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Foreword


I grew up in a generation that has matured (or not) with horror. I received my first kiss watching a horror movie, and I like to believe that, if I ever come face to face with a serial killer, I might know how to handle it thanks to horror films like Scream, Child’s Play, and of course Halloween. Growing up, my father would take my brother, sister, and I to the local movie rental store to pick out horror films for the weekend. I was probably too young to watch some of them, but they instilled in me a fascination with the genre. What makes people so captivated by witnessing death, blood, gore, and trauma? What accounts for the genre’s salience, and how do people think of things like killer pond sludge, unholy books of the dead, and human flies?


Over time I realized that horror movies embody something inherent in our social self. They reflect our deepest fears, anxieties, fantasies, and in some cases our secret wishes in a certain time and place. Those major blockbusters like Halloween, The Shining, and Nightmare on Elm Street are not exclusively forms of entertainment, but their popularity attests to their social relevance. We are eternally afraid of what cannot be understood, what cannot be stopped, and what shifts our sense of possibilities. Think of The Shining, for example. We watch that film with a sense of uneasiness because, while we understand the logistics of Jack Torrance’s existence across time, we can completely believe the idea that, given isolation and the pressures of a demanding career and family, anyone can snap. It cannot be a coincidence that this story appeared in the same year as the New Mexico State Penitentiary Riot, the re-introduction of the peacetime military draft, and the nomination of Ronald Reagan.


In the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s, production of horror movies from independent filmmakers and Hollywood exploded. It was a time of intense Cold War conflict (Toxic Avenger?) and a resurgence of conservative ideals. The space race was in full swing, which goes a long way to explaining the proliferation of extra-terrestrials into the pantheon of horror monsters. Along with the rise of horror, hardcore punk came to the scene, giving disgruntled youth an outlet to express their ideas in a safe space full of like-minded people. It’s not difficult to imagine that the ascent of horror occurred in conjunction with an increasingly scary and alienated world (at least for everyone in the working class). Horror reflected and partially satirized those freights in the form of nuclear holocausts, toxic waste pollution, alien clown invaders, and undead houseguests. Everyone was at risk—teenagers especially—because their world was the most uncertain and out of their control.


As I started to study late Soviet history, I began to wonder whether the Soviet Union confronted a similar phenomenon. A quick look on Mosfilm’s YouTube channel brought up the topic of Chapter 1, a cinematic rendition of Nikolai Gogol’s Vii, a haunting tale of adolescent overindulgence, irresponsibility, and fate. Released in 1967, the film stands out among Mosfilm’s catalog if only because it is the oldest of its kind. Indeed, even compared to Western horror films of that time, Vii is quite haunting. The classic rural witch and the pale white maiden are nightmarishly depicted, leading to the ghoulish conclusion where the creature, Vii, finally ascends from hell. I was surprised to learn that Vii was and is considered still the first Soviet horror film, even though its screen writer (Aleksandr Ptushko) was more famous for his folkloric depictions and fantasies.


As entertaining as Vii is, it occurred to me that it was as much a reflection of its time as its American counterparts. In fact, the more Soviet horror films I discovered and watched, the more I started to realize that they all reflect different aspects of late Soviet politics, society, and culture. I wondered whether one might be able to isolate these films and use them to reflect on what was in the air at the time. Hence, the driving question of this book: what does horror tell us about life in the final decades of the Soviet Union?




Introduction


The point of this introduction is to present the conceptual goals of this book, and to contextualize what I believe the following chapters seek to accomplish collectively. To put it simply, in order to account for the emergence of horror films in the last decade of the USSR, we have to first create a conceptual map of what makes horror, horror. Rather than regurgitating every academic theory on the genre, I provide a few relevant interpretations to get us started. The citations included are meant to encourage the reader to do their own research into a particular theoretical framework that piques their interest. The next goal is to describe the specifics of Soviet cinema by providing a brief overview of its history and limitations leading up to the late 1980s, when horror finally broke through stringent censorship. Because early Soviet directors were so innovative and integral to the history of the moving image, this is a widely researched and written about topic, so I don’t find it necessary here to cite every article and book but rather to synthesize some broader take-aways. Only then can we begin the project of understanding what horror meant in this place at specific times.


There is a basic paradox underlying this book, the classic chicken-or-egg quagmire. On the one hand, it argues that social anxieties and fears in the USSR gave rise to new ventures into the horror genre that pushed the boundaries of permissibility in perestroika pop-culture. That suggests that social transformations imposed from above—politics— preceded cultural expression. On the other hand, the pattern of Soviet horror moved in a perpetual circle, as one film came out, new directors wanted to test the genre as an opportunity to convey new themes with old stories. In good Marxist fashion, and understanding the monumentalism of perestroika, one is inclined to admit that these films were not possible without political and economic reform. At the same time, the themes highlighted in each chapter existed in embryo before 1986, discussed in private homes and foreign and samizdat journals, throughout the post-Stalin period. In other words, glasnost and perestroika made horror in Soviet cinema possible, but they did not create the anxieties felt by Soviet denizens. This book’s aim is to demonstrate the relationship between society and culture, to argue that Soviet horror films exploited the deep-seated insecurities of late Soviet people.


Horror


There’s a scene in the 1987 film Gospodin oformitel’ [Mister Designer] (Chapter 3) where the main character, a sort-of 1920s Dr Frankenstein, confronts the living mannequin he created and asks why his “thing” (referring to her) came to life and killed her lover. She responds to him in pale white makeup, ruby red lipstick and cold expression, with a demonic voice track layered over the actress’s natural voice, that it was not her, but him who killed the man. He retorts, “Remember your life in the shop and you will never be a match for the mortal whose rights you have assumed.” In frustration he strikes her with a flaming log, and the camera shows part of her face melted off from the flame, but before he can finish her off another character shoots him down. The story is about man trying to act like God by committing himself to creating the most perfect, life-like shop mannequin, taking his crusade so far as to create an uncontrollable creature that is neither living nor dead.


The scene captures so much of what many scholars have already said about horror films. Horror films resonate with people precisely because they transcend our sense of what is rational, and they challenge our expectations of what is possible. For example, the idea of a mannequin coming to life among the living is not only fantastical, but it taps into something fundamental in the human psyche—that feeling we cannot express every time we see a store dummy or Halloween yard decoration that looks a little too realistic. There is a sense of powerlessness over the idea of something we created supplanting us as individuals or as a species, which is why we’re all frightened of robots turning against us, or the idea of run-away climate change. Of course, there’s also no coincidence that the designer crafts a mannequin in female form, a reference to man’s never-ending quest to confine and control the female figure, lest it acts with impunity.1 (This is not just a contemporary political reality, but an old cinematographic trope; for example, the 1913 American film The Vampire by Robert Vignola is the story of a woman who ruins the protagonist’s otherwise happy life). That fear of losing control and confronting the unknown are some of the fundamental elements that define horror. The film genre exploits those fears by proposing that our sense of what is “normal” is but a ruse, upsetting the binaries that we take for granted like life and death, the sacred and the profane, and sane and insane. Horror taps into and drives a wedge between our collective knowledge of life’s unmovable realities, and our psychological insecurities.2


Scholars tend to think of horror in several different but related ways. Referring to the gothic narratives of the nineteenth century, one scholar argues that they convey a sense of insecurity in our knowledge over good and evil, so narratives frequently move between “outcast individuals and the social conventions that produced or constricted them.”3 Such a reading is certainly the case in films like P’iushchie krov’ [Bloodsuckers] (Chapter 6), where high society women act as a metaphor for vampires. This leads us to the allegorical understanding of horror, where ghosts, vampires, werewolves, and ghouls represent particular groups of “others,” be it bourgeois society, BIPOC, women, homosexuals, or even children.4 Basically, anyone who deviates from cis white working-class male heteronormativity has been represented in one shape or form as a monster. As we will see in this book, there’s no limit to who or what might be depicted as ghoulish in late Soviet horror films, from young women to grandparents, children, and ourselves.


Paul Well identifies a number of conditions that underpin contemporary horror texts that can be seen in late Soviet horror. These include “social alienation, the collapse of spiritual and moral order, a deep crisis of evolutionary identity, the overt articulation of humankind’s inner-most imperatives, and the need to express the implications of human existence in an appropriate aesthetic.”5 Such topics resonate with audiences, which is what helps maintain horror’s position as one of the oldest and most continuously evolving mediums. It also explains in part why the heroes of most horror films are working-class people; creators need to pander to their audiences’ sensibilities and lived experiences. Because the genre deals with how we want to (or don’t want to) understand our alienated selves, early cinematographers realized its ability to reflect on social and cultural topics right away. Hence, Georges Méliès, one of the first practitioners of the genre, made The Haunted Castle in 1896, and in 1915 Evgenii Bauer put out Grezy [Daydreams], which depicted the resurrection of the protagonist’s dead wife. Right up to 1917, Russian cinema engaged with horror narratives, as depicted in famed director Yakov Protazonov’s 1917 Satana Likuiushchii [Satan Triumphant].


These titles, coming as they do around and within World War One, speak to the point that horror tends to emerge and re-emerge around times of social upheaval and revolution. Morris Dickstein and S.S. Prawer argue precisely this point that social crisis lends itself to popular horror because audiences are vulnerable and open to having their sense of what’s possible in the profane world challanged.6 When our living reality is frightening enough, horror takes it a step further to show us the worst possible version. Cyndy Hendershot’s I Was a Cold War Monster, which might be read as a compendium to this book, highlights how and why horror became such a popular genre in the Cold War United States and Britain by playing on the audience’s fears of communism and nuclear holocaust.7 There is a masochistic, Freudian impulse within the human psyche that enjoys watching our narrative expectations be violated by monsters and inexplicable events. For example, I am frightened of snakes—one of the fundamental fears listed by Stephen King—but that doesn’t stop me from watching YouTube videos of snakes doing snake things.8 As Kendall Phillips explains, watching what promises to frighten us forces us to “think differently about [our] anxieties, or at the very least, to think about our normal patterns of dealing with those anxieties.” He proposes the phrase “resonance violation” to describe the double process that the genre achieves of resonating with a particular audience through the act of violating their sense of what is permissible and normal.9 The key point worth emphasizing and remembering, at least for readers of this book, is that audiences enjoy this violation—it keeps us coming back for more, as though we enjoy watching our greatest fears unravel.


However, horror looks different depending on where you are in the world, and what time it is. Sure, the cinematographic techniques have become convention (jump scares; pale white makeup; wide eyes; floating phantoms; suspenseful, building music), but the meaning of ghouls and goblins resonates with audiences to different degrees in different cultures. Culture is fundamental to my understanding of horror, and I define it in a similar way as anthropologist Clifford Geertz. Referring to Max Weber, Geertz famously said, “man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning.”10 Following that line, I interpret what is depicted (or not depicted) in horror films to be one of the most essential elements to understanding a country’s culture. We cannot understand the late USSR in its totality through these horror films alone, but we can gain a sense of the anxieties and fears that resonated with viewers.


Whether the genre is interpreted through a psychologicalcum-Freudian lens, its fixation with body mutilation and excess, or even its willingness to destroy our sense of orthodox domestic space, horror, more than any other genre, strikes at the heart of our fears as humans. Therefore, so much of the genre, if not all of the genre, has to do with death and dying. It’s almost not enough to say that fear of the unknown defines horror, because death itself is more than unknown—it’s a universal reminder that life is ephemeral. Hence, I define horror film as that which uses images of death, the macabre, and alienation to violate our everyday normality, in which the directors make a concerted effort to exploit the audience’s fears as a form of shock therapy, offering us an alternative reality. This of course requires the directors to be involved in some way or another with creating entertainment for mass appeal, an element that is important to keep in mind when considering the emergence of horror during perestroika. In late Soviet horror, we will see a variety of narratives and cinematographic approaches to capturing and conveying terror. Like the scene in Gospodin oformitel’, sometimes we create pieces of art that reveal more about ourselves than we intended. 


Before moving onto Soviet cinema more broadly, I should take the time here to briefly account for what I did not include in this book and try to defend my decision. In particular, I omitted the phenomenon of necrorealism. Many scholars have writt en on Evgenii Iufit’s films and aesthetic, and while I think its obsession with life and death, social provocation, and the absurd intersect with horror, the films did not concentrate on conveying a sense of terror.11 Iufit and the crew involved in Papa, Umer Ded Moroz [Papa, Father Frost is Dead, 1991] sought to depict death “as a process.”12 Hence, necrorealism is a morbid extension of socialist realism, a broader artistic trend in the USSR that showcased life as it is every day for the worker. The fact that Iufit displayed death as a process does not violate our sense of normativity as much as it forces us to confront it, reinforcing it in such a way as to make it absurd. Furthermore, the technical aesthetic omits the conventions of horror cinematography—no jump scares, anticipating music, or even paranormal activity—just a realistic obsession with death-as-process. In that sense I can be critiqued for imposing a Western definition of horror film on a non-Western country, but as mentioned above, pre-revolutionary Russia was actually at the forefront of inventing the genre as we popularly know it—as it came to be recognized in the West.
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