ‘The world of love wants no monsters in it’ – a hideous pronouncement for anyone, especially a young woman, to hear. Ducournau doesn’t consider Raw a horror movie, even though it is usually talked about in those terms. Even though here I am, writing about it as a horror movie. She talks about her characters as monsters, but she doesn’t see the monster as something othered; rather, it’s an integration of the different, contradictory impulses we carry within ourselves. ‘The concept of monstrosity should be seen as “I”, not as “they”,’ she said.45 106

          

         I find it hard to revisit her films, harder than others because they speak so loudly of this angry detachment from one own’s body. I look down at my own skin, my fingers with their gnawed-off cuticles, my arms covered in writings and drawings, a map of affinities that is there to cover up a skin that never felt like my own. In my first apartment, a shoebox of a studio that I loved deeply, I watched horror movies with the sound off, illuminating the little space where I lived alone. I would check the long hallway through the peephole, watching neighbours come and go, worried that I may never be able to leave. In the darkness I imagined another body, another skin.

         The female cannibal, specifically, creates a new ‘sensory dimension’ that recalls those quiet, dark nights.46 Raw, Bones and All and earlier films like Trouble Every Day (2001) and In My Skin (2002) are not concerned with men at all. An outlier in both art-house and horror cinema, Claire Denis’s Trouble Every Day features a female cannibal (perhaps a vampire or just a terribly hungry human woman), Coré (Béatrice Dalle), who, lonely and horny and hungry, is shut away in the attic like the proverbial madwoman by her husband. She is mutely guided by her hungers, baring her teeth and her flesh. When she seduces a man, her kiss transforms into a bite, and she feasts on his screams as she bites into his face. In Marina de Van’s In My Skin, the director plays the lead character, Esther, too: a young, averagely successful woman who becomes absorbed with picking at and cutting off her own skin after she discovers she cannot feel pain. Esther’s self-obsession is not perceived as self-harm because she does not perceive 107it as harmful. Like Raw, In My Skin finishes off with a bloodbath: Esther locks herself away in a hotel, silently slicing and tasting her own flesh, in a place of complete ‘oneness with herself’.47 Coré, meanwhile, ravenous, eats the men she seduces during sex, gorging her desires two-fold. Trouble Every Day’s finale, Coré’s death, aligns ‘ravenous sexuality’ with ‘blood and poetry’. She is meant to die because she is too hungry for this world.

         Now, finally, we are allowed to see the female cannibal triumph. Contemporary horror wants her to shed the skin that has been so glamorised and commodified. These cannibals want to tear up that skin, taste it, preserve it, examine it. They tear off the skin because it contains that shame. Without it, they can indulge, devour with abundance. Their stories are not about undoing (or eating) the patriarchal system, but about how their protagonists experience their desires and fears through their bodies. In Raw, Justine’s shedding of the skin is the shedding of her inhibitions and the restrictions placed on her by other people; it’s the shedding of an identity that no longer suits her. These are films that embody the rejection of others’ expectations and the discovery of the self. They want to be raw.

         There is an absorbing earnestness in the cannibals we’ve seen populate recent horror. They are monstrously sad creatures, divorced from the supernatural and overcome by loneliness. Cannibals that want to disappear into one another, joining another person despite any taboos that might surround the relationship; to be absorbed by another, and in the process, be relieved of the soulshattering loneliness. I find it hard to be afraid of them 108when I think of the last frame of Hannibal: Lecter’s psychiatrist Bedelia (Gillian Anderson) waiting patiently for her former-patient-turned-accomplice-slash-paramour to return, her leg severed and roasted, presented to him on a platter. Her flesh is her offering to Hannibal (and, by extension, Will Graham); her skin, a marriage proposal. Eat me, she offers. I am a part of you, now.
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            * From this point on, I refuse to refer to the show with its full, ridiculous title and will call it Dahmer. Let’s get a grip on this over-long, multi-layered title business.

            † Yes, that Brian Cox. Yes, Logan Roy.

            ‡ Perhaps the bar for the effort put into dating is truly in the gutter, but this struck me as romantic.

            § Would I eat human flesh if Mads Mikkelsen, clad in a tailored velvet suit, with his sleeves rolled up, served it to me on an elegant, dark porcelain platter, adorned with radishes and romaine lettuce? I don’t know! It’s all very confusing! Don’t look at me.

            ¶ I know this is not the mood right now, but isn’t Minister of Loneliness the most metal album name?

            || The others being American serial killers Ted Bundy and Dennis Rader, known as ‘BTK’ due to his modus operandi – bind, torture, kill.

            ** Really, Stone? Was it nice to see him?
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         When I think about contemporary horror, I think of anxious female faces: Lupita Nyong’o’s unnaturally wide eyes in Us; Florence Pugh’s disappointed, downturned mouth in Midsommar; Anya Taylor-Joy’s eager gaze at the devil’s proposition in The Witch; Mia Goth’s stretched, stressed smile in Pearl; Sandra Oh, face trembling, trying to fight off possession in Umma (2022); Victoria Pedretti’s fearful lip quivering in The Haunting of Hill House and Bly Manor. I think of their faces in close-up, sometimes paralysed by fear or unnaturally possessed. In close-up, I can see the effort of tiny muscles in their cheeks, eyes, lips and foreheads, how they twist, quiver and contort to show me that they, too, are struggling to keep the anxiety at bay. These moments, in horror, tend to be the quiet ones, the scenes just before or after the villain has been defeated, the silence after everyone is dead, or when the characters think they are alone.

         In her horror short story ‘Five Signs of Disturbance’,1 author Lydia Davis explores a nameless, anxious woman’s daily life: ‘She is sick to death of knowing what she is feeling, but she can’t stop, as though if she stops watching for longer than a moment, she will disappear.’ Anxiety can feel like an overwhelming self-awareness. The last big anxiety attack I had was on a bus. I had just boarded it and was only two stops into my journey, when I felt the familiar sensation of overwhelm hug my 112insides, the volume being turned up on the inside and down on the outside. I left the bus and counted my steps back to my flat. I was convinced, in the way that anxiety will convince you, that everyone could see through my skin and into my brain, watching all the astrocytes shrink away from their synapses. I was convinced my skin would explode into flames if someone touched me. I could feel my face distort.

         Anxiety didn’t used to be called anxiety. In the 1600s, it was termed ‘melancholia’, blending together symptoms of what we now know to be two different conditions: anxiety and depression. Sometimes, such symptoms were called the ‘vapours’. A French doctor conflated night terrors with anxiety and dubbed it ‘panophobia’. Previously, anything to do with women’s feelings was swept under the blanket of ‘hysteria’, which was present in the DSM-III (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, third edition) as a clinical diagnosis until 1980. What we now recognise as ‘anxiety’ was not acknowledged until ‘hysteria’ was removed from the manual.

         Before we had the language, medical or cultural, to articulate the oppressive overwhelm of anxiety, or how it can be mitigated, we had horror. And because the language of anxiety has penetrated our everyday lives, our horror is an anxious horror. It is the domain of faces and bodies that articulate the creeping, paralysing anxiety that has engulfed us, especially since the pandemic.2 And, more than anything else, the horror of today has become a site of female anxiety.

         These recent horror films’ focus on female anxiety has seen filmmakers bring through some of the most 113exciting new acting talent,* not to speak of the variety of serpentine parts that have been handed to established actresses,† turning them huge box-office draws‡ or even, in the case of a little-known performer called Lady Gaga in American Horror Story: Hotel,§ launching their acting career entirely.

         The anxieties underpinning today’s horror films have more to do with the ‘women’s films’ of the 1940s than they do with their direct predecessors – the torture porn of the noughties, the teen horror of the 1980s and ’90s and the summer slashers of the ’70s. There is no ‘final girl’ any more. Scrappy solutions don’t work for very long. Even if the monster is dead, they’re still left afraid. These are characters who do not fit neatly into the categories of monster or saviour, victim or villain. In 1986, film scholar Andrea 114Walsh wrote that ‘women’s films revolve around women in a culture that clearly does not’.3 She was writing about films of the 1930s and ’40s, but I’m going to borrow her theory to show how the priorities of horror have changed. 

         Although there is some debate about whether the woman’s film is a genre in and of itself, much like anything else related to women, it carries with it the stench of unimportance, that of ‘wet, wasted afternoons’.4 The same disparaging brush can be applied to chick lit, romantic comedies, Barbie, Taylor Swift and a long list of other arts that are primarily concerned with women’s interiority. Melding the conventions of melodrama and horror, contemporary horror films have emerged as a new type of woman’s film.

         Although there are traces of it in earlier cinema, the woman’s film emerged as a direct response by Hollywood to World War II and the change in movie-going audiences. As men were called to the front line, women took up jobs outside the home and began going to the movies either alone or in groups. They became the primary target for film marketing, so women’s films, with their stories of survival, resilience and sacrifice, became a box-office prerogative. The studios were there to give the girls what they wanted. Those early examples of the paranoid woman’s film are, boiled down to their primary essence, the earliest horror films made with female audiences in mind. Women became the central narrative of horror films. They were now not just the thing horror happened to; they were characters to root for, and their stories were to be believed. These films often explored women’s suspicions about their love interest’s intentions and set the 115female lead in the role of detective. In Rebecca (1940), the new Mrs de Winter (Joan Fontaine) must find out if her hubby killed her predecessor in the wife department; in Hitchcock’s follow-up, Suspicion (1941), Fontaine plays another woman who suspects her new husband is trying to kill her, after he is revealed to be a gambler and playboy; Cat People (1942) centres on a woman who is deathly afraid of sleeping with her husband in case she turns into a panther; the protagonist of Phantom Lady (1944) is a secretary on a mission to prove that her boss did not murder his wife; in Gaslight (1944), a woman is convinced, correctly, that her husband is plotting to drive her to madness and institutionalise her so that he can take control of her assets; in The Uninvited (1944), a young woman is being pushed towards suicide by what she thinks is the spirit of her mother; in Jane Eyre (1943), well, you know. We might not think of these films as scary now, but at the time they were considered to be horrifying. These films were concerned with the public and private lives of women, with the whys of the choices they made and with the pressures they faced. The genre – and the term ‘woman’s film’ – all but disappeared during the 1960s, before being rebirthed in the ’70s, a decade that saw the release of films concerned with many of the same themes, and which were more explicitly interested in female sexuality and issues of class and politics: Martin Scorsese’s Alice Doesn’t Live Here Anymore (1974) is a portrait of a widow with dreams of becoming a singer; Barbara Loden’s sole film, Wanda (1970), is about an apathetic woman with limited options; Chantal Akerman’s Jeanne Dielman, 23 Commerce Quay, 116 1080 Brussels (1975) uses cinematic tools to explore the everyday oppression of a widowed sex worker; Klute (1971) is similarly concerned with the interiority of a sex worker, this time framed as a neo-noir; Agnès Varda’s One Sings, the Other Doesn’t (1977) traces a friendship through two characters’ involvement in the feminist cause; Robert Altman’s strange Images (1972) is about a writer losing touch with reality, while his 3 Women (1977) looks at a fluid, co-dependent friendship between two women.

         ‘In a woman’s film, the woman – a woman – is the center of the universe,’ wrote film critic Molly Haskell in her influential book From Reverence to Rape. To deliberately targeted female audiences, its ‘recurrent themes represent the closest thing to an expression of the collective drives, conscious and unconscious’.5 In a similar sense, the horror films being released now privilege the anxious woman’s point of view and her experience of the (unusual) events surrounding her: Hereditary sees a woman’s poisonous relationship with her mother pass down to her children in tragic ways; Midsommar, by the same director, is a folk horror from the point of view of the tag-along girlfriend suffering from mental anguish; The Night House reimagines the haunted house through the perspective of a widow dealing with her grief and her own depressive tendencies; Huesera: The Bone Woman (2022) imagines the trepidation of a woman about to have her first child; The Invisible Man is not about the man at all, but about the woman he suffocated, and whom he continues to suffocate; The Babadook is about a mother, grieving her dead husband, who struggles to love her child; Saint Maud shows us a woman so lonely 117she tries to find redemption through religious obsession; Gerald’s Game is about a woman who is forced, literally, to confront herself and her memories of abuse; and Censor is a portrait of a woman coiled up so fiercely that she unravels when a repressed memory resurfaces.

         Writing about the original wave of women’s films in the 1930s and ’40s, Haskell noted that three core narratives dominated that era, and they dominate the contemporary woman’s horror film, too: the ordinary woman is an everywoman with her options limited by race, class, age, marital status or children; the extraordinary woman, emancipated, independent and generally in control of her world beyond her gender; and the ordinary woman made extraordinary, who starts off as a victim of her circumstances but ultimately overcomes them through ‘pain, obsession or defiance’.6 I’ll add a fourth one: the ordinary woman who yearns to be extraordinary and attempts to reach that exceptionality, even if it means the destruction of herself and others.

         
            *

         

         Since motherhood has been set as the default expectation and ambition for women, horror’s ordinary woman is often a mother. Maternal anxieties, be they of daughters or mothers, or both, are a recurring theme. The idea of a less-than-perfect, less-than-idealised mother figure remains a fundamental taboo. (I am hesitant to even type out the words ‘bad mother’.) The pressure of becoming and being a mother, the suffocating responsibility to not make a single mistake (or at least the wrong kind of mistake), the requirement of a complete surrender to child-rearing, the 118transformation of a body and a woman’s relationship to it: it’s all prime material for horror melodrama.

         ‘Traditionally, maternal horror is associated with the monstrous mother who loves too much, whose possessive, suffocating attitude towards her infant threatens to inhibit, even destroy the child’s development as an independent subject,’ writes Barbara Creed in her 2022 update to her own classic book of horror scholarship, Return of the Monstrous-Feminine.7 Horror, like all narratives, is at risk of flattening the experience of motherhood, as am I. Not being one myself, my reading of mothers comes from my experience as a daughter.

         Contemporary horror, I’d argue, has given us a diversity of experiences of motherhood, interpreting it as a complicated, deeply individual experience that is governed by a set of impossible expectations, as well as flawed structures. In horror, the women experiencing motherhood are often left alone, institutionally gaslit, and made to feel either monstrous or delusional. Or both.

         Jennifer Kent’s The Babadook, one of the films that ignited the new attention directed at horror (and which inspired a thousand headlines about women in horror), imagines one woman’s unhappiness as a literal monster. Essie Davis plays the recently widowed Amelia, mother of an exceptionally annoying child, Samuel, who screams and kicks and demands more and more and more of her, until she is but a depleted face, her voice barely a whisper, her eyes unblinking from the strain. Amelia’s partner died in a car crash while driving her to the hospital to have Samuel, an event that inexorably weaves together her son’s birth and 119her partner’s death, leaving her in the dual role of widow and mother, laden with the double burden of grief and rage. Mister Babadook first appears in the pages of a book she reads to Samuel, then as a physical being that stalks mother and son, preying on Amelia’s grief. Mister Babadook, one of the few original monsters of the past decade, is a shadow propped up by unresolved issues. ‘Like Frankenstein,’ Creed writes, ‘Amelia brings forth a monster who takes on a life of its own,’8 pointing out that Mister Babadook is both a representation and a creation of Amelia’s psyche.

         Horror explores another taboo of maternal narratives: not the ‘bad mother’, but the ambivalent one. Mothers who don’t always love or like their children; who are angry at them, and might even resent them. Umma (a familiar term for ‘mom’ in Korean) sees a grown woman become possessed by the restless spirit of her mother. An adult with her own child, Korean American Amanda (Sandra Oh) had long gone no-contact with her abusive mother, before the latter died. Her spirit, and memories of her abuse, are summoned when Amanda receives Umma’s ashes. Through possession, Umma attempts to literalise the painful, often unspoken divide that exists between generations of immigrants. Park Soon-yi/Umma’s emigration to the US severed her connection to Korea, and her anger and abuse towards Amanda led her daughter to reject the possibility of developing a connection of her own. In turn, Amanda’s daughter is completely ignorant of the Korean language and culture. Amanda has cut her off from her heritage in an attempt to shield her from her own experience of an angry, abusive mother, whom she has 120come to identify with Korean culture, but in so doing she has severed the connection entirely. Evil Dead Rise (2023), an energetic new entry in the 1980s franchise, also uses possession to explore motherhood. Here, loving mom-of-three Ellie (Alyssa Sutherland) becomes possessed, a rotting mother determined to kill her three children. She is removed from their apartment but relentlessly tries to con her way back in, smile wide and crooked. Ellie is gone the moment she gets possessed, becoming an abject mother figure. She is dead but not dead (‘Mommie’s with the maggots now’) – and she is relentless.

         British horror–comedy series The Baby (2022) has not one mother but generations of them. The latest is a thirty-eight-year-old childless-by-choice chef, Natasha (Michelle de Swarte), who has a baby (literally) fall from the sky into her arms. No maternal instincts develop, only suspicion, since the baby’s supernatural powers make everyone around her forget that she never had a child to begin with. Here, this supernatural demon-baby who never ages out of his diapers seeks out women to force into motherhood until they are no more, preying on the sense of the responsibility that even reluctant mothers have.

         Huesera: The Bone Woman, Maria Garza Cervera’s debut film, shines with the familiar, paranoid horror narrative of a terrified mom-to-be and a complicated pregnancy. Valeria (Natalia Solián) has a loving partner and a painless middle-class existence. A baby, she has internalised, is the logical next step. She gets pregnant easily, but almost as soon as the test shows positive, strange occurrences start to plague her. A faceless creature persecutes her, its 121bones cracking and twisting into uncomfortable angles, as Valeria’s ambivalence towards motherhood plunges her into despair and paranoia.

         Other horrors survey the suffocation of women who see themselves as ‘failed mothers’ because they have either lost or been unable to conceive a child. The Icelandic folk horror Lamb (2021) imagines a woman, childless but aching for a baby, who finds a creature that is half human, half lamb. Her desire for motherhood shifts her morality: she steals the child, whom she calls Ada, and kills its mother, a ewe; she blackmails her husband’s brother to leave them alone; she is ready to sever any tie, as long as the one with Ada remains intact. The series The Servant (2019–23) focuses on a young couple, Dorothy (Lauren Ambrose) and Sean (Toby Kebell), who are grieving the accidental death of their newborn baby. To help his wife recuperate from a psychotic break, Sean purchases a lifelike doll, whom Dorothy believes to be her real child. Developing throughout the series is a subtle portrait of motherhood as status symbol. Dorothy’s desire to be a biological parent despite her medical history, the doctors’ reservations and the potential danger to her foetus are of secondary importance to projecting and maintaining her image as a perfect mother. Every choice she makes is in service of this image. Her grief is, perhaps, not so much for her baby’s death as for the symbolic death of her ‘perfect mother’ image.

         There is heartbreak and reconciliation in these films. Umma’s Amanda has spent years being hurt by the pain her mother caused her, but can only banish her ghost once she empathises with her. Amelia only gains control over 122Mister Babadook once she can acknowledge the reality of her situation: her husband has died, and she’s raising her son alone. The Babadook ends with Amelia keeping her monster sequestered in the basement, feeding him worms as if they were monster kibble and soothing him like one would a pet. The Babadook is not gone, just like Amelia’s grief will never fully go, but it no longer has control over her and her son. Valeria’s liberation, in Huesera, is the realisation that she does not want to be a mother, which comes after she’s had a child. The mothers in these maternal horrors, even if not granted a happy ending (like Maria in Lamb, who watches her husband die brutally and beloved lamb-child Ava walk away with her biological father), at least have some sort of emotional epiphany.

         Hereditary, meanwhile, looks at motherhood from several angles, like a Rubik’s cube that is impossible to align. There is the tightly wound miniaturist Annie (Toni Collette); her oppressive, dead mother; and her own children, burnout teen Peter and insular daughter Charlie. Having recently lost her mother, with whom she had a fraught relationship, Annie is struggling to keep her life and her warring emotions under wraps. Her children are often the subject of her own form of possessiveness, visualised through her creating and manoeuvring miniatures resembling her family. In miniature form, she can handle them; in real life, not so much. After Charlie dies in a freak accident, decapitated in a car crash, Annie’s grief takes centre stage, mutating into something uncontainable, volatile and storming. ‘Why would I want to say something so you can sneer at me?’ she spits at her son, 123her eyes bulging. She sacrifices her living son in order to try and connect with Charlie from beyond the grave, through séances, rituals and an intense, manic belief in the supernatural. A mother can do many things, but she cannot bring the dead back to life.

         Amelia’s and Annie’s grief metastasises into rage: Amelia at her husband’s death, which she blames on her child (‘You don’t know how many times I wished it was you, not him, that died’); and Annie at her son Peter, who was driving when Charlie lost her head (‘If you could’ve just faced up to what happened, maybe then we could do something with this’). Jennifer Kent deliberately wanted to create an imaginarium of a mother’s rage, saying that she approached the emotion of anger without judgement towards her character: ‘If you feel rage, male, female, or otherwise, you can’t stop that. You can try, but it will come out in the most neurotic of ways, so I think just have it out.’9 While Annie never accepts her anger, Amelia does.

         With Hereditary, Midsommar and Beau Is Afraid (2023), Ari Aster has emerged as one of the go-to names in horror, alongside Julia Ducournau, Robert Eggers, Kent, Ana Lily Amirpour and Mike Flanagan. Aster’s is a cinema of anxiety, not just through his characters but through his visual choices. Hereditary’s Annie is, literally and figuratively, possessed. She is incapable of demonstrating her love for her children healthily, ultimately unwittingly fulfilling a cult’s plans to bring forth a demon into the world in the body of her son. Midsommar’s lonely protagonist, Dani (Florence Pugh), finds herself alone in the world after her sister and parents die in a murder-suicide. Dani doesn’t 124push people away; she clings on desperately to a dismissive partner, minimising her feelings so as not to scare him off. Her emotional needs are so neglected that an eccentric Swedish cult is a healthier option than her boyfriend. The camera follows her as she wanders around the bright, sunlit commune in Hårga, sometimes focusing on her while the anthropology boys bicker.

         The leads in these films, in terms of Molly Haskell’s broad categorisation, are ordinary women who become extraordinary. Dani, though initially a hanger-on during the anthropology lads’ trip to Sweden, is crowned the May Queen. She becomes extraordinary and yields, for the first time, a modicum of power. Perhaps it is illusory, but it matters. After her boyfriend is stuffed inside the skin of a bear and burnt alive,¶ Midsommar ends on an image of Dani’s face under a crown of colourful flowers, set in a smile that has become a much-discussed mystery. That last close-up revels in ambivalence, revealing nothing except contemporary horror’s priorities: character, not gore; interiority, not spectacle.

         This sense of isolation, exaggerated by placing the character in a foreign space, is also explored in Chloe Okuno’s Watcher (2022), wherein a young couple relocate to Bucharest, with Julia (Maika Monroe) following her husband. She wanders around the city, curious, not knowing the language, looking for a sense of purpose and hoping to stave off the feeling that she is a secondary character 125in her own story. Her loneliness becomes a character failing, what Olivia Laing describes as ‘a state of lack’,10 and a breeding ground for paranoia: Julia becomes convinced that there is a man stalking her and, perhaps, that he may even be the serial killer that has been threatening the city. Her obsession gives her purpose, even when she is not believed. Julia becomes extraordinary because she spots the danger when others are blind to it. 

         The glitter-gore film Sissy (2022), by Australian filmmaking couple Hannah Barlow and Kane Senes, looks at the fractured, fragile identity of a lifestyle influencer, Cecilia (Aisha Dee). After reconnecting by happenstance with her childhood bestie, Cecilia is invited to her hen do, a who’s who of millennial stereotypes. Cecilia used to be nicknamed Sissy, a moniker she ditched, but one that the group cruelly and constantly remind her of. To truly shed her old identity, Cecilia kills them all off. The film builds on the narrative conventions of a slasher to paint an up-close portrait of a mind melted by therapy-speak and millennial pink. There are no clear villains as such – Cecilia might be prone to violence, but the hen-do group are wilfully cruel – just one woman who learns how to package what makes her extraordinary.

         Carlo Mirabella-Davis’s Swallow (2019), a Cinderella tale in reverse, sees a timid young woman become extraordinary through a compulsion for eating inedible things. Hunter (Haley Bennett), having married into an old-money family, spends most of her days alone, struggling to fit into the housewife template. When she becomes pregnant, the constraints become even tighter. Hunter moves like she’s 126embarrassed about existing. As a small act of rebellion, she swallows a marble. And then a tack. Later, an AA battery and the pages of a self-help book. Prior to the development of her fixation, there is nothing particularly extraordinary about Hunter. With her prim blonde bob and whispered voice, the tiny transgression of swallowing random objects fills her with giddiness. Molly Haskell has written about the ‘notion of middle-classness, not just as an economic status, but as a state of mind and relatively rigid moral code’.11 So, following on from Haskell’s astute observations about women’s films and class, when Hunter’s proclivities are discovered, her new family is disturbed. Her husband is the kind of guy who goes from ‘I love you’ to ‘ungrateful cunt’ real quick, love and hate separated by a breath, if that. When confronted with a less-than-perfect wife, he sends Hunter to therapy to ‘get fixed’. Her swallowing fixation (which has a name, ‘pica’) disturbs her so-called family for the uncouth and unsanctioned stain it puts on their image. Hunter exists only as far as she is capable of fitting into the constricted box she has been placed in, one with invisible rules and expectations, ‘a range of options so limited she might as well inhabit a cell’.12 In these small, fleeting moments of control regained, horror is heartbreaking as well as frightening.

         Hunter fits, at least superficially, into the idealised version of womanhood: white, pretty, slim. Carlota Pereda’s Piggy (2022) explores a similar suffocation from a fat teenage girl’s perspective, knowingly playing up the viciousness reserved for fat bodies in horror and the lack of interiority given to fat characters in film, ever. Fat bodies have been 127reduced to jokes, almost always. In horror films, a fat character’s size is treated as the horror (Pearl in Blade (1998), a fat vampire hacker), played for laughs (the landlord in Alice, Sweet Alice (1976)) or pity (The Whale (2023)), or they are the de facto villain, their fatness acting as an externalised way of showing their wickedness (the Pale Lady in Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark (2019); Big Mama in The Hills Have Eyes (2006)). However, for Sara, Piggy’s protagonist, fatness is not an issue. It’s everyone else who has a problem with her body. The daughter of the local butcher in a small town in Spain, she is relentlessly bullied by a gaggle of teen girls, all slim, none local. They dehumanise her, calling her ‘piggy’ (a double dig at her body and her class). It’s unsurprising, then, that she doesn’t trip over herself to save them when a serial killer starts picking them off, one by one. Piggy is not about fatness; it’s a slasher in which a character who usually exists on the margins takes centre frame. Pereda’s camera glides over Sara’s body in her blessed moments of rest and respite, when she’s swimming, sunbathing or listening to music in the darkness of her room. There are murders and an investigation happening elsewhere, but they’re not her problem. She witnesses the abduction of her bullies by happenstance, but instead of following them, which would have been the natural course of a slasher, Piggy remains with Sara. The film, rooted firmly in her perspective, becomes a vehicle by which we can understand a teenager who is saddled with carrying other people’s feelings alongside her own messy jumble of moods, horniness, bad habits and secrets. Her fatness is incidental to her character, but 128it is defining for everyone else around her, who make it into her problem (when Sara tells her mother that she’s being bullied, her reaction is to put her daughter on a diet). Her mute flirtation with the local serial killer, who is significantly bigger than her, becomes a dance with her own repressed anger and anxiety. Sara is not the source of her rage, but she has to be the one to solve it.

         As women’s pictures were in their time, the paranoid woman’s horror is concerned with the drama of the domestic, and with giving validity to the emotional and mental toll placed on women by being forcibly folded into an image of perfection as defined by their partners – or parents. Carla Gugino’s face is the epicentre of Mike Flanagan’s adaptation of Gerald’s Game, the Stephen King novel in which a woman is left handcuffed to a bed after her husband succumbs to a sudden heart attack in the middle of some kinky hanky-panky. After the titular Gerald dies, Gugino’s character, Jessie, is left alone. Flanagan makes cinematic the unfilmable by splitting Jessie’s ordeal into different characters, each of which speaks to her. An imagined version of herself, more composed and assured, gently guides her towards freeing herself, while the Gerald resurrected from her memory shows her the same contempt as he did in life. A third figure, the Moonlight Man, exists in between Jessie’s psyche and the very real situation she finds herself in. The horror of Gerald’s Game is not the home invasion by a necrophiliac serial killer, or a dog eating Gerald’s face, or the degloving scene;|| it’s Jessie gas-lighting 129 herself into keeping her sexual abuse at the hands of her father a secret, letting herself be dolled up and used by men like Gerald. 

         Film critic Angelica Jade Bastién, who has written extensively about the figure of the madwoman in cinema and culture, pays special attention to the idea that, in Gerald’s Game, ‘physicality, sexuality, dress, and tellingly, makeup are weapons that empower as much as they wound’.13 Jessie’s beauty and eagerness are used against her as a way to diminish her intelligence and interiority, and to strip her of her self-respect. When they arrive at the cabin, she makes herself into a doll for Gerald, cautiously arranging herself on the bed. She thought that because Gerald picked her, she was made extraordinary, when really it isn’t until she survives her ordeal that we see her truly become, to paraphrase Haskell, the mistress of her own fate.

         Mid-twentieth-century women’s films usually took place indoors, in the domestic space, and so do today’s women’s horror movies, updating the home so that it becomes an oppressive, unwelcoming space. Not possessed, but policed. Contrary to the open-air, vast landscapes of the manly man’s genre – the Western then, the superhero movie now – the house was considered to be as small as a woman’s interior life. But the house holds many secrets and many fears. Leigh Whannell’s slick interpretation of H. G. Wells’s classic The Invisible Man shifted character priorities. Cecilia Kass (Elisabeth Moss) manages to escape from her controlling, overbearing inventor husband Adrian Griffin (Oliver Jackson-Cohen), who 130controls her whereabouts, her weight and even her birth control. Although he is presumed dead by suicide after her escape, Cecilia becomes convinced he is stalking her. When she’s alone, she is haunted by his presence: his ghost or his actual physical self. Adrian is, in fact, haunting her, although he is no ghost. In The Invisible Man, we are often peering into the dark corners of a room.

         In women’s horror films, the house is not merely haunted, it becomes a cage. Barbara Creed sees the house in The Babadook as ‘an abject, horrifying place where Mister Babadook rules’,14 with Amelia struggling to regain control of her space. In Swallow, The Invisible Man, The Night House and Pearl, the protagonists live in houses designed or owned by their husbands or inherited from them, working as both ‘an emblem of male success and a female prison’.15 Creed’s comparison to prison is apt. These protagonists cannot leave. If they do, they will be followed wherever they go. Adrian’s stalking of Cecilia in The Invisible Man and the supernatural grieving of Beth (Rebecca Hall) in The Night House follow the same patterns of a haunting: strange noises, the blanket pulled down, an apparition at night, doors left open that were definitely closed before. Mostly, these two films instil a creeping sense of surveillance, being watched; more precisely, a woman being watched by a man. When Whannell’s camera directs us to empty spaces, the film is forcing our eyes to search, frantically, for any movement, a shadow, a footprint.

         There are a few moments when we see the possibility of a Cecilia who is not defined by Adrian. Most of the time, she is alone, clawing desperately for any proof that 131her ex is, in fact, somehow torturing her invisibly. Moss delivers entire monologues to no one: ‘Can’t you pretend I never existed? There’s nothing left for you to take. You’ve already taken it all,’ she says in the middle of the night, cowering in a corner, ground coffee spread on the floor to show footprints that would prove her husband is somehow stalking her from beyond the grave, desperate to be believed and desperate to prove to herself that she is not mad. In this moment, she tries to understand why Adrian would select her; after all, there’s nothing special about her. Adrian thinks he has made her extraordinary, and because of this, she is his property. Whereas she is just an ordinary woman, trying to be left alone.

         The way horror exposes the ways in which women are defined by others, and not themselves, is particularly acute when it comes to Black women using horror to translate their experiences into the language of a genre that’s often excluded them. Black women’s emotionality and interiority is often dismissed, not just by men, but by other women, too (especially white women), as is their interest in genre. Nikyatu Jusu, with Nanny, not only challenges the assumption that horror is not a space for Black women, but applies the structure of the woman’s film to a Black woman’s experience, filtering the interior life and experiences of Aisha (Anna Diop) through the lens of horror. Nanny creates a visual palette previously unseen in horror, pulling from African folklore and the colours and textures of Sierra Leone (Jusu’s ancestry), and using water as a recurring, suffocating motif to visually privilege Aisha’s anxieties. ‘I don’t like when the oppressed are told how 132to be oppressed,’ Jusu told me in an interview.16 When her employers attempt to define her in terms of how she moves through the world and what she’s entitled to expect from other people, water appears in her dreams, suffocating her. In a lesser filmmaker’s hands, this would be the story, but Nanny is concerned with Aisha’s interiority, not with those around her. Her Blackness is never separated from her womanhood, her economic status or her immigrant experience; it’s the intersection of these realities that makes her who she is.

         
            *

         

         The fourth archetype in women’s horror films is the ordinary woman yearning to be extraordinary. It begins, perhaps, with a quiet ballerina, a few years before post-horror’s moment really kicked off. Nina Sayers (Natalie Portman), in Darren Aronofsky’s Black Swan (2010), is a talented but reserved ballet dancer, suddenly awarded the double lead role of Odette and Odile in Swan Lake. Her days are mapped out by stretching, practice, jealous staring and more practice. There is no Nina without ballet. Her obsession with dancing requires her to be obsessed with herself; her movements, her body, her expression are all studied millimetrically at every point. She is surrounded by herself in reflections, in the paintings her mother has scattered all over their house, in the judgemental eyes of the other dancers. Nina’s perfectionism becomes her downfall. As an artist, she is so smothered with expectation – her own and that of others (her mother, particularly) – that she can hardly breathe. A newly arrived dancer, Lily, meanwhile, is praised for being ‘imprecise but effortless’. 133The entirety of Black Swan, down to its freak-out ending, where Nina is transformed into a woman–swan creature, is a study of a woman gasping for air as she tries to reach an artistic peak, to be exceptional even if it kills her.

         The Maud of Rose Glass’s 2019 film Saint Maud is a fractured young woman, yearning not just for glory, but – as the title suggests – for sainthood. Maud (Morfydd Clark) begins life as Katie, but refashions herself as Maud when she moves to a small English seaside town and gets a job as a palliative-care nurse for a former dancer, Amanda (Jennifer Ehle). Both women have a hedonistic past, but while Amanda is nostalgic for her former life, one of art and movement, international glory and gorgeous excess, Maud is blinded by shame. In her damp, tiny studio flat, she practises self-flagellation, putting pins into her shoes. As her relationship with Amanda becomes central to her faith, Saint Maud indulges in Maud’s perspective, refraining from confirming whether her extreme faith is God-given or delusional. Her guilt over crushing a patient’s chest during CPR is physical, and she tries to exorcise it through self-harm. The road to salvation, as she sees it, is through suffering. Her faith becomes her coping mechanism, seeking validation through her attempt to gain God’s forgiveness. Maud hears God’s voice – in Saint Maud, God speaks Welsh – and feels Him course through her body like a holy orgasm (a ‘God-gasm’, as Glass put it17). The film shows us that Maud’s relationship with God is parallel to her relationship with her own body; her ‘Godgasms’ are a manifestation of her deep need for affirmation, a need shared with many of today’s horror heroines. And like many of them, she 134is her own undoing. The ache for validation is embodied fiercely – Nina’s wings in Black Swan, Pearl’s screeching violence in Pearl – and leaves us awestruck. In the final scene of Saint Maud, Maud believes she has finally earned her salvation by murdering the demon-possessed Amanda and self-immolates on a beach. In her mind, her death is glorious, and passers-by on the beach fall to their knees in awe at her holiness. In a quick few final frames, though, we see the reality: Maud screaming as she burns. Her salvation is a delusion.

         The titular lead of Ti West’s film Pearl (Mia Goth), much like Black Swan’s Nina, is convinced she is a star, it’s just that nobody else knows it yet. ‘Farm life may be it for you, but it sure ain’t for me,’ she coos to a cow. ‘I’m special.’ Goth has played Pearl twice: in X (2022), she has a double role, also playing the 1970s porn starlet Maxine, who becomes the object of fascination of an aged Pearl (Goth in old woman make-up), who lives in a secluded farmhouse with her husband Howard. At night, Pearl creeps out and into the bed of the young woman, staring at her longingly. Whether she wants to fuck her or be her doesn’t really matter, because neither is going to happen once Maxine wakes up. And in Pearl, a prequel that stylistically has naught to do with X, Goth plays Pearl once again, this time as a young woman. Fittingly described by film critic A. O. Scott as a mixture of ‘Judy Garland in youth, of Shelley Duvall in the ’70s, or of a demonically possessed Raggedy Ann doll’,18 Goth plays a character that could so easily be treated as a cartoonish villain with an almost unbearable earnestness. In her hands, Pearl is a character study of a woman crumbling under her 135own yearning to be extraordinary. Ambition, though, is not a coping mechanism. For Pearl, as for Black Swan’s Nina and Saint Maud’s Maud, it is corrosive, leading to a severance between the alternative reality she has constructed for herself and the world she is forced to inhabit. When she is dismissed from the audition she has spent the entire film building up to, she unravels in disbelief that her obvious talent is not being acknowledged. ‘I’m a staaaaaaaaaaaaaar!’ she screams, collapsing. Her face is so open and longing for recognition that the close-ups are more unbearable than the scenes of her butchering a woman with an axe. The tragedy of Pearl is that, having seen X, we know her ending before she does: Pearl does not become a star; instead, she is trapped in her role as housewife, on her farm, in her house. We know that she never leaves and will end up dying there, butchered by a young woman gruesomely like her. Anxiety splits us in two: the version of ourselves that pays heed to it and the soothing, alternative voice.

         
            *

         

         The extraordinary women of recent screen horror are often also the monsters of their own stories. In the limited series Dead Ringers (2023), the Mantle twins (both played by Rachel Weisz) are most assuredly fucked up, but they’re not insecure. Both highly successful gynaecologists, they never doubt their own brilliance. Their exceptionalism seems otherworldly, especially when we meet their parents, a perfectly ordinary English couple. The Mantles’ self-assuredness would, in a girlboss era, be aspirational, but they willingly separate themselves from humanity – and us from them. What they already possess – intelligence, 136talent, wealth, beauty – is not enough. ‘Where is worthy of us tonight?’ asks Elliot as they get ready for a night out. The answer is always nowhere, and no one.

         Critic Angelica Jade Bastién, in her series of essays outlining her theory of the Feminine Grotesque, declares that the ‘female monsters of these films are monstrous because of being women’.19 In this sense, the Mantle twins don’t need to sprout tentacles to be monstrous. They are art monsters – and reproductive science is their art. The idea of the art monster gained popularity after Jenny Offill’s novel Dept. of Speculation was published in 2014 (coincidentally, the year signposted by myself and other film writers as the start of the type of new horror we’re talking about here). In the book, Offill’s narrator, an unnamed writer who is witnessing her ambition dwindle as marriage and motherhood take over, remembers her frustrated ambition to become an art monster: ‘Women almost never become art monsters because art monsters only concern themselves with art, never mundane things.’20 Years later, with Art Monsters: Unruly Bodies in Feminist Art, writer Lauren Elkin would dedicate a whole book to unpicking the figure and its legacy. The term has resonated strongly, and I see it reflected in the Mantle twins. Their art is not painting or writing or sculpting; it’s fertility, it’s bodies, it’s themselves. They use other women’s bodies (and, occasionally, their own) as canvases. They see themselves as exceptional examples of their sex, unconcerned and unburdened by the constraints that apply to all other women. Their exceptionalism could be a perverse extension of white female entitlement: The rules serve us, they do not apply to us. Beverly and Elliot are 137the worst kind of woman, because they don’t comprehend or care for other women unless they serve their particular needs. Dr Frankenstein and his monster rolled into one (or two, really), they are art monsters by both Offill’s and Elkin’s definitions: they concern themselves only with their work, and they ‘overwhelm the limits assigned to us’, inventing their own ‘definitions of beauty’.21 Just like art monsters, they are big and important and unreasonable.

         Elliot’s monstrousness is playful when she’s in a room with bigger monsters than her (the husband who pulls his dick out for her while his pregnant wife is in the bathroom; the Parker family of billionaires who funded the opioid crisis and make the Mantle twins perform for their investment in their dream birthing centre), but it is when she is alone that it is truly obvious Elliot cannot exist without her mirror, her twin sister. Beverly’s beleaguered co-dependence on her sister eases as her ardour towards actress Genevieve (Britne Oldford) deepens. Her girlfriend is the escape route to independence, and she calls out Elliot (‘You can’t have everything in your sister’s life’) when necessary. This relationship strains Elliot’s tether to her sister, so she goes on an anxiety rampage, picking up a whole bar of strangers to fill her apartment with noise, attempting to fuck one of them and failing (‘It won’t work for me if you talk’), and ending up in an apartment-destroying tête-à-tête with an unhoused woman. Elliot’s anxiety may be disguised by excess, but I recognise a spiral when I see one. It’s a monstrous restlessness.

         The Mantle twins, eerily equal in terms of talent, viciously co-dependent, monstrously ambitious, square 138Dead Ringers perfectly with contemporary women’s horror films (or, in this case, TV series, but does that even matter any more?). Much like the women’s pictures of the last century, horror today is obsessed with doubles, perhaps because we are so used to denying ourselves, or our natures, that we must put aside all our dark parts into a curated, plucked and smoothed version of womanhood, readied for (very) public consumption.

         A terrifying story of digital doppelgängers, Cam (2018) sees Alice (Madeline Brewer), an ambitious cam-girl who operates under the online moniker of Lola, noticing her identity being supplanted by a darker version of herself. This Other Lola has all her account information, looks exactly like her and is increasing her popularity by performing more extreme acts on camera. Her mere presence is unsettling: Alice watching herself from the outside, looking at this Other Lola perform, seems uncanny. In Gothic literature, the meeting of your double was a sure portent of death. This Other Lola becomes her abject double, an unalive version of herself. In Cam, Alice/Lola is at risk of losing her real self to her digital one. Online, Alice has created the unreal, extremely fake environment that plays at hyper-girlishness, creating a vision of a woman that exists only on the livestream. Alice/Lola’s relationship with her viewership is transactional. Even when one viewer is in her physical presence, he chooses to pay for a private cam session with Other Lola. We get two close-ups of Alice/ Lola whenever she’s performing: her real self and her digital self. It echoes the transformation of social media into a platform, a place for performance instead of connection, 139and the ‘cyborgian face’22 that Jia Tolentino wrote about, the Instagram-influenced trend of upgrading one’s looks, not to imitate a celebrity but to enhance one’s features to the point of unreality. The fluffy, pink-lined, teddy-bearfilled room that Alice works from in her home is designed, presumably, to her users’ specifications: it is a reflection not of her, but of them. The room itself exists only online, a fantasy of a girl’s room, designed to convey fake femininity and fake warmth. It’s a doll’s room, and Alice plays the doll when she’s logged on as Lola. As her digital self, Alice/ Lola is elastic, cheerful and perennially horny – much better than a real woman – but, even as the doll, she has her limits. When Other Lola starts taking over her channel, however, she operates on the basis of complete compliance. The Other Lola will do as her users demand, even if it is demeaning, violent or destructive, leaving Alice in the harrowing position of watching herself be destroyed by her own hand. She becomes witness to her own death, in a way, teetering between what’s real (what she’s feeling) and what’s not (what she sees on-screen). Who, after all, is Alice when she’s not the digital version of herself?

         Most of the time, the doppelgänger is the evil double, a darker version of our protagonist, who runs the risk of being supplanted by this evil double or twin. Lily is the darker double of Nina in Black Swan; Other Lola is the destructive double of Alice in Cam. Sometimes, though, the doppelgänger is actually the good one. Us (2019) plays with close-ups and doubles, particularly of Lupita Nyong’o as doppelgängers Adelaide Wilson and Red. The latter appears in the middle of the night with 140a double for each of the Wilson family members in tow. The Wilsons – mom Adelaide, dad Gabe and children Zora and Jason – are a picture-perfect postcard of a Black middle-class family. Unbeknownst to them, beneath their world exists a twin one, that of the Tethered. Symbolically attached to their above-ground counterparts, the Tethered are forced to mimic their movements, lives and entanglements. The Tethered do not have the possibility of choice; they are reflections, and as such, they must replicate the events of their shadowy counterparts. Underground, they are, quite literally, voiceless, incapable of screaming, never mind producing words. Red – really, the original Adelaide – speaks with what is more like the memory of a voice. When she talks, it sounds like it hurts.

         Jordan Peele’s sophomore film makes literal the abstract by showing us two categories of people: the ones above ground and their mirrors living underground, damned to replicate what happens above. Adelaide’s challenging of this disrupts the entire ecosystem of the world (well, America). By escaping as a child and taking the place of the real Adelaide, the Tethered Adelaide lives the paranoid life of an imposter. Although we first see her as the hero, a protective mother, a final girl, Adelaide is revealed to be the dark twin. Her win at the end of the film is not a win at all.

         Loss can be a tether, too. Prano Bailey-Bond’s Censor, set in Thatcher’s London, is as much a film about a woman unravelling as it is a horror film about horror films. Enid (Niamh Algar) is a film censor, working for the BBFC (British Board of Film Classification), which was then a much more rigid organisation with the power to ban films 141and deem their distribution and exhibition illegal. Enid’s life has been marked by the unsolved disappearance of her sister decades ago. While her parents have made peace with her likely death, Enid is convinced that Nina is still alive somewhere. She is coiled up, like wire hangers bent out of shape. The anxious protagonists of women’s horror are skilled at pretending. Outwardly, Enid’s demeanour is controlled, polite and no-nonsense, her back straight and her hair in a tight bun, but there is nothing underneath except obsession: her home is empty, bar a single, sad little house plant, and she compulsively picks at the skin on her thumb. Her anxiety slips out, despite herself. In her job as a censor, she has convinced herself that she can absorb all the horrors of the world – on-screen, at least – and must do so in order to protect others (‘We can’t afford to make mistakes. I’m cutting it’). She takes pride in her work, with the tiniest of smirks appearing when she sees a headline celebrating the censors who work anonymously to protect the UK from the corrupting force of video nasties. This facade shatters quickly, when her memories of her sister collapse into the images of a film that features two girls being massacred. She becomes obsessed with the idea that her sister, now grown up, is an actress in a horror director’s films and is sending her messages through his movies. Enid starts seeing her sister all around her: in the red hair of a woman in the street, in a film she’s working on, in the stray words of other people. Enid’s sister, and her sister’s double, becomes a container for her obsession.

         Stories of twins and doubles in horror often end with one of the two collapsing into the other; anxiety is 142losing yourself in yourself. In Us, the imposter Adelaide wins and escapes from the chaos being unleashed by the Tethered. In Censor, the images Enid has seen in films collapse into her reality. In the last scene, she flickers in and out of reality, moving from a hyper-saturated VHS vision of returning her healthy, grown-up sister to her parents to snippets of a terrified woman screaming as she’s being abducted by Enid.

         There is an expectation of an unravelling when we think about both horror and melodrama. We need to see the mental strain to believe it’s there. Fissures are not enough; we need to see the breakdown. Like Us, Gerald’s Game is a film of overhead shots – Jessie, handcuffed, arms outstretched to fill the length of the frame – and close-ups – Jessie again, her lips crusty from dehydration, her skin sallow and hair frizzy. At the end of Pearl, the camera holds on Mia Goth’s face while the credits roll. She doesn’t blink, doesn’t move; she keeps her mouth stretched in a strained farce of a smile. Instead of freeze-framing on Goth’s face, she is asked to hold the grimace, the shot continuing for a full two and a half minutes. As the seconds go by, her eyes start to water and her mouth begins to tremble from the effort, but she continues. Pearl is desperately, agonisingly asking us to see her. Horror puts anxiety in close-up, and in close-up, we unravel.
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            * To name just a few more: Wunmi Mosaku in His House, Millicent Simmonds in A Quiet Place, Morfydd Clark in Saint Maud (2019), Sophie Wilde in Talk to Me, Garance Marillier in Raw, Agathe Rousselle in Titane, Michalina Olszan´ska in The Lure (2015), Anna Diop in Nanny, Taylor Russell in Bones and All.

            † With apologies to anyone’s missing favourite: Toni Collette in Hereditary, Essie Davis in The Babadook, Sidse Babett Knudsen in The Duke of Burgundy (2014), Narges Rashidi in Under the Shadow, Carla Gugino in Gerald’s Game, Andrea Riseborough in Mandy (2018) and Possessor (2020), Claire Foy in Unsane (2018), Elisabeth Moss in The Invisible Man (2020), Niamh Algar in Censor (2021), Rebecca Hall in The Night House, Jessie Buckley in Men (2022), Jessica Lange and Sarah Paulson in every single season of American Horror Story.

            ‡ Emily Blunt with A Quiet Place, Jamie Lee Curtis with the new Halloween trilogy, Vera Farmiga with The Conjuring universe.

            § Listen, I know that her first role was technically a cameo in Machete, but that is not a launchpad for the kind of actress Gaga would become post-AHS: Hotel, so I am refusing to consider a cameo as a debut role. Gaga-heads, I am one of you.

            ¶ To echo something I feverishly yelled on a podcast at the time of release: PUT HIM IN A BEAR AND BURN HIM.

            || Don’t google it.

         

      
   


   
      
         143144
            PAIN

         

      
   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         Julia Ducournau must have felt like she had entered the Twilight Zone the night she won the Palme d’Or, the top prize at the historic Cannes Film Festival and one of the most prestigious awards in the film world. The Palme d’Or is traditionally left for last, but Spike Lee, the president of the festival jury in 2021, prematurely announced it at the start. Imagine sitting there for hours, thinking you might have won the biggest prize of your career so far, but perhaps you hallucinated it. Titane was officially awarded the Palme d’Or a few hours later. On camera, Ducournau was in tears, shakily hugging her film’s two main actors: Agathe Rousselle, who’d never been in a film before, and Vincent Lindon, a veteran of the French screen. Titane was Ducournau’s second feature, and it was only the second time in Cannes’ seventy-four-year history that the top prize had been awarded to a female filmmaker. It was certainly the first time that such an accolade had gone to a film in which a serial killer fucks, and becomes pregnant by, a car.

         Later that night, Ducournau, still bleary-eyed, said that Titane paid ‘tribute to the imperfections’.1 The win made the film the subject of countless headlines exalting its weirdness, shock factor and positioning firmly within body horror, an oddly shaped subgenre of this house we built called horror, which – as mentioned earlier in the Fear chapter – traces back to 1970s and ’80s body 146horror and Cronenberg’s films exploring desire, disease and death. Body horror exists, simultaneously, at the lowest end of the genre, the excessive, gory, gruesome, rotting, fleshy bits, and at the highest, as a visceral exploration of the taboo, the grotesque, the forbidden, the abject. It is worth stating that although it can use gore, body horror does not equal gore. It does not mean an endless parade of killings and creative executions of nameless, faceless bodies. Gore’s nastiness is often transparent; it is endurance, not exploration. Body horror is interested in the body as a site of exploration, of transformation, of the articulation of pain; it uses flesh like clay to craft realities we have not seen before, or ones we choose to ignore.

         In a 1991 essay, scholar Linda Williams identified horror as one of three ‘body genres’:2 genres of entertainment whose intention is to provoke sensations in the body. Alongside horror, which causes fear and terror, she pointed to pornography – which elicits sexual arousal – and what Williams called ‘weepies’, films that emotionally manipulate the viewer into sadness or tears (there is also comedy, which, when successful, creates the physical response of laughter, and is a genre that runs parallel to horror in both how it is experienced and how it is dismissed). All horror, in this sense, is body horror, since its aim is to affect us viscerally.

         Body horror – that is, the horror of the flesh, the gross and the grotesque – doesn’t quite operate on the level of fear or terror that Williams was talking about. It lives on the ‘gross-out level’,3 creating disgust and revulsion, an all-body ick. While body horror is often conflated with gore, as viscera for viscera’s sake, I see it as an articulation of 147something that does not – or cannot – exist in our world, and by expressing it, by making it flesh, it triggers something primal. When it works, it is felt in every crevice and hidden part of ourselves, disgust seeping into our bones. It has also inspired thoughtful criticism, in a moment when we are rearticulating our relationship to our bodies as arenas of the personal and the political.

         In the last decade, body horror has morphed into a genre of prestige. Graphic meditations on the nature of the body (Titane, Crimes of the Future, Possessor, Infinity Pool) appear at prestigious film festivals, win awards and are widely released, while cable television and streamers, who are not governed by the same broadcasting rules as linear television services, have incorporated body horror into their storytelling (House of the Dragon, True Blood, American Horror Story). The intellectual has begun to coexist with the visceral in a paradoxical, sometimes confused, violent and delightful way. All the while, the body has continued to be one of the main political, social and psychological battlegrounds for many.

         We all exist in a body and have a relationship with it, whatever shape that might take and whatever tensions might exist. And the unkind inevitability is that our bodies will change throughout the course of our lives, by design or by nature. ‘The entry fee of being embodied is the certainty – not the risk, the certainty – that eventually, something will go wrong with it,’4 writes author Caitlin Starling. We will age, and we will die. Entire industries have been built trying to stave off these inevitabilities: disease, pain, ageing and death. 148

         Some bodies have always been treated as a spectacle. The grotesque, as Mark Fisher observes, involves ‘something which is out of place’;5 the female body is often perceived as grotesque even when everything is in place. Women’s bodies have often been reduced to their reproductive capabilities, and the medical establishment has long perpetuated a damaging mythology around them. One of Western culture’s foundational thinkers, Aristotle, considered women ‘mutilated males’. (A monster is a mistake.)

         Body horror has articulated the psychological, physical and social anxieties of bodies that have been ostracised, deemed out of bounds, unruly or otherwise repulsive. This has made it speak most intensely, at times, to audiences whose own bodily experience has always been questioned or othered: female, trans, people of colour, disabled, fat and the intersections of these realities, which have been deemed, in one way or another, monstrous. Horror tells us the truth of our experiences as a body.

         Barbara Creed begins her instrumental book of horror analysis The Monstrous-Feminine: ‘The horror film is populated by female monsters, many of which seem to have evolved from images that haunted the dreams, myths and artistic practices of our forebears many centuries ago.’6 Women, she argues, are not merely the victims of (male) monsters, but sometimes the source of the threat themselves. Images of female monsters, nourished by fears surrounding the bodies of women, have flourished in all cultures, across all mediums. The female body – its functions, excretions, changes and potential for creating life, 149its capacity for pain and pleasure, its ageing – has been a source of mystery, fear and disgust. It has been made monstrous. There is no neutral way to present a woman’s body, so it is the ultimate site for abjection. Philosopher Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection posits that our disgust towards the abject stems from a disruption of the standing social order. In Powers of Horror, she talks about the body and its emissions – bile, vomit, faeces, blood – as the abject. Embodied by the monstrous, the gross and the filthy, the abject disrupts the connection between the subject (the one who looks) and the object (the one being looked at). The abject is that which ‘does not respect borders, positions, rules’.7 These two core theories, Creed’s and Kristeva’s, have long circulated around writings on body horror, particularly because of its fascination with the flesh of women and the flesh of monsters, and whether our interest in both might intersect.

         In the early days of YouTube and DeviantArt, I spent a lot of time scrolling through and saving moody, hand-drawn artwork by other moody teenagers around the world. I was drawn to loud, aggressive music with painfully obvious lyrics that circled around melancholy. One band who produced such music was Jack Off Jill, whose songs were raspy and sulphuric with rage. Someone edited together a fan video on YouTube for their song ‘Everything’s Brown’ with images from Return of the Living Dead 3 (1993),* specifically of Melinda Clarke’s Julie, a biker chick whose 150reanimated body had been pierced by knives, broken glass and scraps of metal. She was licking her wounds and arching her spine like a cat in heat. At the time, I did not know the clips belonged to a film, but the image of Julie, pierced and cut, stuck with me. Her body had been mutilated by her own hand, not others’. She was monstrous, but not a monster. She was caught between life and death, and her body had become something not dead but unalive. Like all zombies, Julie is a perfect example of what Kristeva wrote about corpses: they are the ‘utmost of abjection’, reminding us of the state of death, of the body as decaying matter, ‘death infecting life’.8 Julie was a living corpse; she was death infecting life. 

         While zombies have taken a back seat in contemporary horror, possessions have come back in force. It Lives Inside (2023) updates possession’s usually white, upper-middleclass victims to an Indian American teenager, Samidha (Megan Suri), who goes by the name of Sam to ingratiate herself better with her white classmates. Sam accidentally comes into contact with a demonic entity that threatens to destroy the people around her unless contained by a vessel, be that a jar or a human body. In the film’s final scene, Samidha has invited the demon inside of her and is in a state of constant – but controlled – possession. The teenage protagonists of Talk to Me (2023), the breakout-hit first feature of brothers Danny and Michael Philippou, also invite spirits in – but here possession is in parallel with drug use. In the film, Adelaide teenagers experiment with a form of séance that invites the spirits of the dead into their bodies. Filmed and edited with the frenetic pace 151of a party scene, things go too far for Mia (Sophie Wilde) and her bestie’s kid brother, Riley (Joe Bird): she becomes consumed with talking to her recently deceased mother, unthinkingly trusting a corpse that reminds her of her mom, while Riley, on his first try, becomes possessed by a violent spirit intent on killing him. The rotting, decrepit corpses of the spirits here have little to do with the chiffon ghosts of the gothic. They are more in line with the fleshy decrepitude of 1980s body horror and the 2000s imagery of anti-smoking ads. The embalmed hand, the tool that opens the door to spirits, gets passed around, its origin unknown and unimportant. Spiritualism is fun, until a mean spirit tries to bash your head against the wall and your eye sockets crack. And much like drugs, possession is also a form of connection. It’s embedded in the language used in the ritual: ‘Talk to me’ and ‘I let you in’. Mia’s desperate attempts to talk to her mother end up costing her her life and, in a glimpse of the spirit world, she is left wandering alone in the darkness, just as she was before. Faced with that, a cracked skull doesn’t sound so bad.

         But must all body horror be monstrous? Could it be, perhaps, beautiful? There is truth and beauty, serenity and tenderness, catharsis and liberation in body horror. Titane opens with a car accident that alters young Alexia’s body. She now has a titanium plate implanted in her skull. As an adult, Alexia (Agathe Rouselle) works as an exotic dancer at a car show. Her unfeigned appreciation for cars (hinted at even in the prologue) makes it an erotic dance for her, rather than just for the people watching her. There is a radical, beautiful lack of fear in Alexia: she walks down 152a dark alleyway, unafraid; she slaps away any hand that wants to touch her. She does not fear; she is the thing to be feared. Ducournau ascribed this to the ‘mechanical part’9 of her, but she is fiery, far from mechanical. One night, she is beckoned by the Cadillac in her father’s garage. The much-smirked-at ‘woman fucks a car’ scene follows, filmed with a glossy, warm light that underlines Alexia’s nakedness, like something out of soft-core erotica: Alexia has just exited the shower, her flesh wet and alive, and the car, a low-rider Cadillac, calls her to it, seducing her. ‘Metal is the antithesis to flesh,’10 said Ducournau in an interview about this scene. ‘It’s cold. It’s dead. Flesh is warm and alive.’ This is sex and death, colliding.

         In her video essay on body horror, YouTuber Yhara Zayd speaks of the stages of transformation in these films: ruin, release and rebirth.11 The ruin† of a body can be a literal destruction to allow for a transformation into something stronger or a process of self-discovery, of new knowledge about one’s body, even if the flesh itself remains intact. After this encounter with the Cadillac, Alexia becomes pregnant via a transhuman immaculate conception of sorts. Her belly swells, her vagina and nipples leak black fluid. On the run after her multiple murders, Alexia takes the place of a decades-long missing boy, Adrien, and shacks up with his distraught father, Vincent (Vincent Lindon), a fireman. To more convincingly present as a traumatised 153teenage boy, Alexia binds her chest and expanding stomach, shaves her eyebrows and hair, and breaks her nose. Vincent himself is in a state of ruin, refusing to accept his ageing body. He wails in frustration at his sagging flesh, at his body’s inability to do a pull-up. His backside is polka-dotted with bruises from steroid injections. Alexia and Vincent are both malcontent with their bodies and seek to transcend their limitations. Titane is a parade of altered bodies – either by design, with tattoos and piercings, by violence, via murder or mutilation, by a refusal to accept its limitations, using steroids, or by transhuman conception. 

         Alexia’s body has been transformed since childhood through her accident, and further impacted by the painful binding of her breasts and belly and her biomechanical pregnancy. The final scene sees the birth of her titanium baby (‘stronger because it is monstrous’12) and her body ripped apart, revealing a titanium chassis under her skin, her blood entirely replaced by black fluid. Release. The dark leaks conjure up a confusing, abject image of life and death, fertility and disease, health and rot, all in one. Ducournau imagines the transformation of Alexia into a mother of monsters, but takes away the negative, leaving only the awe. A monster, here, carries within it the possibility of transcendence for all. Rebirth.

         In another example of transformation, Starry Eyes (2014), Hollywood ingénue Sarah (Alex Essoe) is trying to break into acting, with anxiety, rejection and jealousy interlacing to create a violent cocktail. One audition becomes transformational, pushing her to deepen her darkest, most self-destructive impulse (with a little 154Satanic encouragement). Her hair falls out in clumps; her teeth and nails become brittle and break. Ruin. Sarah is peeling. At the end of Starry Eyes, after an extended, horrendous sequence of physical deterioration, Sarah is reborn as a slick, hairless creation. A star. A Hollywood monster. Jennifer’s Body (2009) features another female monster, a particular kind of Hollywood hot girl whom the entertainment industry both elevates and wants to destroy. Jennifer Check (Megan Fox), who is as popular as she is snarky, is far from a virgin when she is selected by a Satan-worshipping landfill indie band to be sacrificed to the devil. Because of this, she returns, possessed by a ferocious hunger. Her beauty dims when she is hungry, but no matter how much chicken she stuffs her face with, it’s never enough. What she needs is human flesh. Jennifer, with blood dripping down her face and her mouth unnaturally extended, eats boys (and girls). She was already ruined, a mean girl, a high-school monster, and she is reborn as a literal one.

         Since she published her essay in 1982, Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection has become a mainstay of feminist discourse, especially when it comes to bodies, and especially when it comes to body horror. This concern has been dubbed the feminine grotesque,13 or the female gross, or feminist body horror, interested in this intersection of the female and the horrific. However, ‘theories of the abject don’t begin to capture how women themselves feel about their bodies, from the inside,’ writes Lauren Elkin in Art Monsters: Unruly Bodies in Feminist Art.14 Body horror approximates us to the monstrous, but, in relation 155to Elkin’s point, can it really get us inside the feminine grotesque if it’s not made from a feminine perspective? Earlier, I wrote about my newfound hesitation in lumping together female filmmakers in the genre just because of their gender. However, let me indulge in a possible contradiction. There is something distinctly compelling about body horror centred on female bodies, made by filmmakers who inhabit one or who identify as female. It is body horror viewed from the inside, because, as scholar Laura Mulvey writes, ‘when women make films, cinema mutates in their hands and through their eyes’.15 And body horror is a cinema of mutation, by definition. Barbara Creed wrote that there were three grotesque moments in the life of a female body: sex, childbirth and death. Since not all women decide to, or can, give birth, nor do they all choose to have sex, nor do all women menstruate or go through the menopause, let me add to this list the truly universal experience of ageing. The feminine grotesque, then, is all the natural cycles in the life of a female body that we have declared grotesque, gross, abject. Horror responds to what a culture decides is scary, and our culture has decided that we’re scared of female, ageing and trans bodies – so they must be made monstrous.

         However, in Titane and Starry Eyes, respectively, Alexia’s and Sarah’s bodies become sites of transformation, not of fear. They must be ruined before they are reborn. Titane’s birth scene, heavily and deliberately echoing the Nativity, is the birth of a ‘new humanity’, and it is a transcendent moment of love. Alexia, a dead-eyed, violent murderess, feels love for, and connection to, Vincent, 156who sees her as his son, regardless of her true identity, and stays with her. Ducournau told me: ‘At the beginning, the titanium plate was seen as an abnormality. It seemed like a dead thing. And at the end the metal is alive, the spine is moving, the baby is alive, it’s crying. There is this idea that it’s a new humanity that is more monstrous, but it’s stronger and it’s born in love.’ Vincent refusing to reject Alexia/Adrien as his son, even after her ruse is evident, struck a chord with trans viewers, whose identities have scarily and increasingly been reduced to their bodies. Trans writer and filmmaker Cressa Maeve Beer sees in Titane a vision of trans-ness that is accepted, not rejected: ‘a character’s unwanted transformation met not only with compassion and love, but their own denouement is in discovering authenticity within it. The more of a monster they become, the more of their humanity and ability to connect to others they find.’16 Ruin, release, rebirth: transcendence and acceptance achieved through body horror.‡

         
            *

         

         Fertility, pregnancy and birth have become (pardon the pun) fertile ground for horror filmmakers, particularly female directors. The films Prevenge (2016), Antibirth (2016), False Positive (2021), Shelley (2016), Huesera: The Bone Woman and Clock (2023) and the TV series The Servant (2019–23), The Handmaid’s Tale (2021–2), The Baby (2022) and Dead Ringers all explore the systematised and private body horror of these experiences. Elkin writes 157that ‘the bodies of pregnant people have become one of the major battlegrounds of our time’,17 and horror has become the pre-eminent genre for visualising that battleground. 

         Alice Lowe was pregnant when she got the go-ahead to make her serial-killer horror comedy Prevenge. Lowe acts in the feature, as well as being its writer–director. Her character, Ruth, is in every scene, and her belly often takes over almost the entire frame. In her choice of framing Ruth, Lowe confronts us with the vastness of her, the ticking clock of pregnancy. The film relies heavily on the disconcerting visual of a pregnant woman – fertility itself, to be protected at all costs! – committing serial murder. In one scene, she seduces a Z-rate local DJ, who thanks to his enormous stupidity doesn’t realise that she is pregnant until he puts his hand up her skirt. In the next cut, she slices his penis off. Under the instruction of her unborn child, Ruth is on a rampage.

         Dead Ringers, meanwhile, is concerned not with a single pregnancy or single body, but with the business of fertility, for which the female body is its primary material. The limited series, written by Alice Birch, is a reimagining of David Cronenberg’s 1988 film of the same name, which itself is an adaptation of Twins: Dead Ringers, a book of non-fiction published in 1977. The book was an expansion of an Esquire article about the mystery hanging over the deaths of twin gynaecologists Cyril and Stewart Marcus, who were found dead in their Upper East Side apartment. Dead Ringers’ Beverly and Elliot Mantle are twin gynaecologists, equal in brilliance but unequal in ethics. Elliot, the hungrier, more aggressive of the pair, is interested in 158forgoing the body itself to create life (her interests are ‘held up by legalities’). She wants to breed embryos in her lab, ideally with the help of generous equity funding. Beverly, meanwhile, is of a quieter, gentler disposition and is desperately trying to conceive a baby in her own body, but enduring miscarriage after miscarriage. In the very first episode, a kaleidoscopic montage of births, caesareans and assorted obstetrics places us in the world of birth as an industry. Push, snip, sew, deliver: it’s all very everyday. It is a conveyor belt of fleshy bits, assaulting our senses only because we are so unused to seeing the physical wear and tear, surgical implements and viscera that come with birthing. The show’s approach to bodies was startling to critics, largely because showing a natural experience was enough to call it body horror.

         Pregnancy, birth and motherhood are a natural fit for body horror, for despite the birthing industrial complex’s best efforts to rebrand the birthing experience as a rosy miracle. Childbearing and childbirth are gory endeavours, even when everything goes one-hundred-per-cent right. The mechanics of carrying and delivering a baby are body horror, and because I’ve had to read about them, I’ll include them here, too: your hair thins or falls out; the volume of blood in your body doubles to accommodate the baby, which can cause blood vessels to become more fragile; your face and extremities can become puffy; your centre of gravity changes, which may lead to falls; your skin stretches, which can cause small tears and stretch marks; while the stretching of the abdominal muscles often causes them to split like an ‘oversaturated sponge’.18 159

         Maternity body horror swims in the abject, perilously balancing on that unnerving thin line separating life and death. As such, it carries Frankenstein in its bloodstream. Much of recent horror does, too, concerned with death as a symptom, not a finality. In The Angry Black Girl and Her Monster (2023), Vicaria (Laya DeLeon Hayes), a prodigiously talented Black teenage girl, is convinced she can eliminate death, and by doing so, heal her community. ‘If death is a disease, then there’s a cure … And I’m going to find it,’ she declares, using her dead brother’s body and reanimating him. But the brother– monster is violent in his confused, reanimated state. In a rare reworking of Shelley’s story with a Black protagonist, the young scientist’s fixation with solving death is a way of addressing her powerlessness over fixing the root cause of the violence that’s eating away at her community. In Ex Machina (2014), a tech billionaire creates an intelligent, self-aware android named Ava that eventually kills him (‘If you’ve created a conscious machine, it’s not the history of men, that’s the history of gods’). When, in Birth/Rebirth (2023), a young girl is killed, she is resurrected by a mortician who is conducting experiments in her flat, trying to engineer life without any consideration for the emotional toll of birth and death. Rose (Marin Ireland), the obstetrics-mad scientist, impregnates herself in order to harvest the genetic material she needs to bring the dead back to life. She is confronted by the mother of the deceased girl, and this retelling of the Frankenstein myth pits two mothers against one another, both givers of life. 160

         In an interview, Alice Birch, Dead Ringers’ writer, recalled asking a doctor with whom they were consulting on the series what they would want if they had all the money in the world. ‘Bodies,’ they said. ‘People to experiment on.’ The feminine grotesque takes the primary tissue and prods it, pushing at the very limits of the questions that are almost too taboo to ask out loud: should this feel this way? Do I want this? What if I don’t want this? What if it rips me apart? What if it changes me? In an episode of the show, Elliot Mantle suggests implanting ovarian tissue from a younger woman into her when she’s in her forties, and every year after that, delaying the menopause and reinstating her ‘skin, fertility and sex drive’. She suggests death is ‘completely treatable, as opposed to an inevitability’. She also takes her twin’s eggs and grows a baby in her lab, gently stroking the embryo in its plastic container, calling it ‘baby sister’. Throughout Dead Ringers, the Mantle twins repeatedly remind people that ‘pregnancy is not a disease’. They’re right: it’s not a disease, it’s politics.

         In June 2022, the US Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade, a landmark five-decade-old case that made abortion a constitutional right. Abortion immediately became illegal in twenty-three states. Since the ruling, body horror has become less an idea and more a reality. If motherhood is a vast space for horror, so is policed fertility. The Handmaid’s Tale, an adaptation and expansion of Margaret Atwood’s classic novel – and a horror series if ever I saw one – takes place in a future where most women have become infertile. Due to this development, the birth rate has become dangerously low and an ultra-conservative group has forcibly 161taken over the US, establishing a patriarchal theocracy called Gilead. This new world order has created castes of women based on their reproductive potential. Fertile women have been stripped of their rights and thrust into reproductive slavery, ritualistically raped once a month by powerful men in the hope they will bear their children. In the world of Gilead, things get rebranded: rape is called ‘the Ceremony’; fertile women are ‘Handmaidens’; older, caretaking women are ‘Aunts’. Rebranding rape and fertility policing separates them from the memory of those things when they were called by their proper name. ‘The Ceremony’ just has a better ring to it, doesn’t it?

         When we talk about people’s bodies in these ceremonious ways, we can easily forget that a body always belongs to a person. In horror, pregnancy becomes an unwilling takeover, a process of invasion and expulsion, something else gaining control over your body or trying to get something out of it. The forced pregnancies in The Handmaid’s Tale, the exo-creature that gets birthed in Antibirth (2016), the sociopathic foetus in Prevenge, the emergency abortion of a baby Neomorph in Prometheus (2012), the turbid insemination in False Positive (2021) – all boil down to the same, primal horror conceit: your body does not belong to you, but to me. Your body is my property, and I shall do with it what I want.

         There is a certain detachment that these characters – Ruth in Prevenge, Beverly and Elliot in Dead Ringers, Justine in Raw, Alexia in Titane – have in relation to their bodies. This detachment, oddly, makes body horror feel more intimate, less ensconced in the endless parade of 162violence and so-called debate about the female body. They eschew the in-built preciousness of women’s fascination with their own bodies. When we see these characters approach their bodies without emotionality, without automatic pain, it reads more transgressively. It tells us, again, what we whose bodies are a topic of policy we have no say in already know: Your body does not belong to you.

         The female body has been politicised ever since there have been women and politics. Recent years have seen the desire to police women’s bodies, cis and, especially, queer and trans bodies, become pathetically and devastatingly obvious. A month after Roe v. Wade was overturned, the UK government quietly removed references to ‘bodily autonomy’ and ‘sexual and reproductive rights’ from a transnational document it issued as part of the International Ministerial Conference on Freedom of Religion or Belief, held in London. In the US, gender-affirming care for minors was outlawed in several states and deemed child abuse in others, like Texas. In the UK, 14 per cent of trans people reported that they were refused GP care on at least one occasion on account of their gender identity, with an overwhelming majority describing a dire lack of resources.19 Margaret Atwood could not have invented this shit.

         A politicised body is a subject of constant debate: it is questioned before it is believed – or even allowed – to exist. It is examined, probed, studied and considered before it is declared and authorised as a body. All the while, it is told that the probing, the studying, the examinations and the considerations are being done for its own 163good. Some bodies are treated, by default, as problematic; they must be managed, rarely allowed to exist in a state of rest, always alert. They are a reminder of things that those who do the policing would rather not be reminded of. A politicised body is a body in pain. But even its pain does not belong to the body, because its pain, too, is politicised. Pain makes the body feel alien. Body horror visualises the fantasy of making this constant struggle to be believed visible, perhaps so people (doctors) will believe you, so your pain can be measured, its existence approved.

         The ‘pervasive aura of distrust around women’s accounts of their pain has been enfolded into medical attitudes over centuries’,20 writes Elinor Cleghorn, author of Unwell Women. And these attitudes, in turn, have informed the paranoia and isolation apparent in the protagonists of body horror. They must convince everyone that their pain is, in fact, real. That something is Going Very Wrong. In 2019, the Journal of Pain identified a gender bias from medical practitioners when it came to pain management. There is a right kind of pain, and with it comes a right kind of performance of pain. It is difficult to advocate for your pain or illness to be taken seriously while also trying to present it in the way that will most help it to be taken seriously. So pain becomes a performance: go too far, and you’re at risk of being accused of exaggerating (Calm down); don’t go far enough, and your suffering will considered too mild to be taken seriously (Deal with it). Body horror often nails this point by doing the reverse: we are shown, graphically and sometimes in extreme detail, the pain, so it’s the act of not believing that 164becomes grotesquely performative. Horror makes pain undeniable. It visualises what is implied by womanhood: the expectation of pain and of transformation.

         Traditionally, women’s pain has been kept private. It is embedded in our bodies, and our bodies have been instructed to keep quiet. Throughout history, medicine has consistently denied women’s pain the status of being ‘real’, often labelling period pain as psychosomatic and women’s complaints as ‘hysterical’. Doctors in the nineteenth century, mostly male, had a catch-all term for women’s pain, no matter its source or intensity: ‘female complaints’. Pain was (perhaps I should use the present tense, since we’re not exactly out of the woods yet) considered a punishment at times, somehow deserved by the woman enduring it: endometriosis was referred to, at one point, as the ‘career woman’s disease’. The medical establishment considered women’s bodies according to their ‘capacity – and duty – to reproduce’.21 The intersection of pain, race and gender has only recently become an area of research. In an episode of Dead Ringers, a Black woman complains of pain after a Caesarean. Her (white female) doctor swats it away as normal and doesn’t order a scan. We go from a scene of the woman in pain to another, where her now-widowed husband is holding their new-born, incredulous. Women’s pain has routinely been disbelieved, dismissed and misdiagnosed, an attitude that is magnified when a patient’s gender identity differs from biological womanhood, or if they are from a Black, Asian, Latinx or Indigenous background. The so-called ‘father of modern gynaecology’, James Marion Sims, infamously 165conducted experiments and operations on enslaved Black women, perfecting his technique, before moving on to operating on white women – now with anaesthesia. Not all pain is considered equally. With some groups, there is an expectation that they should suffer and endure, or a presumption that they are unfeeling.

         In his 2022 return to body horror, Crimes of the Future, David Cronenberg resurrected a decades-old script and created a sensual allegory that some critics have read as a trans text. In the world of the film, set in an indeterminate future, biomechanical advances allow machines to control bodily functions. In this next phase of human evolution, pain and disease have disappeared. Some people, including performance artist Saul Tenser (Viggo Mortensen), experience more intense, rapid evolutionary changes. Saul can grow new organs, which are surgically (and dramatically) removed in front of an audience by his creative partner, Caprice (Léa Seydoux). People like Saul (and a character called the Ear Man, who has grown multiple ears all over his body) are policed by a government department tasked with monitoring and controlling human evolution. With the removal of pain, the body in constant flux and sex obsolete and replaced with body modification as an erotic act (‘Surgery is the new sex’), the surgical extraction of body parts becomes art. The audiences that convene to watch Saul have his new organs removed are there ‘not just out of curiosity or fear, but out of reverence’.22 These are new bodies that demand awe. Concurrently with Saul and Caprice’s performances, a radicalised group of evolutionists believes that evolution cannot be policed and a new 166iteration of humanity, one that can consume toxic waste as sustenance, is inevitable. In the final scene of the film, after struggling throughout to ingest food, even with the help of a machine, Saul tries to eat one of the toxic-waste food bars that evolved humans are consuming. Finally able to swallow, he sheds a tear. This is a moment of bodily acceptance. Of release.

         It is clear that Cronenberg did not intend his film to be a trans allegory, and it would be naive to ascribe this motive to him. The filmmaker himself has said he did not have one particular group in mind when he wrote the script two decades ago, but has acknowledged that ‘this is always a go-around about who controls the bodies of citizens’.23 In Crimes of the Future, body horror offers beauty and, even more rare, ‘hopefulness’,24 points out writer and film critic Willow Catelyn Maclay, co-author of Corpses, Fools and Monsters: The History and Future of Transness in Cinema. In a roundtable for Reverse Shot magazine, Maclay underlined that while transness is not at the forefront of Cronenberg’s intentions in his work, his films have spoken to trans audiences because they are about ‘the horror of the self, rarely about masochism, disgust or self-hatred’, and instead ‘take great pleasure in imagining a governmental response to bodily development’.25 I am wary of adding to the pile of cis writers who are new to trans metaphors. There is a limit to empathy without lived experience, and to what I can articulate without accidentally veering into condescension. This is not my experience, and as such, it does not inform my reading, but I owe a debt to the eloquence of the trans 167critics and writers who deepen my understanding of body horror. Writing for Them, Nadine Smith noted how body horror allowed her to ‘take charge and truly claim’ her flesh as her own,26 making visible through the accelerated ageing in Old (2021) and the duplicated body of Alice in Resident Evil (2002) the dissonance that she felt between her own body and ‘the unattainability of authenticity’. What Maclay calls ‘trans film images’ have always existed in film and horror history. The work of filmmaker Jane Schoenbrun in the horror space, from their debut We’re All Going to the World’s Fair (2021) and in I Saw the TV Glow (2024), attempts to articulate the trans experience from the inside out, translating what they call the ‘internal liminality’27 of being trans into film images, using the language of horror and other genres. Body horror can be a way of finding beauty in a world that insists that beauty is anathema to your existence. Schoenbrun calls it a process of ‘mutation’, reinterpreting and repurposing imagery through a trans lens. It goes both ways: finding the beauty in what others have called grotesque, and also pointing out the grotesque in what others have traditionally described as beautiful.

         
            *

         

         Writing this chapter, revisiting these films, it is impossible not to take note of my own body and the secrets it keeps. It recalls wanting to be something else, a different body. It recalls the destruction I wrought on it, blind, clumsy efforts to remake it. It recalls the many times it healed itself, quietly, without protest. It recalls every disease it developed and dissolved. It recalls with sharpness every 168moment of pain, elongated by memory, and every moment of pleasure, shortened by the same.

         I was once taken into hospital urgently with acute abdominal pain. The word ‘pain’ has since lost its meaning, but my body remembers it. The rapid spread of bloating was as if a tentacled hand were plunging itself into my body and squeezing my insides. I was being stabbed from the inside out, each blow forcing my body to fold in on itself. In my mind, potential diagnoses ran from bloat to indigestion to appendicitis to death. My skin turned pale green and I could not stand up straight nor hold a conversation. A friend called an ambulance, and a neighbour helped me get into it. Inside the vehicle, I was given Entonox, a mix of oxygen and nitrous oxide gas, while in the hospital I was fed paracetamol and enough morphine to ‘kill a goat’.§ The pain and the painkillers, which barely masked it, made me delirious. I was asked to point at one of five smiley faces to indicate my level of pain. The bottom one was blue and smiling. The top one was bright red, its smile turned upside down. I stabbed the red frowny face with my finger. The next six hours bled into one another, delineated only by the amount of drugs I was given for a pain whose cause the doctors could not diagnose without cutting into my stomach. I yelped and cried, with no underwear on, any sense of shame or decorum long forgotten. I crushed my friend’s hand in mine and begged her to knock me out. As the hours went on, before I was diagnosed with an acute 169ovarian torsion and internal bleeding, I repeatedly tried to make myself pass out by holding my breath. Wheeled on a gurney into emergency surgery, I was loudly delusional. A nurse’s hand took the place of my friend’s, who wasn’t allowed in the operating theatre. I cried in thank-yous when they administered the anaesthetic, before I passed out as I counted back from ten. Just like in the movies. On WebMD, the pain associated with ovarian torsion is described as ‘an occasional but sharp pain’ and ‘crampy’. Red frowny face. 

         Author Julia Armfield’s own ovarian-cyst ordeal, which she chronicled in her essay ‘Guts’ for The White Review, brought back this experience. There is a simple yet demanding aspect to body horror: it requires selfacceptance. ‘Accepting the fact of oneself as a body and therefore a thing with insides, with guts, is accepting the fact of oneself as a thing that can degrade, mutate, unravel,’ Armfield elucidates.28 Until this experience, I refused to accept my body as a living thing that could turn on me. My body was something I was not aware of until I started trying to destroy it, covering it in scars of my own design. But this medical ordeal, and everything that followed, was not my design. This was something else, growing and plotting inside of me, unknowable and undetectable to me until it made itself known with flaming precision. ‘The body doesn’t remember pain,’ Armfield writes of her own experience of surgery, of doctor’s visits, of uncomfortably public displays of pain, discomfort and Something Going Very Wrong Inside of You. The performance of pain is calibrating how much description will get a doctor to 170believe that there is in fact Something Going Very Wrong Inside of You. Feeling something happening inside you and that clawing need to get it out, out now. Invasion and expulsion. When I lay in the dark, with those tubes sticking out of me, I kept my hands on my abdomen, scratching at the stitches, trying to get at the source of the pain that was now just a memory. I thought of horror films that had started or ended exactly like that, with Someone Going Very Wrong Inside of You. My body may not remember the pain, but I do. Mostly, I remember its sudden absence after I woke up. I was alone, awake in a dark room, and the lack of pain was the first thing I noticed. I was ready to endure, but it was gone. It was replaced by something entirely more subtle: the expectation of pain.

         Pain can be suffocating, for a moment or for a few hours. Or it can be constant, like new bones forming inside skin that won’t hold them. But pain is always, always an inconvenience for the one who’s not enduring it. How do we describe pain that doesn’t belong to us? Whose pain does horror show us?

         
            *

         

         ‘There are two things that dance will never be again: beautiful and cheerful.’ So speaks Madame Blanc, one of Tilda Swinton’s characters in Suspiria (2018), Luca Guadagnino’s reimagining of the giallo classic from 1977 about a coven of witches hiding conspicuously in a dance academy. Madame Blanc talks of the company as a body – the spine, the heart, the sex, the hands – but, really, it is a stomach. It breaks up every young dancer that comes through its doors. 171

         Dancers have long been a fascination. I am compelled by them as athletes and as artists, and the obsession that must fuel both disciplines. Mostly, I’m compelled by the contradiction between dance as an art form (elegant, elevated, elitist, exclusive) and its cost (disordered eating, injuries, constant pain, extreme pressure). Dancers’ bodies – particularly those of ballet professionals – are notorious for enduring horrific damage over years of training. Constant agony, bruised limbs, broken nails, muscular tears and more, all of it in the name of creating art through movement. Their bodies become tools of both beauty and horror.

         The original Suspiria (1977) is a sensory horror experience set in a dance school, but with very little actual dancing. Guadagnino’s version focuses on the mutilation of the bodies through dance and through witchcraft. The dance school is a pristine microcosm of ambition, beauty and power, expressed through politics as well as the occult. The dancers are isolated from everyone else, consumed physically, emotionally and spiritually by the dance as they practise for one last performance of the modern dance piece ‘Volk’, a series of connected, sharp movements. Guadagnino’s witches speak – and inflict violence – through movement. The coven will sometimes improve a dancer’s performance through magic, literally transferring power through dance. One particularly grotesque scene cross-cuts between Olga, a dancer stuck in a rehearsal room lined with mirrors, and the protagonist, Susie (Dakota Johnson). As Susie performs, her movements propel Olga’s body, flinging it around, breaking her bones, forcing her organs out of place. Olga’s bones are 172fractured in so many places that the sound of them is like leather stretching. While Susie’s feet glide across the floor soundlessly and she flares her wrists, next door Olga loses control of her bowels and bile and piss drip from her. Awe and disgust, art and horror.

         Black Swan, which I touched on in the Anxiety chapter, is an early example of dance horror. The film indulges in the body horror that is the dancer’s routine (the broken toenails, the cracking of bones, the displaced diaphragm) and makes bodily the psychological fears, too (the competition, fears of being replaced, injury and ageing). Nina’s obsession with perfect technique is funnelled into her body. Her routine echoes both the after-effects and the demands of a dancer’s life: when she gets in in the morning, she cracks the toes in her damaged feet and vomits the food she has consumed at breakfast. She is all lean muscle and a parade of nervous tics, picking at the skin on her back and tearing the flesh around her nails clean off. Her dedication to dance is fanatical, and as her mind starts to crack, her obsession shifts from perfecting her technique to controlling her hallucinations. In the end, Nina fatally stabs herself, thinking she’s killed a rival dancer who was going to take her place. She performs, nevertheless, her body transforming into that of a swan. It has cost her everything, but she gets her ‘perfect’; in fact, ‘perfect’ is her last word. Dance consumes her.

         In Gaspar Noé’s Climax (2018), the first half of the film is a dance sequence, the second a claustrophobic horror. Noé cast professional and amateur dancers from different disciplines and styles, from vogueing to waacking 173and krump, with all sorts of body types. In the dance sequences, choreographed by Nina McNeely, they slip in and out of frame to a techno remix of ‘Supernature’. After the dancers are spiked with LSD, the second half of the film descends into an out-of-control frenzy, like a dozen bad acid trips happening simultaneously, like a demonic mash-up between The Devils (1971) and Step Up (2006). Again, the control we expect from trained, dedicated dancers slips away. Their bodies become the scene for violence and excess; their dance no longer choreographed, but compulsive and ghastly.

         As body horror, dancing becomes a vehicle for expressing obsession and control. Great dancers are always supposed to be in control; in horror, they lose control. ‘I’m hypnotised’, Noé said in an interview, ‘by good dancers.’29 So am I. The body moves by its own volition, as if propelled by some unhinged – or sometimes supernatural – energy. A dancer’s body is in constant communication, articulating a grey area that goes beyond good, evil or beautiful. In Black Swan, Climax and Suspiria, these performances are parallel to demonic possessions made beautiful. They become, as dance critic Gia Kourlas summarised, ‘scary – and strangely sensual’,30 alluding to the startlingly exhilarating and painful experience of seeing bodies thrash and contort themselves.

         The relationship between dance and death goes back to medieval times, to the idea of the danse macabre, the dance of death. This serves to remind us that death comes for all of us; it’s a unifying human experience, and dancing exemplifies the frivolity of our earthly pastimes. Compulsive, unstoppable, involuntary dancing is known 174as choreomania. One of the most well-known cases is the Dancing Plague of 1518, which began in July of that year in Strasbourg, when a woman started dancing on the street. This spread through the townspeople, with between fifty and four hundred people joining her in a non-stop dance that lasted until September of that year. Exactly how many died from dancing remains a mystery – some say around a hundred – and there is yet to be a definitive explanation. Historians have suggested it may have been the result of demonic possession, overheated blood, mass psychogenic disorder, or contaminated bread which led to a fungal disease that caused convulsions; or that it was a tribute to a pagan god or to St Vitus, the patron saint of epileptics, dancers and entertainers. Basically, no one knows for sure. First-hand accounts report that the authorities tried to solve the situation by … making dancing mandatory. They made the dancers go on dancing day and night, to which end they constructed a special stage in the heart of the city where they could move freely. They even hired professional dancers and musicians to keep everyone in constant motion. The policy was a disaster. Judging by the dramatic escalation of the epidemic, it seems that the strategy helped spread a psychic contagion. In fact, nothing could have been better calculated to turn the dance into a full-scale epidemic than making its victims perform their dances in the most public of spaces.

         Pandemics and choreomania have been consistently intertwined. Before Strasbourg, there was an outbreak in 1374 across Germany and France in which thousands of people danced in agony for days or weeks, screaming 175about terrible visions and imploring priests and monks to save their souls. In 2020, filmmaker Jonathan Glazer made the BBC dance-horror short Strasbourg 1518, which was directly inspired by the Dancing Plague. It tapped into something that had been on my mind since the outbreak of the pandemic: I missed dancefloors, the intoxicating experience of a crowd dancing, of feeling my body carried by a communal force.¶ Glazer’s film was shot during lockdown, with choreography designed for individual dancers and devised by Glazer in collaboration with Artangel and Sadler’s Wells, and a pulsating score by his collaborator, composer Mica Levi. These dancers are moving compulsively, but in isolation. Dance, music and horror easily intertwine. Dance horror rewrites our ideas of beauty and of body horror by intertwining these two extremes. It’s the terror of not knowing why or how these bodies are moving the way they do; the grisly shock at the contortion of the body; and the revulsion that the promise of its demise provokes.

         What a pandemic-era image: the dancefloor as death sentence. The very idea of going onto a crowded dancefloor felt potentially fatal in 2020, like the final scene in Roger Corman’s The Masque of the Red Death (1964), when Death literally walks through a party, gently touching people on the shoulder or the arm and causing them to turn red and die. In his Edgar Allan Poe mash-up series The Fall of the House of Usher, Mike Flanagan reimagines this scene as a luxury rave-cum-sex-club organised by 176Prospero Usher, the ‘extra-bastard’ bastard son of pharmaceutical magnate Roderick Usher. Cocky and desperate to prove himself as an entrepreneur, Prospero (or Perry, as he prefers to be called) engineers a highly exclusive rave to take place at one of the abandoned test facilities still owned by his family. It’s all booze, masquerade masks and $20,000-a-ticket vibes. A timed sprinkler should have converted the masque–rave into an orgy, but instead, when the sprinklers go off, it’s raining acid. A mystery blonde woman, bathed in red light and wearing a death mask that echoes that of Corman’s film, saunters through the party, delighting in ‘The music. The lights. The beautiful flesh.’ That beautiful flesh starts melting immediately as the acid rains down from the ceiling, exposed and vulnerable in lingerie and masks, until the exclusive clientele is melted together into one giant puddle of steaming, formless flesh. ‘What a beautiful boy,’ whispers Death, as she puts the mask on Prospero’s acid-crisped face. Again, awe and disgust, beauty and horror. 

         
            *

         

         During a promotional interview for his 1986 film The Fly, about a scientist who merges his DNA with that of a common housefly, director David Cronenberg discarded the idea of his fascination with the body coming from a place of disgust or fear: ‘I could conceive of a beauty contest where people would unzip themselves and show you the best spleen and the best-looking viscera.’31 In Cronenberg’s hands, the body has always contained ‘a potentially infinite number of interpretations’.32 Crimes of the Future similarly posits that bodies are raw material for 177art and performance. In this world of tumour extraction as art, body transformation is an erotic experience. It’s body horror that’s not concerned with destruction, but with the creation of beauty and pleasure.

         There are moments of true tenderness in body horror too: Alexia touching her titanium baby’s hand poking through her belly in Titane; the foetus a child reanimates for a moment so she can breastfeed it in False Positive; Susie prying her chest open in wicked ecstasy in Suspiria. There is a necessary reconfiguration we must make in our relationship to our bodies, and body horror helps us along in the process. Horror as an aesthetic of the body is uniquely capable of translating the unspeakable, visualising the unreal and concretising the painful. To go back to video essayist Yhara Zayd’s point on body horror: ruin, release and rebirth. Body horror is horror at its most intimate because, ultimately, it uses the body as a conduit to confronting the inevitable: change.178
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            * This video is still online, delightfully, and has received only about 6,000 views. I estimate I’m responsible for about a fifth of them.

            † To be clear: I don’t believe that Zayd intended ‘ruin’ as a negative, and nor do I. Here, the term stands in for transformation, change. We just like a bit of alliteration.

            ‡ Yhara Zayd jokes that ‘body horror is just like meditating’, but, hey, I agree with her.

            § Direct quote from a doctor.

            ¶ Ironically, I ended up getting Covid on the dancefloor.
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         Who ends up on top in this new horror? I’ve left this chapter for last because I’ve been trying to figure it out myself. Power is not a feeling. When it comes to horror, it’s mostly a trap. When we watch a horror movie, we root for the survivors and canonise the monsters. Their likenesses become merchandise, costumes, objects of ridicule or thirst. Their faces are worn as masks on Halloween, become emblems on T-shirts and tattoos. Even if defeated at the end, they become the anchors of a horror franchise. They become the brand.

         And yet, as I have noted, this recent era of horror has been conspicuously light on monsters. There’s John Kramer, aka Jigsaw from the Saw franchise, a remnant of noughties culture, the carpe diem killer who doesn’t exactly murder anyone himself, but instead chastises people he considers to be unworthy of living by putting them in complicated murder traps. (Jigsaw isn’t a serial killer in the same way that Charles Manson isn’t a serial killer.) There’s Mister Babadook, a manifestation (or tulpa, if you prefer) of a mother’s anger, who’s more of an idea of a monster than a monster. In It Follows, the monster is a shape-shifter, taking any shape necessary to get closer to its mark. But we never see its true face, so we cannot canonise it. It is, to all intents and purposes, invisible. There’s the multiple-mouthed trauma monster from Smile, which 182appears only briefly and, similarly to It Follows, draws its real horror from its ability to possess anyone. Megan, the sentient doll with the TikTok dance moves from M3GAN (2022), comes to mind as a possible contender for a true contemporary monster. As does Gabriel from Malignant (2021), he of the backwards karate and the unbrushed hair. But these films were actively marketing their monsters as memes, eliminating any actual possibility of terror. This self-awareness might have increased their box-office chances, but it reduced the monster’s power to scare.

         Perhaps in an attempt to capture something lost in our monsters, the ones from the past keep being reincarnated. Pennywise from It: Chapter One and Two is the creature from the 1980s with a facelift. Michael Myers in today’s Halloween films is still the same old Michael Myers, except now he’s just an old man in a boiler suit. Leatherface and Freddy Krueger have been given new takes, but they don’t belong to us; they’re boomer monsters.

         Monsters have always been a part of us, in the stories we tell ourselves and our collective imagination. They make up the nightmares that help us understand the world. The oft-quoted Joan Didion proclamation, ‘We tell ourselves stories in order to live,’ comes to mind often when I look at the monsters we have created to tell us about ourselves.

         In his book Monster Theory, monster scholar* Jeffrey Jerome Cohen created what he called ‘a method of reading cultures from the monsters they engender’.1 Cohen’s theory is that a monster is a cultural body: a product of a 183specific time, place and feeling. It’s simple, really: the monsters come from us, after all, so they reveal things about us that we’d rather not acknowledge, they tell on us. Cohen proposes seven theses to understand them: the monster is a metaphorical embodiment of a certain cultural moment; as such, it never dies (not really); the monster exists on the fringes of society and rationality; the monster is Other, it is a monster because it is different from the culture that it sprang from; the monster is a warning to not cross boundaries or the borders of the known or rational; the monster is scary but it’s also attractive; and, finally, the monster is a gateway to self-knowledge. 

         Building on Cohen’s theory, the monster is also our gateway to understanding what power means or looks like. At their best, monsters are quite literally awesome. They are beyond death, and beyond the limitations of our known reality. They can be fearsome and fascinating. They offer us a glimpse, terrifying as it might be, of what is possible beyond us and our understanding of the world. They can represent the power(s) that we wish unto ourselves. And, to be really basic for a moment, it’s also cool to see monsters rip things apart or stomp out entire cities. Their very existence demands awe.

         What does it say about us that we don’t have many – arguably any – authentic monsters to show for ourselves? Over the past decade, the monster has become vaporous and unrecognisable. Contemporary horror has reinterpreted the monsters of our past and infused them with tragedy and trauma, giving them a reason to be monstrous, thereby lessening their impact. This absence 184has imbued horror with a responsibility it did not have before: to deconstruct and explain the monster. If the monster used to be the Other, it is now more than ever one of us.

         Perhaps one of the few monsters that has emerged over the last decade, one that exists at the intersection of the human and the otherworldly, is Stranger Things’ Vecna. The Big Bad of the Netflix show takes four seasons to appear, and before we fully see Vecna (Jamie Campbell Bower) in his monstrous form, we meet him as a boy and man named Henry Creel. Gifted with exceptional psychic powers, the young Henry is also exceptionally sadistic. He is taken into the research facility Eleven (Millie Bobby Brown) had escaped from back in the first season, where his powers are curtailed for the good of everyone else. When Henry is banished by Eleven to the Upside Down in the past, he explores this alternative dimension until he finds, via a powerful and very big cloud, the means to transform into ‘the predator’ he was always meant to be. This experience turns him from Henry Creel into Vecna.

         In his final form, Vecna emerges from the shadows as a collage of all the monsters of horror’s past – a bit of Freddy Krueger, a dash of Pinhead, a smidge of Predator – with a burnt voice lifted from Robert Mitchum. Vecna is a creature of heavy steps and milky eyes, covered in scar tissue and with one claw-like hand. Glistening veins slither like roots in his neck. His presence rots the air. The extent of his power – manipulative, lethal telekinesis – is revealed to us in parallel to his backstory. We fear Vecna, but we get Henry Creel. 185

         We understand that the giant smoke spider-monster is fashioned after Vecna’s childhood fascination with spiders. His crimson mind lair – an edgier, smokier version of Sherlock Holmes’s mind palace – is a distorted replica of Creel’s family home. His arrival is signalled to his victims by the chimes of the grandfather clock in his father’s house. The monster’s human backstory explains his methods of torture. Despite his extreme appearance, Vecna is consistently humanised. ‘I know what he did to you,’ Eleven tells him during their big denouement at the end of the fourth season. We know, too.

         Preying on his victims’ innermost memories, where they can’t hide from him, Vecna weakens them before attacking. He taunts cheerleader Chrissy with visions of her verbally abusive mother; with Fred, a student who’d accidentally caused a car crash that killed his friend, he manifests as the deceased; and he capitalises on Max Mayfield’s guilt around her brother’s death in the previous season. Vecna’s rituals of torment are psychological and personalised to each of his victims. The trauma narrative, customised and exploited.

         Stranger Things’ creative use of nostalgia comes to a head with Vecna, the filmmakers knowingly merging the tactility of the monsters of 1980s horror with the now-overused trauma plot to create a creature that is both familiar and contemporary. If Vecna is in the running for most accomplished monster of the past decade, it’s because he contains these two dominant narrative threads: trauma and nostalgia. Vecna is the monstrous result of a traumatised Henry Creel, so he causes harm to others, perpetuating the cycle. 186And, comprising monsters from a different era, Vecna is custom-made to embody our ‘restorative’ nostalgia for a ‘superior’ (heavy air quotes) era of horror filmmaking.

         As well as a scarcity of monsters, it’s notable that the ones we do create in today’s horror we topple almost immediately, drawing the poison from their sting. It is inevitable that we cannibalise our creations through humour, parodying and spoofing them; after all, Abbott and Costello did this in the 1940s with their comedic takes on Frankenstein, the Mummy, the Invisible Man and Doctor Jekyll and Mister Hyde. But we do it so much quicker now: within days of Vecna’s appearance on Stranger Things, the Internet was awash with thirst traps dedicated to ‘vein daddy’, dances inviting him to ‘pop that Vecnussy’ and an uncountable amount of memes, which have become such an effective marker of awareness that studios have incorporated them into their marketing strategies. We memeify our boogeymen. If we control the monster through mockery, it can never get us – it no longer has power.

         In horror, power can be malignant. Henry Creel becomes Vecna because of his unbridled ambition and disregard for life. But he is still a fantastical being, with the power to remake reality. Is access to these abilities the reason he disregards humanity, or was that always there and the powers just made it more obvious? Vecna’s cosmic abilities are fun, but what do they tell us about the world, about power? I started this book with Mike Flanagan, so it feels fitting to end with him, too. In his TV shows Midnight Mass and The Fall of the House of Usher, he brings this idea to 187the fore, in the former melding vampirism and faith, and in the latter looking at the consequences of a supernatural power deal. In both, power corrupts even the most well-meaning of souls. Midnight Mass takes place entirely on the fictional island of Crockett (population: 127), a mostly Catholic community where departures and arrivals are noticed. One of these is the returning, disgraced prodigal son Riley (Zach Gilford), while another is a new arrival, the mysterious Father Paul (Hamish Linklater), dragging with him a heavy wooden box. Father Paul is revealed to be a rejuvenated Monsignor Pruitt, Crockett’s eighty-something priest, who ran into an ancient vampire while on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Pruitt thinks it’s an angel and makes it his mission to share the powers granted to him by the angel with his community.

         Pruitt is an accidental extremist. He quietly serves vampire blood to his congregation, manipulating their faith via little miracles: an elderly woman’s dementia is cured; a paralysed girl walks again; chronic back pain is gone. Pruitt asks for only ‘one moment of faith’ as he serves poison to the churchgoers, urging them to die so they can be reborn as full vampires. Powerful and eternal. Chosen. When they awaken as vampires, the reality of their new condition is revealed: hungry, rageful and blind. Neighbour turns against neighbour. At night, the newly turned citizens of Crockett rampage through their sleeping town. Their eyes and their smiles shine in the dark as they pull people out of their homes and feast. Many screams and many deaths later, the reality sinks in. ‘We are the wolves,’ Pruitt says. 188

         The island’s monster is not the vampire really, nor the naive Pruitt; it’s Beverly Keane (Samantha Sloyan). She is always smiling the sort of smirk common to villains. Perennially upset at anyone else being more victimised than her, more faithful than her, more godly, Beverly perverts faith and kindness in a way that only monsters can. In the end, the new vampires of Crockett are ready for their sunrise. They ask each other for forgiveness. All except Beverly, who is full of excuses, and whose extremism stays solid right until the end, when she tries to dig into the sand for cover from the sun. While Crockett dies singing, Beverly dies screaming.

         The Fall of the House of Usher applies the Flanagan remix treatment to Edgar Allan Poe, similar to his approach to the work of Shirley Jackson in The Haunting of Hill House and Henry James in The Haunting of Bly Manor. Updated for 2023, the Ushers are twins Roderick (Zach Gilford/Bruce Greenwood) and Madeline (Willa Fitzgerald/Mary McDonnell), who make a deal with a powerful creature named Verna (Carla Gugino) to ensure their ascent into the upper echelons of power and wealth, at the cost of their legacy. Together, they take over a pharmaceutical company, commercialising a painkiller that promises to numb the world to its troubles.

         The Ushers are preoccupied with legacy, a word reserved for the powerful. Superficially, their idea is to help ease the world’s suffering, but really they are interested only in massaging their own entitlement. Their hubris is such that they do not care about signing up descendants they don’t even have yet for premature death. When the show kicks off, 189Roderick’s six children are dying off gruesomely: Prospero by acid rain coming down on his sex party; Camille, mauled by a chimpanzee that is being experimented on by her half-sister; Victorine cuts out her own heart after killing her girlfriend; Napoleon falls from his high-rise penthouse while chasing an imaginary black cat; Tamerlane dies under a shower of broken glass after publicly humiliating herself at her own start-up launch; and Frederick is sliced open, slowly, by a pendulum. All of the children, grown into adults of one measure of despicability or another, are subjected to torture by Verna. The very woman who made the deal with the Ushers to begin with, now collecting on their debt. More interesting is Madeline’s approach: uninterested in having biological children, she instead wants to ensure her legacy technologically, developing a powerful algorithm that will power her AI baby. She is killed before finishing it, though, and the algorithm, too, gets corrupted.

         In both shows, Flanagan interrogates the gifts of the supernatural and the hubris of people trying to play at being gods. In Midnight Mass, the mystery behind the town’s good fortune is blood: Paul/Pruitt is adding vampire blood to the Communion wine, believing that he is aiding people by sharing the gifts of the vampire (whom he calls an angel – potato, potahto). The healing and eternal life gifted by vampirism renews Crockett’s community, physically and spiritually, sure, but it also damns them.

         While Midnight Mass is essentially a show about good people† grappling with what the possibility of power 190would mean for their lives and the lives of those around them, The Fall of the House of Usher is about how quickly people take the sweet offerings of power, no matter how temporary. For characters obsessed with legacy in all its forms, they are incapable of seeing ahead of themselves. In the show’s finale, Roderick is confronted with a shower of bodies falling from the sky, piling up into mountains of corpses in front of him – his true legacy. Roderick and Madeleine Usher are monsters who are all too familiar to us: greedy and immune to consequence. They are monsters cosplaying people. 

         
            *

         

         Throughout the history of horror, several monstrous archetypes keep coming back, emerging at different points in different guises: the vampire, the zombie, the ghost, the beast and the witch. They exist across cultures and folklores, and reoccur in film, too. The vampire, one of cinema’s original ghouls, imagines both life after death and untethered sexuality, morphing alongside what we consider desirous and what the limits of our desire might be at any given time. Ghosts and hauntings, similarly, adapt to our ideas of the afterlife and righteousness, who gets to move on peacefully and who is damned to suffer eternally. What we popularly understand as the zombie comes from horror movies, which distilled and appropriated the idea from Haitian magic. In films, the zombie is a reanimated corpse, mostly mindless and guided only by an unceasing hunger for human flesh. Originally, and more frighteningly, the zombie was a living person under the control of another. In both interpretations, the zombie is not alive 191in any meaningful sense and is under the control of something larger than itself.

         These first three archetypes are all variations of the undead, monsters that fulfil our desire to know what happens after we die and to somehow, even at a high cost, conquer death. The beast archetype, meanwhile, is a bit of a catch-all term for terrifying creatures, big and small, natural and supernatural: werewolves and kaiju, succubi and mermaids, giant snakes and gorillas. The beast seems to be, at least physically, removed from the human form, and our treatment of it tells us about how we treat creatures we see as beneath us or as our property.

         The fifth archetype, the figure of the witch, is near interchangeable with the idea of female power and knowledge. Usually gendered female, the witch is both liberated and liberating, capable of great, fearsome things and untethered from the idea that men are needed for protection. As much as she is feared, she is also known for using power for superficial (read: stereotypically feminine) goals like beauty and youth. With the witch, beauty is also an extreme: she’s either seductive or disgusting. More recently, the witch has become trendy as a political figure, with female politicians being cast as witches in the press and women’s marches using slogans (incorrectly‡) invoking witches, while terrible men caught doing terrible things will often accuse others of being on a witch-hunt.

         192These individual archetypes no longer stand alone; they are part of a system. Robert Eggers’s The Witch (or The VVitch) signposted a transformative moment not only for contemporary horror, but also for the figure of the witch, and how it represented as villainy and power. Set in 1630s New England, a settler family is exiled from their Puritan community over a religious dispute (they’re too hardcore even for the Puritans). Building a cabin near a large, creepy forest, the family – patriarch William (Ralph Ineson) and his wife Katherine (Kate Dickie), teenage daughter Thomasin (Anya Taylor-Joy), pre-teen Caleb (Harvey Scrimshaw), two toddlers and a baby – settle in, and things quickly begin to go awry. The baby is killed, Caleb falls sick after disappearing in the woods, the twins are talking to the family goat and paranoia consumes Katherine. There is a rumour of a witch in the woods who has stolen and killed the baby to oil up her broomstick. Fingers are pointed at Thomasin, who has the double misfortune of being a teenage girl and having a sharp tongue. She is accused of being a witch, of bargaining with the devil, of bringing strife into the family home – even though she can do very little apart from being a bit snarky with her brother. In the end, there is bloodshed, and Thomasin is alone. When she responds with a whispered ‘Yes’ to the devil’s question of ‘Wouldst thou like to live deliciously?’, it is the making of a monster, the birth of a witch. But we have seen the environment in which she exists. Framed in a certain way, The Witch is a villain origin story. We spend the entire film seeing the harsh reality of Thomasin, understanding why she could be a witch or would become one, so that when the 193story confirms the supernatural exists, we are left nodding in agreement. (Yes, girl, go get that delicious goat-devil power!) The alternative, even if Satanic or scary, is better than the reality Thomasin exists in.

         Perhaps, then, the monster is downplayed because we have become too primed to empathise with them. Amongst its many achievements, I’ve always felt that The Witch’s main success is in making witchcraft inevitable, not just appealing. When Black Phillip/the devil finally makes its proposition, it is after Thomasin is left with nothing. She has not sought it out, but it is the only way out of a heinous reality. The monsters we have created in today’s horror are a direct response to their conditions, but instead of trying to eliminate those conditions or dismantle the circumstances that created their suffering, they aim to join the system – or rather, to be at the top of the system’s power structure. They choose to be in service of a system they know to be corrupt. It’s easier to be a monster. She might be in league with the devil now, but Thomasin is still better off than she was with her parents.

         I see the lesser-known The Autopsy of Jane Doe (2016) as the polar opposite of The Witch. The witch (Olwen Kelly) at the centre of this film is a corpse, unnamed and unclaimed, that never speaks and wreaks havoc indiscriminately. The father-and-son morticians (played by Brian Cox and Emile Hirsch) tasked with her autopsy discover the markings of the Salem witch trials, revealing her as a victim of terrible circumstances who turned into a monster. Her name is never uttered, but her fate is: an innocent woman who was turned into a witch after being killed by 194witch-hunters. Symbolically, the father offers himself up as a sacrifice to spare his son, and she inflicts on him the same kinds of wounds that were dispensed to her. Despite its rather conventional, jump-scare-heavy approach to horror, the central idea of The Autopsy of Jane Doe is the finite nature of power: one day you have it, the next the witch does – and with that the circular nature of pain is inflicted, unless the cycle is broken.

         Witches, as mentioned, are one of the key symbols of power in pop culture. And, uniquely, gendered.§ In horror films, they are not just one of the most commonly recurring archetypes, but also complicated figures who embody and challenge notions of authority, knowledge, sexuality, faith and power. In their simplest form, the screen presents witches as young women discovering their power (Sabrina the Teenage Witch, Charmed, The Craft); sexually liberated women who command attention and (sometimes) destroy lives (Black Sunday, The Witches of Eastwick, Practical Magic, The Love Witch, Bell, Book and Candle) or wield influence in their community; and older women who are removed from their communities, the keepers of secret knowledge (Häxan, The Witches, Drag Me to Hell, Eve’s Bayou), often jealous of others’ youth and beauty (The Witches, Stardust, Hocus Pocus).

         In 2019, the New York Times flippantly declared it ‘peak witch’ season.2 Coinciding with a moment of huge 195social and political upheaval, people turned to witches as a different, as well as anti-authoritarian, symbol of power. Witches were everywhere. In politics, protesters used slogans that echoed witch-hunts, and in 2015 the protest group W.I.T.C.H. (Women’s International Terrorist Conspiracy from Hell), which was originally established in 1968, was revived to protest inequality, abortion rights and the racist and sexist practices of the Trump administration. Witches hexed Supreme Court justice appointee Brett Kavanaugh, who had been accused of sexual assault, and the then president Donald Trump. In publishing, witches took over both fiction and non-fiction. Witch-adjacent books dominated the mind–body–spirit, self-empowerment and advice genres: Cat Call: Reclaiming the Feral Feminine (Kristen Sollée, 2019) looked at the figure of the cat alongside the witch; Modern Witchcraft: Goddess Empowerment for the Kick-Ass Woman (Deborah Blake, 2020) argued for witchcraft as a female religion; and comedian Lindy West wrote about misogyny in the #MeToo era through the metaphor of witches in The Witches Are Coming (2019). A myriad of spell-casting guides and empowerment texts that played on the figure of the witch were published. In fiction, ‘witch lit’ became an easy way to group together novels with witchcraft as their centre of gravity, among them Weyward (Emilia Hart, 2023), Now She Is Witch (Kirsty Logan, 2023), Her Majesty’s Royal Coven (Juno Dawson, 2022), The Manningtree Witches (A. K. Blakemore, 2021) and The Revels (Stacey Thomas, 2023). I couldn’t open TikTok without stumbling upon someone reading the Tarot or casting spells within a few swipes of the thumb. Witches were everywhere, and in the process they lost their status as monsters. They became part of the collective unconscious as anti-authoritarian symbols. The witch was powerful, knowledgeable, feminist. She was an icon that embodied a radical acceptance and embrace of power that looked, felt and operated differently from mostly male-coded power. The witch was a symbol, and a symbol couldn’t be a monster. 

         196Except for one kind of witch. The hag (or crone) continued to grow as a fixture of horror during the last decade and devolved into a figure of revulsion, distrust and excess. The hag has become that Other, a monster that is not symbolic of powers we wish for but a reminder of the inevitable: death. Even the word ‘hag’ conjures up, almost instantaneously, an image of decrepitude, of an old woman, of isolation and a selfish, brewing resentment. Even when we cannot control our environment and our trust in established structures – government, law enforcement, legal process – erodes with every headline, we operate under the idea that we can control our bodies. With the right diet, the right exercise routine and the right skincare products we might delay the inevitable signs of ageing. The wellness industrial complex has created a new set of gurus, fed new conspiracies and exacerbated familiar paranoias around health, medicine and ageing, all to delay the inevitable.

         Horror has often latched on to the idea of ageing as a failure of character and symbol of deviousness. It’s not that there aren’t any boogeymen any more, but they are not shaped like monsters or murderers, but rather like you and me, only older. 197

         In the 1960s, a subgenre alternatively dubbed hagsploitation, hag horror, psycho-biddy or Grande Dame Guignol emerged as a Hollywood formula with Sunset Boulevard (1950), starring former silent-film star Gloria Swanson, and What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? (1962), starring Joan Crawford and Bette Davis, both of whom had been movie stars for decades at that point. Both Sunset Boulevard and Baby Jane were critical and commercial successes for the actresses, revitalising their careers (and giving Swanson and Davis Oscar nominations), as well as bringing forth a new, reliable formula for Hollywood: older women in the midst of mental breakdowns, played by movie stars whom Hollywood did not consider bankable any more but were still recognisable. The original hag-horror trend was rooted in a disappearing Hollywood studio system that left a generation of stars adrift and out of work. The return of the hag in contemporary horror, meanwhile, has been marked by the increasing demonisation of ageing, of reducing characters to the physical, a parade of silent, old flesh. This slow reigniting of the fear of the hag has been noticeable from 2014 onwards, with one marked exception: the hags are no longer washed-up movie stars. The Taking of Deborah Logan (2014) made monstrous an ageing woman suffering from dementia (or maybe possession, or a mixture of both). The titular Deborah Logan (Jill Larson) is a skeletal figure who is talked over constantly, and whose naked body is filmed frightfully. Around the same time, M. Night Shyamalan’s The Visit (2015) retold the ‘Hansel and Gretel’ fairy tale through found footage, in which the kind grandparents 198whom the child protagonists go to visit are not kind nor even grandparents at all. The odd elders scurried around in the dark and lurked in the corners of the frame, oddly menacing figures from the start. Shyamalan would return to the idea of ‘old is creepy’ more explicitly in his 2021 film Old, a bizarre idea of a film in which a group of people stuck on a beach start ageing rapidly. That is, their bodies age, but their minds remain the same. Children become teenagers in hours, adults lose their faculties in days, bones become brittle overnight. Later on, in the hugely successful Barbarian (2022), the monster is revealed to be a large old woman. Herself a product of forced incest, she had only ever known the dark basement she lived in, accompanied only by a 1980s birthing video she had for entertainment. She didn’t speak at all, just screamed, and tried to force-breastfeed the people she trapped in her lair. That same year, a German horror film creatively titled Old People (2022) imagined the elderly rising up against mistreatment by the young by eating them, zombie-like. In the film, the residents of a retirement home are physically restrained in order to cover up for understaffing and underfunding. They are discussed in terms of stray animals, not people. The same year, Spanish sci-fi horror The Elderly (2022) also built on the eeriness of old flesh, with all the elderly citizens of Madrid suddenly acting violently during a heatwave. And Paco Plaza’s The Grandmother (2021) drew its terror from the creepiness of an old woman’s failing body, toying with the idea that she might be a witch – or just old. The Grandmother, The Taking of Deborah Logan and The Visit traffic in the creepiness of 199older women, their loss of bodily control and mental acuity. On TV, House of the Dragon (2022) exaggerated the decrepitude of the kindly but ageing King Viserys (Paddy Considine). His decay becomes more extreme in every episode: one eye gone and the eye socket rotting, a hole in his cheek, livid sores on his back and hands. Ageing, after all, is not exclusive to women, however intensely we are sold on that idea. These films take their lessons from body horror, using the frame to cut up bodies into their bare elements, zooming in on ageing flesh – no make-up needed – because that is enough to cause revulsion. To emphasise their grossness, they are put in contrast with younger characters. Young flesh versus old flesh. One appealing, the other revolting. The characters barely speak (the mother in Barbarian and the grandmother in The Grandmother are mute). Where the original hagsploitation movies focused on the fragile psychology of older women, grown mad at being discarded after reaching a certain age, recent horror has concentrated on the elderly body as a source of fear, revulsion and disgust. We don’t need to hear them speak; just seeing them is enough. The elderly have become a source of terror because of their proximity to death, their bodies a physical reminder of its inevitability. Sagging skin and cataracts, age spots and skin tags have become easy sources of revulsion. We’re back to Kristeva’s theory of the abject, with a sprinkling of ageism: elderly bodies remind us of decay, of death infecting life.

         This new hag horror (perhaps a gender-neutral ‘elder horror’ is more appropriate) is a brash, more superficial approach to the idea of the death-defying monster. If 200the zombie, ghost and vampire show us the possibility of life after death, elder horror seems to find comfort in demonising the inevitable. It revels in the horror of the disempowered and rejoices when the elderly have their way with dismissive, condescending younger folk.

         
            *

         

         Perhaps nothing, not even paranoid women’s horror, has made such a mark on the genre over the past decade as Black horror. Nebulously defined, as it’s not quite a genre, what critics and filmmakers have come to call Black horror is more of a storytelling tradition, one that the-matically and aesthetically deals with how Black people (particularly African Americans) experience the world, especially in relation to power – being systematically disenfranchised of it by white people, and their reclamation of it in defiance of this.

         Even within the history of Hollywood, Black contributions to horror have usually not just been underrepresented, but relegated to a fluke (e.g. George A. Romero insisting that the casting of Duane Jones in the lead role of Night of the Living Dead had little or no political meaning) or dismissed as cheap imitations of proper cinema (the whole of blaxploitation).

         In his essay on American cinema The Devil Finds Work, James Baldwin shared his unimpressed reaction to The Exorcist (1973) when he saw it on release: ‘he who has been treated as the devil recognises the devil when they meet’.3 The possessed body of a teenage girl, torn apart from the inside by a vicious, demonic entity, was exciting and provocative for white audiences because it attacked a young 201white girl within her home. The most perfect victim in her most sacrosanct space. Baldwin’s remark pointed to the fact that white fears were not the same as Black ones, and that film, and perhaps most horror movies, was operating on that assumption.

         Black bodies have been a cultural battleground since the beginning of cinema, since The Birth of a Nation (1915), a silent film that portrays Black men (played by white men in blackface) as oversexed brutes. The influence of that film can be measured in its formal innovations, as well as its narrative weaponisation of racist stereotypes. Being feared as much as fetishised is a paradox distilled by Get Out, which cleverly explores the shifting social dynamics of racial disparity within a single family. Chris (Daniel Kaluuya), a young Black photographer, is invited to the country home of the parents of his white girlfriend, Rose Armitage (Alison Williams). (Whether deliberate or not, even the casting is a tongue-in-cheek comment: Kaluuya, at the time, was mostly known as one of the cast members of the British teen TV drama Skins, an unknown face in Hollywood; meanwhile, Williams was one of the stars of HBO’s Girls, as well as the daughter of a famous anchorman, and her parents were played by West Wing actor Bradley Whitford and indie film legend Catherine Keener.) When the couple arrive, the Armitages are overzealously welcoming and keen to establish that they’re totally cool and very liberal (‘I would’ve voted for Obama for a third time’).

         Chris is revealed to be the newest target in a well-organised body-swapping scheme orchestrated by the Armitages, themselves descendants of a man who was so 202triggered by losing out to Jesse Owens in the Olympic trials of 1936 that he’d rather invent body-swapping technology than accept that he was bested by a Black man. Get Out captures white entitlement, the insidious way it passes down through the generations, and how that entitlement extends to a desire to control Black people, seeing them only as bodies, as prime material for white use, divorced from humanity and history. In the film’s most excruciating scene of body horror, Missy Armitage hypnotises Chris, paralysing his body and sending his mind away into a vast black void, the ‘Sunken Place’. This place, which years later Jordan Peele would describe as unique and ‘bespoke’4 to the character, visualises the deepest recesses of Chris’s trauma and fears. No one bleeds, no one even gets up from their chair in this scene, and yet the horror is in the body, in the sharp sounds of Chris’s fingernails clawing at the leather armchair he’s sitting in, paralysed.

         Get Out constitutionally reframes the body horror film while avoiding body horror entirely. Understanding how Black bodies have been dehumanised through images throughout the history of cinema, instead of relishing Black suffering it is more interested in the small details that screamingly signpost the shifting of power and fear. It’s all in the performances: Kaluuya’s eyes narrow ever so slightly as they jump from white face to white face, the immediate discomfort of their gaze palpable in the stillness of his body; his fake laugh, designed to defuse tension, when asked about the ‘advantages or disadvantages’ of being African American by a stranger, in lieu of, I don’t know, ‘hello’; the unfurrowing of his brow 203when weirdness turns into fear as Missy Armitage hypnotises him. It is also in LaKeith Stanfield’s small role, his unblinking transformation as his character, taken over by a white man, momentarily snaps back to his real self after Chris’s camera flashes. The psychic effort of this causes a nosebleed, his smirk transforming into a bleeding look of fear. ‘Get out!’ he yells, over and over.

         After the success of Get Out, the history of horror from a Black perspective was reconsidered on an unprecedentedly mainstream level. Not that this hadn’t been happening already, for years, but this time white audiences were listening. Get Out was not the first of its kind – there were early examples like Hellbound Train (1930) and The Blood of Jesus (1941); Night of the Living Dead had a tragic Black hero; the 1970s gave us Blacula (1972), Ganja & Hess (1973) and Dr Black, Mr Hyde (1976); and there was also a rich amount of Black horror in the 1990s, like Def by Temptation (1990), Eve’s Bayou (1997) and Blade (1998) – but its mainstream success made instant stars out of writer–director Jordan Peele and lead actor Daniel Kaluuya, and it penetrated the snobbish world of film industry awards, which have traditionally ignored horror, by becoming the third horror film to win the Oscar for Best Original Screenplay.¶ The scholarly work of authors Tananarive Due and Ashlee Blackwell (founder of the horror resource site Graveyard Shift Sisters) fed this new, mainstream interest in seeing horror from a Black 204perspective, while academic Robin R. Means Coleman’s book Horror Noire (2011) became the basis of a documentary of the same name for genre streaming service Shudder in 2019. ‘Black history is Black horror’ was its central point. 

         Hollywood will always do Hollywood, and soon enough a slew of Black horror films came out that laid waste to the ideas Jordan Peele was proposing. It is only to be expected that Hollywood will react to any success story, like Peele’s, by attempting to recreate it and throwing money at reformulations of a tale until the core idea is buried under a pile of lacklustre imitations. Them (2021) is a TV series about a 1950s Black family who, after moving to a primarily white neighbourhood in Los Angeles, are subjected to terror and violence, both human and supernatural. In her scathing review of the show, critic Angelica Jade Bastién described it as ‘horror’ in quotation marks, because it ‘only knows how to wring terror from the pain we experience’.5 In other words, distancing Black bodies from Black people. Antebellum (2020) commits a similar error, with its story of a high-profile Black academic who gets kidnapped by a group of ‘cosplaying white supremacists’6 who have built a recreation of a plantation in order to play at slavery. The film shared a couple of producers with Get Out and leaned heavily on that in its marketing, associating them with greatness. Them was made by Black creators – director Little Marvin and writer Lena Waithe – while Antebellum was the work of white directors, Gerard Bush and Christopher Renz. Both projects declared hefty ambitions: to be horror of the now, to address horrors of the past, to create social 205conversation or even a reckoning. Arguably, they both failed, understanding body horror as violence against the body, and violence as a substitute for relevancy. Aspiring social commentary ended up reaffirming the very horrors it purported to be commenting upon.

         Alongside the reductive Get Out copycat films, which were not just trafficking in ‘misery porn’7 and Black trauma, there is also high-concept social fare like The Hunt (2020), which imagined billionaires and industry leaders participating in a game of hunting working-class and racialised people, and Karen (2021), which used the online meme as the basis for a movie about a Black couple moving in next to an entitled, devotedly racist white woman. These films did not have a single idea in sight and were largely rapid-fire edgelord fare based on memes. Black horror was interested in distilling the experience of Black people, which itself forced all audiences to witness the structures of power, whereby everyone could be treated like a monster, depending on their vantage point.

         Peele’s film, by contrast, does not have many scenes of violence, but it does have plenty of physical distress; the torture Chris is subjected to is not graphic, but it is unequivocally full-bodied. His mind and soul banished to the Sunken Place, his body becomes the equivalent of a suit put up for auction by the coiffed, elderly, white suburban glitterati. Get Out does not need to torture Chris’s body in order to relay his experience of living in an ‘unequal, unsettled, unsettling world’8 or his cognisance of the white weirdness that envelops him as soon as he nears the Armitages’ house. 206

         Perhaps another reason for the lack of worthy monsters today is because we understand that while fear is a universal feeling, contrary to Mary Shelley’s statement (‘What terrified me will terrify others’), we’re not all afraid of the same things. Contemporary horror filmmakers have decentred whiteness as the default. Instead of white people being the perennial victims and centre of gravity for goodness, whiteness is fearsome, twisted and calcified. One of the best examples is Lovecraft Country (2020), Misha Green and Peele’s limited TV series about a young Black man searching for his missing father, which is set in the American South of the 1950s. The show (and the book of the same name by Matt Ruff) repurposes the name of the influential but compromised author H. P. Lovecraft – just as well known for his stories of cosmic horror as for his rampant racism – to tell a story in which there are none of the weird, unknowably enormous space squids that populated Lovecraft’s original tales. There is real, and very dangerous, magic, but even with that, the actual monsters are people. At their worst, their insane dedication to white supremacy (and a magical cult) makes them dangerous. The giant squids would never.

         Beyond the US, horror has been used as the language best suited to communicating experiences that have been largely ignored or disbelieved. In His House, which I wrote about in the first chapter, the haunted-house elements are underpinned by the daily micro-aggressions experienced by two South Sudanese refugees in an unnamed English town. Similarly, in Nanny, the haunting experiences and nightmarish dreams the protagonist, Aisha, experiences go 207hand in hand with the trials of being a Senegalese immigrant in the US. In the film, even in the scenes without any ghostly apparitions, tensions are high. The cluelessness and aggression that the characters of Rial, Bol and Aisha feel daily are constant, their cumulative nature weighing down on and chipping away at the characters. Such films were not about pointing fingers or delivering educational speeches. The everyday of the Black experience, different for each character (and very different from the Black American experience Get Out was exploring) but unified by the structures in which they exist, was exposed to audiences with different experiences of the world and its racist structures through horror. At its best, Black horror deployed horror as a language to make the lived experiences of Black folk felt. Horror made us witnesses.

         
            *

         

         Our horror’s monsters are extremists. Just people, devoted and steadfast in their belief systems. Our monsters aren’t interested in torturing or killing for torturing or killing’s sake. They are interested in negating their victims’ humanity entirely. They want to make a point. So while we’re short on monsters and mythos, we’re rife with terrible humans who become monstrous through their actions. Our monsters are not voracious killers; they are obedient sadists. Their sadism is in service of an idea of a correct structure, of a system of order that puts them at the top or comfortably in the middle, with others at the bottom. They are only good if they deem someone else bad.

         In this way, The Handmaid’s Tale and the Saw franchise are similar. Their villains are unexceptional people 208with an exceptional amount of rage inside them that manifests as petty displays of power that don’t benefit them, that benefit only the structures that victimise them, too. In the former, Gilead’s real monsters are not the bloated, idiotic Commanders, but the women who, eyes and hearts open, support the construction of a world that does not recognise their humanity: the Aunts and the Wives. Serena Joy (Yvonne Strahovski), one of the invisible architects of the new regime, is eminently ruthless. She does not even fit into her own design of the world, since she is unable to bear children, yet she remains a steadfast enforcer of it.

         In a flashback to a pre-Gilead world, we see the embryonic way in which the Gilead beliefs take hold of people: a barista calls June and Moira sluts; a hospital worker bristles at the opportunity to chastise June for giving her daughter a Tylenol (there is true, delectable sadism in the way their tongue curls around June’s name, already calling her by her husband’s surname instead of her own). There is a lethal sweetness to Aunt Lydia (Ann Dowd)’s voice, too, as she shows June the hanging body of a man who helped her escape. ‘I know what children need,’ says Aunt Lydia, with chilling conviction. Serena Joy, meanwhile, see-saws between explosive moments of rage, slapping and thrashing the women beneath her caste, and a strategic sadism, when she shows June her daughter, making it obvious that she can attack her at any point, if June endangers her unborn baby.

         The torture in The Handmaid’s Tale is meant to be witnessed. After an act of disobedience by Offred, she is shown another handmaiden, chained to a wall and kept 209in a basement to wait out her pregnancy, and made to listen to the other handmaidens getting their hands burnt on the stove. When they misbehave, the handmaidens are mutilated, their eyes gouged out or a hand chopped off; or killed, their corpses left to hang in public. Their punishment has to be visible. The hierarchy of power has to be clear.

         John Kramer (Tobin Bell), aka Jigsaw of the Saw films, is perhaps out of place in this book, since he hit the screen back in 2004, a full decade before the start of this new era of monster-less, cerebral, atmospheric horror. But Jigsaw has endured. Paranormal Activity, The Conjuring (now expanded into a horror universe that includes the Annabelle and The Nun films), Insidious and Saw are among the new, enduring horror franchises. Out of these, only Jigsaw has been consistent, over the course of ten movies and twenty years becoming the emblem of the genre, much in the vein of previous boogeymen like Michael Myers and Freddy Krueger. Always played by Tobin Bell, Jigsaw and the horrors he creates in the Saw franchise are almost the opposite of a lot of the more cerebral horror that has been popularised over the past decade. Saw is murder traps and incremental amounts of gore; it’s nonsensical plot and confusing retconning. At the heart of it is a man who is terminally ill with cancer and sick with anger.

         Jigsaw would argue that he is not a serial killer. He doesn’t actually kill anyone with his own hands, technically speaking. It’s just that more often than not, some form of maiming is involved. After surviving a suicide attempt, 210Kramer decides to dedicate his remaining days to ‘testing the fabric of human nature’. There is a God-like feel to Jigsaw: he purports to give his subjects a choice (‘Live or die. Make your choice’), constantly watching them and passing judgement; he kidnaps and entraps people he considers to be unworthy of living, and then watches them try to scramble out of his trap to save their lives, hoping to teach them a lesson. Each of his intricately engineered traps is tailor-made to each person’s specific moral failing. He believes that making their way out of one his ‘games’ will give his subjects a newfound appreciation for life. Carpe diem, baby. Jigsaw’s schemes, however, betray his own disempowerment. He is dying, and his fury over that realisation makes him take the lives of others, admonishing them for wasting their time on earth even as he’s killing them. He can’t stop his cancer spreading, can’t get help in a failing and treacherous medical system, but he can be the arbiter of life and death for others.

         It all boils down to the same thing: power over death, with an exclusionary bent motivated by a twisted morality. In Get Out, the family has built a business out of selling Black bodies as repositories for white lives – those who can afford it, at least. In Midnight Mass, Beverly sees the vampiric powers granted to the townspeople as selective, based on the strength of their faith or worth of their character (that ‘strength of character’ most notably applies solely to the only Muslim adult on the island, Sheriff Hassan Shabazz). Lovecraft Country’s villainous cult of white extremists has one goal: immortality. The Fall of the House of Usher renames immortality as legacy, but it’s 211the same thing. The monsters are neither supernaturally endowed nor different-looking – they are not Othered in any particular way – but people whose truest nature gets revealed when they get a taste, however minimal, of power.

         At the start of this book, I wrote that horror is possibly the last sincere genre. Herein lies the reason we’ve gravitated towards this genre so much more over the last decade and, at the same time, why we don’t produce the same kind of monsters as we used to. You can’t have a truly terrifying monster without earnestness. And it’s terrifying to admit that we are scared of the world and of ourselves. When we break it down, Mister Babadook is just a man in a top hat, and Megan is a girl in a mask doing a TikTok dance. Vecna is scary, but Vecnussy can never be. Fear is earnest, and it cannot survive camp.

         Traditionally, after the monster is vanquished, the status quo is restored. That’s not the case any more. We are more interested in – and scared of – the perversion of power, how we can twist even the supernatural to maintain the status quo. We no longer have a supernatural monster that defines us, because we’ve explained it away, therapised it out of being scary. The toppling of our idols and protectors, of systems we were instructed to trust implicitly, has left us, as audiences and makers of horror, in a state of profound disconnect and mistrust. We’ve aligned ourselves with the monster, and instead we are interested in the why of the monster in order, hopefully, maybe, to forgive it and, by extension, ourselves. We are so desperately in need of validation of our own righteousness that we 212have forgotten how to make monsters. We’re not as terrified of Vecna as we are of the Armitages, the Aunts and the Beverly Keanes, enforcers of a view of the world that leaves some people in charge and others at their mercy.

         Monsters used to demand awe. Now, they demand honesty. What could possibly make us so frightened of that?
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            * Just a moment of appreciation for this job title, please.

            † Except Beverly Keane – not a good hair on her head.

            ‡ If I see another placard proclaiming, ‘We are the daughters of the witches you couldn’t burn’ . . .

            § Before you start polishing your pitchforks, I’m well aware that male figures of witchcraft exist, that wizards and warlocks are a thing. Yes, I have seen all three Warlock films and am familiar with that wizard franchise. My point still stands.

            ¶ After Sunset Boulevard (1950) and Ghost (1990), which I count as horror films.
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            CONCLUSION

            Let Us Be Monsters

         

         When critic Molly Haskell wrote about the woman’s film, she wrote about a moment when certain movie stars became synonymous with a genre, even ‘their own genres’1 at times, such was their star power. Much has been written about the death of the movie star, how the over-dependence on IP for commercial success has taken away their box-office power, and how the over-sharing social media economy has made would-be movie stars too accessible. If we know too much about them, then they are no longer ‘folks who were all a little more something than the rest of us – grittier, wittier, prettier, sillier, fitter, wilder, braver, funnier, franker, tougher, loonier, louder’, as the New York Times’ Wesley Morris mused.2 Without that otherworldliness, that -ier, they’re just … folks.

         In 1962, the New York Times’ review of What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? glibly called the film’s stars, Bette Davis and Joan Crawford, a ‘pair of formidable freaks’. Both Davis and Crawford were stalwarts of the golden age of Hollywood, but were now too old for the kind of parts with which they had made their names. The critic Bosley Crowther continued to drag their latest roles, dismissing their performances as down to make-up tricks and ‘grotesque costumes, make up to look like witches and chew the scenery to shreds’.3 In his view, the film was beneath them and their undisputed talent. But What 214Ever Happened to Baby Jane? went on to garner nine Oscar nominations. There has long been an assumption that actors who turn to making horror films, particularly if they have previously benefited from mainstream commercial success, critical acclaim or industry accolades, are slumming it, that they are scraping the bottom of the barrel of relevancy after better opportunities have dried up.

         Horror has always had its own stars. It has either made them or reinvigorated the careers of established actors. Rarely, though, is their effort rewarded and celebrated in the same way as performances in mainstream films. If a movie star’s persona captures and capitalises on something unique to them, something that can be drawn upon and iterated upon in whatever role they take, then no genre has done that as consistently well as the horror film. And no genre has been so consistently refused recognition.

         At the time of writing, only six horror films have been nominated for Best Picture at the Oscars (The Exorcist, Jaws, The Silence of the Lambs, The Sixth Sense, Black Swan and Get Out), with just one winner (The Silence of the Lambs) in the ninety-plus-year history of the ceremony. Before Natalie Portman picked up her Academy Award for her role in Black Swan as a ballerina dancing around a nervous breakdown, the last horror performances to win Oscars were Jodie Foster’s in The Silence of the Lambs (1991) and, a year before that, Kathy Bates’s as obsessive fan Annie Wilkes in Misery (1990). Between 1962 and 1990, there were only four Best Actress nominations: Bette Davis, Ellen Burstyn for her work in The Exorcist, Sissy Spacek for playing the title role in Carrie (1976) and 215Sigourney Weaver for reprising her role as Ripley in Aliens (1986). None of them would win. In the Best Actor category, only two horror performances have won: Fredric March for Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde at the Oscars in 1932 (tied with Wallace Beery) and Anthony Hopkins for The Silence of the Lambs. That’s out of six nominations overall (and only one for Best Supporting Actor).

         The technical advances ushered in by horror, in fields such as special effects, costume design, sound, music and editing, are often recognised, but the top categories (Best Picture, Best Director and the four acting categories) remain elusive. In particular, the awards bodies still seem to think that roles in horror films are not ‘proper’ acting. They regularly give prizes for visible effort, the kind that is often made tangible through extreme transformations, like enormous weight loss or muscle gain (Robert De Niro in Raging Bull) or piles of make-up (Charlize Theron in Monster, Jessica Chastain in The Eyes of Tammy Faye); for accurately capturing a familiar name, where the effort becomes visible in the imitation (Renée Zellweger for Judy, Meryl Streep for The Iron Lady); or for a narrative around the performance and the persona of the actor that emotionally lands in that particular year (Matthew McConaughey for Dallas Buyers Club, Will Smith in King Richard). Curiously, actors will get rewarded for playing horror actors or directors. While James Whale, the director of Frankenstein, was never recognised by the Academy, Ian McKellen was nominated for playing him in Gods and Monsters (1998). Same goes for Max Schreck, who played the pointy-eared vampyr in 1922’s Nosferatu and never 216came near an Oscar, yet Willem Dafoe got a nomination for playing him in Shadow of the Vampire (2000).

         Across the history of the Oscars, only six performers have won for work in horror films (four of them going to actresses). Since 2010, no actress has been nominated for an Academy Award for her role in a horror film, and this reticence hasn’t gone unnoticed, with headlines in Vogue,4 Variety,5 Esquire,6 Rolling Stone,7 Rotten Tomatoes,8 Little White Lies9 and more. It’s easy to get carried away when criticising the lack of awards for one performance or another,* but it is undeniable that awards bodies in both the US and UK have a historical allergy to horror. Why? Of course, legacy is not measured only by awards, but if the Oscars love to recognise effort, stardom or star potential, the shutting-out of a genre that has demonstrated over and over again its excellence (particularly in the realm of female performance) seems, well, a bit suspect.

         A little while ago, midway through writing this book, I got a call from a radio producer, asking me to appear on some news programme to talk about why there are fewer jump scares in horror movies nowadays. I started talking about atmosphere and building dread and aesthetics, which is not what the producer wanted to hear. They wanted certainty and a reason why jump scares were in decline, apparently. This news item was inspired by an article published by the Washington Post’s Department of Data that analysed the use of jump scares in horror movies.10 This filmmaking trick, a method of startling 217and scaring audiences, was being diligently catalogued by online nerd prophets Where’s the Jump?,11 whose website was dedicated solely to time-stamping and keeping track of jump scares in as many horror releases as possible. The Post found that there were films with just one jump scare, like Carrie or The Omen (1976), while in the 1980s films like The Evil Dead (1981) had up to twenty. The number peaked again in the 2000s, particularly in remakes of older horror movies, but since 2014 has hit an all-time low – coincidentally, a time when so-called ‘art horror’ or ‘elevated horror’† has been on the rise. In 2020, the Science of Scare project began, aiming to determine, scientifically and irrefutably, what the scariest movie of all time was by measuring viewers’ heart rates. In 2023, they adjusted their methods to include not only heart rate (measured in beats per minute), but also heart rate variance (measured in milliseconds), to accommodate more slow-burn, atmospheric ‘art horror’. Science. 

         Both that conversation with the producer and these studies baffled and stuck with me, because I could not see the point of the questions they posed. What are we measuring horror for? Is it to understand what scares us or to run away from feeling it at all? I am often defensive about horror. Partly because I resent the simplistic way all of its facets and peculiarities are lumped in together. And because squeezing art into a tidy little graph is so much easier than examining how it speaks to us culturally and emotionally.

         218Despite all the recognition, the box-office money, the stars, the new household names, the franchises and the memes, horror still remains shut out of an industry that it has helped to build. It’s not ‘serious’ art. This shutting-out has, in part, led to the creation of a widespread, multi-faceted community. The last ten years have transformed not just our understanding of horror, but the culture surrounding it. If horror can’t have awards, we’ll have cultural relevancy instead. The Final Girls, the horror collective I started with my friend Olivia, began as a series of hushed conversations in the office we both worked in. Being horror fans was our dirty little secret and, we’d soon discover, the dirty little secret of many others. The project started quickly and effortlessly: within a few WhatsApp exchanges one morning, we had the name and the ethos of the project down, then the first film we wanted to screen and the venue. We were going to ‘explore the intersections of horror film and feminism’ (emphasis on ‘explore’). We wanted to see horror movies with other people – specifically, with other women – and not feel like we needed to pass a knowledge test or a morality check to be allowed into the space.

         Whilewe were doingthat in London, many others around the world had the same idea: our German namesakes Final Girls Berlin Film Festival in Germany, the Stranger with My Face International Film Festival in Australia, Japan’s Scream Queen Filmfest Tokyo, the Bloody Mary Film Festival in Canada and, in the US, the Etheria Film Night, the Ax Wound Film Festival and the Women in Horror Film Festival. The magnificent explosion of podcasts such 219as Alexandra West and Andrea Subisatti’s The Faculty of Horror, Mike Muncer’s Evolution of Horror, Jordan Crucchiola and Sam Wineman’s Aughtsterion and Joe Lipsett and Trace Thurman’s Horror Queers, to name just a few favourites, has created a self-contained, expansive space for film analysis, history and commentary beyond the reductive, sneering criticism that horror gets (still, still!) in broadsheet journalism. Horror creates a community that wants to share the feeling of dread and anxiety safely. In these spaces, openness and curiosity supersede know-it-all-ness. We want the films to work, we want to see something we’ve never seen before. We are looking for new monsters.

         There is a tendency in criticism to prioritise knowledge and certainty above feeling and experience. Tell me how many movies you’ve seen instead of how they made you feel. I am far less interested in compiling characteristics or establishing rules for an unruly genre (vampires do this, zombies do that) than I am in distilling the contemporary experience of horror. There are several versions of this book that could exist, and you could come at horror, even just the horror of the last decade, which is what I’ve decided to focus on, from a multitude of different angles – industrial (who made what and how), aesthetic (what the images mean), autobiographical (where and who I was in my life when I watched these movies) and sociological (where society was when these movies were made) – but we rarely talk about the emotionality of horror. How terribly frightening and sad and beautiful it can be. How it demands an honest surrender from us to really work. 220How difficult it can be to just admit being really fucking scared sometimes, of the world, of yourself, of scary stories. I don’t need or want to measure the exact number of jump scares or the quantity of stabs to understand horror. What is the point of knowing who made what, if I can’t feel the intention of the film?

         At an event in London’s Southbank Centre, Zadie Smith, there to promote her new novel, briefly talked about the difference between her novels and her essays, observing, ‘In an essay, I’m trying to bully you. I’m in “I’m right, you’re wrong” mode.’ I did not plan on including her in a book on horror, and yet here we are. Because I, too, have been trying to bully you. I hope I’ve bullied you into thinking about horror more openly, more feelingly, than you may have done before. I hope I’ve made you remember the times when you were really frightened, or anxious, or hungry, or in pain, and the times when horror films made you feel less so.

         Watching a monster’s pain prevents us from losing control of our own. Horror films make those monsters real. To these films, the makers of nightmares, I say thank you. And to the critics and the sceptics: let us be monsters and formidable freaks.
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            * Nominate Toni Collette, you cowards!

            † I’m not getting into this again.
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