
   [image: Cover: Feeding the Monster by Anna Bogutskaya]


   
      
         [image: ]

      

   


   
      
         i ii iii

         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            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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1
            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.
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