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We dedicate this book to the women who slayed monsters long ago.







INTRODUCTION

It is said that a nineteen-year-old girl invented the modern horror genre. Frankenstein, borne of the imagination of Mary Shelley, posed a vital question to its readers, one that exists in nearly all horror movies today: Who is the true monster? The creator? The creature? Often, this search leads us down dark and terrifying corridors illuminated only by knowledge and science. These are the investigations that thrill us, that further our love of horror.

How do we, as women, reconcile the sometimes violent, misogynistic nature of the horror genre? How can we be fans of the problematic ways in which women are portrayed? The answer is in seeking out those films and television shows that give us the flawed, complicated, and real women we want to see on screen.

What do we want from our female characters? They don’t need to be perfect. They don’t necessarily need to kick ass. They don’t need to make all the right decisions. We want to see a reflection of ourselves. The Science of Women in Horror explores the way women have been trailblazers and creators within the genre from its infancy and digs into the archetypes, social science, and history behind horror itself, all while speaking with such notable female horror legends as Dee Wallace (Cujo, E.T.), Deborah Voorhees (Friday the 13th: The New Beginning), and Alice Lowe (Black Mirror: Bandersnatch, Sherlock).

Join us as we discover the scientific proof that ghouls rule!







SECTION ONE

THE MOTHER







CHAPTER ONE

PREVENGE




	
Year of Release: 2016



	
Director: Alice Lowe



	
Writer: Alice Lowe



	
Starring: Alice Lowe, Kate Dickie



	
Budget: $104,000



	
Box Office: $94,100





“It’s alive!” Frankenstein’s monster was birthed out of science and curiosity, fascination and discovery. Mary Shelley’s “hideous progeny” of a novel was both the birth of the horror genre and of her, as a writer. Women are mothers in various forms. Whether they give literal birth or bring forth an artistic project, women are creators.

Pregnancy, and being a parent, are things that women have struggled with since the dawn of time. Women anguish over getting pregnant. If they can’t, they feel that they have failed. If they can, they fear that they are doing things wrong and compare themselves to others. This phenomenon may be more prevalent in the time of social media but has existed since the Victorian era. According to the authors of You’re Doing it Wrong! Mothering, Media, and Medical Expertise:


The failed femininity thing is a constant message. You are always failing your femininity in a different way, so it’s a moving target. Some things have changed in that, in the Victorian age, the idea that you would work outside the home and you would not be a stay-at-home mom, is failed femininity. Now the conversation is much more barbed, because there are many women and people that identify as women that [work outside the home]. There can be defensiveness around this, and then the conversation looks like it’s happening between stay-at-home moms and moms who work.1



These complicated feelings of fear, regret, and worry regarding motherhood are present in horror literature, film, and television. Exploring the fears about pregnancy, specifically, are brought up in the first film discussed in this book.

“There is something terrifying and godlike about making life, and it’s about time a woman owned that on screen.”2 Anyone who has been pregnant or even been near a pregnant woman can tell you how strange it is to see the baby move, visibly, for the first time. Although it could be considered the most natural occurrence in nature, pregnancy seems almost otherworldly. A parasitic, unknown being inhabits a woman’s body and feeds off of her, influences her moods and emotions, and physically affects her entire life. Dramatic description? Perhaps. But for the mother in the movie Prevenge (2016), the baby affects all of these things and more.

Alice Lowe, who wrote, directed, and starred in Prevenge as the lead character, Ruth, completed filming in only eleven days of shooting. Any one of those accomplishments can be considered an incredible feat, but it’s even more extraordinary when we learn that she was actually pregnant while filming. The story follows a pregnant woman who is getting revenge on those she believes killed the father of her baby. This plot alone would be compelling enough, but add in the element of the unborn baby talking to and directing the mother to kill, and it makes for a horror movie like no other.


The longest time on record that someone has been pregnant is 375 days. Normally, pregnancy lasts around 280 days.3




There are numerous examples of women filming while pregnant. Madonna famously filmed the musical Evita (1996) while pregnant, as did Gillian Anderson while working on The X-Files in 1994. Women on TV shows who are filming while pregnant in real life are often seen hiding their stomachs with laundry baskets or under bulky clothing. Neither of these tricks was needed for Prevenge. The character of Ruth was written to be very pregnant throughout the film. Lowe purposely shot quickly to avoid any continuity issues with her belly size and to avoid getting too tired while on set.

What inspired her to make this movie? Lowe was continuing to audition for projects and had aspirations to direct a feature-length film, but opportunities just weren’t coming to her. “If you’re a woman over thirty-five, no one is going to hand you a free pass.”4 Things fell into place, and with funding from a production company guaranteed, Lowe realized she could use her pregnancy to her advantage and base the movie around it. She pitched it as a female Taxi Driver (1976):


Female characters are always mothers or girlfriends who provide some sort of network for the hero, who then goes out and does whatever he wants. But what about a woman who’s cut off from society? Ruth’s philosophy is that society is selfish, and collectively [her victims] made a bad decision to destroy the love of her life [her husband, whose death we learn about via creepy flashback] and ruined the future of her baby.5



The script was completed in two weeks. While writing the script, Lowe wondered if her character would be likable enough but noted that the same is not often asked of male characters. A woman’s focus in the media and in many other industries is often on her likability instead of her strengths, whereas the likability of a man is seldom brought up. No one asked, “Is Travis Bickle [from Taxi Driver] likable enough? Will he reflect badly on men?”6

We had the opportunity to interview Alice Lowe about the making of the film and about her experience being a mother.



Kelly: “During the time of filming, did you find that people in life, or on set, treated you differently when you were pregnant?”

Alice Lowe: “Occasionally people would bring me a chair to sit on and I’d be like ‘why?’ Then I’d remember I was pregnant. I frequently forgot because I was so engaged with the filming and was enjoying myself so much. Then toward the end I was getting really huge and really tired and I did think, Oh yes, I would quite like to just lie down and sleep.”




Kelly: “I felt that way when I was pregnant, and I wasn’t doing nearly as much as you were!”

Alice Lowe: “When we finished filming, I went to some parenting classes, and the teacher asked everyone, ‘Have you been putting your feet up?’ I was like, ‘No, I’ve been filming up a cliff in Wales.’ I actually think it helped distract me from that last bit of pregnancy, which can be really boring. You’re just sitting around thinking about your aches and pains. I really had to force myself to adjust to the idea of motherhood, though, as I’d just been being really active and running around. (Hence the parenting classes.) I said to my partner, ‘I know nothing about babies.’ That was about a month before I gave birth! People on set were brilliant, though. There was neither huge paranoia and fear, which may have set me on edge, nor any pushiness whatsoever. I didn’t do anything I felt uncomfortable doing. And I could not have done it without the support of an understanding and trusting team. Goodness, how nervous it must have made everyone else watching a pregnant director—they certainly didn’t show it!”




Meg: “Were there any expectations about motherhood, in your own life, that didn’t turn out the way that you thought?”

Alice Lowe: “I certainly thought it was going to be a lot worse. Which is why the film is so dark! I really felt I was going to lose my identity. Which is why the film centers on grief and loss. The idea that the ‘old you’ has died. And you have no idea who or what is going to take over. There certainly is a shift in how you see yourself and your priorities, but post birth/pregnancy, I still feel like the same person, albeit one who has had some different experiences. What I didn’t expect was how nice having a baby is. I think I went in thinking very cynically that I am quite a headstrong, independent person. I was fearful I would resent the baby. But actually, I was really surprised how much I loved motherhood. I think there are so many narratives supporting the idea that your life is over when you have kids (for women anyway). And actually, I was very pleasantly surprised. But I do think this is because I had shaped my own narrative by keeping working throughout, which many people would frown upon. I took my baby everywhere with me, on a world tour with the film, and it was a very fulfilling experience. I thought, Whoever told me I had to give anything up, they were just plain wrong! Now I realize though that filmmaking with a toddler is probably much harder, as opposed to their being in your tummy. It gets harder as they get older and have more of their own lives and commitments. The baby bit is actually the easy bit in terms of taking them with you. And nobody really tells you that.”




Kelly: “Dark humor can be tricky, but it’s perfectly executed in Prevenge. How did you find that balance when writing the script?”

Alice Lowe: “It’s kind of my thing, so I guess it’s something that either comes naturally to me or that I’ve honed over years of working as a writer/actor. But to me, you can sell anything as long as there’s truth. I mean by this that it doesn’t matter if you’re playing comedy, or a goblin, or a dragon owner, or a taxi driver, as long as you bring some human truth to it, people can identify with it. So, I always play everything straight and with really high stakes, regardless of whether it’s comedy or not. People don’t know they are funny; everyone is living their own tiny struggle and tragedy. So, I just played as much truth in the performance as I could and also cast it with that in mind. When you know what sort of performers and performance you’re going for, it gives you faith in the script. The script can be relatively outlandish as long as people are going to come in and play it with truth. My thing with Prevenge was, whether you liked it or not, you were going to care for the character. Even if this was through contrition and the audience was going to be gradually worn down. That despite what she’s doing, she’s a vulnerable, flawed human being. If you can nail that, then you’ve sold it to the audience. Not everyone buys, though, so it can be risky. I like to combine polar opposites though, a warm actor doing cold things, for example. You pull people this way and that. You make the audience think they hate someone, then add a detail that makes them love them. Before they know it, they’re hooked in. It probably comes from my theater background. The audience is king/queen. Also, I would say that people often forget that all films are fantasy. Anything you see in a film is symbolic or representative of the mind: fears, hopes, dreams. So, Prevenge is an idea, not a documentary. It’s a question, not an answer. As all films are.”




Meg: “We loved your performance in Black Mirror: Bandersnatch. Can you tell us about that experience?”

Alice Lowe: “I’m a big fan of Black Mirror, so I just held my breath when I found out there was a chance that I was going to be in it. Then, when I found out it was a ‘choose-your-adventure’ format, it was so exciting, but really very mind-boggling. And you’re not sure how it will work or if it will work. But then, you’re working with geniuses, so you put your faith in them and just feel fortunate to be working in a new experimental way. I think I was very lucky with that particular character because my scenes were all in one place, in one situation, in one chair usually! It made life easier for me. The lead actor was acting in several different situations, different narrative threads, different outcomes. Fionn [Whitehead] seemed to have boundless energy, but I think it could have been a real mindf*ck! The team, director, and producer were all over the different threads, so I just trusted in them and relaxed and had a brilliant time. I particularly enjoyed doing the fight sequence!”

Meg: “That was my favorite part!”





Kelly: “What are your current or future projects? Are you planning to write and/or direct again?”

Alice Lowe: “I’m due to film my second feature, Timestalker. It’s a reincarnation rom-com. I’m also working on a Delia Derbyshire biopic. She was an electronic music pioneer who cowrote the Doctor Who (1963) theme tune. I’m really lucky that I’m getting lots of opportunities to develop lots of different types of projects. I’m also developing television ideas. It seems that in the UK it’s finally hitting home the wealth of talent, especially female talent, available. Once upon a time, I would be pitching ideas, e.g., Sightseers (2012), to television and would be told ‘too violent,’ or ‘we can’t mix comedy and horror,’ etc. But since Killing Eve (2018–present), suddenly people are looking for exactly what it is I’ve been pitching for the last fifteen years. It feels like everything is suddenly very open. A lot of this is due to the competition of Netflix, for example. And the hunger for the new, diverse, exciting, shocking, and boundary-pushing. I don’t know if it can last, but it certainly feels like a sea-change.”



Lowe described the process of writing, directing, and going through postproduction on the film as similar to pregnancy and birth. While female writers and directors in the film industry are becoming more common, they still only made up 8 percent of directors in Hollywood and 16 percent of writers in 2018.7

Giving birth to evil is a concept that has been explored in several horror movies including Rosemary’s Baby (1968), Devil’s Due (2014), and The Prodigy (2019) and gives viewers an interesting perspective of the mother as a protector but also perhaps as a killer. Pregnant women are, unfortunately, often the victims of murder, and it is the leading cause of death during pregnancy. Statistics show that 20 percent of women who die while pregnant are the victims of a violent crime.8 Having a pregnant woman be the killer in a horror movie subverts our expectations. Any thought that the character of Ruth is weak or docile quickly evaporates as we see her exact her revenge on the perceived villains throughout the film. The blend of horror and dark comedy makes for a shocking viewing.


“You have absolutely no control over your mind or your body anymore. This one does. . .,” the midwife says to Ruth as she pats her pregnant belly during a scene in Prevenge. How does pregnancy influence emotions and mental health? The character of Ruth in Prevenge could be diagnosed as suffering from prepartum anxiety and grief. How does this affect real pregnant women? Grief can affect pregnancy through its impact on hormone balance and production, cause an imbalance in serotonin production, and raise cortisol levels.9 Serotonin is often seen as a contributor to feelings of well-being and happiness but also affects learning and memory processes in the brain. Cortisol is a steroid hormone and acts as our natural stress or alarm system. Having these hormones out of balance can not only affect the mother during pregnancy, but the baby, as well. Grief during pregnancy could also cause physical symptoms in the mother including aches, pains, sleep problems, and digestive issues. Experts recommend seeing a doctor and therapist if pregnant and experiencing grief.


When pregnant, a woman’s blood volume increases as much as 50 percent to help supply enough oxygenated blood to the fetus.10



There are a number of mental health issues that could arise after a woman gives birth. Almost half of all cases of mental illness among women, before and after they give birth, go undetected. Many of those who are diagnosed do not get the treatment they need. A condition affecting one in nine women in the United States is postpartum depression. Symptoms can range from mood swings and crying spells to extreme depression and suicidal thoughts. In 2019, the FDA approved the first drug for mothers suffering from severe postpartum depression. It can be administered through an IV over sixty hours and requires a hospital stay. The drug, however, can cost between $20,000 and $30,000 and is not necessarily approved by insurance companies.11 Postpartum depression can develop into postpartum psychosis, which has more severe symptoms including obsessive thoughts, hallucinations, delusions, and paranoia. This is much rarer, occurring in only one to two births out of every thousand. The most significant risk factors for developing postpartum psychosis are having a personal or family history of bipolar disorder and having had a previous psychotic episode.12

[image: images]

Cesarean sections are performed in about one in three births in the United States.

Birth itself has been portrayed in horror movies before, and Prevenge is no exception. A cesarean section delivery is shown in gory detail with bright red blood filling the frame. Cesarean sections are performed in about one in three births in the United States. The umbilical cord becomes a symbol of being tethered to another, just like Ruth’s husband during the climbing accident in the movie. Making a cut, symbolized by the C-section, is oftentimes a choice between life and death, and Ruth realizes her husband’s death may have been necessary to save others’ lives. Other birth scenes in horror movies occur in Alien (1979), The Fly (1986), and A Quiet Place (2018). Each has their own horror attached to a moment that may be horrific enough on its own.

Whether it’s a healthy baby being born in a postapocalyptic world like in Dawn of the Dead (1978), or telekinetic babies being brought into a peaceful town like in Village of the Damned (1960), one thing is certain: motherhood and pregnancy are rife topics to explore in any genre, but especially horror.






CHAPTER TWO

THE BABADOOK




	
Year of Release: 2014



	
Director: Jennifer Kent



	
Writer: Jennifer Kent



	
Starring: Essie Davis, Noah Wiseman



	
Budget: $2 million



	
Box Office: $7.5 million





Marie Curie was the first woman to win a Nobel Prize after conducting groundbreaking research on radioactivity and discovering radium and polonium. A film, Madame Curie (1943), explored her life and ends with the true incident of her husband dying tragically in a road accident. Marie Curie was a mother who experienced catastrophe much like the mother experiencing grief in The Babadook (2017).

Amelia (Essie Davis) becomes a widow when her husband is killed in a traffic accident on the way to the hospital while she is in labor. The trauma and grief that she experiences manifest themselves as a creature that affects her and her son, Sam (Noah Wiseman), throughout the film. Jennifer Kent, who wrote and directed the film, said, “I’m not a parent, but I’m surrounded by friends and family who are, and I see it from the outside . . . how parenting seems hard and never-ending. I think [the movie has] given a lot of women a sense of reassurance to see a real human being up there. We don’t get to see characters like her that often.”1

Feeling detached or not bonded to a child is a real issue that many mothers face. Beyond the feelings of postpartum depression, women report feeling indifferent, ambivalent, or even dislike toward their own children but often don’t share these feelings due to fears of being the outliers of such thoughts. True neglect can also lead to a plethora of problems. Studies find that children who have spent their early childhoods in institutional settings in which they received care, but not love, develop weakened immune systems and have problems with social interaction.2

The topic of mothers killing their children is explored in The Babadook, and Kent acknowledged it while promoting the film. “Now, I’m not saying we all want to go and kill our kids, but a lot of women struggle. And it is a very taboo subject, to say that motherhood is anything but a perfect experience for women.”3 This theme is explored in horror movies such as Oculus (2013) and Lights Out (2016). There’s nothing more terrifying than having someone you love and trust turn on you. The one person most children feel safest with is their mother. When she becomes the villain, whether by otherworldly means or by her own volition, the horror is real. This concept isn’t new, of course. The Greek myth of Medea explores a mother killing her own children in order to seek vengeance on her former husband.

[image: images]

The mother and son in The Babadook may be suffering from folie à deux, or a madness shared by two, in the film.

The Babadook was inspired by the real-life childhood fears of one of Kent’s friends. The woman’s son “was traumatized by this monster figure that he thought he saw everywhere in the house. So, I thought, ‘What if this thing was real, on some level?’”5 The monster as a physical manifestation of a parent’s repressed grief makes The Babadook unique, emotional, and terrifying. The movie also explores what could be the concept of folie à deux, or a madness shared by two. This condition has been documented throughout history and has caused numerous people to commit murder or die by suicide. In The Babadook, Amelia doesn’t immediately believe what her son is telling her about the creature, a common recurring theme in horror movies. But as she begins to see and believe the same things as her son, it becomes a shared experience.



In the 19th century, the first reported case of folie à deux involved a married couple who shared delusions that people were entering their house, spreading around dust and fluff, and wearing down the couple’s shoes.6



Women in the horror genre are often portrayed as not feeling in control of their own minds or as having a fear of going mad. Kent said:


I didn’t want to portray Amelia as this crazy woman from the get-go . . . Often, women who are crazy are demonized in films, because we look at them from the outside. I really wanted to experience what it was like to go down that slippery slope from the inside. I wanted to create a woman who was really just struggling, while also pointing out that this monster [exists] within everyone.7



Mothers are often seen as a stable constant in their family’s lives, but societal pressure and expectations, coupled with a heightened or intense situation, push them to the breaking point. It’s this point that is explored in horror films such as The Babadook.

Another taboo subject that’s been brought up in relation to the film is the idea of not loving motherhood. As Heather Havrilesky said in an opinion piece in the New York Times:


When I hear someone telling an expectant mother that having a baby will turn her into a new person, I can’t help but imagine a pathologically optimistic weather forecaster brightly warning that an oncoming tornado is about to give a town “an extreme makeover.” Becoming a mother doesn’t change you so much as violently refurbish you, even though you’re still the same underneath it all.8



Many women don’t experience the immediate, euphoric feeling of bonding with their children, and some never do. Being a parent is a difficult and often thankless job that can be isolating, especially when one feels that they are alone or wrong in their feelings about it. Having open and honest communication with loved ones, and having representation of all parenting styles and experiences in media, can only better inform the public about these differences and help people realize they are not alone. Kent said, “People too often dismiss horror, and they dismiss the power of a scary film. I think it’s a mistake to do that. Horror has the potential to be really profound and to tackle taboo subjects, and that’s why I love the genre so much.”9

An interesting filming aspect of The Babadook is that six-year-old child actor Noah Wiseman was shielded from certain aspects of the filmmaking. For example, during scenes in which Noah’s character, Sam, is being verbally abused, an adult stand-in would take the place of Noah in reverse shots so he wouldn’t be subjected to the yelling. This technique was also used by Stanley Kubrick when filming The Shining (1980) to protect the actor playing Danny Torrance (Danny Lloyd) from the more horrific elements of the film. Kent said, “Trying to direct any six-year-old is like trying to get an incredibly drunk person to perform in a straight line. It’s not an easy task. But it was also an absolute joy.” She added, “the thing about Noah is that he’s a very lovable little kid. We auditioned quite a few kids who were very good, but I think they would have erred on the side of being really super annoying. A lot of that empathy is due to Noah—he’s a strong actor.”10

The Babadook itself was created very specifically using old-school special effect techniques inspired by Georges Méliès. “There can be something really visceral about things created in-camera,” Kent said. “You get the feeling there was something there.”11 In-camera effects, stop motion, and puppetry were used to create the look and feel to the film. She also stated:



I felt like, for a creature like this to exist, the world itself would have to allow it to happen. So, I think if it was a naturalistic-looking world, and these things started happening, it would be quite ridiculous. So, it was important that the world of the film reflected the pop-up book at the center of it. We wanted a world that was heightened, but still felt like a real time and place.12




Georges Méliès popularized techniques such as time-lapse photography and hand-painted color.13



Kent also cites Edgar Allan Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher (1839) as an influence for the film. In 1928, French director Jean Epstein adapted the short story into a horror movie. Like most gothic stories from that era, The Fall of the House of Usher involves a decrepit mansion, people with health issues, and the general sense of impending doom. With the use of shadows and other visual elements, dread grows throughout the story. The Babadook makes similar use of these techniques, and as the mother starts to question reality, the house itself seems to become more of a character.

Unlike many horror movies, The Babadook doesn’t end with the beast being eradicated. Amelia can’t entirely get rid of her grief, but she is able to live with it by locking it in the basement. This feels like a satisfactory ending, especially for those who have suffered from mental illness. The condition, like the monster, may never be vanquished, but it may be able to be controlled.






CHAPTER THREE

BATES MOTEL




	
Years of Production: 2013–2017



	
Developed by: Carlton Cuse, Kerry Ehrin & Anthony Cipriano



	
Starring: Vera Farmiga, Freddie Highmore



	
Network: A&E





“A boy’s best friend is his mother.” When Norman Bates says this famous line in Psycho (1960), moviegoers cringed. On a subsequent viewing of the film, the line takes on new meaning and even more weight, and arguably more cringe. The television series Bates Motel (2013–2017) was able to explore that mother/son relationship even more than the trilogy of films was able to. Part of the brilliance of the series is that we know the ending: Norma Bates will become the putrid, rotting corpse that her son keeps in the house. But how do they get to that point?


The Wi-Fi password for the Bates Motel is MOTHER.



Bates Motel is a prequel to Psycho and was conceived by showrunners and producers Carlton Cuse and Kerry Ehrin. It was important to Ehrin to have Norma Bates, portrayed by Vera Farmiga, be shown as a real woman. They “collaborated closely to ground the character in reality, far away from either idealized motherhood or Norman’s sick projections of her, by rooting the character in her own lived experiences.”1 The mother in the movie Psycho is only alluded to and referred to by Norman in the beginning. We catch glimpses of her silhouette and are given hints about her personality and temperament by Norman. She’s ever-present because she is Norman, and Norman is her. The audience doesn’t discover this until the end, of course. The mother is the monster that Norman, and our own imaginations, have painted her to be. Norma herself isn’t a monster, though. Her greatest flaw may be her helicopter parenting and her inability to let her son make mistakes and decisions on his own.


Taxidermy began in England in the 19th century.



In reference to creating a character and backstory for the television series out of the source material, Ehrin said, “It’s interesting in a world that has historically been defined by men, even on the page, to say, okay, this woman was blamed for everything that was wrong with this guy. Let’s take a look at that. Let’s take a look at who she was as a whole person.” Farmiga added, “The north star of the story that we were going to tell was that it was a love story between a mother and son, and about that umbilical cord unraveling and eventually potentially severing.”2 It may be easy to blame the mother for her child’s behavior. But how much does nurture play a role in a person’s actions? This is a point that Bates Motel explored. Norma was trying to be the perfect mother. She did things right. She tried to protect Norman from the darkness that haunted his life, and she thought by sheltering him, he would be safe.

[image: images]


Norman keeps his mother’s dead body in his house. In reality, Elmer J. McCurdy’s embalmed dead body was put on display and on tour around the US for forty years.3

There is a nuanced, and sometimes not so subtle, feeling of attraction and sexuality between mother and son that is present during Bates Motel. Norman seems jealous of his mother having any other close relationships with men and especially those that are physical. In film and other media, the female body is sometimes seen as a place. Luce Irigaray’s 1984 lecture, “An Ethics of Sexual Difference,” describes the existing model of woman as an othered object: “It is understood that she accedes to generality through her husband and her child but only at the price of her singularity. She would have to give up her sensibility, the singularity of her desire, in order to enter into the immediately universal of her family duty. Woman would be wife and mother without desire.”4

Mothers will often do anything to protect their children. Debra Messing portrayed a mother in Searching (2018) who was willing to use her position in law enforcement to manipulate a case and ultimately protect her child. Norma, even against her better judgment, ultimately only wants to protect Norman and keep him from harm. It’s, in a way, easier to live in denial than to face the truth about him.

We spoke to Dee Wallace, who has famously portrayed mothers in both E.T. (1982) and Cujo (1983), about working in the film industry.


Meg: “One reason we are drawn to your performances is your dynamism in the face of typical horror tropes. For example, Donna Trenton in Cujo is a complex, authentic woman with good traits and bad. She bucks the stereotype of an all-perfect and sacrificing mother. Did you feel that there were many roles like Donna in horror available to you and your female acting peers?”

Dee Wallace: “I do, actually. From The Birds (1963) to A Quiet Place (2018), strong female roles in this genre abound.”





Kelly: “You have devoted a lot of your recent work to promoting the very important concepts of self-love and self-esteem. Do you think horror media can be a positive space for young women? If so, how have you seen this manifest? And has it improved over the years?”

Dee Wallace: “I’m not sure I would go so far as to say it is a positive space for young women. It certainly is for young women actors. We have moved from these roles being total victims, to real women strong enough to conquer the fear and the fate. In this way it has certainly improved.”




Meg: “Whether in horror projects you’ve been involved with, or ones you have enjoyed, have there been female role models (characters or creators) who stand out to you? Ones who promote female agency, confidence, or authenticity?”

Dee Wallace: “So many. The new female directors are taking the industry as a whole by storm. Katherine Hepburn in the past was the quintessential strong woman in film. Bette Davis, Barbara Stanwick. Then we went into the 80s victims, and now we are back to really strong, vital, smart women both in film and TV.”




Kelly: “Is there a misnomer about the horror industry you often find yourself correcting?”

Dee Wallace: “Always. The Academy and industry as a whole still do not consider the horror genre and the actors therein worthy of awards. It demands some of the highest emotional work in our industry.”




Meg: “In many ways, females created the horror/gothic genre (thank you, Mary Shelley!). Why do you think women are drawn to watch, create, and be a part of the darker side?”

Dee Wallace: “I think everyone is drawn to it. It allows us to experience our fears in a safe place. As actors, it allows us to really show what we can do. And let’s face it, it is just more of a ride to see someone strong like Sigourney Weaver win out over the bad alien than some muscle guy with a gun.”





Kelly: “You’ve played a mother in several of your horror movies. How did you approach working with children in your roles in Cujo and E.T.?”

Dee Wallace: “I didn’t have children when I shot those movies, but I had a really strong mother and grandmother that were my life’s models for any mother I would play in my career. As far as working with kids, I treated them with respect and also a lot of TLC on the side.”




Meg: “Being a mother yourself, were there any expectations about motherhood that didn’t turn out the way that you expected?”

Dee Wallace: “It is my grandest role and my greatest accomplishment. And yes, much of it didn’t turn out the way I expected. It’s better.”




Kelly: “Tell us about your radio show, current projects, and where we can see you next!”

Dee Wallace: “My radio show is a free call-in show where callers can ask questions and my channel answers. It is all about love, taking charge of your life, and being the creation of yourself through choice, focus, intention, and action.”



A mother who surpasses all expectations of what a loving, maternal figure should be, yet subverts them within the genre of horror, is Morticia Addams. With her creepy, gothic look, dark sense of humor, and aversion to anything outwardly loving, Morticia doesn’t seem to be a woman who would be up for any “Mother of the Year” awards. Yet, numerous examples of her character throughout her many incarnations prove that she is loyal, open-minded, and loving beyond measure.

Conceived by Charles Addams, The Addams Family became a household name in 1938 with its single-panel comics published in The New Yorker. Started as a humorous panel, the family became a part of American culture, and they have been featured in a live action television series, movies, and a new animated feature in 2019. The family shares macabre interests and dark humor but are not evil. Morticia and Gomez are shown as having a loving, healthy marriage including an active and consensual sex life. This was relatively unheard of on television shows of the 1960s, which usually consisted of showing husbands and wives sleeping in separate beds and humor sometimes being bred from a place of irritation instead of devotion. We haven’t yet seen how Wednesday and Pugsley grow up in film adaptations of the family, but we can assume they are stable and contributing members of society, unlike Norman Bates. As television critic Emily VanDerWerff said, “The horror of motherhood is that you can know everything about your child, can be certain of the right path for him, and still be undone by the simple fact that monsters aren’t created in momentous explosions. They’re created by long paths lined with the best of loving intentions.”5

Mothers will always be portrayed in horror movies and television shows as long as the genre exists. It’s our hope that they continue to be shown in the plethora of complicated and interesting ways that explore the rich world of what it means to be a woman.
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