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Prefaces to yrofessors%ooh on horror have two common refiains, so I'll get 
straight to those, Yes, I've been an almost lifelong fan of horro 
parents refused to let me see Psycho (wisely; 1 now think-I was nine at the time). 
My love of horror was heightened by living in Pi~sburgh while Ge~rge Romero 
was filming Dawn of the Dead at the Monroeville Mall, where 1 sometimes 
shopped. I got to see early revivals of Night ofthe Living Dead at the Pittsbur* 
Playhouse, where E hooted along with other fans at the in-joke when horror W 
show host ""Chilly Billy" made a guest appearance as a newsman. And yes, my 
spouse, Gist Bender, has had to put UP with some very graphic and unpleasant 
dinner-table conversations, His support (technical, intellectual, and emotional) is 
rnuch appreciated, especially given his dislae of horror films. 

To make my honor sensibilit-y clear at the start, I will say that my favorite horror 
director is David Cronenberg, and my favarite film of his is Smzznms (I make a e%se 
for it in Chapter 3). But I decided to write in this book only about moGes I love, and 
this means that I have genuine aRection and respect for all the films E gscuss bere 
(ewn The Textrs Chainsaw Masaue, Part 2 and the Hellraiser fihs). Because I have 
litde patience for Jason, &eddy, or Michel Myers and happen to dislike Bx-ian Be 
Palma's movies, you will not find &em here, I regret that I have not had the space to 
discuss some other horror movies and directors I I&e very much; &is indudes Sarn 
Rairni's Evil L>& and most of the films of Dario Argento. 

Since in my view, crucial pjeasures of horror involve audience participation 
and critical response, it has been especially important that I've shared the horror 
mperience over the years now with many close friends. My memory of certain 
movies is tied up 14th the concrete circumstances of watching and discussing 
them. E will quicuy thank here lohn Globridge, Ja Tyler, L p n  Randolph and Bill 
Simon, Doug Xschar, Angela Curran, Ervvin Ferguson, Jon Jarrett, Jack McNees, 
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James Custin, S&ve Koch, Lpne  Brown, r;iancy m a n ,  and Krist Bender, I owe a 
special debt to Mark Seidmaxr, who first took me to Eraserhead and made me sit 
through The Tmas Chainsaw Massacre at the drive-in, 

Marian Luntz prompted me to start writing about feminism and horror when 
she invited me to curate a film series for the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, in 
199 1. Throu& her invitation, I had the pleasure of organizing "Fatal Subtraction: 
Three Decades af Women in Horror, 196G1990," There, along with an apprecia- 
tive audience, X first gat to see movies like Peeping Tom and Rgpalsion on the big 
screen, My debt to other kminists writing about horror will be obvious in the text 
below; my criticisms represent serious engagement with: their views. 

Mthough X bad a glimmering of how my interest in horror connected up with 
my more typical philosophical interests in Aristotle's hetics and classical tragedy, 
I was thrilled to see Noi?l Carrofl work out these links in his f 990 book, The 
Philosophy of Horror. 1 learned much from him about how a gfiilosopher could 
write about this questionabfe genre. My style and approach are not the same as 
Noel", but I am indebted to him, and to Bob Solomon, far telling me 1 was-I 
must be-writing a book on horror. I also had the chance to learn more about 
how a philosopher writes about film, both direally in. seminars and indirectiy in 
books, f orn Stanley Gayell (who might be appalled at my choice of movies), Torn 
Wartenberg gave the final push by soliciting tbe book for his Westview series, 
"Thinking Through Cinema,"" and I am very gratehl to both him and to 
Wes~ie$s Laura Parsons and Sarah Warner for their enthusiasm and assistance. 

Mast recently, my haughts on evil haw been stretched and refined through my 
Houston Teachers Institute seminar, "Mdressing Evil," h m  grateful to all the 
teachers in my seminar and to Paul Cmke and Bill Manroe for inviting me to par- 
ticipate in it, 

My calleague Anne Jacobson has constantly pushed me into Xearning more 
about the new sciences of the mind; she has had a major impact not just on sev- 
eral of my chapters here but on the book's entire outlook. Her kiendship and sup- 
port have been invaluable. Elizabeth Miller answred quesf ons about Dracula, 
and Ma~hew Rexer shared his peerless hawledge of the HeElraiser movies, Aaron 
frnuts and Steven fchneider offered useful comments on several chapters. 
Although my parents, Alan and Betty Freeland, are wary about my interest in 
monstrous mothers and fathers, they tried to see what X'rn up to here, even ta the 
point of helping proofread and edit several chapters, Mary McIUon~ugh was a 
steadfast on-line friend as the writing struggled on, chapter by chapter. 1 offer a 
sincere thank you to all these people. 

Drafts of chapters were read on many oaasiions where discussion prompted 
new angles or revisions. 1 thank audiences at the College of Charjeston, Daividsan 



College, the Uniwrsity of Kansas, the Unbersity of Texas, the Houston Public 
Librar)r, the allege of the Mainland, the Society for VVomen in Philosogkry, the 
Society for the Study of Contemporary Visual Arts, the American Socieq for 
Aesthetics, and Mt. Holyoke College. 

Finally, I gratefully achowledge support &om a University of Houston book 
subvention, which made it possible for me to hire Laurel Lacroix, Laurel assisted 

nthusiastidly-with the editing, filmography, video and D W  
research, and image production, Her knowledge of F"rankenst.es"n saved me h m  
some major errors. 

Most images reproduced here are screen captures using a computer-video con- 
nection, m e r e  available, D W  formats w r e  used to obtain the highest-quality 
image, I thank Sarah Gnzales of Rounder Graphics k r  technical advice and Krist 
Bender and Laurel Lilcrok for patimt assistance, Screen. captures enabled me to 
be more precise in my selections than would othewise have been possible, There 
are obvious i-imitations and distortions, but any film image reproduced in a book 
is but a sketch alluding to the real thing, the movie, If one of my discussions or an 
image here inspires a reader to watch the movie and ponder it hrthier, I will have 
succeeded, 
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in Horror Fi 
A Feminist Framework 

Most people have a e r a i n  unders.t-anding of what a horror film is, nanzel~ that 
it is emotionafly juvefz-ile* ignorant? supremely nouz-intellectual and dumb. 
Basically sttlpid, But I think of iCt~rror@fms m arl; m films of confrontation . , . . 
Just bemzkseyou?e makiag a horror film doesn't mean plou can't make an arqul 
film. Tell me the difierence between someone% favoun'te horror film and some- 
one else's favourite art film, There really isn2 any Emotion& imager~ intellect, 
your own sense ofse& 

This is a book about how harmr films prompt our reflections on evil and its al- 
lure, I w n t  to focus on broad themes raised by some signifiant and-to use di- 
rector David Cronenberg"~ term-"arthl" "horror films, E will look at films made 
by great directors like Alfred Hitchcock (Frenzy;), the late Stanley Kubrick (The 
Shining), and Roman Polanski (Repulsion). I will discuss popular films (The 
Silence of the Lambs) and lesser-how films (Peepin-g Tom), vampires and slash- 
ers, gory horror (Hellraiser) and subtle horror (Dead Ringers). I will move from 
the gothic European crypts of Frankenstel'n and Dractlka to the contemporary 
American world of Henry: P~rtmit  ofa Serial Killer and an into the future of hu- 
mans in outer space in Alien, 

This introduction describes my methods and the l~eneral grounA for consider- 
ing horror films in a philosophical way, The topic of evil is a huge one that has 
been addressed over centuries by philosophers, theologians, psycholo@sts, politi- 
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cal scientists, and, of course, artists in many media. Horror films continue the tra- 
ditions of Sophocles, Dante, Milton, Shakespeare, Bosch, Gciya, Mozart, Verdi, 
&&a, Dostoyevsk~~ and many others by oEering fictive or symbolic representa- 
tions of evil. Monsters are at the heart of horror, and monsters are usually- 
though not a 

One recen he topic of evil, C. Fred Alford's last Evil Means to Us, 
suggmts, however, that the meditations of horror movies are vapid ("stupid"" ar  
"juvenile,'" to use Cronenberg's terms),2 Alford arpes that conkmporary culture 
offers few and only shallow resources for symbolizing evil, We sees this as harmful 
and dangerous, because symbols of evil are essential to enable all of us to grapple 
with very basic human limitations and fears, especially the fear of death. I;lelig;ious 
kamevvorks for ddressing evil are not as dominant, nor as satisfiing to many 
people, as they once were; but rich and persuasive new frame-tvorks have not 
sprung up to replace them, If r n evil must be fundamentally moral in 
nature, then scientific accounts en social scientzc ones from fields like 
psychology or criminal justice-~Xl also not suEce. 

Horror films provide one veq  large, popular, ongoing, and accessible body of 
material for symbolizing evil. The question is, do they do so interestingly? Can 
they oEEer rich, varied, subtle, and complerx views on the nature of evil? Do they 
af"E~rd us waymof meditating on death, the limitations of the Resh, and our tiny 
place in the cosmos or on ways to create values once religion has lost its grip? I 
think so, and I plan to argue for this claim here. Alford thinks not. He considers 
vampires, for emmple, vapid figures of evil compared with the richly complex 
Satan of a gre& work like Maton's Paradise Last; vampires are mere consumers of 
the flesh, not tempters of the soul, I disagree: Vampires and other monsters, in ex- 
cellent films, can, promote quite subtle reflections on evil, In hormr films, evil 
may be very diverse and shifting: It can be loalized in a monster like a sh-foot 
~~ckroach ,  or it may dwell inside us humans------within a mad scientist like Dr. 
Frankenstein or a psychopathic killer like Hannibal kcter. It may be the projed of 
evil mrporations, as it ofien is in Gronenberg" films, or evil may be a more float- 
ing, generalized cosmic condition, as in Ermerhed, 

h o t h e r  criticism of horror Bms invefls Mfordk claim that lche spbo l s  of evil 
in horror movies are too shallow. Perhaps instead horror films are too interest;% 
in their depictions of evil. Monsters are often creative, fascinating, sympathetic, 
complex, and deeply insidious in their vile pmgrams and agendas. A monster like 
k s ~ t  (Tom Cruise) in Interview with the Irampire is very seductive and entertain- 
ing. But, as I-iannah Arertdt famously argued in her book Eichmatln in Jerusalem: 
A Report on the Banality ofEvil,%n overemphasis on monsters falsifies the nature 
of modern evil, which is ofien bureaucratic and almost faceless. Arendt a rped  
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that evil in the Nazi period MS "banal7'-Eichmann was a middle manager ""jst 
doing his jo-b"" and seeking promotion, not a foaming-at-the-mouth horror- 
movie monster. Modern evil is often characterized as indifference to suffering 
rather than as the active pursuit af it by an extraordinary monster like Pinhead in 
the Hellraiser series-an update af Lucifer with his nail-studded head, maniacal 
laugh, and S&M paraphernalia. Pinhead is recognizably monstrous, whereas 
Eichmann could pass as the man next door. Perhaps, then, horror-movie evil is 
too imaginative, creative, and intriming, There may be something to this criti- 
cism, but it, too, like Alforgs, misrepresents and oversimplifies the horror film, I 
will argue here that some films (like Henry: Portrait sfa Serial Killer) do suggest 
we consider the banality of evil. And other movies also offer hints of real-life, and 
not wildly fictiw, Ends of evil: problems like chiId s a a l  abuse, scientific hubris, 
rackm, or corporate greed. 

In reviming the many ways horror films presnt evil, I -will regard these films as 
artifacts structured so as to stimulate both our emotional and our intellectual re- 
sponses. X draw on recent cagnitivist film theoxy. and maintain that horror films are 
designed to prompt emotiaazs of fear, sympathy, remlsion, dread, a d e v ,  or diswst. 
And in doing so, they also stimulate though@ about evil in its many varrieties and de- 
grees: inkrnal or external, Emited or profound, physical or mexlhl, natural or su- 
pernatural, conquerable or triumphant. Horror films are stimuli that tend to work 
effectively in certain ways or that reliably elicit certain kinds of emotions and 
&ou$ts; but they do not hnctian an merely passive audiences. Rather3 these f i h s  
(like others In diEerent genres) require those of us in the audience to be active as we 
exercise our various mental ab2ities.We are thinking as W follow features of the 
film that wide our emotional response: We make judgments and evaluations as we 
watch, react, and listen, W may experience standard or predictable emotions (fear, 
rewlsion, dread, relief), but then we also reflect on why and whe&er it is right to do 
so, fs it right, for exmple, to sympa&ize with the serial killer Mark Leks in Peeping 
Tom, or to approve of Susan Tyler's ggsneticauy engimered cackroaches in Mimic? 
Among other thing, we think about what the film is sa*ng about the nature of evil, 
and about how well it hnctions as a mwie: Is it subtle, interesting, innovative 
Vyrithin its genre? Just how complex our thinklng about horror can be is best shorn 
by illustrations-a task that the rest of this h o k  aims to complete. 

Ftrnainislm and Horror 

My rmdings throughout this book will be feminist. Some people assume that the 
horror genre is antiwoman-and, to be sure, women have always been targets of 
monsters, from vampires to slasher killers. I will argue, however, that in their re- 
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Rections on evil, horror films o&en question the traditional values and gender 
roles associated with patrbrchal institutions such as religion, science, the law, and 
the nudear family, This kind of challenge to dominant values was evident in the 
first modern horror masterpiece, Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, and it remains a 
factor in recent horror movies like the Alien series or The Silence of the Lambs. As 
a feminist, I face certain obvious challenges, though, in making n?y case. Since 
Psycho" infamous shower scene, the big screen has treated us to Freddy Krueger's 
fang razor nails emerging b e ~ e e n  Hancy"s legs in tbe bathtub (A Nightmare on 
Elm Street), Brian Re Palmds exhibitionist heroine being power-drilled into the 
Boor {Body Double), and Leahedace hanging a woman from. a meat hook (The 
k a s  Chainsaw Massacre.) Even in films with a strong heroine like Alien and 
Aliens, the feminist message seems qualified by the monstrousness of the alien 
mother, the objectification of Sipurney Weaver in her undewear, and her char- 
acter Riplep's forced assumption of a maternal role. Despite all this, there has 
been some feminist work on horror, and I believe there is room h r  more. 

1 do not presume any one account of feminism (radical, liberal, Marist, post- 
modernist) or any one theory of sexual- or gender digerence. 1 seek to avoid uni- 
versdizing assumptions about gender as X ask hcrvv a given film depicts gender in 
relation to its Xarwr themes about good and evil. Repulsion and The Silence ofthe 
Lambs, for example, both ofifer kinds of feminist visions in horror, but in quite 
different ways. X consider psychoanalytic ferninisms to be theoretically ill- 
grounded and too reductive; heir prominence in filrn theory is disproportionate 
to their general importance in feminist theorizing. Cognitirrists like me vvha seek 
to diagnose the gender ideolou af a ficlrn m y  d o p t  the viewoint of a MarAst or 
liberal feminist; in either case, one could be critical, ;though af diEerent aspects of 
the film and to different ends, Much current filrn theory is interest.ed in the psy- 
cholom of viewer interest and response. X am mare intereskd in what the movies 
say, in how they are structured to present certain contents. Same of the questions 
X ask will take the place of others posed on, the more problematic basis of depth 
psycholog or psychoanalysis. Questions czommon in feminist film theary (about 
"the gaze,"" the sadisfic male viewer, the masculine narrative order, and so an) will 
be replaced here by questions about whether a Mm presents women as primarily 
suffering and tofiured physical beings or whether they are also shown to be alert, 
curious, intelligent, capable of independent investigation, and so forth, I aka ask 
about whether the women characters help move the narrative along or are simply 
targets of the horrific spectacle. The mast serious questions I want to consider are 
about where the film narrative locates the sources of evil and bow evil is axralyzed 
or described in relation to gender, 
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More About the C o g n i t i v i ~ t  Framework 

Like ancient Greek tragedies, horror films are wrks  that involve distur"ong an szudi- 
ence, "I%ey are "diEcult'borh with a kind of negative aesthetic aim, Tragedy, ac- 
mrding to the classicd account of Aristotle, aims at e v o h g  pity and fear, whereas 
horror aims to evoke fear, terror, disgclst, and other associated emotions. Both gen- 
res pose a problem about why we would enjoy them, since they are painhl to watch, 
Plato thought that tragedy ran the risk of desensitizing audiences to proper value 
commitments by fostering too much emotion; and many modem critics similarly. 
argue that horror lnovks can be corrupting and degading influences on audienas. 
Mstorle famously defended tragedy in his Poetics as having redeeming moral and 
social vdue because it provides an inteflectual engagement with the aaistic feat-ures 
of a play; such as its plot and thought, He arwed in e&ct that tragedy depicts ways 
in which goad people cape or are damaged by the limitations life can pose for 
them-Vaced with death, disaster, or unintended evil effects, a good person's charac- 
ter should persist and not be ruined, 

The cognitivist approach in film studies is cantinusus with, previous di~cussions 
of other kinds of a r ~ o r k s  in the Western aesthetic tradition, These range from 
kstode's account of tragedy in the hetics and Kant2"sreatment of beauv and the 
sublime in his Cn'tiqzre ofJuclgement to more recent wrks  like Kendall Wajton's 
Mimesis us Mke-Believe: On the Poundations ofthe Representationd Arts, which an- 
alyzes our responses to fictions of many sorts.6 PhiIosophers have typically sup- 
posed that it is appropriate for aesbetic theory to discuss aspect;s of the psychalogly 
of our response to armarks and have done so vjithin various evolvhg theories of 
the psyche. Aristotle and Kant, for gxample, both bad faculfy theories of the mind 
that separated imagination from conceptual oar scientific thought. Their theories of 
the mind had an impact s n  the other branches of their phi;losophies, including their 
ethics and aesth&ics, Over the centunies, philosophers have treated emotions and 
imagination in very diEerent ways, Some have held that there is a sharp separation 
bemeen affect and inteUect; Aristode and b n t  differed on this point. But in most 
ewes, philosophers have emphasized that our aesthetic responses somehow draw 
upon both aspects of our psyche. In other words, paintings, tragedies, sculptures, or 
even landscape gardens have been seen as pahcular kinds of phenomena intention- 
ally created and well structured to produce certain Ends of effects on both our emo- 
tions and our judgment E e c ~  va~ously labeled katharsz's, aesthetic distance, the 
free play of the imagination, and so anS7 

Current cognitivism continues this tradition of philosophical aesthetics by 
drmirrg upon recent scientific accounts of human psyclno2ow and the human 
mind to describe our responses to a r ~ r k s .  Obviously, we humans are capable of 
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being frightened, excited, horrified, and the like by artistic representations, in- 
cluding horror films; cognitkists try to analyze how this occurs. Cognitivism is 
not a single method dominated by any one figure or school. Thus, Dwid Bordwell 
and Noel Garroll write, "We think that cognitivisrn is best characterized as a 
stance. A cognitivist analysis or explanation seeks to undersand human thought, 
ernotkn, and action by apged to processes of mental representation, naturalistic 
processes, and (some sense of) rational agenc)i"Kognitivists acknowledge and 
draw upon recent scientific theories of the mind. The science of the mind is as old 
as Aristotle; it took important steps in the fate nineteenth century with Freud, the 
Ges~alt psychologists, William James, and others, but it has been under constant 
development and has taken even more enormous strides in the late mentieth. cen- 
tury. Different fields such as neuroscience, cognitive linguistics, primate bioloe% 
artificial intelligence, pvchiatry, and robotics are all making distinct and remark- 
able contrjibutions to our understanding of the mind, its evolution and develop- 
ment, its pfiysiological base in the brain and body; its manifestations in language, 
and its breakdowns in diseases like schizophrenia, autism, or various aphasias. 
Experts in psycholaw, rnass communication, and vision now study our human, 
perception and response to hfrns in empirical n measuring, for exam- 
ple, bow our bodies might respond to an on-screen stimulus like the appearance 
of a gigantic monstrous dinosaur or, to change genres, a pair of naked bodies en- 
coiled in sexual intimacies. 

&me initial efforts along these very empirical lines, such as psychologist Ed S. 
Tan's treatment of film as an "emotion machine" in his book Emotion and the 
Stwctuue cfNarrrative Film: Elm as an Emotion Machine, are very interesting and 
suggestive.9 Despite the fact that his book title smacks of reductivism, Tan actuallly. 
urges the need for refinement and subtlety and for more specific studies of partic- 
ular genres in relation to their unique audiences, Tan makes the paint by noting 
that people vary along a dimension he calls "cinephilia7'flhere are some people 
who are especirrfly howledgeable about film and likely to spend time attending 
movies. They particularly appreciate films as aesthetic objects, and qf'an comments 
that "[algpr~cit ion of the film as artifact can be measured.""lQ Although. this 
seems an initially odd claim, W probably all recognize that people who go to 
more movies do know more and react differently to thern than people tvho go to 
few. Sirn2arly, Tan points aut that different kinds of people are likely to prefer and 
attend films of digerent genres and that ernational and cognitive response may 
v a v  according to bath the genre and the specific audience in attendance. Horror, 
as 1 know from my own experience from years of being a fan, definjilely does at- 
tract a distinctive kind of audience,lVome people tell me that they never go to 
horror films and simply cannot stand thern; others of us are more dedicated to 
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the genre and enjoy or even love it. Mr"e are obvio.ously more knowledgeable about 
it, Horror audiences are participatory. We may clap, lau@ uproariously, or other- 
wise respond in surprising ways to thin@ that we recognize as allusions, in-jokes, 
or sight gags, while our mare weak-stomached friends (or spouses we have 
dragged along) find the movie frightening or simply disgusting, 

Since I am a philosopher and not an empirical psychologist or social scientist, I 
do not propose to wire people up to measure their heart and breathing rates or to 
assay their responses scene by scene by means of detailed questionnaires, My own 
reliance an cogniti-vism is like that of other philosophers who have entered the 
field of film studks in recent years (such as %chard A k n ,  Gregary Currie, ,Noel 
Carroll, Murray Smi"r, and Car1 Plantinga). We share with a psychologist like Tan 
something other than a particular method of ernpjirical research. We emphasize a 
view that cognitive science supports: the intricate intermining of our human in- 
tellect and emotions, An emotion like dispst-say, when we suddenly witness 
on-screen the human bodies being "cocooned" by the alien monster" larvae in 
Alien Resuruecl.iom-may seem quite physical, uncantrolled, and not wry ""intel- 
lectual"" at all. Yet even this sort of reaction does involve tXloughts (C(How frighten- 
ing for those poor people who are victims and are actually awake at the time!")% 
classifications ("The Alien is like a uvasg."") recommendations ("The crew had 
better get out of this ship, and fast!"") questions ("HOW can humans cape now 
that Rigley is dead?"), and judgments ("Those Aliens are nasv kllers who ought 
to be exterminated.")). Horror films may evoke quite complex and subtle combi- 
nations of feelings and emotions; I think that such responses can be of phzosoph- 
ical inkrest. Perhaps ironically, recent cognitive xience dovetails with a view of 
thought, emotion, and human response to art that recalls AristotlOs back in the 
ancient world-since he, too, thought that an emotion included elements af 
physiology; judgment, and tendencies toward action and that artworks like 
tragedies might prompt such complex responses from audiences, 

There have been several recent noteworthy cognitivist forays into the horror 
genre, and it 14611 be helpful to distinmish my aims and kamework hom theirs. f 
will mention two examples. First, in his impartant baok The fiitosophy afHorror, 
or Paradoxs ofthe  heap.^, P4021 Carroll argues that the genre of horror can be de- 
fined in terms af the characteristic emotions it is designed to elicit from audi- 
ences." The most obvious list of such emotions includes fear, repulsion, dread, 
and disgust, A key question to answer about horror films involves the ""paradox of 
the heart" rereferred to in Carroil's subtitle: Why do we enjoy being scared, re- 
pulsed, or disgusted by scary books or films? Carroll's answr is plausible and well 
developed. He describes a notion of "art-horrol;"" a special aeshetic Esponse to a 
representation or a fiction in an a r ~ o r k  "Art-horror" involves real emotions like 
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fear or sympathy: We may really be frightened or disgusted lizy a film; we may have 
a rapid heartbeat and hold our breath when the heroine goes into that dark base- 
ment or attic. But this experience or emotion is unlike the horror we tvould our- 
selves feel in response to a real-life &reat, because we are reacting of course to a 
story, The film, along with its slasher, dinosaur, mad scientist, or evil "blob,"" is a 
representation. It is just simply true of humans that we may enjoy or feel other re- 
sponses to such representations, As Prristode said in the Poetics, the enjo)mnent of 
imitations seems to be natural from chifdhaod, 

Art-horror, in Carroll's view, accompanies the cognitive challenges of a plot; we 
enjoy following a narrative as it show how characters learn &out and confiont a 
monster-perhaps overcoming it, perhaps not. CarroU argues that the emotions 
of horror are prompted mainly by monsters, so that these creatures are essential 
to horror. He defines monsters as endties that are supernatural or not believed to 
exist by scientists, and he explains that they are threatening primarily because 
they are ""ipure" or, in his words, "categorially interstitiaCXnuther feature of 
our intellectual engagement with horror, then, is the cognitiw challenge of trying 
to understand and conceptualize such interstitial beings. Here we are @guided by 
the film narrative: as the plot unfolds and characters suEer, whether justly. or not; 
fight, whether vafianrly or foolishly; uncover or coHude with the threat, and so on, 

Carsou" account is a cognirivist sne, and so is mine, but we difier on many de- 
tails. For one thing, X aim, as he does not, at producjing more extended readings of 
individual horror @ms, and feminist readings at that. I also want to suggest that 
the more intellectual aspect af our engagement with horror films is focused on is- 
sues about evil and that it involws more than plot. In car roll"^ account, horror fo- 
cuses primarily on the natulre of monst.ers, disturbing and interstitial beings, I as- 
sume a different perspective, considering monsters as beings that raise the specter 
of evil by overturnkg the natural order, whether it be an order concerning death, 
the body, God's Xaws, natural laws, or ordinary human values. The spectacles of 
horror-the gruesome wounds, slimy beasts, undead vampires, or exploding 
heads-----may be more central even than plot to forcing our conhntation with evil, 

In another recent h k ,  Moving Pidures: A NW neory  afF2"lm Genres, Feelings, 
and Cagnil-ion, Tarben Godal oBers a diEerent account of the cognitive appeal of 
horror.13 Like Carroll, Grodal &inks that horror narratives elicit judgments, along 
with feelings and emotions. But his focus is not so much on monskrs and the chal- 
lenges of conceptualizing them; rather, in GmdaS"s view, horror thematizs certain 
universal human concerns abaut autonomy in the face of threats from within or 
wihotat, He wites that "the expEcit motivation Eor horror fiction . . . is a desire for 
comiilive and physical co r r t ro l l~~o ,  for ple, a horror film might be about our 
loss of cognitive control in a ""paranoid narrative'hhere rational explanations make 
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nu sense of the cosmos in light of the ekstence of @osts, zombks, and the like, This 
is the case in the film Them!, where giant ants attack humans, Grodal explains that 
"the extreme eEect of alien, nature-based subjiectiviq on the humans is "aralysis;" 
lack of f le~ble  humm subject i~~. '"Wr alternatively, a horror film might therna- 
tize our loss af individual bodgy control, as Grodal stlustraks wit31 the a m p l e  of 
am Here, evil doctors are hamesting human body parts from h e d ~ y  people to 
sell on the black market, They drug the heroine, a woman doctor, once she uncovers 
their dasurdy plot, and she is unable to speak or act so as to convey her bowledge 
as they proceed to make plans to operate on her, 

Groctill only discusses horror as part of a short (skteen-pa~) chapter that also 
considers crime and thrilXer movies, so it is not surpriskg that his analysis of the ap- 
peal of horror is cruder than Canolrs, It is less clear in Grodafs treatmat &at h r -  
ror m o ~ e s  are aestheticdy constructed artifaas and also not dear why we w u l d  
enjoy mar?ly of them. He suggests that W enjoy films like Coma because they 
frighten us, only in the end to reinforce our ""desire for control." In Coma, the doctor 
is rescued in the nick af time before the tainted anesthetic is ahinistered. Thus, 
Grodd writes that "fiorn the point of view of emotion-engineering in visud fiction, 
fear and .terror =used by cognitiw dissociation andlar violence have the morally 
dubious advantage of aeating high levels of arousal and strerrgthening the viewers" 
wish h r  emotional autonomy and control by aversion.""" 6rodal"s analpis impltks 
that horror movies provide a sort of tonic far the ego: 'We go to them and get fii&t- 
ened about losing control, so W gird our loins, ss  to speak, emerging from the the- 
ater all prepared to do battle agahst theats! This might seem counter to the mare 
natural construal, that a like Coma would make us even more paranaid than we 

might already be about the manipulation?; of the medical establishment in. an era 
where it has turned into big business, Since I do think that lnorror can offer smial 
critique (David Cronenbere horror movies, f i r  example, aAen hcus an  the med- 
ical-business alliances of our modern era), I do not make this suggestion merely 
facetiously. (Think of all the tvomen who claimed to be unable .to take a shower after 
seeing Psycho.) Crsdal"s a m u n t  just seems too sErnpy to tell us much that is hter- 
esting, and it also forces a single overly restriaive goal onto a particular gen 
ror-that o&rs a lot of variet-y a d  complefiq, 

I have mentioned these two previous approaches to horror, Carroll" and 
GrodaYs, so as to illustrate key features of a cognitivist account, As I noted earlier, 
cognitivism in general treaB emotions as part of our cognitive outlook on the 
world; emotional arousal accompanies audience membershctive interpretation 
and rkinkng about a film, "Foo many accounts of emotions or of responses to films 
fail to bring out these aes&etic and cogitilre dbensions, We can Imvn even as we 
react to the mast blatantly scary and manipulative scenes in films that shock us 
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and make us jump or recoil at a physicd level. X will proceed dong similar lines, 
but in my viewf it is more philosophically interesting to consider horror movies 
that are about evil rather &an to focus on the nature of monsters or on an alleged 
aim of cognitive control. Also, unlike Carroll and Grodal, I write as a feminist, so 
my focus and emphasis will be distinctive. One worry about Grodah analysis is 
that many horror films (e"rsnenber$s included) do not oEfer the kind of resolution 
or happy ending that Gama does. That is, they seem to challenge a viewer" hopes 
for or beliefs in. our own possibilities of control 01: autonomy, undermining the 
grounds he offers for their appeal, And in any case, "controXm is a rather vawe and 
general notion. The sedtxallve threat to our control kom varnpjires is very diEerent 
from the physial threats posed by giant spiders, aliiens, or demonic forms of pos- 
session; mad-scienbst a m s  might cany social critiques that are distinct From those 
suggested by the slasher genre. Both Regan in Tke Exorcz'ft and Rosemary in 
Rosemary's Baby lose control, they are both young and female, and each %m pre- 
sents horror in a quasi-thealogical context. The two Mms were made in roughly 
similar time periods and set in a similar cultural milieu, Yet they differ in impor- 
tant ways., They ask diEerent questions and depict very diEerent kinds of avenues 
of response to demonic wile Regan (at least prior to the many m r c i s t  sequels!) 
seems to ;be cleansed and rescued, w h e ~ a s  Rosemasy is doomed, Horror movies 
are a good ease in which the devil is almost literally in the de~;ils, 

Carroll" treatment of horror is book-lengh, wide ranging, subtle, and superior 
to Grodays, but even so, I find his attempt to hang his definition of the harror 
genre on the one central notion of monsters too restriaive, If monsters are reaUy 
'"qer-naturd; as he thinks, then a real-life monster like Bob Rusk in f"ren;?y does 
not quite fit the paractigm. For similar reasons, Carroll has to strekh things a bit to 
make a movie like jaws, with a shark monster, or Alfred Hitchcoclr"~ The Birds, fit 
his definition. I consider horror narratiws to be centrally concerned with evil, but i 
do not aim here to defend this assumption by developing this aas a general defini- 
tion of horror, Horror has too Xong and complex a history for me to feel confident 
about any one definition, The genre is just slippery: It blends at the edges with 
many other genres such as science fiction and the thriller, It is also impomnt to 
recognke the dazzbng diversity of horror's subgenres: Gothic, mad scientist, alien 
invader, slasher-psycho, rape revenge, B-mwie, cult film, monster, vampire, were- 
wolf, possession film, zombie, comedy, Japanese horror (the original Godzidla), and 
sa on-even music video horror (Michael Jackson" Thriller)! Xn light of all this 
genre diversity, I do not aim at anything like a definition, hther, I pmpose an ap- 
proach that may help in looking for meaning in individual films. 

In fact, my v im that horror concerns evil could in principle encompass both 
Can-roll"s and Crodal"s suggestions, that it is about monsters or about issues of au- 
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tonomy and control. Afier all, monsters are usually (though not aitzlays) evil in 
horror movies, and the loss of control, too, is often attributed to something evil or 
adds up to an overdl existential condition of evil. But the fieme of evil as treakd 
by some horror movies makes them mare philosophically interesting than these 
other accounts suggest, f a  here is an extlra reason for them to have apped: They 
challenge, puzzle, and stimulate us as we see or feel horrific thing happening to 
people-ohen to good peapfeand we ponder whether W also might be fated to 
confront or succumb to such evil, There may be key brnnuls or scenarios (vam- 
pires), prominent directors (Hitchcock, Cronenberg), or distinct social contexts 
(Them! versus Henry: Portrait o fu  Serial Killer) that aflfect meaning and impact in 
this genre, Similar factors operate in other genres, such as the Western, where 
themes of good and evil are also paramount.17 

Films within a single subgenre like the vampire film may present male mon- 
sters as distinctive as Uaus Kjinski's emaciated Nosfer'eratu, the carnpy Bela Lugosi, 
the languid Frank Langella, the sinister Christopher Lee, and the macabre but hi- 
larious ball-goers of Roman blanski.. A quite horrific and gory movie can also be 
-Mtildly hnny (The Tarn Chainsaw Massacre, Part 2; Frenzy; An Amerimlz Werewy 
in Lolzlllon; Blood Sirurple). Horror films can be eerie and subtly creepy (The D a d  
Zone), or they can revel in over-the-top hair-raising outrageous egects {Hellraiser; 
Cujo; Evil Dead 11: Dead by Ctawa; The %as Chainsaw Massacre, h r t  2). 
They can be depth-gsychslogicd ""famaily romances" "epubian, Pietpiiag 1770~2) or 
virtual cartoons (Predawr 2). They can be historical costume dramas (Wemer 
Herzogk Nosfera;t-u, Francis Ford e o p g ~ l d s  Bram S@rker"sracui'a) a r  
technopfnilic futuristic visions (Robocop, Alien), They can be vividly realistic 
(Jarassic Park) or ridiculously. fake (Godzz'lla), They can be incredibly original 
(Scann~s ,  Bra& Dead), mindlessly imitative (Silent Madnes  Ores), or a litde of 
both {Body Double), 

A comprehensive approach. to cinematic horror would have to be historically 
awre and also broad and open enough to m r k  for all of these varieties of horror. 
Xn light of fiese obsematioas, the task of building a "feminist copitivist theory of 
homr" may seem monumental. And in faa, this is not my aim in this book, 1 do 
not propose to andpe  the nature of horror any mare than to sugest that there is 
an "essence" &at defines the genre. Raber, I wmt to show that at feast some horror 
fijms, the ones I discuss, are very interesting for philosophers and for feminists in 
general to consider. I would hope that as film theorists, we can avoid overgenerdka- 
tion dong with redu~fkism. Because of the horror genre% cornplek.fy, histoq, and 
variety, X do not aim at a pu~tively. complete "fiemhist theory of horror."l8 Horror 
originated from the Cohic novel, a fact important for feminkts to note because of 
the unusual prevalence of w m e n  as both writers and readers within this gerrre.1" 
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X wiU return to this and other aspects of horror's history in later chapters. The as- 
tounding varieq of styles, nuances, and tones within &is genre leads me to be skep- 
tical about any particular feminist heosy of horror, just as X am doubtful about as- 
pects of the earlier csgnitivist accounts given by Carrol and Grodal. Feminist 
heorieies too often become overly general, whether they associate gender with a cer- 
tain kind of l oohg ,  monstrousness, the victirnimtion of women, or some alleged 
psychological work such as "abjeaion" "or more details, see the next section). 

My stratee will be to select certain films that X consider especidly good and 
woehwhile and to emphasize these films, placing special wei&t on the inteqlay 
bettveen cinematic, emotional, and cognitive dimensions as X focus on their atti- 
tudes touvard evil. X will also explore their '""ender ideologies" or use of "gendered 
cancepts"-terns X will explain more as X proceed, To produce my feminist read- 
ings or interpretations of various horror films, I focus on their representation4 
contents and practices, describing how these elicit characteristic affects (terror, 
dread) as w l l  as how they prompt our thhkng about: the various evils they repre- 
sent, I want T<> examine how horror films answer questions about evil in relation ta 
issues of gender, sexualit.y, and power relations be~een :  the saes, There does not 
seem to be any one path or method to do this; rather, I proceed by mamples, adu- 
ally fookiing at various crucial sorts of film elements, whether of narrative, charac- 
terimtion, spectacle, or more general "cinematic featut-es" "oint of view, special 
eRects, light;ing, musical score, and so on). Some of a horror film" key elements 
will concern its representation of women and monsters, but there are many di- 
mensions involvrrd in haw a film is structured and how it works. A cognitivist sup- 
poses that we can explain the psyc3hodpamics of viewing movies by actually de- 
scribing the nature of films as artifacts that hnaion fir certain purposes to elicit a 
fused co~itive/ernotional response. The effects of such artifacts may be studied by 
mmining the construction of these artifacts as well as their role in culture, To 
study their construction, E will look at such standard features as plot, characters, 
and point of view. TO study their role in culture-th& is, to inquire about this as a 
feminist-E will examine their gender i d e o l o ~ ~  This is what f mean to do in pro- 
ducing feminist philosophical readings of the horror films I discuss, 

The strategy E favar is one that revises and updates a somwhat old-fashioned 
feminist approach to film studies, the "images of wmen" agproach,za Using this ap- 
proa&, we would analyx a genre of horror like the slasher film, say, by obseming 
the images of women that are presented in these films. Thus, typicall-y; young 
women are shown either as tornbays or as teenage sex fiends who somehow deseme 
their dismemberment at the hands of a Jason or a Michael Myers. To errylore a film's 
gender ideology, I ask various quesfions that mufd aka be asked in the images of 
women approach: How does the film depictlrepresent women-as agents, patients, 



knowers, su,Eerers"?at role do wmen play vis-8-vis men in the film? Howver, I 
will go beyond this rather simple set of questions in i-no mah ways, 

First, a cognitivist r e c o p k s  that films are complex hnctioaing artgacts com- 
posed of a wide variety of efements that aBect our thoughts and emotions. These 
include more than simply the "imqes of women," understood as the representation 
of f m d e  characters in the movie. Films also include technical and formd features 
such as editing, visual point af view, fighting, sound, and costuming, as we11 as fea- 
tures shared with literary warb  such as plots, didope, audience point of view, and 
narrative structure, Horror films are good ar  operate effectively by producing 
houghts but also by eliciting emotions, sorn&hes very strong ones Eke fear, dread, 
or diswst. These effects can be produced by pacing, visual displays, or music, as 
much as through the narrative and depiction of characters. I tvant to consider many 
such d&ces. Still, narrative is the most import:ant element, because in most cases, it 
is what provides the backround or structure of a film.21 This irzcludes what Nog1 
Carrafl has cded the film's rhetorical strateges, such as the eEcitation of audience 
presumptions in completing gaps in the stov22 Thus, in my approach we will ask 
questions like these: How do the film's strudures of nxrative, point of view, and 
plot construction operate in effecting a depiction of gender roles and relations! 
Does the film oMer a ""ihraic modernist'' narrative of mastery centered upon a male 
charader, oftering up either a clear resolution or a noble trqedy? Or is there a non- 
sanclard, postmodern narrative centered upon fernale charaders, oEering a more 
open-ended and arnbilrguous canclusion? Does the film reference Estorical ar genre 
precedents-say3 a particular earlier vampire film ar  the mad scientist genre in gen- 
eral-and if so, how does it comment upon, repEcat-e, parody7 or revise the gentler 
thernatics of its predecessors? m a t  are the film's implicit rhebrical presuppositions 
about natural snder  roks and relations? Does the film present possibilities of ques- 
tioning or chaUenging these presumptions? 

Second, unlike the sornethes simplistic feminism we can find in the irnqes of 
MJornen approach, I seek to use feminist ideoto@cal critique of horror to oEer a 
""deep" interpretive reading. By this E mean to refer to a reading that asks hard 
questions about the gendered concepts of the film, m e  phrase ""gendered concept" 
is explained by Carolp Korsmeyer in a fascinating article about the aesthetic the- 
ory of taste. She writes, "By this phrase I refer to conapts that, lacking any obvious 
reference to males or females, or ta masculinity or femininity; neverheless are for- 
mulated in such a way that their neutral quality and universal applicability are 
questbnableF23 To scmtinize a film's use of gendered concepts, X will question its 
gender ideolotpy; This is a notion I borrow and develop from MarGst theory. An 
ideolou is a distorted ~presentatiaa of existing relations of power and domina- 
tion, Although such relations empowr only cer.t-ain ppepk and prop up the status 
quo, they are presentled as natural and beneficial to id.. In the particular contea of 
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feminist analysis, the ideolom under examination is one that susLains the power 
relations of patriarchy and mde domination (together with any relevmt associated 
relations of chss or race dominance). O&en such relations are represented on film 
as natural or inevitable, Feminist idealow critique is a critical or deep interpretive 
reading that criticizes or malpes a film's presentation of these nauralized mes- 
sages about gender roles and the power relations bemeen the sexes. I want to study 
the messages that a film may oRer &out gender-either about what is taken for 
granted and aaepted as true and natural or about what it challenges its audience 
to question. Films (including horror films) o&en convey messages that perpetuate 
the subordination and exploitation of vuornen; they sustain the current under- 
standling of gender hierarclny or gendedzed roles and relations by portra$ng these 
as normal. But I find it more interesting that often in good horror movies like The 
Silence ofthe Lambs, the film itself raises questions &out ideology or about these 
supposedly 'hormal" "relations of gender dominance. 
h interesting and creative feminist readkg s f  a film may look below its surface 

representations of male or &male chaacters to consider gendered concepts in such 
notions as reason, science, nature, creatkity, intelligence, care, and so on. To ex- 
plore the ideology; we search for gaps, presumptions, or even what is '%epressedn in 
it, It is important to look at what a film ma_y show as blocked, omitted, or avoided 
in our stankrd representations of gender and the ~ la t ions  bemeen the sexes, My 
stratew accords with aclvice laid out by the French feminist Luce Irigaray in her 
criticd exploration of central gendered concepts or gender ideology in the dis- 
course of the male Western philosophical tradition.24 Erigaray highli$ts these 
through her d is rupt i~  feminist readings of classical texts, and she speaks of "jam- 
ming the theoretical machinery itself, of suspending its pretension .to the produc- 
tion of a truth and of a meaning that are excessively univ~cal."~Vn a similar way, X 
want .t.o do disruptive readings of horror films as tess, Irigaray is a psychoanalyst 
and philosopher who emerged from  thin the Lrtcaniian psychoanalytic tradition, 
but she has produced powehil ferninht critiques of the most basic assumptions of 
Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalpic theory, and f do not believe that her recom- 
mended strategies af reading (whether of ghjil~sophy, likrature, or &xi) must rely 
on any specific psychosexud assumptions. As strategies of reding they work much 
like deconstructiw textual strategies that are logically separable from particular 
psychalogicd assumptions, A brief emmple may help show this. 

In her book Me6 Wlomen, and Chain Saws: Gender in the Modern Horrsr Film, 
Carol J, Cfover has done something Iike an Irigarayan deep reding that highlights 
gender ideology and the use of gendered concepts in recent popular teenage 
slasher movies.26 Clover does this by criticizing an existing form of discourse in 
the depiction of women and girls in slasher films, She polints out the obvious: that 
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these films show young women as somehow bad-too sexy and alluring-before 
they are attacked by a male. (Even suck recent movies as Scream and Screcrm 2 do 
this). Clover argues, more deeply, that though slashers often feature one central 
heroine, they nevertheless reinforce cultural messages (ideologies) about the 
virtues of masculiniq by pre~nt ing  a villain who is defectively mrnaulin 
someone pudg, awbard, shy, or seemingly impotent-and by making the hero- 
ine (the "final Girl,"" as she calls her) virginal, ""pre," and more masculine than 
feminine. I call this a deep reading because it shows up a continuing ideology: 
The apparently male villains are bad because the relevant concepts fike ""impo- 
tent" or " " p d d  are culturally coded as feminine. Sirngarly, the concepts like "me- 
chanical,"" ""strong,"" "resourceful,"> or ""active" that name attributes of the "final 
Girl" are coded as mascul;rxle.27 Xn Clover's reading, despite the fact that they pre- 
sent intriguing heroines, slasher films uphold gender ideology by upholding tra- 
ditional ""male" virtues and derogating or punishing ""fernale" waits, 

My readings ask questions about hsbepresentations of evil in the world and in 
relation to gender roles and relations, the horrific monstm, and the type of resolu- 
tions presented, Qgnitivism about hornor raises questions about how horror can- 
structs narratives of evil and presents gender ideology, I believe that my cognitivist 
Eramewrk oEers a Bexible, nonreductive, and potentidly dlurninating kamework 
for constructing creative feminist readings of horror films.28 W must recognize that 
horror movies o&en have very complex, mked representations of women as well as 
of larger issues about the nature and existence of evil. 1 will construct readings that 
focus on gender representations within certain horror films, Different feminist 
readings of the same horror fih could proba;bly be constructed, But this is part of 
my point: Horror films can stimulate thought and reflection, Of course, horror 
films are not all equal. It would be absurd to claim that every horror film has some- 
thing partiicularly =citing or illuminating to say on the subject of pnder ar on the 
other topics of my book-ev3, power, morality, human Iirnitatiion, and so on. My 
readings do not purport- to be find or "complete"; it will be enough for me if X can 
show that it is possible for fernj-nists and philosophers to take hanor moviies seri- 
ously To echo director David Cronenbergs words, quoted as the baaFs epigam, I, 
too, "&ink of horror films as art, as films of conk~ntation." 

My approach differs from traditional forms of Mans_ist ideology critique. Marist 
lines of interprebtion emphasize the role of capital so much that they ascribe 
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&reat power to the producthe apparatuses of Hollyuvood and correspondingy lit- 
tle powr  to audience mernbers.29 But X believe that audience members do have 
the power to create individual, oAen subversive, readings of films. Viewing this 
from my cagnitivist firamework of general psychological processes, it may be that 
horror directors expect or rely on the power they exert over audiences, but that is 
neither to say that the filmrnakr controls or dictates the audience responses nor 
that audiences are unintelligent, Horror movie viewers are often highly saphisti- 
cated and critical; horror movie screenings tend to be more participatory than 
those for other genres of film, Cult phenomena, like The Rocky Horror Picture 
Show make this clear. Although it is undeniable that some horror films like those 
in the Alien series are popular and big-budget items with major stars and broad 
releases, horror o&en has an uneasy relation to the Hollyurood mainstream. As re- 
cently as f 996, Cronenberg, though a well-established and highly touted film di- 
rector, had great trouble securing the b e r i c a n  release of his controversial semi- 
hormr film Crash. 

Similarly, in his book A Philosoph;y ofMass Art; Noel Carroll notes that ideoli- 
ogy critique as practiced by humanities scholars often implicates "the masses" in 
a kind of dumb victirnimtion that patronizingly suggests they require professor- 
ial liiberatian and enlighknment. (At the same time, unfortunately, this also sug- 
gests that they mi&t just absorb the academic critique in the same dumb, pas- 
sive way!) Carroll acknowledges that a number of rhetorical hnctions are 
played by diverse types of mass art, not all of them very savory, but he holds that 
audiences are not merely passive victims of such rhetoric, He provides a detailed 
analysis af the cantroversial and overused concept of ideology that concludes by 
emphasizing that the core notion af idealow has two aspects: an episternolagi- 
cal one (an i d e o l o ~  presents false information) and a dominance ane (the false 
information serves the ends of a dominant class or group), To show how a given, 
form of mass art [like horror) is ideological in this sense would require empiri- 
cal studies and support, and Carroll does not oppose this approach. But Xike me, 
he also aclvocates the option of exploring how the genres EMnction or are in- 
tended to function to interact with audience capacities for both feelings and 
thoughts, 

This kind of cognitivist strategy provides a new framework for ideology cri- 
tique that acknowledges both the structures of texts and the psychological abili- 
ties of audience+ineludixlg their criticail abilities. Like Carroll, ather cognitivists 
II have mentioned before in this book, such as Ed S, Tan and Torben Grodal, 
would emphasize these dual aspects as a framemrk for exploring Inarms films. 
We must look at both the aeshetic features of representations and the audience% 
cognitive and emotional responses to them, 
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In xny view, feminist critique aims to uncover ideo1of;lies in horror f i h s  (and 
elsewhere) of traditional patriarchal dominance relations, But I believe that indi- 
vidual viebvers (perhaps in particular, feminist viewers) may either see through 
such relations a r  reread the intended ones in subwrsiw ways, Even when a film 
presents a problematic image of women, the audience reaction may subvert or 
undercut it. Boudas Kellner and Michael Ryan, in their book Camem PoEiticcz, 
adopt a more standardly Marxist view of film idealam than my own, They dis- 
cuss sexist ideologies of horror films in the early 1980s, which they interpret as ex- 
pressing male baclcXash against feminist advances of the tixne.30 Perhaps I would 
agree with them about sorne movies such as Fatal Al'lrwctian, but not about oth- 
ers.'Xellner and Ryaa are highly critical, for instance, of the bondage scenes in 
Cat People; their discussion seems to assume that the filmmakers had an. agenda 
that would determine audience responses by buying into their assumed agree- 
ment or shared resistance ta new feminist values. Yet when I saw the film in a 
crowded theater in NW York City at the time of its release, the audience hooted 
loudly and derisively at just these scenes (the phrase "atcalls" took on new mean- 
ing in this contefi!). That is, they seemed to see through this maneuver of the 
filmmakers so as to resist the film's surface idealow. As we will see thmughout 
this book, horror films o&en do solicit just such subversive audience responses. 

Similarly, my copitivist account allows for more individuality of critical reaction 
from the audience than many current feminist gsychoanal~ic theories of harror, 
kminist studies grounded in psychoanalpic theories of human motivation em- 
phasize viewers%llege&y primal motives and hence assume that there are univer- 
sal sorts of interests in watching horror films, Typically in these accounts, women 
are described as castrated or as threats evoking rnale castration. an~ety .  In psycho- 
a n a l ~ i c  theorks, it is also standard to presume sorne connection b e ~ e e n  gazing, 
violent aggression, and masculinity and to suggest that there are particularly 
"male" motivations for maEng, watching, and enjoying horror films. Such ap- 
proaches seem flawed to me, bath because they dampls~y our intellectual engage- 
ment with horror movies and bemuse they tend to be simply too redactive, 

Feminist ppsychoanalpic approaches to film were launched by Laura Mul,vey3s in- 
fluential essay "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" in in975,32 Mulvey3s model, 
draws upon theoretial work of Jacques Lacan, par"rcularfy- his constmals of cizstra- 
tion a ~ e v  and visud fetish;ism. She associates hcan's notion of the "Law of the 
Faaer" (the symbolic order or patriarchy) with such traditional film features as 
narrati-ve order and plot resolution, a r ~ i n g  that the narrative forms characterisrjc 
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of mainstream HoUwod cinema differentially use women and seme men. There is 
a dual analoe b e ~ e e n  the woman and the screen (the object of the look) and be- 
meen the man and the viewer (the possessor of the look), A, tension arises in the 
s ewer b e ~ e e n  lbido ancl ego needs, and this tension is resolved by a proass of 
identifiation, whereby the [male] viwer identifies with the [male] protagonist in 
the Brn, Thus possessing the film ctllaraaer of the woman by proq> the viewer can 
proceed to focus energ on achie~ng a satisfactory narra~ve resolution, 

Mulvey" view is still enormously influential and a&-cited, although it has also 
come in for a number of persuasive criticisms by other feminist film thesrists, 
and she has even revised it berself.33 For example, Einda Williarns scrutinizes 
Pvrlulvey" straitjacketed association bemen  males and the pleasures of looEng or 
spectatorship, pointing out that o&en in horror, contrary to mainstream cinema, 
women may ""losk" to find the monster or do possess "the gazeP34 The fates of 
w m e n  and monsters are oAen linked, since both may somehow stand outside the 
patriarchal order, I also find W3liams's own account too limited. She argues that 
women who passess the gaze in horror and who become aligned with rnonsters 
are typically shown to represent threats to patriarchy and hence to require pun- 
ishment. Thus, WilZiams accepts the basic idea that horror films reinforce cancep- 
tions of the active (sadistic) male viewer and the passive (suffering) female object. 
Women are punished for their appropriation of ""the gaze: and a sort of mascu- 
line narrative order (what Lacan vvould cafl the Law of the Father) is restored, X do 
not think that this sort of explanation will work to capture what is interesting 
about many of the horror Brns I will discuss. Clarice Sarling is certainly not pun- 
ished in The Silence of the Lambs, for instance, and there are even ways in d i c h  
the film undermines the message of her aEliation with the patriarchd world of 
the FBI. Nor does Repulsion restore the patriarchal order when Carol Ledow gets 
apprehended at its end; to say this is to deny the numerous and disturbing ways 
this film chooses to occupy her point of view and shows that her responses have 
legitimacy in .n world tainted with profound evil. 

More recently, feminist film theorists have turned to the work of one of Lacan's 
successors, the French feminist psychomalyst fulia Mristeva, author of Powers of 
Horror: An Essay an Abjection.3"risteva's views have been adapted to film studies 
by Barbara Creed in her book The Monstrous-&mining: Rim, I";eminlsn?, 
Psychoanalysis," Kristeva locates the sources and origins of horror not in castra- 
tion anxiev but in the pre-Oedipal stage of the infant" ambivalence toward the 
mother as it struggles to create boundaries and forge its own ego identity* The 
mother is "'horrific" in the sense of being all-ertplfing, primitive, and impure or 
defiled by bodil-y fluids-parf cularly breast rnik and Rowing menstrual blood, 
Klristeva uses the term "abjection" ta desipate the psychic condition inspired by 
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this image of the horrific mother. For Kristew, horror is k-undamentally about 
boundaries-about the threat of transgressing them and about the need to do so, 
Hence, she emphasizes the duality of our attractionlrepulsiion to the horrific. 

Creed thinks: that horror texts all serve to illustrate "the work of abjection"37 
and that they do so in three basic ways. First, horror depicts images of abjection, 
such as corpses and bodiliy wastes; second, horror is concerned with borders ar  
with things that threaten the stability uf the symbolic order; and third, horrar 
constructs the maternal fipre as abject, In applying this theory to a movie like 
Alien, Creed stresses the film% repeated birth scenarias and numerous versions of 
the engulfing, threatening, voracious, horrific Mien mother. She emphasizes that 
horror importantly concerns not just women, as victims------women who are at- 
tacked because they present a horrific vision of a castrakd body-but also mon- 
strous women who threaten to castrate men. Thus, like Williams, Creed shows 
that wrnen can be allied to monsters, 

Despite details of their different pictures, each of these psychoanalytically 
pounded views construes the familiar tensions of horror in terms af an opposi- 
tion b e ~ e e n  "female" and "male" aspects, understood or defined within the terms 
of a certain allegedly true theory of depth psychology. There is a tension b e ~ e e n  
spectacle or the horrific feminine (associated with- tbe castrated woman, pre- 
Oedipal mother, or castrating wman) and plot or nirrrative resolution. (asssci- 
ated with the patriarchal order that the child achieves after resolving the Oedipus 
complex), A general or universal psychological theory grounds heir analysis. Ta 
back up her sgeculadons, Creed, for emmple, appeals to bath universal cultural 
practices and dassical mytholog)r, Psychoanalyt-ic feminist film theorists speculate 
about why "wen are interested in horror and more basically about why cedain 
things are horrieixrg, These kinds af questions require an answer in krms of a 
specific psyhoanalpical theory; which remains the basis for gxplanations ogered 
of our interest in certain films, For instance, here is Creed on %"he b r c i s t :  

Regan's ceamivalesque display of her body reminds us quire clearly of the immense 
appeal of the abject. Horror emerges from the fact that wrnan has braken with her 
proper feminine role; she has "made a spectacle of herse1f"t-put her unsocialized 
body on display. And to make matters worse, she has done all of this before the 

shocked eyes of two male cleric~.~a 

Psychoanalytic feminist firm interpretations are significantly constrained by the 
theoretical vocabulary and karnework of psychoanalysis, Psychoanalysis is not 
only vev internal@ divisirve but it is far from achieving anything like general ac- 
ceptance as a psycholo@cal theory. It has been subject to forcehl critiques from a 
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variety of diredions (by Frederick Crews, Adolf Gfinbaum, G3les B e l e u ~  and 
Feilix Cuattari, Luce Erigaray, Geoffrey Masson, and others).3There are new 
gounds in recent cognitive science for skepticism about such key psychoanalytic 
assumptions as the role of repressed memories or the basis for dreaming.40 But 
typically in film studies, psychoanalytic interpretations are advanced a priori 
rather than in an open-minded spirit af testing how well they actually work. At 
first it may seem that a Kristevan reading is illuminating far Alien, with its many 
birth scenarios and theme of monstrous mothering, But I will argue in detail later 
on that such a reading fails to attend to numerous cinematic aspects of the film 
and also misses the corrrplekq of its moral messages about corporate science; 
these make the film an interesting and potentially feminis"c,uccessor to Mary 
SheUey" critique of mad science in Frankelzst-ez'n, 

The notion of abjection expands in Creed" interpretations to become almost 
vacuous, It is simplistic and reductive to undershnd in advance that all the vari- 
eties of horrific monstrousness W can think of or witness on film are really just 
"illlustratioas" of the "work"" af abjection* This includes an astonishing variety 
ranging from Alien" monstrous mother to the disintegrating cannibalistic zom- 
bies in Night ofthe Living Dead, from Seth Brundlek hideously gooey and amoral 
By to the Heflmher's S&M-styk Gnobites, In what sense is a psyclzalogical theo~y 
of abjection "explanatory" when it becomes so broad? Such an account misses out 
on the specifics of what is evil in these films, and why it is so, and how the ac- 
counts diBer; it discounts the possibility of their posing distinctive ways of ques- 
tioning gender ideolow, A eapitivist auows that &ere can be unique, distinctive, 
sui generis human fears of a variety of things, things that are evil in diEerent ways 
and for different reasons.. Fear of something nast-y like bugs or larvae may be ra- 
tional, or it may indeed be irrational, but h r  reasons having nothing ;to do with 
the archaic mother," To treat evil in every case as a sort af psychological remnant 
of the failure to separate kom the mother is simply too reductive. my must we 
a m p t  or assume that all other fears can somehow equal or be reduced to fear of 
the primal. mother? Such an assumption is unililuminating for feminist or any 
olher purposes. 

Some aE the most basic assumptions of psychoanal~ic feminist film theo- 
rist;s-that it is conceptuilifly useful and appropriate to distinguish betcveen male 
and female viewers or b e ~ e e n  heterosexual and homosexual men or wmen- 
have been placed under attack in recent theoretical work in queer and perfor- 
mance theory by writers Xike Judith Butler and Eve SedMckr.42 A, focused aware- 
ness of issues in queer theory could lead, far example, to intriguing compZexit̂ y in 
discussing movies like n e  Hunger, laterview with the rl'anzpiue, and l"he Silence a$ 
the Lambs. Taking gender transgression as a topic, I could note the obvious psob- 
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lerns with the homophobic depiction in "I"he Silence ofthe Lambs of the "BttEalo 
Bill" character, who is seemingly punished for his desire to "&as as a woman."We 
could go on to ask whether the vampire films present attractive and subversive vi- 
sions of a new polymorphsusly pemerse sexuality9 thus validating hornoeroti- 

r perhaps instead subtly condemn such sexuality as pewerse by s h o ~ n g  
it belongs an17 to undead monsters, 

Even if at times there are insights produced by psychoanalpic readings of hor- 
ror films, they do not require grounding in some particular psychogenetic theory 
that allegedly explains viewers2nterests and responses in general filmic: narratives 
and representations. It is entirely possible to construct a theory of horror that em- 
phaskes these same tension+be~een plot and spectacle------without genderizing 
them. And this is h a t  I propose to do using cognitivist psychology. As far back as 
the ancient world, Aristotle's account of tragedy in the Poetics recognized a ten- 
sion b e ~ e e n  the aesthetic effects evoked by spectacle in tragedy and its narrative 
structures.43 Carroll" The Phz'losoptzSy of Horror EoJluws Aristotle and similarly 
pays central attention to the dichotamy horror typically depends upon, a di- 
chotomy betwen the cognitive pleasures of fotlowing out the narrative and the 
emotional pain of art-horror associated with monsters and speaacles,4$ As ferni- 
nists hinking about horror, we can attempt to grasp these same tensions and of- 
fer reasonable explanations of how a variety of films offer their unique visions of 
evil in relation to gender. 
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In this chapter, I will consider what is probably the most famous horror story, 
h~kenslrez'n, f will begin with Mary Shelleyk 11818 masterpiece, then contrast it 
with two prominent film versions-the James m a l e  Universd Studios classic 
( f  931) and the recent major studio efllort directed by Kenneth Branagh, Mlary 
Shekfey's Frankenstein (1994). Ta the former, Boris Grloff offers his famous par- 
trayal of the monster, and Robert De Niro takes on, the role in BranagWs very dif- 
ferent version., My focus will be on, how these works present complex and differ- 
ing pictures of good and evil in relation to the monster and his maker* Mary 
Shelfeyk book offers an influential depiction of what happens when science over- 
steps its proper boundaries: Nature can turn fierce to protect her prerogatives, es- 
pecially when they concern a primitive female capacify for reproduction, 

Most film versions af the navel gloss aver Mary Shellefs nuanced portrayals of 
Victor Franken~tein and his creation. m e t h e r  either the man or his monster is 
more goad than evil is difficult to decide when reading the book. The most strik- 
ing digerences b e ~ e e n  the novel and film versions concern the monster, Most 
Frankenstein movies are so clear about the Creature" horrible hideousness, via- 
lence, and repulsiveness that he has became ane of our defining cultural icons of 
monstrosity. Stitched together from assorted parts of dead criminals, fie is a 
scarred, shambling, and usually silent mess, Xn film portrayals like Karlaffks, he is 
"a savage animal"" who appears almost simple-minded and can only grow1 and 
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gunt. Karloff manatyes, despite all these obstacles, to make the monster syxnpa- 
thetic, but still he goes on murderous rampages and violates the innocent------ 
whether small children or the hero's fiancke. In striking contrast to this wica l  
movie depiction, M a y  SheIley presents the Creature sympathetically as having a 
significant interior life, Most important-and surprising for those who have 
never read the book-he narrates a good deal of the story,l The Creature evo1ves 
from goodness into vileness because of his treatment at the hands of humanity. 
His unnaturalness condemns him to being seen as loathsome, and in, the end even 
he .finds himslf abhor~nt ,  Branagvs film wrsion comes much closer to allowing 
the Creature an interior life and moral corrrplegty. Atthough the movie w s  badly 
receked by c ~ t i c s  and has many Aaws, De Niro's performance in this challenging 
role is remarkable, and the film is well worth discussing, 

As I begin with PJIary Shellefs novel, I will explore two important contexts for 
its treatment of nature: the Romantic movement in literature and the Scientific 
Revolution. I will look at Frankensteiut with the aid of feminist readings of each of 
these mowments. From both perspeaives, we wiH see that the storfs treatment of 
the feminine in relalzion to "Nature" is ismbipous, To begin with, Frankensteifl's 
vision of a powaful Nature seems a tribute to feminist goals, s ine  Nabre exacts 
particular respect for the female" unique power of reproduction, Yet there axe 
distinct problems with the novel" views &out Nature and gender, A. female and 
sublime Nature is more mystified than respected; and the sublime mysteries of 
Mature are also linked in troubling ways to the allegedly irrationd nature of indi- 
vidual women, Mrornen are valued for an emotional perspective that corrects the 
excessive rationalism of the rnale scientist. This is a trope that continues in mad- 
scientist movies right up ta today. Such a picture of wmen,  however, is sentimen- 
tal and perpetuaks gender stereo.trypes, 

Additionally, much depends an how the story treats the ""sin" of the rnale scien- 
tist. Monsters are alien and other, not just to the vvomen they threaten but also to 
the men who create or trap them. In the next WO chapters, X will trace other ver- 
sions of the mad-scientist story, explaining how the Fmnkens&r'rz, paradigm is 
modified in subsequent horror narratives. In Chapter 2,1 will consider what hap- 
pens in horror films when both the monsters and scientists arefimale, Significant 
changes occur in the depiction of evil and in audience sympathies and emotional 
responses, Most notably; monstrous female reproduction shifts to the subhuman 
species, usually "bugs" or somedrnes limrds, The female scientist-one combin- 
ing ""f-mininitfhith numerous valued rnale traits-must correct what has gone 
wrong with r;iature and restore what is properly "femak." In Chapter 3,I will look 
at four of David Cronenberg's films featuring "monstrous flesh." His movies offer 
updates on the basic pattern of male mad scientisb experimenting with female re- 
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productive p o w ~  Suck overstepping is, even more than in hakenstein,  graphi- 
cally punished, But again we will see that it is hard to pin down the point these 
films are making. Is Nature feminine and somehow innately good, or is there a 
sort af monstrousness or evil that goes with each gender? 

Mary Shelley't Franksnlfsin 

Nature and Rerwanfiafsm 

Monsters in horror are linked to conceptions of nature in general and, in particu- 
lar,fevnaEe nature. QEeen, as in Frankemteiein, monsters are produced by failed male 
agtempts to regulate that nature by controlling or imitating reproduction.2 
Eighteenth-century concepts of the natural and the unnatural, as of art and sci- 
ence, evolved within new paradigms of hurnansholes in the cosmos. Artists were 
held to be individual geniuses who drew upon a special inspirational relation to 
Nature in order to express their deep and private feelings in beautif'trl forms.. The 
complement af this ovemaluatisn of sublime Nature as an artistic resource was 
that scientific rationality required a masculine disciplining of wild rebellious 

ften through the exploitation of new technologies. I want to explore 
the role of gendered concepLs in E"Yankensterr"n as they are related to contemgora- 
neous notions of art, science, nature, the unnatural, and the monstrous, This will. 
pave the way for my consideration of where evil really resides in the novel. 

Frc;llzkem&in is associated with Romanticism and the pursuit af the sublime in 
art, Bath genres, Gothic and Romantic, offer intriguing pictures of male evil in re- 
lation to female victims, on the one hand, and to an alternative powerhl female 
presence in sublime Nature'e, on the other.3 Anne K. Wllor explains: 

Masculine English Romanticism has long been associated with a love of nature, or 
mare precisely, with the epistemological relationship of the perceiving mind .to the 
object of perception. W e n  the fully conscious poetic mind grasps a nature that is en- 
tirely umediated by language-or wholly csnstructed by its own Ihpistic trope.* 
it experiences what the Romantic writers aDed "the subjhe."4 

The sublime has its threatening aspects, but it ul~mately empowers the fmde) 
poet, Mellor comments that ""for Wardsworth, the experience of the sublime entails 
isolation, a stmgt;le .Ear domination, maltation, and the absorption af the other into 
the transcendent self."s The male Romantic may be a hero, but in May  Shelley's 
xrsion of Gothic literature (as in work by some of her predecessors like Ann 
bdclige), he is presented as havhg dual aspeds. He is both passionate and threat- 
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ening-much like the Romantic art* and much like both Victor and his Creature. 
Mary Shelley shows him-at least in the guise of her passionate creator Victor 
Frankenstein-to be a tragic figure destroyed by the powers of a sublime Nature 
that becomes not empowering but terrifymg, ovewhehing, and destructive.6 

Romantic poets and authors often revisited stories from the Western tradition, 
as if to reconceive classial notions of heroism, The old tragic hero was endowed 
with a new Romantic passion through an emphasis on his individual tr;l,gic: con- 
sciausness: Prometheus being punisbed for his heroic gigs to mankind, Satan" re- 
bellion in. I""arad2'se Los%; or Adam and Eve" expulsion from the Garden of Eden. 
These epic figures are obviously referred to in Frankenstein-iihs subtitle after all, 
is The Modem Prometheus, The monster listens and is moved as Milton's poem is 
read aloud by the De Lacey family, and he later speaks of himself as a creature 
who has been spurned by his creator and expelled from human society. The 
Creature's jealousy outside the cottage is compared to Satan's envy of Adarn and 
Eve in Paradise, But the scientist, too, is a heroic sinner, like Milton's Satan: 
Victor's "pregnanq" and creation are said to be like Satan conceiving sin. Some 
critics point out that in Mary Shetlefs day; there were well-known paintings of 
Maton dictating to his dau&ters, and this presented a quite popular view in the 
Xate eighteenth and nineteenth centuries of his daughters as repentant and obedi- 
ent-like Eve making amends to Adarn for her sins.7 23.y comparison, and perhaps 
as protest, Mary Shelley re~rorks male tragic heroes Xik Satan, Adam, and 
Prometheus to clarify their meaning in terms that speak to women, She depicts 
family devotion and domesticiv as antidotes to isolated rnale hubris, and she also 
addresses the female aiuthor's special concerns about reproduction and sexua1ily;B 

We can see parallels between Mary Shelley" vision of Nature in this novel-it is 
often associated with a fmithl land and domestic harmony-and WordsvvortWs 
picture sf Hamre as a living organism or sacred all-creating mother= But Nature 
for Mary Shelley is most beneficent when it is tied to pidures of domestic, peace- 
ful family life. Solitary encounters with Nature are not always so tranquil, nor is 
Nature sa amenable to exploitation as a resource for poetic contemplation by the 
exalted masculine self. In Frankenst.ein, she implies that Nature is a sort of sacred 
mother who will exact revenge if her proper role is usurped by a mere mortal 
man, I-Ie is in danger if he pursues soli-tary creativiv sa far that it becomes an end 
in itself-an unnatural form of reproduction. A poet like Wodsworth sees the 
male artist as having the emotional depth and expressive power to depict and sus- 
tain a passionate relation to Nature. By contrast, feminists now see Frankenstein 
and Mary Shelllry's later works as female reworkngs of the standard rnale para- 
digms of Romanticism.g X will next ctansider more details about the depiction of 
Nature in this work and how it provides a response to the Romantic writers.lQ 



Dr. Ftonkeasteir" Pragerv 

Nature i n  the Navel: Tha Neu S ~ l e n e e  

Muriel Spark has claimed that Fmnhnstez'yz delivered the death stroke to Go&ic ro- 
mance beause of its reakism,ll The navel, d ~ p i t e  its more purple passages, attempts 
an atmosphere of journalistic reporthg, especially as it emghasizs contemgorav 
scientific developments, most notably the fie;xk;ish q a i m e n t s  by asswiates af Luigi 
Gdvani an corpses of prisoners executed by the state.12 Although I do not h1Iy ac- 
cept Spark"s claim, since the navel still conains many Gahic elements, here are im- 
port;znt ways in which. Frankenstein. does revise paradigmatic Go&ic xena~os: Firs& 
in the ~ n d e r  ambipi~es  loated in and around its conwptian and reprexn"r;ztian of 
monstrausaress, then in its visions of both the monster and the sdentist-s&nd-ins 
for femafe and male, respectively-as inquirers, These are part and parcel of Rllar)r 
Shellefs re&king of the male myths of Romanlic aflistic passion and crea~on. 

In Shelley's novel, various concerns or resewations about the new science are 
represented in fidiond form. I;Yarrkensgein reflects a number of developments of, 
and reactions to, the Scientific Revolution. SheUey shows an awareness af the major 
new scientific research of h e  time period: of new work in chemistry. (by Hurnphsy 
Davy), physiolog$ electricity (Luigi Galvani had published his Commenl;ary an the 
Efects of Electricity sn Muscular Motion in Bologna in f 791, giving rise to the term 
"galvanism"") the evohtion of plant spedes (Eramus Damin), mechanistic theo- 
ries of the human body (Julien O&ay de La Menrie), and the weaponry of war.13 
Mary SheUey was not alone in voicing concerns &out wheher the rising new sci- 
ences af the day offered unqualified benefits, Ludmilla Jordanova in her book 
Saual Visions: Znz~ges of G e n b  in Scime and Medicine Between the Eigh;~eentk and 
Twentieth Centurie?; describes similar concerns that were raised in oher early work 
of horror by American writers like Poe and Ha~horne.lVo1: =ample, Jordanova 
trams discussion of man-as-machine back to sources in the early. periods of mad- 
emism kom Enlightenment wrhrs such as Descartes and La MeE~e,  whose 'The 
Man Machine (1747) "created a veritable sensation?" She also ampares some 
themes in Frankemllein to Ha~llorne's stow The Biflh-Mark: 

It has been suaested that the "mad scientist" is a literary type in Gothic and Utopian 
navels, and there do indeed appear t s  be a number of recurrent themes that bear. . . 
on the relationships b ~ e e n  science, medidne, and gender. Five issues in relation t s  
the "mad scientist" are af especid importmce here: masculini-fy; pwer, control, and 
over-reaching; secrecy; experimentalism; and science and magic. 16 

Exploring issues like the five that Jordanova enumerates, feminist plr;;losophers 
and historians have argued that in Wstem thought, and more explicitly during 
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the early period of modern science, rationdity and science were represented or 
gendered as male, and nature asfemaEe.17 Often this involves not just value differ- 
entials but power differentials as well. Irrational and wild nature requires train- 
ing, domination, or ordering bp the male scientific mind, The term "penetration" 
is often used with an almost deliberate sexual innuendo. Evelyn Fox Keller in 
Rgections an Gender and Science notes that there are familiar accounts of ways in 
which "the institutionalinatiion of science in seventeenth-century. Engjand"" in- 
volved social and political conteds, She argues that this science also "ewlved in 
conjunction with, and helped to shape, a particular ideology. of gender, . , . We 
cannot properly understand the development of modern science without attend- 
ing to the role played by metaphors of gencfer in the fairnation of the particular 
set of values, aims, and goals embodied in the scientific enterpriseI"8 

The transition from alchemy to the new science brought with it new concep- 
tions of the scientist's relation to nature: from a sort of eroticized respect to a con- 
trolling goal, This shift is reflected in numerous of Bacon" phrases that Keller 
quotes: Science will involve a "Masculine birth in Time" that will issue in a 
"blessed race of Heroes and Supermeni"7his will provide a force that can 
"ihound:"konquear and subdue Nature," ""sake her to her foundations,"" "storm 
and occupy her castles and stronghofdsP" Such vigorous, aggressive fanguage can 
also be seen in Victor Frankenstein" ppldges to root out the secrets of perpetual 
life by pursuing ""nature ta her hiding places."~~ 

Enough has been said so far for me to argue that the concerns of Mary Shelley 
in Frankenstez'n are more general than just to narrate an entertaining or scstry tale 
and that they have a legitimate basis in same of the assumptions about science 
and nature in her time, But what emctly is she saying about these topics? Are her 
paints ones that kmhists will wish to endorse? These issues are harder ta resolve, 
and I turn next to assess them as they arise in Frankenstez'n, 

To begin to address themes of good and evil in the navel, let us consider haw 
Fr~nkenstein treats the dudities commonly associated with science and nature. I 
have described the early modern period's views about the "maXeness" of science 
and ""femaleness'hof nature, These and ather dualities are discussed by Vaf 
Plumwood in her recent book Feminism and the Mastery 0fNature.21 PXumwood 
argues that certain forms of dualistic thinking are "key ones for western thought, 
and reflect the major brms of oppression in western culture."B 2 partial version 
of plum wood"^ list will be an aid to begin. thinEng about how these gender asso- 



ciations are present (or not) in Frankenstei~z's account of good and evil, Her list 
includes the following: 

culturelnature 
reasonlnature 
rnaf elfemale 
mindlbady (nature) 
mastexlslave 
reasonlmatter (physiality) 
rationalitylanimality (nature) 
humanlnature (non-human) 
civiIisedlprirnitive (nature) 
praductionlrepraduction (nature) 
selflother23 

At first glance, this list seems to capture the basic groupings and gender associ- 
ations that are at work in Mary Shellefs novel. The Creature exemplifies animd- 
ity, primitiveness, and physiality, whereas Victor represents the forces of civilim- 
tion, rational production, and culture. Victor is part of a happy family and has 
prospects of marriage, as opposed to the wild and isolated monster. The Creature 
is ""other: since he is forced outside the human communiq and is de-picted in as- 
sociation with mgged and uncultured nature. But second consideration shu ld  
make us pause, I have been contrasting Victor with the monster rather than with a 
w m a n  like his fiancke, Elizabeth. This sets up a dualism in which the monster is 
the feminine member of the pair, M e r e  does this leave Matur 
ter, the women in the baok;?24 

Plumwood did not include "good"" and ""evil"" as dualities on. her list, but this is 
another pair that we may want to p o n d e ~  In Frankenstein, the treatment of evil is 
fascinatingly complex, And this complexity infects the monstrous Creature and 
our responses to him. We cannot presume that the Creature brought to Efe by Dr. 
Frankenstein is evil. Mary SheUeyas novel is unusually sympathetic to this monster, 
The location a r  "genderingm oaf monstrousness and evil is much mare slippery in 
the novel than most stereowed movie versions suggest, Mary SheUey oEers at 
least WO other candidates .Ear monstrous evil as she juxtaposes the repulsiveness 
and violence of the Creature against the unnatural experiments of the mad scien- 
tist and also against the elemental, fierce powers of a sublime female Nature. 

The first and most obvious monster in the book is of course the Creature, 
Although he etrentually becomes frightening and murderous, the monster beghs 
with a good and inmcent nature; he is sensitive to emotions of love and beauty. 
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Even Victor realizes that the "fien8"" is "a creamr-e of fine sensations,"25 But the 
Creature is hideous and loathsome, He has been mimufactu~d &am beautiful 
parts, but the sum is far, far less than. these parts, VictOr describes him as a huge 
being with watery eyes, a shriveled complexion, and straight black lips, He is so 
ugly that people run away at the first sight of him, and he cries out in horror after 
$impsing himself in a refiecting pool. Pleause he is so foul and dispsting in ex- 
ternal appearance, the Creature is rejected and scorned; because he is so patheti- 
cally isolated and lonely; be becomes murderous, Even so, he still has hopes of sa- 
ciev; looking first t~ an unspoiled child like William and then to his creator to 
canstruct a female ampanion. All these hopes are bruhlily dashed. 

But is this monster truly male? Of course, the Creature is referred to as ""he"%nd 
is described as male especially as ""he"\seeks a female companion or wife to a m -  
fort him in his isolation, But the gender associations horn PlumwodH list should 
make us pause before making this link, As an outsider to culture, the Creature is 
also "other" to mast of the "normal" men in the book. He is identified with the 
feminine in his desire for family and social bonds. This identification is reinforced 
as the monster is associated with images af a powerfully sublime and female 
Nature, as he ranges about on snow-capped jagged Alps ar  an Plrdic ice. He may 
even be a personification of Nature" female powr  h e n  he acts as the agent pro- 
viding punishment for the hubris of the male scientist. 

Vet another strong reason Ibr construing tbe Creature as "kminine" comes 
from earateaual evidence about the author and her own attitudes toward both 
pregnancy and artistic creation. Anne Mellor comments, ""Frcrm a feminist view- 
point, Frankenstein is about what happens when a man tries to have a baby with- 
out a wrnan.""2 The focus on. pregnancy, birth, mo&ering, and reproduction in 
Prankenstein is hard to ignore, One surface explanation is that it reflects deep can- 
cerns the author had herself, not only in general, due to the death of her own 
mother after childbirth, but more particularly at the time of writing the book 
Perhaps Mary Shelley's own voice can be head here as she deals with the diEcuX- 
ties of becoming both a mother and an author. Mellor interprets Shelley" general 
anxiety about creative production as linked to conmrns aver biological reproduc- 
tion, Shelley spoke later about the dif5culty it caused her to "&late upan" her 
"hideous progeny."n The dates of cornpasition of the book almost correspond to 
the dates of an actual pregnancy of Maryk, and it is also relevant that she had ex- 
perienced a constant stream of difficult and tragic pregxzandes"28 More particu- 
larly, the monster in the novel can be seen as representing aspects of Mary 
SheUey" own character, since she was also in a signifiant sense born motherless, 
nameless, and illegitimate. Further, at the time of witing the novel, she was un- 
usually conscious of the physical deformities of her frequent pregnancies-29 



There is much to be said against the Creature. He commits numerous murders, 
begiming with Victor" beautrihl and bright young brother William; the Creature 
explains that he did not mean to kill him but only had sought a companion. Still, 
when the child recoiled, the Creature grabbed and choked him, then felt glad after 
he realized what he had done! The Creature proceeds to kiIl Clerval, Victor\ best 
friend, and fulfdls his promise to Victor ("I will be with you on your wedding 
night!") by Ellling Elizabeth, apparently before the marriage has been cansum- 
mated, All this accumulated grief kills Victor's father, Victor r e a l i ~ s  that the man- 
ster is watching as he mourns by his familfs graves and "gives a loud and fiendish 
laugb,""3 Despite all this, there is room for considerable sympathy for the 
Creature. This is especially so in his dialogues with his maker, whom he repeat- 
edly chides for abandoning; him at birth, condemning him to a life outside of hu- 
man sodeq, with no companion to share his lonely sute. 

W could wen propose that the Creature" very monstrousness is a result of his 
gender and rnsral indeterminacy. He exhibits a combination of the goods and 
evils aEliated with each gender in the novel: a desire for domesticity coupled with 
an extreme thirst for knowledge, the raw power of femde Mature as against the 
uncaring violence of men, The slipperiness of the monster's status regarding good 
and evil and the uneasy gender affiliations in the novel reflect his monstrously 
undecidable, unnatural stat-us b e ~ e e n  life and death. Few film versions I have 
seen convey this indeterminaq of evil in the novel. This may be understandable, 
because subtle moral positions are hader to construe and maintain narratively 
within the time limits of feature film, A complex narrative must evoke shifting 
sympathies and must require that audiences have varied cognitive and emotional 
responses ;to the subtly changing and even elusive nature of evil. dthough far 
h r n  perfect, Branagus fiXm manifests this complexity better than others, and this 
is why X plan ta discuss it below. 

Gender and moral ambiguities in Franlce~lslrein carry over to infect Victor 
Frankmstein, the second plausible candidate in the novel for monstrousness. He is 
excessively mate; he is depicted as insane in that he has a dmonic, umatural desire 
to penetrak Nature's secrets so as to circumvent dea& and proc-reate ~ t h o u t  a fe- 
male. His quest for knowledge drives him hrther and further away from famfiy, 
love, and marriage. He is immoral;; he acts upon his desires  out considering the 
consequences, In mad-scientist stories, the scientist is qpicdly a male fimre who 
begins with plausible and commendable goals. Greamess on the part of men, mere 
mortal humans, might seem to lie in ambitious, enlightened aims and scientific ra- 
tionality; but suck rathnaliy is shorn to lead the man (and it is usually a man) into 
crossing the borders that separate man from nature. Depending on how this scien- 
tist is treated by the nanative, the story or film preRnts a picture aof men as evil pre- 
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cisely because of their emssive rationality-suckr, rationality bemrnes egectively ir- 
rational, Vidor Fradenstein becomes exassive in his aim of recreating life and de- 
kating death fore~ae~ Xn the context of the story this hubris is a "sin." The 
korneheus myth and the rebeEon of Satan h kradise h s t  are o b ~ o u s  forerun- 
ners of Mary fhegefs novel, Victor unleashes a monster upon humanity, and this 
monster ultimately wreaks violence against the very people Victor most loves. 
Victor constantly blmes himself for creating a monster, but he somehow wades re- 
sponsibility through his numerous bouts with "brain fever." The narrative arc of the 
story is one of recopition, repenbnce, and punishment, 

The novel casts serious doubt an the claim that Victor is truly rational, power- 
ful, and civilized, Similarly? it casts doubt on, who has more power, Victor or the 
monster. Is Vicwr the master of his Cxature-is he really the "male" in this pair? 
athough the Creature has begun by promising fealty like Adam% to Cod, he be- 
comes more and more a rebellious Satan, the powrful one in their relationship, 
And in the end, Victor hunts the monster rather than the reverse. M e r  the loss of 
his family and bride, Victor" solitary object of desire is the monster, He takes on 
the quest ta destroy what he has created after it has killed everyone dear to him 
and has left him with nothing. As Victor lies dying, telling his tale to Captain 
Walrcan, whom he has encountered on a ship frozen in ice during an Asctic expe- 
dition, he says, ""Xeel myself justified in desiring the death. of my adversary." 
According to Victor (in Waltonk narration), the Creature "showd unparalleled 
malignity and selfishness in evil,"" so now, Victor feels that he himself vjlas inno- 
cent and can die in "reason and virtue,"" Wlton seems to concur, But when the 
Creature is discovered at Victor's side, he is uttering such "expressions of grief and 
horror" that Walton feels compassian., The Creature repents and asks the dead 
Victor .t.o pardon him. And significantlry, the Creature has the last word as he ex- 
plains to WaImn that he pitied Victor and abhorred himself, The Creature asks 
despite all this, "Am E to be thought the only criminal, when all humankind 
sinned against me"I"9j 

By the end of her novel, Mary Shelley has created sympathy for her mad Victor 
Frankenstein, He is a tragic figure who, only too late, comes to see and regret his 
error. Along with this shift, &ere may be a shift: during the story from an initially 
sympathetic to a mare horrific portrayal of the monster, Recent studies of the 
original manuscripts of-' Frankmtez'n have revealed ways in which Mary Shelley's 
smpathy with the monster was edited out by her husband, Perey Bysshe Shefley, 
as he imposed his redirzg of the story onto Mary Shelley's original text," Perq 
apparently empathized with Victor Frankenstein, whom he saw as an innocent 
victim, so he subtly altered various scenes to make the monskr more monstrous, 
his motives less inkHigible. This helps exglain some tensions in the novel, for of 



course the rnale scientist is also monstrous and the monster is victim of his own 
creator, The author clearly implies that Franknstein has overstepped the bounds 
of Nature, has peered too closely into Her secrets; in this and similar cases, Nature 
strikes back, and She is sublime and foreehl, The monster's crimes accumulate, 
and he is finally s h a m  as the Gothic male who threatens the heroine. This threat 
takes on a specifically erotic form; he will rape or steal the hero's human partner, 
Eljizabeth, an their wedding night. The Creature thus Eunctions as a sort of evil 
twin of the rnale scientist, an edernalization af this f i ~ r e ' s  evil agenq-suggest- 
ing that this human man, too, might pose a threat to his fiancke. 

The central theme in any mad-scientist story like Frankerrskin concerns the 
proper boundaries of science and human rationaliky, or the scientist's relation to 
nature. This brings me to the third possible andidate for monstrousness in the 
book, a sublimely powerhl and dangerous Nature," Victor describes his own 2- 
licit inquiries as attempts to h o w  the secrets of a feminized Nature whom he has 
pursued ""t her hiding places."" The death that particularly motivates his re- 
searches is that of his own mother; after that trauma, he pursues and eventually 
discavers the "cause of generation and life."35 At rare times, Vie"tr glimpses 
Nature as soft, sweet, and reassuring, a place af bounty far humans, But more of- 
ten, Nature is hostile, as is his monster, Wllor comments: "Nature pursues Victor 
Frankenstein with the very electricity he has stolen: lightning, &under, and rain 
rage around him, The November night on vvkticl.1. he steals the "park of being" 
from Nature is dreary, dismal, and wet: "he rain . . . poured from a black and 
cornfartless sky.'"36 

Nature in her fiercest retributive mode is closely tied to the monster; Her mon- 
strous powers are linked to those of the Creature, who ranges in the remotest ar- 
eas of the Alps, the Russian steppes, and the Arctic. In his first long and accusatory 
dialogue with his maker, the Creature procZaims that "the desert mountains and 
djreary glaciers are my rehgs" and "caves of ice are a dwelling to me.'"We is envi- 
ous of the Ile kacey family, as they all seem able to live in harmony with nature, 
Nature's benevolent side seems reserved for already domesticated or cilriliz,ed hu- 
mans, Victor is forced by his violations of Nature and civil society to move to 
more and more isolated, remote, and inhaspiable environs. m e n  the Creature 
demands a mate, Victor travejs to do this dirty job to a remote and desolate island 
off the coast of Scotland, where people are almost reduced ta inhumanity by the 
harshness of the terrain and conditions. And at the end, Victor follows the 
Creature, wha ""seeks everlasting ices of the north""38 

The hakens te in  story is unlike its forerunners in mythology or religion, 
Instead of being punished by a dkine agency, Victor Frankenstein is punished by 
Nature herself as his own aegithate creation comes back to destroy everything 



34 Dr. Frsnkenste i~~t  Progeny 

he loves. The powers of Nature are construed as female: Nature preserves Her 
own proper domain of reproduction with the ultimate punishment of death, 
Nature in the novel has dual aspec'rs. Although She may be benip, a backdrop for 
idylls and bauntihl harvests, when She exacts revengfe or retribution, Nature is 
monstrously fierce or even evil. The shifting symbol of the moon is very specifi- 
ally associated with the monster in the novel, The ""moon" brigiht disk"" might on 
its own seem calmly bearztihl and benevolent, but na sooner does it appear than 
Victor usrzauy sees ""the fiend"" silhouetted against it and it has become dim, Such 
shifis depicting Nature as ominous or monstrous may accompany the narrative 
switclhes in point of v im that X have just been describing. As Nature grows more 
threatening, the novel provicfes a more sympathetic picture of Dr. Frankenstein as 
someone who sugers at Her hands, He s ~ n d s  in for the Romantic hero as he 
gadually acquires consciousness of his overreaching and begins to repent. 

I have now described a trio of candidates for monstrousness in Frankenstein, 
First, there is the monster, who is indeterminate in numerous ways, He is in part 
gmdered female by his outsider position and by his association with nature rather 
than culture, Second, there is the male scientist, with his hubris and aassive, anti- 
social. masculine rationaliiv. Third, there is Nature, waiting with Her wrahhll pun- 
ishments for the human who has crossed Her limits and has threatened t~ limn her 
secre&. (Mdlor cornmen&, 'Xppropriately, Namre prtrvenrs Frankenstein from con- 
structing a normal human being: an unna~rali mehod of reprsduaion prodtlecrs 
an unnatural beinge3')39 There is a doubling bemeen Victor Frankensteh and his 
Creature, as well as b e ~ e e n  heir paired and doomed ingukies: The scientist at- 
tempts to probe nature" innermost secrets, and the monster attempts to under- 
s-t;znd human cuhure." Both fail; there is no happy ending in the novel-ne2fier of 
the s taq  itself nor of the searches for howledge rlepicted within it. With its com- 
plex narrative structure, Frankmtein opens o u ~ a r d  onto a blankt condemnation 
of any burnan search for knowledge passing beyond certain boundaries, and it 
witMolds any ultimate moral resolaisn k t h  its hnal ~ s i o n  of the monster, MJho 
does not die but rather vanishes h r n  triiew amss  the ice.41 

film Vergiono o f  Fmnkenstein 

There are nearly countless celluIoid renditions of Mary Shellefs story It was one 
of the earliest movies ever to be filmed, in 2910, by none other than Thornas 
1Edison.a Later versions range kam lurid Hammer films to the semipornographic 
Frankenhaoker ta a wide range of comedies like Abbott and Costell-o Meet 
hnkens t e in  or Me1 Brooks" hilarious Viatlng Frankensei~z. Any selection is arbi- 
trary, but X have chosen two films that I[ consider particularly excellent Eor their 



portrayals of the monster: the 1931 classic with Boris Karloff and Kenneth 
BranagKs 1994 version, These are also intriguing to compare because they are so 
x s y  different in era and style. My question is whether even a very good film ver- 
sion of Pranhpbste-ius can convey the slippev, indeterminate nature of evil as M a y  
Shellefi novel does. I will consider how the film medium works to portrq not 
only the monster but also his master and Nature herself. We have seen how femi- 
nist treatments illuminate Mary Shelley" navel: It is plausible to see that she 
wrote as a woman about issues that concerned her, both about artistic creation 
and natural reproductian. Feminist literary critics scarceliy. ever mention film wr- 
sions; perhaps this refleds skpticism about h e h e r  any film directed and pra- 
duced by men can capture the feminism of the book. Xf part of the book"s femi- 
nism lies in its sympathy for the monster and if this is absent from the film 
versions, W will have one simple answr to my question. 

Mary SheUey's novel has too complex a narrative and is too long t s  be trans- 
lated wholesale to the screen, The film medium must make seleaive cuts, but it 
still oEers many advantages over the novel in its power of vivid characterization 
and in depicting action, movement, and scenes with strong visual impact, I will 
consider two primary aspects of the films I have selected, First, how do they de- 
pict the story" key characters? Crucial here is how sympathetically the scientist is 
portrayed and how the monster Xooks and acts. And second, how do the film nar- 
ratives present several key moments to stimulate tbe audience" thoughts and 
strong emotional reaaions? I will zero in an two primary plot scenarios: the scene 
of creation in the laboratory, and the films' conclusions and what they suggest 
about Victor himsdf. My questions will help us reach a final assessment of the 
filxns2rreatments of good and evil in Frankemstein. 

f isnkr~ast4tn 2931 and 1994 

In both the 1931 movie and Branagvs 1994 remake, the scientist Franknstein is 
young and handsome: Colin Clive in the earlier version and Branagh himself 
(aged thirty-four) in the later one, Yet right from the start in the fames W a l e  
nnwie, &ere are indications something is very wrong with him,4"(6onfusingly, 
he is named "Henry" not "Victor" in the 1931 version, whereas ""Henry Clerval" 
becomes uVictor Moritz.'" )ale% film invokes devices of theater and is often in- 
terestingly metarepresentatianal* This aims less, I think, to depict characters than 
to toy with the audience-as if to play along with their fears by sometimes dis- 
tancing them or winkling at their expectations of being shocked and scared. The 
movie begins, for example, with. a curious introduction in which a man parts a 
theater curain and warns the audience that it is about to be shocked and horri- 
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fied.4Ufier this metatheatrical introduction, the story itself starts with a funeral. 
Stark black-and-white photograph reveals a gdm scene in a mounbin seaing as 
a bell tolls. The style is German expressionist or early film nair: Xn the dim sel-t-ling, 
W witness an almost mad juxtapasitim af crosses, prksts chanting, wrnen sob- 
bing, and w r d s  muttered &out grave robbers and mrgse stealing. (Incidentally, 
the opening of The Texas Chainsa-tv Mgssane is so sirniIar that it is hard not to see 
connecz;tons; I will discuss that film later in, Chapkr 8,) 

Within this karning, whicb virtually screams ""Gothic" at tbe viewer, we first see 
Henry Prankenstein-and he can hardy be a normal. sympathetic human being, 
Henry and his mad assistant Fritz watch the hneral from a short distance, then 
approach to do some nefarious digging, As Fritz does the dirty work and uproots 
the corpse, Hmry Franknstein looks straight into the camera and intones, "He's 
just resting-waiting for new life to come!" Again, this address to the audience in- 
vites immediate involvement and a feeling of direct participation. There are sev- 
eral more rnetafilmic moments in the movie, such as the scenes in an anatomy 
lecture where a skdeton bounces as brains are dispfayed, This bobbing animated 
skeleton, which .Erightens Fritx, seems a reference to the flickering medium of film 
we are watching. 

Doubts about Henry Frankenstein" sanity pile up very quicMy in this movie, 
reinforced by conventions of lighting. The grave scene shies to a domestic, well-lit 
interior, contrasting norrnalcy with deviance, domestic life with death, healthy 
daytime with deatMy night. Mle observe a conversation b e ~ e e n  Henry" fiancee- 
Elkabeth and their friend Viaor Moritz. Henry has written that he is on the verge 
of a major discovery, so major that he has even "doubted his awn sanity.'%f-fe 
warns her that his work comes before even her and speaks oddly in his letter 
about how ""winds howl in the mountains." Elimbeth and Victor visit Dr* 
WaXdman, Henry's professor at the university, who reports that Henry had an "in- 
sane ambition to create life." He tvas "brilliant yet so erratic: k t h  '?a mad dream." 
By this time, there a n  be little doubt that Henry Frankenstein is a menace! The 
film provides na normalizing discourse about him, no earlier introduction to his 
past, no hints about his motivation to create life. Also, we do not see Henry going 
to the university and learning things gradually, We are plunged izt m e d k  res to 
find Henry on the brink of his monstrous creation, 

By contrast, in the novei and in BranagKs film, Frankensteink motivation is 
strongly set up as a reaction ta his mather" death, (BranagKs film even shows 
that scene in gory detail.) BranagKs film begins with the framing device of the 
novel, an introduction to the very act of storyklling, with the saga of Captain 
Walronk kustrated Arctic expedition. Walton (Aidan Quinn) faces mutiny as his 
ship is trapped in the ice, yet he insists on pursuing his expedition to be first to 



reach the North Pole, We see his men suddenly notice a strange apparition mate- 
rializing across the ice, a feverish and nearly -Frozen Victor Frankenstein, Parallels 
between W t o n  and Frankenstein are driven home in the movie, as Victor talks to 
the captain and says, "You are just like me!'' The monster's sfistence is previewed, 
and his violence is hinted at when the sled dogs who go chasing seer him are vio- 
lently tossed back like rag dolls. But the appearance of the monster is faresblled; 
we only get sounds of harsh breathing and point-of-view shots of him running 
across the ice, Brtlnagh here invokes more modern horror movie conventions 
used to depict villains since Halloween, Such delays make the monster a curious 
object of the audience" ambivalent desire, 

Next, Branagvs film, muck like SheHey's novel, Aashes back into an extended nar- 
rative of Victor's Me, clari+ag how his ambition leads to destruction and death. 
This film is far less Gothic than its predecessor and makes Frankenstein a more 
well-rounded and sympahetic character, W see Victor's warm relationship with his 
mother, his developing love for his ""more-than-sister,"" the adopt& girl Ekabeth 
(Helms Bonham Carter), and his earnest scientific researches. Victor is not mad or 
unbalanced, just a bit of a drudge because he prefers to stay indoors with his dustry 
books and experimentd puppets rather than run outside in the gorgeous Apine 
scenery. On the one day .when he is persuaded to "p out t;o play: he brings a kite 
and pedorms a scary experiment with an odd passing eledrial cloud(?), 

BranagKs film sets up the key motkation for Victor" s a d  project with a depic- 
tion of his mother" agonized death in bloody childbirth. We see lots of red blood 
in full living color as it Bows over her as well as her doctor husband (Victor's fa- 
ther). The cause of her death has been shiAed from the novel, perhaps to allude to 
the duality of birth, perhaps to allude to Mary Shellefs own mother" early death 
aAer bearing her, There follow extended scenes of Henry" departure for 
Engolstadt and his early debates with his anawmy professor about the proper role 
in science of imagination, alchemy, the spiri-fual, and so on. Victor begins to col- 
laborate in secret with the sinister-looking Dr. Waldman ( J o b  Cleese), who re- 
veals the secrets of reanimation through electricity. But even Wddrnan rehses to 
divulge his final secret because it ""goduces abominati~ns.~ E?emarkably> Victor 
remains sometvhat sympathetic, He is still not mad or excessive as Colin Clive 
seems to be, but he is rather bold, original, and ambitious. (Victor may just be a 
legitimate scientist seeking to make an impact on his field, as Branagh seeks to 
pump life into the classics by bringing them to stage and screen.) This impression 
is reinforced by the film" allusions to our own modern sdence-as when Victor 
pledges that a day will come when a heart can be transplanted and still live. Such 
references, in addition to the truly hideous death of his mother, make Victor's 
overal ambition to avert death seem much less outrageous, 
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Ths Laboratory a n 4  "Birth" Serne 

X shift now to look at the mise-en-scene and narrative in what we could justly call 
the central moment in each film: the creation or birth of the monster, In Male's 
fast-paced film, we are positioned along with the innocent Elimbeth and Victor 
Moritz when they first see Henry's laboratory looming rather like an ominous 
Dracula" castle. m a l e  continues the expressionist blackness of his earlier grave- 
yard scene, Rrched in a very Gothic setting atop a cliff, Henrfs laboratory tower 
is revealed to us in flashes of lightning during a pounding thunderstorm. Inside, 
the lab looks much like Dracula's castle (in the film from the same studio and 
yar): It has steep winding sairs and enormous high ceilings. A. delirious Henl-y 
exclaims: ""This storm will be magnifimnt, A11 the electrical secrets of heavel~!" 
Many scenes have striking vertia1 compositions that emphasize the tall lines of 
the tower wall and underline the demonic, overreaching ambition of the scientist 
who w r k s  here. (This is a visud trope that Branagh updates in his movie,) Lit 
with small pools of lantern, light, the lab is rife with ominous shadows; the black- 
and-white photography is stunning, Henry says to Fritz: "Just think of it, The 
brain of a dead man waiting ta live again in a body 1 made with my a m  hands, 
. . . with my own hands? When Victor and Elizabeth arrive with Professor 
Waldrnan, Henry admits them so that they may watch his triumph: "You said I 
was craq-we21 see about that!" There is another briUiant mebfilmic moment as 
Henry says to his visitors (and presumably to the audience as well): ""Qite a good 
scene, isn't it? One man crmy-three very sane spectators!" 

After this buildup, the creation scene itself is surprisingly brief, The body 
Henry has assembled is lif ed on a gurney amid a bizarre set of pulleys and flash- 
ing tubes reminiscent of Merropetlb (a rnovie m a l e  admired), Raised to the 
opening in the roof, this body is struck by a huge bolt of ii&tning, then lowered, 
There is a moment of hi* anticipation while we wait, again echoing the scene's 
internal specbtors, until the Creature" fifiner finally moves (Photo l. l), 

W e n  his creature finalliy is thus '%born: Victor shouts with gleehl and crazed 
passion, "He's alive, he% alive!" He is so overwrought that he collapses, The movie 
suddenly cuts to a set"cng that again dichotomizes goodlbad through the 
lightidark contrast, Mre recognize how unnatural and ""da;rk"" the birth scene was as 
we are suddenly shown a bright, domestic morning scene at the baronial 
Frankenstein home. This is like the first cut X mentioned earlier that shifts from 
the darkness of the grave to the bright light of domesticity* Now Elizabeth and 
Victor reassure Baron von Frankenskin that his son will soon be weE. The baron 
wrries about when the wedding will take place and insists &at the delay must be 
because "&ere% sanotkr wman-and I h  going to find her!" In the logic of &is 
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PHOTO 1. I Henry Frankenstein (Colin Clive) is overtvhelnzed by the bifih of his Creamre 
in Fradenstein f 19.31 ). 

film, then, the Creature fundions as the ""ether woman" who keeps Henry kom 
his proper role in producing a legitimate heir." We see no mare of the monster at 
the creation scene beyond his somewhat delicate though huge hand and fingers, 
This is worth commenting upon: Like BranagWs film, with its initial hints of a 
brutal unnatural, force running amok on. the ice floes, the W a l e  film also arouses 
audience mriosip about &is "other vvoman," along with trepidation about bow 
the monster will reaily look The monster becomes an object of strong desire. 

The laboratoq creation scene in. BranagKs film is brilliant, To build up to its 
frenetic pace, we have seen a Victor who becomes increasingly mad in his desire to 
subvert death. He watches his adored Dr. Waldman being &lied while trying to 
inject a peasant with a smallpox mccination. Victor will not abandon his eRorts 
to revive VValdman, despite Clerval's cries to stop. The bloody scene of WaIdman's 
deah is shown in a sort of surgery heater; we see it from above as the camera 
quicHy recedes upward, giving a Gad's-e.)re vantage point of Victor that will be- 
come a repeated trope in the film, Vici.or raises his fists ta the sky and screams an- 
grily, "Heaven!" Frankenstein, as in V\rhale% film, is dwarfed by larger farces, 
whe&er of God or Nature, and though he cannot conquer them, he will not ac- 
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cept being cut down to size, He rebels. He reads Waldman" journds, discovers the 
final dark secret of reanimation, and begins his own ghoulish process of recover- 
ing bodies. He persists in the face of CXerval" protests and explains that the 
"chance to defeat death and disease, to allow people who love each other to be to- 
gether forever'' is a chance worth taking, despite Clemal"s warning that ""there 
[willj be a terrible price to pay." By now W can see the mad gleam in Victor's eye 
and realize that the more oordinary Clewal is the good, sane one. This is reinforced 
by a quick succession of scenes: Victor cutting open MraXdman's skull (""the very 
finest brain"), finding body parts in morpes (""rw makrialsP he reminds him- 
self), bu*ng amniotic fluid at scenes of birth, and testing his electric eel shock 
technique by throwing gross, meaty limbs into baths that sizzle. 

As in the M a l e  movie, Clerval and Elizabe& visit the lab and try to dissuade 
Victor, Here, too, Elkabeth represents the norms of decency and domestic agec- 
tion, She is shocked t s  find him feverishly filthy and recoils in horror,  at's 
happened to you? How can you live here like this!" The female seeks to provide 
the emotional balance to civilize and domesticate the overreaching male scientist. 
Victor tells her ta ga away and behaves violently, anoher sign of his mde aggres- 
sion run amok, his separation from the usuaf social norms that would drive him 
toward a rnore normal partner than the body on the p r n e y  Victor says it is im- 
possible to be with her because his w r k  (his other lover?) must come first, The 
scene is very melodramatic, with Wagnerian rnusial accompaniment, and leads 
direaly to the 1;rboratory creation scene. 

Even rnore knzied and ovewrought than male'ss, IlfranagKs creation scene is 
filmed with dozens of quick cuts, each shot full of movement across the frame, 
Victor races along his attic hall, cape flying before he discards it to appear bare- 
chested and vigorous. W i l e  pulleys move, botdes clank, and blue volts of elec- 
triciq rise in glass ksla tubes, the naked body on the gurney is raised into a cap- 
per vat. Electric eels dispense their powerhl shocks, a brown saclike bellows 
""beathes" air or heat, and finally Victor stares close-up at the Creature" eyes, The 
eyes are seen through a porthole in the vat: This, our first glimpse of the monster, 
occurs nearly an hour into the film, "Live, live, live, live," Victor chants, then "Yes!" 
(much in the old Colin Clive mode) as it opens its eyes briefly, Nathing more oc- 
curs, though, and Vicmr walks away in despair; but, like us, he is brought sud- 
denly to attention by a sharp and surprising snap of the monster's fingers, which 
we also see close-up through a porthole (in a clear allusion to the Karloff man- 
step" birth scene). The next sequence drives home the fact that this is a real birth 
scene, as the vat is smashed open (the "water breaks") and Victor lifts out his huge 
new "baby: smacking its chest to clear its lungs, We watch an extended scene of 
birth struggle while Victor works to ""defiver" his huge, naked, and hairless ''baby" 
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PHOTO 1.2 Victor _Frankensl;ein (Kenneth Dranagh) and his nmborn Creamre (Robenl De 
Niro) in Pprankenstein (I994 f ,  

by li&ing it out of the slime (Photo 1.2). Giving birth is not only very hard Iabor 
here; it's messy, too. 

These initial scenes do not reveal much of the monster except his huge and 
powerful body, After an accident with the pullep lifts this massive body high up 
into the attic, we again zoom dawn on. Victor from a Go&s eye point of view as, 
stricken, be stares and asks: " M a t  have X done? m a t  have I done?" He abandons 
his new baby and writes in despair in his journal that the ranimant had massive 
birth defects and was ""malhnctionaf, pitiful, and dead." Now the audience" sym- 
pathies are redirected back to Victor. He realizes his atrocity and begns t s  have a 
nightmare about the monster opening his bed curtains and confronting hirn. This 
sequence is shot so that the viewr anno t  tell whether it is a nightmare or real, 
and it reveals our first vision of De Niro as the monster. Shown (as he tpically 
will be in this movie) in a sudden flash af lightning, be is hikous, with great red 
scars across his face and body. He is also scary due to his sheer size and power. He 
vanishes, and Victor next seems to dream af the goad professor Dr. Kremp re- 
monstrating with hirn: "Da you rreally think this thing will thank you for its msn- 
strous birth? Made from bits of thieves, bits of murderers, evil stitched to evil 
stitched to evil stitched to evil. Evil will have its revenge, You %sol! How could you 
know what you'd unleashed? God help your loved ones!" 
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Shift ing S y n p ~ t h i s r  f o r  Frrntenrtsin 

From the moment of creation of his monster in Mary Shelleyk novel, Victor 
Frankenstein becomes ss seized with guilt that he is hcapaci~ted, He both &an- 
dons his newborn offspring and seeks to return ta the human society he has 
spurned-but toa late. %ght h r n  the start, MrhaleS m o ~ e  makes clear the mad- 
ness of its sciendst "herolxnd yet, after the creation and the escape of the mons-tex; 
the movie's point of view and its expeaations of audience sympathy begin to shift. 
Henq Frankensteirx appears fess mad and more dispassionate, a zientist objectively 
smdflng the character of his experimental product, reagnkhg his limits after it 
kills Fritz, and becoming deatuy afiaid of what he has done, He seeks normal soci- 
e q  again and admits to Elizabeth, ""l's aaU my fault,'3 as the mons.ter becomes mur- 
derous. But once more (as in Ihe book) he cogapses in regret, leavhg it to Professor 
Wdman  to destroy the Creature "painlessly,'Wer this second collapse, Henry is 
whisked back to the fm* estate, and we next see him for the first time domesti- 
cated in a Xove1-y sun-drenched pastoral setting, on a picnic witb Elizabeth. Henry 
has thus become "normali"" in the film's visud idiom, where dark equals bad and 
light equals good. He says it is "like heaven to be with ~ " O U  again," Xn a speech we 
might &most read as bis confession of infideli~ and request for forgiveness, he says: 
"My work, hose horrible days and nights, f coulddt think of anylhing else. m e n  
will our wediding be? Let3 sake  it soon." This leads ta more images of be&ific na- 
ture, from the orang blassoms that EElhbeth will wex in her hair to bucolic coun- 
try scenes of peasan& dancing. We will see how these sympathks play out after the 
monster% rage is mleashed and how the film's plot is resolved, 

Branagvs film similarly begins to shift in its depiction of the scientist from the 
creation scene an. This gradual return of sppathies toward Victor begins in the 
film, as in. the novel, when Xctor becomes perilously ill and must be nursed back 
to health by Clemal. He makes up with Elizabeth and returns home to Geneva, 
seekng domesticity and normalcy, only to find that the monster has begun to 
wreak its revenge by killing innocent victims, including his darling little brother 
wlliarn. Victor now is shown as the sufiering victim of his own scientific hubris. 
He meets with the monster to find out what will appease it and plans the filthy 
work of making a companion for it. Once again his sciendfic obsession alienates 
the good, domestic, emotional Elizabeth, until, he ultimately recoils in hsrmr 
from his task and returns to find balance with her, He begs her forgiveness in a 
stagy scene, which Branagh frames so as to make Victor" confessional mode 
transparently clear. The lolovers are shown in an exchange of one-shots, her beauti- 
&l head kamed against a sunliit doomay with ominous bars at one side, his tear- 
&l face and abject shoulders posed in center right against a crucih in the upper 
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H 1.3 lirictor {Kennet-h Branaghi conrfsses his sins to Elidetkr in Frmkenstein (19941. 

left (Photo 1.3) as he confesses (literally!): "I have done something so terrible, so 
evil, and Z am hightened. . . . I dodt  know what to do." The scene is accompanied 
by maudlin violin music. Elizheth, now a comforting Holy Mother, embraces 
him and forgives him in front of an altar with candlesticks beside the crucih: In 
this movie, Elimbeth exemplifies a redemptive, Mary-like female compassion, She 
says, "%atever youke done, whatever has happened, I fave you:? 

I wiH now look more closely at bow the movies treat the monster hirnselE Film 
wrsions dwell in loving detail on Ihe mad scientist" lab, with its battles, tubes, 
and electrical devices, the gadual assembly of the Creabre after scenes of grave 
rabbing and corpse dismemberment, the great: shock of lightning, and the grad- 
ual or sudden awakening of the monster. Little of this is in Mary Shelley's novel. 
Victor is deliberately reticent about his dangerous secret, and the details of his 
construction process are vague, involving only sinister allusions to "vaults and 
charnel hausesP46 In fact, there is scarcely one short paragraph describing Victor's 
mperiment and its successful culminatian. Gertain sequences in, most film ver- 
sions, including the nightmare conkontation that Branagh shows, probably come 
not from the navel but from Shelley" preface to a: later edition of the book, where 
she l a o h  back on the creation scene and imagines it more vividly47 
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I have described the tvay these two films treat the actual process of creation as a 
cinematic playgoand; in most Frankenstein movies, the creation scene is central, 
In these two movie versions, we can also see changhg views about the embodi- 
ment of a human being and about auegedly -y-natural" wurces of p o d  and evil. 
There is at least one thing in most film versions that we do not find in the original 
novel: a physical or material explanation for the Creature's malign nature, In 
maids 1931 version, Dr. Frankenstein" nefarious assistant Fritz is sent to sted a 
brain for the Creature but returns with the wrong brain. Instead of stealing the 
brain from a paragon af virtue, he has nabbed one from a horrific diseased crimi- 
nal, (We have earlier seen it in its vat, clearly labeled "abnormal brain.") Thus, in 
the 3931 movie, the Creature is doomed from the start. B r a n a ~ s  film takes a dif- 
ferent but related tack. His Creature is given the lofty and noble brain taken from 
Victor" teacher Dr. Waldman. But the Creature's bbody is from the very criminal 
hanged for murdering Dr. Mlaldmitn, a criminal who cursed all doctors and scien- 
tists as evil! Hence, this Creature is &so condemned by his material nature to have 
a deep dualism and to be destrudively self-conflicted. The film emphasizes this 
physicalist explanation when the monster a sh  about his material origins during 
his dialawe with his creator, The two film versions suggest that good and evil 
have a physical basis in tbe body, whereas Mary Shelley" book adopts an alto- 
gether social view of the Creature" evil. She assumes a mare Rousseauian view of 
people" innate goodness and of the Creature as a natural innocent, Only his mis- 
treatment turns the monster to crime, 

The early 1931 Frankenskin features the best-known and now iconic monster 
as played by Boris Karloff, QrlofPs makeup was designed by Jack Pierce, ex- 
plained why he made the choices he did: " b a d e  him the way the textbooks said 
he should look. I didn" depend an imagination. In 5931, before I did a bit of de- 
signing, _E spent three months af research on anatomy, surgery, medicine, criminal 
history, c r i u n i n o l ~ ~ ~  ancient and modern burial customs, and electrodynam- 
icsP48 Pierce desiped the fiat-topped s h l  based on the most direct way a sus- 
geon muld  cut it to take out a brain and put bolts in. the monster" neck to allow 
for the dectrical connections that animated him, He also arranged for the mon- 
ster" arms and legs to look unusually long, Kitrloff added the wax on the eyelids 
that gave the Creature both an ominous and yet sad look Gregory Mank com- 
ments: "From the beginning, KarloFs approach to his 'dear old Monsterhas one 
of love and compassion, To discover and convey such sympathy was an outstand- 
ing insight-considering that rarely has an actor suffered so hideously by bring- 
ing to l i fe a cckaracter,"49 The part was turned down by other actors (notably Befa 
h p s i  and John Carradine) because it was not a speaking role, but Karloff is uni- 
xrsally respected for having made it into an amazingly expressive part nanethe- 
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PHOTO 1.4 %e Creamre {Boris Karbfl] with liak Maria (MarrJyn Haris) in 
FraAenstein (1931). 

less, one that justly earned him instant and lasting fame, This "other woman" does 
have a strangek pervene beauty, with his delicate eyes and gracehl hands, There 
are few more wonderful moments in cinema than Kariaff's tentative and con- 
torkd smile as he meets the little girl playing with flowers by the lakeside (Photo 
1.4). Xn the original film, he did not utter a w r d  and was reduced to '"barking,"" as 
one reviewer put it, The monster's levels of consciaus awareness are hard to dis- 
cern; he clearly kills the girl by accident rather than through evil intention, and it 
is hard to know what his purpose is in s b ~ n g  Elizabeth at the end. In the final 
scenes, the villagers searching him out are portrayed as a vicious unruly mob; 
qmpathy is still being created for him, even as he manhandles the puny Henry. 
And when he bellows like a caged beast, the monster's final moments in, the fire 
are painftul for the audience to endure. Still, desphe this sympathy, the movie" fi- 
nale suggests that all is w l l  with him dead and gone and Henry happily married, 
on the way toward creating a real. heir through natural reproduction, 

De hhx3 is faschating to see as he takes on a role with so much prior history. 
His appearance, makeup, and clothing are very distinct from M;zrlofPs, De NiroS 



48 Dr. Frsnkenste i~~t  Progeny 

Creature, too, is huge and shambling (due, as we how,  to his mismatched legs), 
His face and head are covered with huge and ugly welts of blister-red scars and 
stitches. Although these eventualb fade and his hair grows in, he is still undeni- 
ably hideous, and his scarred mouth in particular causes him to speak distortedly. 
His hands are not delicate but rather are massive and dirty. Most striking of all are 
his mismatched eyes, one dark and one pale icy blue, with Raws or specks in it, 
They give his face a particularly sinister look, Having borrowed Victor's greatcoat, 
he sometimes resembles a -flying bat as it Raps abouhim, He nonetheless does 
evoke sppathy, After the scene of "lrictork nightmare, aur first view of him is as a 
newborn waking on the street, cold and hungry, rooting through garbage for 
food, MistalCren for a cholera carrier, he is chased and viciously beaten by villagers. 
Alone and abandoned, brutaltlly attacked, he is touchingly happy to find shelter 
amid the pigs at the De Lacey family" little hut. Like Karlofzf, he is the beast qui- 
eted by Brpheus as he comes alive to the sound of the old blind man's flute. 

Branagh says that he was particularly interested in the horror genre, and in going 
back to the soure material. He claims &at his Creature is much nearer to the novel, 
and that ""h had to be hideous, but also tremendousjy syrngathtrtic beause of his 
terrible pliighr. X wanted a wise, afliculate and multifacded Creature who could be 
a a q y  yet have a sense of humor, bowever QarMy ironic."50 

Mast important, De Niro's Creature speaks, He has a strange and stilted elo- 
quence reminiscent of the old-fashioned language used by Mary Shelley's s o n -  
ster, De Mire" monster uses his lips and vaice slowly and awkwardly, as if still 
learning how to make the muscles move, His short phrases have an archaic and al- 
most elegant simplicity and dignity. But the film, like the novel, presents the mon- 
ster's narrative through Vic~r 's  version and experiences, This should alert us that 
sympathies for the monster may get manipulated in relation to those for or 
against the scientist. For example, when the Creature c o n h n ~  'Victor after the 
critical moment of the death of litde WiIilirsm, we see the monster-----as we do in at 
least half a dozen other moments in the film-suddenly illuminated in a sharp 
flash of lightning, He looks huge, pale, and ominous, his scars ghastly against his 
white flesh, I-Ie paints to the mountains and orders Victor to meet him "on the sea 
o f ice." It is only then, as t hey eventually meet and talk in the ice cave (as befits the 
Creature of the novel), that we hear much of the Creature" point of view; but by 
this point he has been taken over by his murderous rage, and we see him thmugh 
Victor" horrified evs, rf"o Victor, who is astounded to find his ""bby" has vow 
able to talk, the monster says: "Yes, X speak And read, And think. And h o w  the 
ways of man." He explains how he a m e  to murder little William, and referring to 
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Justine, the woman mistakenly hanged for William" murder, the monster asks 
Victor: "Now two people are dead because of us, M y ? "  He questions his creabr 
relentlessly, " m a t  of my soul? Do X have one? Qr was that a part you left out? 
PVho are these people of whom X am comprised?" He asks where his head, heart, 
and hands have come from. Victor, appalled, says he duesnk t o w  The monster 
continues, "Did you ever consider the consequences of your actions? You gave me 
life, but then p u  left me to die., Who am I?" Victor answrs, "You, . . . I don't 
know*')" "And you think 1 am evil," "responds the monster, slowly and skrHy accus- 
ing, It is at this point that he demands a companion. Although he has much jus- 
tice in his complaints, his expectations appear unreasonable and also monstrous. 

The moral status of the Creature in this key scene where W hear him speak i s  
still unstilble, perhaps as in the novel. He has seemed good in &at vvfiile he hid in 
their pig shed, he helped the De Lacey family by chopping wood and digging 
pobtoes. He is also shown sympathetically as he sugers expulsion from this half- 
family e~stence throu& a misunderstanding, Even more alone now after his loss, 
the rnonster sobs heartbrokenly* isolated oat in nature in a snow field at the foot 
of a great tree, The monster reads Victor's journals and understands who he is and 
how he was made, BacEng away from the journal" drawings and sketches, he 
tears open his cloak to look at his sewn-together chest, and roars with agony and 
horror at himself. At this point, he is a pitiful center of abject awareness, but he is 
suddenly transformed into the raging monster-movie beast. He attacks and burns 
the De Laceys' cottage, and, silhouetted against the blaze, he bellows in rage, 
'"rankenstein!" This also sets up the audience for the scene when the Creature fi- 
nally meets his maker, where he will make his dual nature vey  explicit. Not only 
is Victor responsible for his ""bad genes: so to speak, but also for poor fafiering. ""X 
have love in me the likes of which you cannot imagine. And rage the likes af 
which p u  would not believe. If 1 cannot satis@ one, . . . I will indulge the other:' 
De Nirok lines are always slow, careful, and deliberate. It is as if the monster 
thinks through each thing he says and speaks in a heartfelt manner, His threat 
makes Victor's blood run cold, even though Victor [like us) sympathizes with his 
plight. At this point, Victor agrees to make the monster a mate, 

The NarftrEirre ResdIuEion 

I now consider the way each film resolves its narrative, This involves two primasy 
scenes: the monster's threat to the scientist" bride and the ultimate conclusion 
with the monskr" death. The novel and 63ranagkr"s film version suggest that the 
Frankensteinsharriage is never consummated, In Male" film, Elizabeth ulti- 
mately escapes the Creature alive, but only aher a close call. On her wedding day, 
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she feels the threat of the monster and senses impending doom, She stands amid 
her bridesmaids and says, reverting to the "other woman" "erne: "'Something is 
going to happen, X feel it, Something is coming between us," She begs Henry, 
"Henq, dodt leave me!" In this movie, the Creature finds his way inta her bed- 
room and chases her with incoherent growls. They struggle and she faints, but she 
is only dazed, not dead. Henry and the townsgesple chase the monster out inta 
the mounains with bloaaounds. Apin the movie sets up our feeling of compas- 
sion for Frankenstein, as he and the monster fight one-on-one.. This must be an 
individual. confrontation. because Henry has said: "There can be no wedding 
while this Creature of mine is still alive. X made it with these hands and with these 
hands X must destroy it.'' The struggle continues melodramaticalfy as the Gxature 
drags Henry across cliffs to a gigantic windmill at the top of a rocky pass. 
Eventually, Henry is tossed onto the windmill% blades and falls to the ground be- 
low. But he does not appear to be dead because the peasants plan to take him 
home.. The movie strongly suggests the Creature" demise, as he becomes trapped 
by a beam in the windmill during a blazing fire. But this is not the ending of the 
film, Presumably Henry has suEered enough and learned his lesson, because the 
wedding i s  going to take place. Giggling maids bring wine for Henry, who is still 
in bed, and his father drinks a toast: ""Here's to a son ofthe house of Frankenstein" 
(presumably a legitimate and human baby, not a monster).sl 

Xn BranagWs fib, the Creature has become genuinely monstrous when he 
murders Elizheth, The eratic and romantic interlude in the wedding chamber is 
interrupted at a crucial moment as Victor rushes outside to seek the monster. 
Next comes a sequence that is very powrf-lully crafted. From. the end of the bed, 
we see Elizabeth, alone, abandoned, desolate, She falls back, and we look down on 
her from above far a moment. Lightning flashes, and her expression becomes one 
of horror, Xnstantlty, the point of view shifts so that we see what she sees: the man- 
ster 8aring in at her from a skyIight above, bacHit against a Bash of lightning, Xn 
another instantaneous cut, vve look down upon her and see his powerful filth 
hand cover her mouth, her eyes wide in terror, He caresses her face tenderly, 
transfixed by her beauv-perhaps still sympathetic and redeemable. He says, 
'<You are lovelier than I ever could have imagined.'' But Victor bursts in with pis- 
tols brandished; the monster is staflled, then enraged, and he crushes her chest 
and tears out her heart, In a shockingly bloody scene, shifiing us from the 
Romantic period ta post-1990s horror-film visual vocabulary; he extends it to 
Victor across the room and screeches, "I  keep mypromises!" 

This scene in Branagfi film clearly asks the audience to take the side of Victor 
against the fiend. It is impossible not to be horrified when the monster Ells poor 
Elizabeth, Now Branagvs movie degenerates into a bizarre, Hammer Studios style 



revision of Mary Shelley" plot. Victor deciidies to reanimate his bride, even though 
Clerval warns him that he will ""lose his soul" and begs him to let Elizabeth rest in 
peace. But Victor proceeds, and we see another -Frenetic IAoratory scene where he 
is utterly mad-he even chops Elizabetgs head off with a giant cleaver and sews it 
onto the one he had started preparing for the monster. Bonham Carter reappears 
as a ghastly and stitched-together yellow version of herself, sans hair, Victor 
pleads with her to say his name and dances with her in a macabre waltz; her body 
is that of a limp puppet. The monster approaches to claim her, and she dimly rec- 
ognizes who he is and what has happened ta her. Caut;S-tt bemeen these two mad- 
men, IaoEng in pathetic horror to accuse Via;or for what he has done, EXizaberla 
fittingly chooses to douse herself in Rames and runs through the house, burning 
it down as her mice-earned hnerall pyre, 

This over-the-top scene sets up the final sequence rrJhere Viaor, who has perhaps 
become a somewhat sympathetic figure, but only because he has Gnally absorbed 
the lessons of his sin, confides everfiing to Captain Walton in the ice-bound ship 
and dies. Brana@s film digers from the novel, in that the scientist closes his exter- 
nal narrative with dire warnings to chasten the next male overreacher. Captain 
Wdton. listens to Viaor's story as he slowly fades into death, sa@ng, "X am so very 
tired," Victor has become grayed and covered with hoarkast. W t o n  goes outside as 
his men nesvously seek the monster out on the ice, but they, as do W, suddenly hear 
him roaring from withk. hshing back, Wa1ton finds the Creature sobbing beside 
Victor's corpse. How both Victor and the monster are shown sppatheticaD~ This 
is the monster's h e s t  moment in this movie. " N o  are y-su?" Walton asks, and the 
Creature sadly re_tllies, "He never gacle me a name" "horn 1.5 ), His plight is drama- 
tized as we recognh that he is allone, with no hope of acquiring clues about his 
identiv or any nurture from the "father" b r  whom he weeps, De Mire" face is 
shown in close-ups, with its mutilated and sadly eerie eyes. mac the men build a 
bier for Victor on the ice and WaEton reads korn a bibf_ical text about ~ s d o n n  and 
evil, the Creature is again shorn done, silhouetted in his greabat, sobbiing in an 
uncontroflable animal-like parovsm of pi&, like a &reat dog howjing beside his 
dead master, The ice breaks up suddenb, and alhough Walton begs the Creature to 
"come with us," he refuses. ""Iaw dow with man," the Ceature replies, and then in 
another dose-up, we see his agonized face as he lights both himself and Victor's 
body with a torch, The Prometheus reference cannot be far from the Iiterary 
Branagk's mind, even though it is not rnenthned in the fiIm (even as a subtide). 
The ending of the film is positive in the sense that Mralton. has decided to turn back 
toward home; unlike the novel, Walton has learned his lessan and caUs off the ill- 
f&ed voyage to the Nor& Pole. Yet the ending is also bkak and sad. As the film con- 
cludes, we see the dim Rames in a shadow mist across the vast dark nofihera ice. 
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I chose here to discuss these two film versions of Franltenstein expressly for their 
prominent treatment af the Creature as a not altogether monstrous being, Yet 
both fail to present him as a being like Mary Shelley's Creature, &U of pathos and 
passibility, a forlorn, creature lost the world of human sociev through no fault 
of his own, only of his birth, Male" movie is far from the novel, yet even here, 
the mute monster has moments that elicit campassion. BranagEs film is flawed by 
its Erenetic pace, vac2lating depiction of the hero, and overwrought sound and 
cinematograph, but it is redeemed by De Niro as the monster who finally speaks 
and questions his maker on film. It is of course always a risb, and ofien a fruitless 
exercise, to compare books -with movie versions, and "classk" books pose an even 
greater threat for &is project. Yet this topic interests me for several reasons. The 
movies in this case are far better known than the book, and same, at least the 193 1 
version, have achieved a ""classic" satus of their own. The movies miss out, how- 
ever, not just on the boot(r"s subtleties but also on the major facts that concern its 
feminism. As I showed in the first part of this chapter, the book is a major feminist 
contribution to horror in sever4 senses: dealing with fernale concerns, presenting 
complex gender dyurarnics, and critiquing masculine paradigms of the Romantic 
artist and rnasculinist views of science, 



Frankemtein the novel certainly addresses problems of female artistic creation 
in terms that pose hard questions about male creation in art and science, about 
the natural tsersus the artificial, and about how to care for one" offspring. The two 
films I have discussed here can also be seen as reflections concerning the act of 
creation itself, This is evident in the way each movie is metafilmic, M A ' s  ver- 
sian is so partly because of the allusions to other classics like Metropolis and partly 
because of its frequent use af devices that call attention to the film medium and 
to the spedfic aims of horror* BranlzgKs film seems consciousfy self-referentid in 
other ways, he;zvil;y conscious of its obligation to "make the classics live." Xfranagh 
as director is ironically like the character he plays in this film, approaching his 
task as if he must force a dead and inert thing to live, wake up, move, and Lalk! 
M y  else would there be so much racing, s ~ r l i n g ,  dancing, rising, leaping, Rying, 
shouting, swooping, crying-even so much romancing and sex and, ultimately, 
gore? The other challenge Branagh has to deal with is a fenghy history of horror 
films, something W a l e  was just s&rting to invent, m a l e  was alluding t s  German 
expressionism and the familiar tropes of the Gothic novel; his artistic struggles 
involved gening Universal Studios to agree to his vision, Branagh alludes not just 
to a whole hiswry of prior Frarzkenst-eins but also to the British Hammer Studios 
tradition and to recent horror films like Nightmare on Elm Street and Halloween, 

The last and central problem W face in thinking about this story concerns, of 
course, the monster. Karloff defined the monster so that even the best subsequent 
movie versions have not made much of a dent in the popular visualization of 
Frankenstein" monster, Ue Niro will not be l&ely to aRe& this stereotyping, ei- 
ther, because his Creature defies expectations we have come to have of the 
Frankerrstein monster as he talks, thinks, Xearns, cries, smiles, hopes, and suffers, 
That he holds audience attention on the screen in opposition to BraxlagKs fie- 
netic and self-absorbed acting job as Victor is due not only to his marvelouslty 
scripted lines but also to the delivery, acting, makeup, and filming, especially 
close-ups of his damaged lips and mismatched eyes. De Niro mesmerizes us in 
this role, It is a ridiculous and best-forgotten mistake, however, to turn hirn into a 
Freddy or Jasan figure by making hirn rip out Elimbetgs heart; f~ofiunately; he is 
redeemed by the tragic heights he reaches at the very end af the film, 

Branaggs film also comes closer to the novel" association of the monster with 
the sometimes equally monstrous powers of nature, It is easy to ridicuIe this film's 
Sound ofMusic panoramic camera approach to sublime Apine scenery, but some 
moments in the film are visually spectacular: Victor's vertiginous cJassroom in 
Ingolstadt, the laboratory creation scene, the cholera panic in the city, the meeting 
in the ice cave, and the concluding mists that envelop polar ice. Even the more 
prosaic scenes with the De Laceys are effectiw, as the family toils in a Millet-like 
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wintry field at dusk or the monster weeps against a snow-laced tree, its gnarled 
roots framing his distorkdi body, The polar scenes of mist and crashing ice Boes 
are true to the book; the ending scenes that set an excruciatingly sad monster 
adrift on the ice are among the best in the film, Male" 1931 movie is composed 
of contrasts af black and vrrhite as evil and good, dark illicit penetration versus 
light at the dawn of an "appropriate" mari-t;tl sexuality, Branagfi film, obviously, 
is in color and cannot use these same visual tropes. Me employs calor well: 
Brilliant reds stain, both Victor's mother and the tarn body of Elizabeth. Nature 
here is alsa full of contrasts, someGmes beautiful but alsa icy and blindingfy 
bri@t, Like the monster hirnselE; whose ulrciimate status is hard h, Nature here 
is in the end cruel and cold. Yet she offers possibibiitities of exape toward a better 
home for Walton if he will admit his limits. These are not possib2ities open to the 
monster, so he aptly vanishes, his flame disappearing in Nature's mists, The v&u- 
alimtion of this ambiguous ending in Mary Shelley"s novel is one last virtue worth 
mentioning about BranagFs film, %ale% film shows the monster daarned to 
&e-we are nat supposed ta know yet what we learn later in Bride ofFrankenst.ein 
about his escape hatch through the floorboards, BranagWs film, like the novel, 
shows a monster who =cedes into the distance, lost, u n b o r n ,  unffxhle, a flame 
of light that will slowly be extinguished. 



cb~pret;r 
TWO: 

M o n ~ ~ t r o u s  Mothers:  
f e m a l e  Agency in  Recent Hor ro r  

There" something going on in horror that X caU the "mmen-and-bugs"" phenome- 
non, "Bugs" play a part in some of the most frightening and disturbing irnages in re- 
cent horror mo~es :  Geeua Davis's nightmare of gvkg birth to a slimy maggot in 
f ie  Fly; the sk-foot flying cockraaches of Mimlic; the gruesome metamorphoses af 
the gorgeous haif-alien femde in Spaies; the baid green beautihl Barg Queen in 
Star Trek: First antad; the big fat Brain Bug (Photo 2.1) in S~rsfi* Doopers. And 
we must not forget all the horrific scenes in the Alien series: the cocooned humans, 
the slithering b r o w  egg masses, the fier~e and fearsame mother Alien. 

Xn the films X will discuss in this chapter, female monsters or "queen bugs," offer 
new but nasq emmples of female a g n q  in horror. Furthermore, the bugs are 
pitched against female protagonists who lead the human defense against &ern. I 
w n t  to mnsider &ether these examples represent a feminbt development in 
horror. Can there be feminist horror-and if so, what sorts of monsters m d  hero- 
ines will it offer? To answer these questions, I will focus an two primary examples, 
the Alien series and Mimic. X will explore how these films revisit Prankenstei~ to 
oEer new treatments of its themes of goad and evil, monsters and mad science, 
and the relation of w m e n  to nature. X will also contextualize this subgenre by 
tracing some of its roots in 1950s h r m r  classics like Them!, with its giant ants, 
Aiong the way, X will have mare to say about method in film studies, A cognitivist 
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P 2.1 132e n a v  Bmin Bug in S~t-arship Troopers (1997): A fenainhd vkzQn aflalien 
evil? 

approach helps make clear that even bug films can offer thought-provoking 
moral messages, about wrnen, evil, and social and political issues. 

Background: Ma le  Mongtert, Female Vict ims 

In horror classics of the 1930s and 1940s, there are few female agents and many 
female victims, The paradigm scenario has a male monskr attacking a screaming 
(and preferably nubile) young vvoman. Dracula, Frankenstein" monster, the 
Wolfman, King Kong, the Mummy, and the Creature from the Black Lagoon are 
a11 typical horror movie villains, Clearly male, their attacks nn women have an 
erotic element. The trend continued into the 1960s, although the supernatural 
monsters changed to skshers in f i h s  like Peeping Tom and Psycho. In the 1980s 
and 19905, the psychopaths shified into surreal monstrous men like Pinhead and 
Freddy, lacivious sadists with a crude sense of humor. Qther viilains like Jason, 
hathedace, and Michiael Myers may not relish mmen  victims more than men, 
but they are still male themselves and pretp messed up about sex. 1 will examine 
representatives of these sorts of male monsters later on in this book. 
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There are exceptions, though, to the general rule. Women have sometimes also 
been monsters and agents of horror.1 As early as Sheridan le Fanu" CarmiEla, 
written in 1872, there was a threatening female vampire. Hammer Studios 
brought us lots of bmom and blond fanged females, in movies like f ie Empire 
Lovers and Kiss ofthe Vampire, There is a later variant in The Hung.er; and there are 
strong female vampires like Claudia in Anne %m's Interview with the Vampire. 
Witches are another female horror paradigm, with variations like Carrie in, the fa- 
mous Brian De Palma film that bears her name, And we shouIdn% forget the mis- 
celXaneous female monstrosities in, classics like Attack of the 50-Fo~t Woman, (We 
also should not forget that the gender of the slasher in horror o&en turns out to 
be a surprise: "Jason" was really not the boy but his mother in the first Friday the 
13th, reversing the way Norman Bates turned out to be his own "mother" in 
Psycho. The female slasher of Dressed to Kill is really the male psychiatrist played 
by Micbael Caine, and so forth,) 

There is somdhing new though, about the victims in horror since the f 970s. 
Often a girX or young woman fights back and triumphs over the monster in the 
end. This is the phenomenon that Carol 7, Clover has dubbed the "final Girl" and 
has studied in her book, Men, Women, and Chain Saw: Gender in the Modern 
Efarrar FiEm.2 Such "fighting back"" w s  heralded by Carrie, where the victim 'byas a 
sort of witch, whom we paradoxically cheered on in her horrific final rampage, 
Jamie Lee Curtis in I-laEEoween has a different fate from that suffered by her 
mother, Janet Leigh, in Psycho, In Nightmare on Elm Street Nanq is smart and 
gutsy, as is Grsty in Hellraiser, N e n  Ersv's bo$riend tries to use the magic box 
to send the hideous Cenobites back to Hell, Kirsty grabs it back and does the jab 
herself. The character Stretch in. The Texas Chtzinsw Massacre> Part 2 not only 
sumives the horror of the cannibal family but ends the film atop a small moun- 
tain wielding her own chain saw in. victory.3 But in Glowr's anaXysis, the "Final 
Girl" type of female ageney in recent horror is misleading and not particularly 
feminist, Mromen and girls are still punished for their sexuali"ry, since the Final 
Girl survives ""because" h e  st.ays "pure" md virginal. And further, the ""gd" only 
succeeds by manifesting male, or "boy? types of virtues, like rigging bombs or 
jump-starting cars, 

I want to look h a digerent dkeaion in recent honor from Clover3 'Tinid Girl" 
movies. My interest is in fi1ms that feature both a female monster and a strong fe- 
male protagonist. Here femininiv or "femaleness" "mains an issue right &rough .ta 

the end-for both the monster and the victim/heroine, The women in these movies 
do not fit Clover's description of the "Final Girl." I admit that my "women-and- 
bugs" label is loose and not biologicdy accurate. I use ""bgs" h a nontechnical 
sense that tl Xfioe will not cause entomological offense, including in the a tegoy 
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l h r d m e  beings, arachnids, and extraterrestrial crawly things like the Alien. (X  re- 
mind you that in. Alieas the Marine Corps gmnts ask the Ereutenant at their briefing 
if this is going to be "another bug huntI%e replies, "Yes, a xenomoqh is imlved? 
and snickering, they say, "nother bug hunt."q There are plent)7 of other "cri~ers" in 
horror: rabbits, cats, dugs, birds, pumas, bats, wolves, alligators, sharks, killer 
whaks, rats, you name it (even tomatoes), So why bugs? They do not invoke the old 
Gdam and Eve story of the sn&e, nor do they play upon noir-ish tsopes of Xithe fe- 
male prehtoriness like Gat People did, We need to consider why female bugs are so 
horri;ble, and why it takes a female hero to defeat them.5 

Method: Some Option$ 

As I explained in the Introduction, my awn approach to film studies is copitivist. 
'That means that I rregad films as complex artifacts that present ideas and prompt 
various judgments and emotional responses from their audiences, Of course, like 
other horror films, women-and-bugs films aim especially at evoking fear or 
&ead, But they may inspire other feelings such as elation, sympathy, moral out- 
rage, anger, and even humor. They may also encourage a range of thoughts on 
vaious issues, as I shall try to describe further below. Our responses to a scene in 
a women-and-bugs film may be simple and relatively predictable, like reflex 
jumping at sudden movement. Probably everysne in the audience recoils during 
Mimic when the baby roach that Dr. Susan Tyler is slowly urnrapping in her clark 
lab at night suddenly "stings" her or when one of the Alien babies drops on top of 
the bed Ripley and Newt are sleeping under in Aliens, But on the whde, these 
mwies call for more complex responses, Good horror films produce their effects 
through their narrative stmaures as well as through other artistic choices, And 
these films have complex concerns that go bepnd the issues often focused on by 
pl~~ychoanatytic theorists, beyond any form of personal psychodynamics, As we 
watch them, w e  engage in various acts of interpretation and bathesizing that 
lead to rxnders~nding, prediction, and moral assessment. 

Far example, we a n  judge of Aliens that the situation of the people in the alien 
cocoons is dreadful and that the crew should kill them out of pity. They are hu- 
man, to be sure, but a merciful death is the best one can do for them. Qr we can 
agree that Epley has been right to warn the corporate military basses who think 
they can capture &is alien to use it as a weapon; only a very evil and nefarious 
militav-technical complex would believe this is a good goal. Again, it is wrong for 
Bob (the FBI agent) to try to keep Dr, Pat Medford (the ant specialist) from going 
down into the antskests in Them!; or we may feel that Dr. Susan Tyler is justified 
in genetically engineering cockoaches in Mimic, despite the risks, because she 
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must stop the horrible plave that is killing children, Finally, the new generically 
engineered Ripley in Alien Resurrection has a frightening bond to the Alien 
mother that mcnay make her dangerous and unpredictable to her human friends, 
And so on. Emotional responses to horror scenes like these, even if they invalve 
an element of almost physical or reRex reaction, can play a part in reaching a ra- 
tional assessment of a film's narrative components and its overall message. Such 
responses in fact resemble our reactions to challenging situations or ""paradigm 
scenarios" h real lik,%motions in situations of real danger or fear can cue our 
actions, reactions, and our moral judgments. 

In the Introduction, X exglained my disagreement with psychoa-naIpic feminist 
qpraaches to horrorr, One pafiicuhr complaint I have is that they tend to ipore or 
downplay the comple~ty of the mord messages in homor; they may altogether ne- 
glect horror films' pogtical or social dimensions. h account confined to personal 
psychodynamics, particularly one phrased in terms of neurotic personaliq 
processes (such as suture, regression, transference, aqtration anxiev, fekhism, and 
the like), is inadequate to plumb the f;ampl&q of a movie and discounts the role 
of the audimcek iirrrtelligence, To inkrpret our responses ta a film in terms of psy- 
chopathalog raises doubts about whe&er any meaninghhord assessment can 
oxur as we view a film. From a psycboana2yric perspedive, the audience's interest 
in a homor movie like Alien (whelfier in the spectacle of the monster or in the vision 
of the heroine) is always somehow neurotic and dyshnctional, This blocks the pos- 
sibzity of learning a meaninght lesson, evaluating a possiMe female heroine, or 
having reasons to be satisfied at the end, say; &en %plq blasts the monster into 
space and cantentedly- goes to sleep with her cat, Too often, psychoanal~ic feminist 
accounts of horror films are reduaive because they just do not consider that horror 
films like Alkn can have interesting visual and technical, let alone social or political, 
dimensions, Since at least one prominent remnt feminist psycychoandpic book on 
horror addresses Alien in cletail, X shdl take that account up next in order to explain 
my disagreement with this general approad in more &hit. 

Femin is t  Psychoanalysis: 
Barbara Greed on Alirsn 

X want to consider here the construal of Alien ogerelsred by Bal-bara Creed in her re- 
cent book The Monsl.rous-Feminz'ne: Film, Feminism, Psychoarzahsis.7 According 
to Creed, "Alien presents various representations of the primal scenee3'"8his refers 
to the Freudian claim that all chadren have memories or fantasies of witnessing a 
"primal scene" of sex between their parents, Let us assume for the moment that 
this is so, A further Freudian assumption is that this scene presents an "archaic 
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mother.'The chi3dSs first view of the mother is shockng bemuse of her absence of 
a phallus, so the child posits a powerfral archaic mother who does possess the 
missing phallus. Here, Creed departs korn Freud in a presumably feminist revi- 
sion involving a third assumption, She argues that the monstrous phallus of the 
archaic mother does not cover up the mother's missing phallus but rather her 
v~gina ckentata (toothed vagina). A creature like the Alien monster is horriQing 
because it conkonts us with images of this aggressive, destructive archaic mother, 
through either the Alien. baby" nasty way of insinuating itself dawn people's 
throats into their stomachs ("raping" the victim) or the big monster Alien's 
toothiily phallic head. 

Creed now h s  enough laid out to claim that the archaic mother is the ""backdrop 
for the enactment of all the events" in. the movie In supporting this state- 
ment, however, she switches suddenly away from her vagina dentata assumption to 
introduce pet another claim: "The central characteristic of the archaic mother is her 
total dedication ta the generative, procreative principleP'0 We have now aaumu- 
lated a signifiant diversity of hpstheses about the nature of an alleged archaic 
mother: It (a) possesses the missing phallus, so is castrated; (16) possesses the vage'na 
d'entata, so is astrating and (c) is driven by the genaative procreative principle. 

Creed also spends much of her book describing how horror films illustrate 
Julia Kristeva's concept of "abjection." This concept is quite complex (and vague), 
but it basically invohes a deep revulsion and aversion towad a mother (or any- 
thing dse) seen as disgustingly dirty, slimy, putrid, and so on. Abjection concerns 
our feelings about an earlier primal state of union with the mother before bodily 
fluids became separate and disgusting or forbidden. So we must add 'hbjection" 
as hypothesis (d) to our list, as yet another claim or characteristic about the al- 
leged archaic mother. The Alien as archaic mother is also horrible in. the sense of 
being abject. because it is slimy, nasty, and creepy-crawly. Its jaws leak fluid, its in- 
determinate genital parts lay large slimy eggs, and its very form is shiP2in.g. m e n  
it cocoons a hurnan, the human is trapped in a sticky white substance so as to lack 
physical independence and to be ""bond"" back to Ihe mother. 

Adding Freud and Qisteva, Creed also uses Lacanian psychoanalpic theouy. 
She invokes Lacads a w u n t  of the mirror stage, or af the way images of the self 
are constitutive of personal identigr, This leads to hygathesis (e), which concerns 
not simpiy the archaic mother herself but how a viewer looks at her in watching a 
film, Greed reaches this claim aAer summarizing five ""looks"" that a Lacanian the- 
orist maintains are possible in relation to films or the screen." The last of these 
looks is one Creed adds herselfi "The horror film puts the viewing subjed" sense 
of a unified self into crisis, specifically in those moments when the image on the 
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screen becomes too thrmtening or too horrific to watch," hI,oing away from the 
screen in horror is necessary, in other words, to allow h r  a process of reconstitu- 
tion of the self, which "is also reaErmed by the conventional ending of some hor- 
ror narratiws in which the monster is 'named%nd destr~yed,"l2 

Even if we were willing to accept these fizndamental and quite disputable psy- 
choanalpic assumptions about the nature of the archaic mother, the role of the 
mirror stage, or the determinative psychic role of the primal scene, Cree&"s use of 
the archaic mother concept is just to0 vape, general, and reductive: Xt is so apen- 
ended that it can explain almost anything in a trivial sense. Indeed, Creed seems 
pleased about this as she writes about the numerous aspects of the archaic 
mother. This wncept cotlveniendy fuses all the distinc~heories she employs, 
even though she admits, ""X is difficult to separate out completely the 6gure of the 
archaic mother, as defined above, from other aspects of the maternal fipre: the 
maternal authoriv of Kristeva's semiotic, the mother of Lacan's imaginary; the 
phaUic wrnan, the castrated and castrating  woman."^^ 

This convenient assemblage allows Creed to make vast generalizations such as 
this: "The archaic mother is present in all horror films as the blachess of extinc- 
tion-death?" This claim seems odd, too, given that in her book, the archaic 
mother is meant to be just one among seven passible types of female monstrous- 
ness. It would lead one to doubt, with reason, the claim that the seven are truly 
distinct, my else muld she generalize like this? The archaic mother hypothesis is 
especially handy since, as Creed notes, its many aspects can be either positive or 
negative. As a negative farce, the archaic mother encompasses horrors such as a 
bird3 south,  a pulsating wrnb, the shark"$ maw in Jaw, or the spider in The 
I~credible Shrinking Man, As a positive force, the womb is not empty but hll, and 
it evokes a terrifiing female who does not depend for definition on the male.15 

Notice the extraordinary reduction and leveling of films in Creed" proposed 
analysis." 6 1  horror films are about the same thing, and they all work in the same 
way. Creed is ~ l k i n g  &out depth psycholoe;y, not about psyclholo~ on a more 
presumably superficial level. Hence, there is no reference to differences among 
viewers, the effects of marketing and adveaising, or the sacid aspects of film-go- 
ing, Fears in horror films are always fears not s f  things-however evil and fright- 
ening they might be-but fears of what things represent. And it turns out that 
they all represent one thing, the archaic mather. Yet some things are just frighten- 
ing, and with good reason: Giant ants or spiders or sharks or blobs, and the repre- 
sen~t ion  of these things on fiIm, are allso frightening as we imagine the characters 
dealing with &ern, We do not need to invoke the k-urher, and reductive, hypothe- 
sis that they are frightening for some one alleged thing that they represeat, 
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Creed? study of Alien ignores many significant aspects of its plot and themes, 
Despite its pt-wrenching power, this is also an intellectual movie of sorts, m a t  
does Creed think about the am's revisionist approach to the Frankenstea'n theme 
of male violation of nature or of its politial hints about haw an evil corporation 
in the background is at fault, driving this space expedition for purposes af ex- 
ploibtion, war, and greed? What is the impact of setting the story in outer space 
on a ship named the Nostromo (named after the title of the Joseph Conrad novel), 
rather than having the aliens invade earth, as they do in so rnaxly horror movies, 
frorn Day of the Trifids to l~dependence Day? Have humans asked for trouble by 
raiding space for their own greedy ends, like old cotonialists in the era of Josepb 
Conrad? 

AEso disturbing about Creed's archaic mother hypothesis is the simpEstic atti- 
tude it manifests toward the art of cinema, Apart frorn discussing the alleged 
voyeurism of viwing, Creed's book makes little reference to film technique, style, 
or cinematography. Any asgeas she does notice, for inshnce, the special eficts 
used to depict the Alien Mother or the stage sets far the ship where the eggs are 
first encountered, are just grist for her mill, grinding out the same end result re- 
peatedly like a mechanical refrain: archaic mother, archaic mother, archaic 
mother. But Alien is a tremendously exciting and visually spectacular film right 
from the start-as we mwnder through space and see the eerie white struts of a 
spaceship that gradualtry materiali~ into angular sans serif letters that spell out 
the Hm'Is title. The opening sequence almost ins~nt ly  sets the mood for a chiLling 
and adventurous story; Pis it develops, the movie's timing and pacing are superb, 
Slow scenes of awakening and of the crew's casual hiendly interactions lead on 
into suspensehi moments of exploration and then into horrific sudden jolting vi- 
sions of the Alien monster and of deathly fights. There is a marvelous ensemble of 
actors. Add to all this the mapificent stage sets, stunning special egeds, and well- 
chosen music, All the cinematic Gomponents w r k  together with the narrative, 
plot, and laconic script to give this rnwie its distinctive impact and meaning, 
They all contribute to our understanding of the role and meaning of the heroine 
Rigley. I will zero in on just one example to explain more of what I mean. fn the 
sequences near the end of Aliea, the editing of sigh& and sounds interacts with 
acting and plot to create an unforgettable heroine. 

Near the end of the film is a notorious scene where apley (Sigourney Weaver) 
undresses after she seems to have defeated the Alien, According to Creed, our 
views of %pley% body as she undresses at the end of Alien (and her adoption of 
the little orange cat) can be explained 
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by a phalloantric account of female fetishism . . . . The visually horrieing aspects of 
the Mother are of-ifset through. the display of w m a n  as reassuring and pleasurable 
sign . . . . Compared to the horrific sight of the alien as Wish object of the monstrous 
archaic mather, Ripiey's body is ptasurable and rassuring to iaak at, She signifies 
the "kcceptableYform and shape ~fwoman.''l~ 

According to Creed, fipley has been too masculine in combating the beast and 
we need to see her nearly naked female body for two reasons: to be reminded that 
she is female and to make up for our horrific visions of the Alien (a.k,a. archaic 
mother). Both filmic images speak to an apparently unirrersal audience neurosis 
and fetishism. There is no reason to deny that these shots of Ripbey" body are very 
voyeuristic, Epley strips off not one but several layers of clothes, She ends up so 
skinnygy clad that W can see her breasts jiggle and virtually peek into the crack at 
the top af her buttocks as W eye her from behind and her bikini underpants slip 
down. But Creed ignores where this scene is placed in the narrative of the film, 
and in so doing, she misses many of its most significant aspects, including its 
emotional tone and resonance. These m a k  a diEiFerence in what the audience can 
infer and judge, so 1 shall say more about what has preceded the scene, and then 
return t s  it with my own account, 

Xn the scene before this striptease, apley has rigged the ship to explode so as t s  
kill off the Alien. She aims to escape in the small shuttlecrafi along with the only 
other remaining members of the ship" seven-person crew, Just as she is throwing 
all the switches to launch the ten-minute countdown, she hears their screams aver 
the ship's telecom sy-stern, She rushes to their aid, to find only their ravaged bleed- 
ing bodies, Ripley is now alone with the Alien monster, the only human T.cri_thin 
millions of miles of empty dark space an a ship about to gxplode, As she runs .to- 

ward the shuttle to escape, she encounters the beast-at least, she sees its shadow 
and glimpses its savage head lurkng around one corner. During this entire cat- 
and-mouse sequence, the film" sounds and sights are enormously effective at 
building tension, The ship's lights strobe, steam hisses out of ventilators as cooling 
systems shut dam,  and alarms screech. A mechanical female voice announes the 
countdown to Armageddon. The pacing is f ~ n e t i c  and sa are the visuals; this part 
of the film is almost literally a light show Moments of blurry screen movement as 
we hear R;tpleyfs panting or screaming are juxtaposed against still moments when, 
her face is caught like a rabbit in headli&ts by the flashing strobes. We see her at 
times spotlit in blue and sweating, then we cross-cut to scary glimpses of the 
Alien" big brubl head. It goes without question that we empathize with her in 
these scenes, They continue earlier scenes that build a picture of apleyS distinc- 
tiw traits. Like Gaphin DaLlas (%m Skerritt), she is brave; but unlike him, she is 
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cautious. Like the science o&cer; Ash, she is smart; but unlike him, she is human 
and has a conscience, Like the only other woman, Lambert (Veronica 
Carmright), Ripley is kightened and c;m cry, but she does not dissolve into tears 
when there is grave and imminent danger, L i b  the enraged Parker (Yaphet 
Kotto), she is determined to get even with the Alien; but unlike him, she keeps her 
head tliben facing the monster. All told, Ripley is an admirhle hum= being and 
not, fike Clover's "final Girl,"" merely an amalgam of stereotyped masculine traits 
in kmale dispise, 

This breathless escape sequence leads into two more scenes that, amazingly. 
enough, raise the levels of tension even bigher, Ripbey has reached seeming safety 
on the shuttle, and the film" music signals a momentary respite. But as there is 
just one minute left far her to move away h m  the ship before it explodes, a new 
panic arises about whether she can escape the blast. Now Ripley displays other 
virtues and skills by working dexterously under extreme pressure. Again she is 
smart and quick but not stereaygicafiy male: She hits buttons and turns switches 
with her long graceful fingers. She does manage to get the shuttle free. Then she 
(and we) watch as the ship detonates. At this point, the film as light show cli- 
maxes; it is at its rnost purely visual and cinematically spectacular (especially 
when seen in a theater on the large screen and with Bolby sound), There are long 
yflow-blue lines of light across the full screen followed by wndrous and loud 
bi l lov nuclear explosions of reds and yelows. The explosions are punctuated by 
blinding flashes of vlrhite light. The dramas of exterior space are intercut with 
dght close-ups of Sgley's face as she sits at the s h u ~ l e  controls. These shots are 
extraordinary because she looks consumed in ecstasy as she is bathed in urhite 
light. Her head is slanted back at a f~for~ry-five-degree angle with eyes closed, Xips 
slack. She moans slightly; in short, she Xooks orgasmic. I propose that the sexuality 
in these scenes is visual testimony to the prowess of the filmmaker at his movie's 
clima-he has his most satisfying creative bursts in this sequence! Creed, by iso- 
lating and discussing only the very final scenes when apley strips off her overalls 
a h r  this grueling sequence, ignores this entire cinematic tour de force. Et may in- 
deed be &at the film is sexist, but if so, it is in ways that are more complex and 
also more intrinsicaly linked to its artfulness than the Freudian formulaic analy- 
sis of voyeurism can capture. 

And now X also want to suggest a different reading of Ripley's striptease before 
the final combat sequence, These scenes set up another bizarre s ~ u a l  interaction 
of sorts in her ultimate conkontation with the Alien. We should keep in mind the 
beast here is clearly male in Alien (fipley says on the shutde, " b a t  you, you son of 
a bitch""-it will be a female and a "bitty in the later films)." This scene is thus a 
variation. on the twical horror movie clicklk OF male monster as erotic threat. Brat 
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the sexuality in the scene is rather bimre. In her final fight with the Alien, afier 
she has donned a huge insulating space suit and helmet, Ripley utters small 
moans and mumbles owr a space of several minutes, This part of the script is 
quite unusual. On the one hand, Ripley does seem "masculine" in that she is 
brave, heroic, mechanically adept, and a rational> carehl planner, But an the ather 
hand, she is idso very ""femde" in her manner. As she plms some sort of action to 
take against the Alien, it is hard to make out her wads. She keeps up a continuous 
mutter to herself and says things like "lucky lucky" and ""oh oh"" and even "I want 
to flUck yodf(!) as she plans haw to open the airlock and blast the Alien out into 
space, Thus, her final Bance with the beast is a heavily sexualbed battle, But X am 
not sure that femininity is especially marked here, If: it is, it is a femininity with 
deep-reaching historical roots-like that of the marqr in the Roman Circus who 
becomes almost male as she fights the wild beasts and emerges victorious, The 
acts and bravery of female martyrs are like the male warrior" vision of the ec- 
sbsies of mortal combat." After all, both sex and this kind of fighting are in- 
tensely intimate and private physid encounters. 

Unlike Creed, then, X would argue that in the context of h e  scene 1 have just de- 
seribe& the sight of Ripley's body is not reassuring. Quite the contrary, it induces 
empathic fear on her behaff, Just as she finally feels herself safe and free of the ex- 
ploded mother ship, the Alien" arm drops down into her face, and we realize that 
it, too, is on the shuttle, (It has apparenrly gone to sleep in the wall spaces of the 
shuttle. We s;ee its jaws snap in a seeming dream,) NOW she is the vgical female 
victim of a (probably male) monster-a monster that has already reached aut a 
seductive tentacle to wrap around the legs of the only other female victim, 
Lambert. But is the scene really only about sex and erotic threats? Beyond the 
stereotype, we should note that %pley% flesh is indisputably human: pink, soft, 
natural, jiggling, Such flesh contrasts sharply with the adult Alien" flesh: blue- 
black, steely, hard, unnatural, almost mechanically designed, This scene thus 
echoes the film's opening scenes where the vast dark and empv body of the me- 
chanical ship is contrasted with the smaH, pale, and nearly naked humans, lt is rel- 
evant to note that Kane (John Hufi), with his pale and samewhat delicately pink 
body is also treated in a similar way as Ripley. I-Ie is also shown almost naked, dad 
in a "diaper,"" tremendously wlnerable and exposed as he is invaded by the Alien 
baby parasite, Here, too, this human's pinkness is juxtaposed against the mon- 
ster" unnatural rsalor, at this stage a nasty )rellow-green, and his smoothness to its 
rough scaliness, 

Just as this scene brings out Rlipley" human vulnerabilities, so in other scenes 
does she exemplie a human beings best traits, in contrast to those of the Alien, 
and also in contrast to the ""inhuman" popfe (wheher the android science oficer 
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Ash or the corrupt corporation representative Burk in Aliens), Alien is about in- 
dividuali~~ survival, and being human. The distinctness of fine actors helps show 
their separakness, Many of the people who die are too individual: They insist on 
going alone to do things, It could be described as a Hobbesian movie with a 
M a ~ a n  mist, in that the most sinister threats are posed by the greecfir higher-ups 
within the Company (a military-industrial bureaucrav), Ripley as securi~y ofi- 
cer tries to prevent the alien "infection" by maintaining quarantine, but she is 
overruled by science oficer Ash, who follows his private '"yes-only" Directive 
#g37 horn tbe Company to get aliens back for scientific study at all costs: "All 
other priorities are rescinded. Crew expendable." Similarly, in Alienst apley and 
her surrogate daughter, Newt, are nearly made victims of the alien parasites be- 
cause the Company" representative, Burke, wants to profit by smuggling the 
aliens out through quarantine in their host bodies, Ripley comments to him: "You 
know> Burke, I don't know which species is wrse. You don't see them fucEng 
each other over for a goddamn percentage." As I read at least these first two 
movies in the Alien series, then, they are about what it means to be human, 
apley.5 femininity is relevant to this to be sure, but perhaps even more relevant is 
her humanityY 

Ripley is horrified to discover that Ash, the science oscer, actuaUy admires the 
Alien: "hdmire its purity . . . no conscience, remorse, or delusions of morality." 
This is an imporQnt line because it allows the audience to take a different per- 
spective for a moment about this monster: It is indeed terrifying, but it also intel- 
ligent and has its own elegance, awesome power? and force, "I%e visual realizations 
of E. R. Giger" artistic design are splendid and spectacular.2a We both want and 
yet fear to look at this creature more. Its lines are long and elegant, its skin is 
smooth with the gemlike qualiq of beautihlly tooled metal. But any human sym- 
pathy should make plain how immoral such respect is, given the Alien's malignant 
nature: Et destroys all other life forms it encounters, This is confirmed by the film 
when W realize that the radio signal was a warning note left by Ihe previous Alien 
victim and when we see Ash revealed to be an android-not a reaZ but a mechan- 
ical man. He bleeds white, colorlessly, not the red blood of humans. As the other 
six members of the Nostromo crew are picked off one or two at a time, E?ipley by 
contrast is a superior representative of humanity, She shows both fear and 
courage (a realistic combination Plato and Aristotle would approve of as true 
courage). m e n  the only remaining crew members. are Gpley, Ash, Lambert, and 
hrker, she is the most heroic: Ash seems to have given up fimring out a scientific 
way to Ell the Alien (we later learn why); Parker is ctansumed lizy rage; Lambert 
cries and shakes in fear; only Ripiey can think things through and plan to carv 
them out, As senior oacer; she can girve the orders. To complain that this exem- 
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plary human cannot be truly female is to give up the claims of feminism in ad- 
vance! (1 do think that suck criticisms are bener justified about the Latest film in 
the series, however; see below,) 

In the Alien series, the heroine herselif is not the overreacher, but there are still 
echoes af Frankeusstei~, E d  science is used in the service of a vast apitdist mgi~ry-  
technial machhe, and its misguided aEempts to control or use a monstrous namre 
put humans at &re risk The heroine is the one who must correcrt the problems that 
corporate science causes. She is the one who clear17 sees the &nger of such over- 
reaching and meddling with nature. By choosing to make the agent of justice a 
woman, the series offers an interesting antinuation (with revisions) of Mary 
SheUey" thematic opposition between "good"" femininity and "evil" masculhity. 
That is, masculine overreaching must be countered by feminine features aliped 
with domesticity and socialiq. Such a view has its dangers and limitations, as I ar- 
gued in Chapter 1. And here are the other problems I have remarkd upon concern- 
ing visual voyeurism and the Mmmahr's use ofspley as an orgasmic respondent to 
his own art. But we are unfair .t<> %plq if we -view her as either just a reassuring 
fefish object or a "final girl"" who only suwiws by becoming virtually macdine, 

Later films in the series continue the Frankensrein theme as they represent the 
evil ""Company" hlooniixlg for the latest and best weapon of destruction. As in 
P;rank:em&z'n (and in other films like Species and Sgeciw 11), the (male) scientists in 
the military-industrial complex become too enamored of their unnatural mon- 
ster, In Aliens, Burke wants to bring samples of the Alien babies back to earth to 
study and marht  them; he is the only evil human in, the film, and he betrays all 
the others. In Alien Resurrection, the corporation xientists have not simply en- 
countered the Alien monster out there but have deliberately re-created it from 
Ripley's DNA (which became blended with it through her impregnation in Alien3 
with the larva of a queen Alien), Once again, the scientists are the sleamballs of 
the fifm; one of them remarks: "The animals themselves are wondrous. Theflt be 
invaluable once weke harnessed them." This series "punishes" the male scientists 
by the most direct means of death at the ""hands" "of the very monsters they have 
created or sought to appropriate, f uch moments are obviously just retribution 
(and grove audibly satisfying to audience members). 
my does only Ripley, the strmg, smart MrUman, suniw? M y  does the apley 

character change as the series evolves? First she adopts a cat and then a small 
child; next acquires a lover; then progresses to self-immolation and rebirth as a 
genetically altered half-breed clone of herselt Depth psycholog)r leaves us little 
room for interesting analysis of how the Al ie~  series has developed in. the nearly 
wenty years since it began, In Creed"s view, this is all a matter of competing views 
of maternity and the maternal body. Here is what she says about Aliens: 
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Throu&out, Aliens opposes two forms of mothering: Ripley" surrogate mol-zering 
in which. there is no conmption or birth and where the female body is unmarked; and 
Mother Alien's biological, animalistic, instinctual mothering vtrhere the maternal 
body is open and gaping, . . . Mother Mien represents Ripley" other self, that is, 
wornanS, alien, inner, mysterious powrs of repwduction- It is the latter, the fernale 
reprodu~ivelmathering capaciky per se, which is deemed monstrous, horri#ng, ab- 
ject. Like Mother Alien, Ripfey also transforms into an indestructible killing machine 
when her childdven though, a surrogate oEsprixlg-is tfareatened.21 

Further, Creed wites that the heroic, self-sacrificing Zpley at the end of Alien3 "is 
betrayed by her body, unable finally to preserve her own flesh from contarnina- 
tion by the abject, alien other-the monstrous fecund mo&er.'Qz 

Notice how these comments equate all the mwies. Yet many viewers feel 
strongly that these fil rns are very diflerent, &me prefer the first movie as a strik- 
ingly original departure in sci-fi horror. Some think fames Cameron" direaion in 
Aliens made that movie more thriUing; 1 have heard it called one of the best movie 
sequels ever made, Most fans of the series will agree that the last two films went 
downhill. W y  are the films diEerent as films, if their horror is the same? Isn't it 
an insult to the heroism of Rigley to keep saying that she is just an alternative or a 
parallel to the Alien irrchaic mother723 My questions are ones Creed does not raise 
and w u l d  presumably not find interesting, because they turn awray from focusing 
on the deep psychological truth of the structures that impel us to react as we do to 
the primal scene of the Alien Mother lnersdf, 

m a t  can an audience get out of assessing a strong heroine in a h g  movie! As 
an acdon hero, ~ p l e y  offers interesting possibilities far complex audience identi- 
fication and empathy. She is simpity more human than Arnold Schwarzenegger, 
Bruce Willisis, Steven Segal, or mast other male heroes in action films. Sure, fipley 
can kick butt, drke a tank, lob grenades, punch computer code, face off with the 
Mien, or dive suicidally into the flames, Yet she also cries, quakes, has ni&tmares, 
trembles, and is sometimes weak and deeply afiaid. This emotional vulnerabiti%y 
makes her a more interesting and believable character in many ways than her 
mde action counterparts (some of whom, like Robocog and the Terminator, are 
ironially enough in search nf hurnan emotions!), Moreover, she is a strong advo- 
cate of basic human values like companionship, camaraderie, and caring for sth- 
ers, Indeed, her abiliv to show some sympathy and caring may make her a better 
combatant and leader than most of the men she outlives. She cares about people 
enough to think their options through and to never give up on rescuing someone. 
She berates the inhuman corporation man far aiming only at his own greedy 
g o a l e i n  her book, he is no better than the Alien. She earns the trust of fright- 
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PHOTO 2.2 The netv cloned Ripley ffigotlmey Ftreawr) lolls with her crw Alien kl'nd i~ 
afien Resurrection (1 4197). 

ened little Newt so she can find out what the girl may know about the space 
colony and the Aliens, 

En my view, then, Ripley's genetic merger with the Alien Queen in the most re- 
cent entry in the series was a misbken step bacbard, pushing her into the inhu- 
man rnold of the android Schwarzenegger plays in Terminat.or, She has an mcuse 
for her inhurnaniq now as she sirnpXy becomes a big bug herself, a strong tough 
fighkr with inhuman abilities of sense and smell. (This is Eoreslhadotwed perhaps 
by the final scenes of Aliens, where she dons a @ant mechanical body to use in her 
last fight against the ""btch."")ese ""ride" "spec& do not fit with her sudden and 
literal descent into the maternal realm of the Alien nest, where she w&ows volup- 
tuously among the creepy tentacles and eggs (Photo 2.2)- Alien Resurredion is an 
unimaginative parody of its predecessors, an emptied-out formulaic genre exer- 
cise. This seems to be admitted when the two inhuman. female heroes comment 
howingly at the end of the film: ""S you did it, You saved the Earth.'' Rigley 
speaks with such dedpan irony to Call (Winona Wyder) at the end of the movie 
that is hard to avoid taking the whole thing as a put-on. Alien Resurrection oM"ers 
no truly interesting female charaaers on the side of either good or evil. 
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A Di f farsnt  Take o n  Bugs 

X don't think we need or benefit from the archaic mother hypothesis. Bugs in 
movies, like bugs in the world, can sometimes be very nasty wrmin.24 They can 
undermine the foundations of our homes, eat our clothes, ruin our food, eviscer- 
ate books in our libraries, defoliate our trees, despoil our gardens, spread human 
Gseases, and deliver painful bites or stings. Bugs live in filthy sewers, dark scary 
tunnels, ar  wet storm drains, They are unpredictable and nonhuman in their ap- 
pearance and mowments, They are neither soft and cuddly like kittens nor beau- 
tihlly effective kiUers like falcons or chee~hs.  They fly at you or squiggle past 
p u ,  they eat putrid things in foul ways, their eggs and cacoons are slimy, brown, 
and pulsating. Eventually, they will consume our corpses.25 

But why then women and bugs? I wiU grant this much to the archaic mother hy- 
pothesis: A main reason bugs are horrible in the movies is that they are "queens" 
who are kightening because of their reproductive powers. They combhe a primi- 
tive instinctual drive to repmduce with a tendenq to domina* the male aE the 
species, Like the praeng mantis, they destroy or else simply abandon their mate af- 
ter he has done his duty. Males are only minimauy newssaw to them, In Sp&es, the 
Ximrd lady, clothed in the exkrnal garb of a blond bombsbell, literally rapes and 
hen  murders her male lovers if she s a n b  out heir genetic inadequacry, In Mimic, 
the cockroach attackers irre all females who keep just one fertile male re* to ser- 
vice them in their nest. h Them!, the queen ants are mice as large as the males and 
can live on far years to lay many eggs and prosper long after their mates have f&en 
from the sky. The Borg Queen is the only interesting member of a species that is 
nothing more than high-tech hturistic ants. She combines ;the egciency of their 
mass perscllnali2.y with a unique desire b r  sedudion and nove15". 

Here is what ps~hoanalysis misses out on. The bug movies are inkresting not 
because they conjure up bug queens as images of the archaic mother driven by re- 
production but because they creatively explore the consequences of bugs\evised 
sexual arrangements, Sexuality is always Zinlsred to larger issues about social 
frameworks. The bug movies are hence also about science and nature, politics, 
war and waponry, good and evil.2"arge-scale bugs are truly &frightening man- 
sters because of their alternative social structures, communicative abllit-y swarm 
behavior, and amazing physical powers, The old scientist in Them! explains ta a 
blue-ribban panel of military experts at the m i t e  House that ants are formidable 
foes, "ruthless, savage, and courageous fighters . . . the only other creatures on 
earth, other than man, who make warlThey can. lift twenty times their own 
weight, and they turn c a p t i ~ s  they do not kill into slave laborers. Chemical 
weapons and bhlogical warfare are in. the bug arsenal, too, as they use stingers to 
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dispense ruinous acids or spit out poisonous sprays, The arachnids in Starship 
Troopers shoot "bug plasma" out across interstellar space like nuclear wrheads, 
Unlike our troops in Operation Desert Storm, the @ant ants of Them! do vev  
we11 in harsh desert conditions. The bugs' intelligence operations are phenome- 
nal, They perceive through clever radarlike antennae or bulging composite eyes. 
They communicate through whistles and clicks. Big bugs can emit bad odors, and 
the roaches of Mimic deposit huge mounds of sticky excrement, Bugs came 
equipped with bard arrnor on the outside, Their weaponry is vast and varied: 
fierce slashing mandibles, quick thrusting tongues, lacerating arms, or strong 
crushing jaws, Their motives are brutal, In Mimic, the wig old scientist quotes 
Hobbes's remark that human life is nasty, bmtish, and short. %nts would put it 
more succinctly,T" he says. ""Can I eat it, or will it eat me?" 

Not all ""bugs" or bug films are the same. We can better understand what is 
unique about films like the Alien series by contextualizing these films in the hor- 
ror tradition, especially in relation to a film like Them!, made in 1954, I next go 
back in time to explolre some bacbround of modern women-and-bugs movies by 
looking at two interesting examples from the 1956s. 

Bug F i l ln~  o f  the 1950s 

The ants of Them! are very similar to the Alien in size, shape, and hreateningness, 
They, too, are female, crawl out of dark holes, lay eggs in vast numbers, protect 
their babies fiercely, crush and kill innocent people (including the entire crew of a 
naval destroyer), and menace us with their poisonous body acids, But Them! is a 
movie with themes that are characteristic of the 1950s.27 Ilt is about the indiscrim- 
inate victims of war in a thermonuclear age and the threat of commrxnism. Not 
only are the ants products af nuclear tests, signifying an early awakening af envi- 
ronmentalist consciousness, but they also symbolize the cold and faceless effi- 
ciency of the Soviet army and intelligence machine. newt! asks if the ants will 
beat the individualistic Americans, maEng us extinct within a )rear, because they 
have a form of perfect communication and cooperation-unlike us. 

Them! is also str&ing (and surprising, given our stereames about the 1950s) 
because it presents a female scientist in a prominent role. SpunEry Mrunnen start to 
appear on the horror scene in these 1956s films, To match the "hrmicalogist" in 
Them! there is an ""ihthyologist" in in~everzge of t-he Creature (1955). In each film, 
the female scientist is a smart and sensible character. However, she must be made 
unusuauy aMractive in order to counteract her anomalous status qua scientist. I 
want to consider these women to think more about femak heroic agenq in bug 
movies, 
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In the scene of the scientists' arrival in Them!, the male heroes, a policeman and 
an FBI agent, wait to meet a plane and wonder why two Department of 
Agriculture scientists, "the Doctors Medford," are being flown in to deal with the 
mysterious tracks they have found after some thefts and murders in Mew Mekco, 
First, we see a somewhat paunchy older male scientist descend the plane" ladder. 
He absently greets the loafs and then shouts far "Pat." Expecting another man, 
the police agents turn and are delighted to see a woman" beautiful legs, her feet 
clad in high heels, an the ladder, The voyeuristic scene is extended for the audi- 
ence as welt, as she pauses mid-descent and exclaims, ""Xm stuck!" with only her 
elegant legs on view. The men's response is very 3950s: "If she w r e  the kind of 
doctor that takes care of sick people, X could get a fever real quick." 

In Revenge ofthe Creature, the female scientist is introduced as we hear a radio 
interviewer tell his audience that he is tralking about the Gill Man with an expert 
who is, amazingly enough, "one of the prettiest p u n g  w m e n  I've ever had the 
pleasure to meet," We see "Miss Hobson" with her pert bland curls and little hat, 
smiling as she stands beside the aquarium tank, She patiently explains what 
ichthyoiom is and why they are trying to revive the Gill Man by moving his body 
through the water in the tank, There was also a beautihi heroine in the first 
Creamre movie, but she was the usual damsel in distress destined to be a victim, 
She went along on the Amazon trip with her boy~iend largely as his assistant and 
was never presented as having scientific credentials. Julie Adams in this role ex- 
isted largel~; we suspect, to tempt the Creature by swimming languidly in her 
stunning white suit straight into his watery domain. Like any green-blooded 
male, he immediately lusted after this lovely human female, and most of the 
thra t  and suspense in this film ensues from his pursuit and abduction of her.28 
Similarly in the sequel, the now tank-bound creature spends most of his time 
mooning with his fishy gaggle eyes toward the heroine ;through the portholes of 
his tank Once he escapes, he also ogles her in a shower scene that anticipates the 
mare famous one to come five )rears later in F"syeI-20, 

Significantly in bath Creature movies, the w m a n  is a voice of balance poised 
bemeen two wrnpeting male heroes, She is aligned with the '"gaod" hero who is a 
scientist out for howledge, rather than with the ""bad" hero who is a mere adven- 
turer out for fame and money29 The movies do not seem to achowledge the fact 
that both men are exploiting the Creature in similar ways, In the second film, as in 
the King Kong movies, the heroine does show moments of sppa thy  for this poor 
Creature, who has been ripped from his natural habitat, moved thousands of 
miles, and made into a high-priced zoo spectacle for entertainment in a Florida 
aquarium, Even beyond this, he has been trmted cruelly by the scientist" bbimre 
educational techniques. Mre: really cannot be sure about his levels of conscious- 
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ness, but he look intelligent and perceptive. As he reaches for the food the manan 
oBers him, the male scientist tries out ogerant learning techniques by shocEng 
him painfully with. a giant bull prod, Simultaneously, the woman says "no,"" rein- 
forcing the 1950s message that it is the female role to train male creatures to limit 
their desires. These painhl (and scientifically ill-judged) scenes now seem dis- 
turbing, and they make it ;almost impossible not to cheer later when the Creature 
escapes, In this movie as well, Hefen, like Kay in the first film, is shown as express- 
ing pity for the creature, particularly for his isolation and loneliness. 

In Revenge ofthe Creature, the woman" goal of being a scientist will and obvi- 
ously "shhauld" be subordinated to finding love and marriage. To get married and 
bear children will require her to give up her scientific ambitions. She lies on the 
beach mulling over her options with her boyfriend as he explains all this to her. 
He says: ""Zt" tough on you girls, I'm not saying it should be, Just that it is." 
athough in this scene she seems undecided and in other scenes she is a strong 
figure, not just smart but quick on her feet in verbal duels, W later learn that they 
are engaged. She has obviously made up her mind in a direction the filmmakers 
expect the audience to consider appropriate, 

Them! is a far better movie in almost every respect: plot, pacing, dialogue, cine- 
matograpl.ly, a&ing. Its view of the woman scientist will strike us in the 1990s as 
more contemporary. loan Wldon, as Dr. Pat Medford in Slhem!, is quite difierent 
from the female ichthyologist, Isathough she is often coded as "feminine" ";by her 
attire and attractiveness as she accompanies either her famous father or the male 
FBI agent (Tames Amess) like a sidekick, she nevertheless is d s s  a strong, smart, 
and brave character who is a dedicated scientist, Her knowledge is essential to de- 
feating the giant ants. Even afier a romance is hinted at between her and Bob, the 
FBI agent (she tells him to "all me Tat'if the B~l>oc~r%others you"), she is never 
compelled ta sacrifice her science-and indeed that would appear unJikeily, given 
her clear dedication, 

This is all the more surprising, given that the movk includes a conven"c;lonal 
scene showing Pat as female victim. She ventures out into the New Megco sands 
wearing her inappropriate high-heeled shoes and suit, only to become the tygical 
screaming damsel who spats a giant ant, is stacked by it, and then is rescued by 
the male hero. However, later she dons fatigues and intrepidly enters the ants' 
nests alongside the men, Bob tries to prevent her, insisting, "This is no place for 
p u  or any other woman!" 'but she simply silences him with her forceful logic in a 
brisk no-nonsense voice (Photo 2,3). ""Listen, Bab; someone with scientific 
knowledge has to go down there, and my father is physically unable to, . . . There% 
no time to give you a fast course in insect pathology" This Dr* Medford even as- 
sumes command in the expedition, since she is the only one who a n  recognize 
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PHOTO 2.3 Dr. Pat Medford (Joan Weldon) direca Bob (lames Amess) in the battle 
against the giant ants in Them! f 1954). 

the queens.30 Upon finding them in their egg chamber, she gives the orders in no 
uncertain terms: "Destroy everything in here, Burn it, X said burn it!" 

E see this increasing respeet for the female role as correlated to another impor- 
tant .feature af the villains in. women-and-bugs movies, Them! opens with the spe- 
cific threat that bugs pose to human children. Its initial and still strikngly sus- 
pensehl sequence shows a small girX wandering in a stark desert seRing. Xn his 
book Terror and Everyday Lqe: Singular haoments in the History ofthe itemor Film, 
Jonathan Lake Crane comments that the plane and the fiying ants emphasize the 
indiscriminate threat af nuclear bombs, where no one is spared, however inno- 
cent.31 Children are also central in the clirna when troops battle the colony of gi- 
ant ants in the storm drains under Los Angeles, Two small boys have been cor- 
nered there, so the army cannot use gas in their attack, There are frequent 
eross-cuts from the action and suspense of the search in. the tunnels to the mother 
waiting outside, sobbing and frightened. Much of the fearhlness of the Mm's find 
scenes depends on the threat to the boys, and one hero is Hled by the ants while 
saving thern.3" 
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mem! seems to end, though, with everything put right, The t w  children who 
were the -focus of the rescue effo&s have been restored to their mother, and there 
is a strong hint that the Mromaxr scientist has been provided with a suitable mate of 
her own. (Mysteriously, though, we never d s  see the little girl from the beginning 
again,) By m a b g  children seem so central to both wrnen and men, this film 
seems ta assure its audience that "normal"" female reproduction and c'normal" 
parenting will replace the abnormal. methods af the queen a n t ~ , 3 ~  The chdlenge 
posed by the group-think ants has been met, as all the relmant American bureau- 
cracies learn to get along, communicate, trust each ather, and share control 
against a common enemy. The Aedgling queen ants are all destroyed before any 
can develop their wings enough to fly away. Tme, old Dr. Medford concludes the 
movie with a dire message about the unknown evils that science may have 
wrought. Even though his w r d s  of warning are enforced by "dramatic" music in 
the score at the end, the iffilm's optimism overall works to undermine this warning 
and suggests it is merely a: formula. 

One reason for the strong presence of female figures as heroes in the bug films 
becomes clear in Them!: A specific threat in these movies is directed at clziMren, 
Rem! sets up a dialectic that reappears t h i r t y - ~ o  years later in Aliens and forty- 
three yars  Xater in Mimic, Women are auowed by the logic of these films t s  don 
m2itally garb and behave a~res"vely for a primal reason: protecting babies. It is 
no accident that the main t h ~ a t  to children comes from giant queen ants who irre 

mothers; they fly through the air breeding new queens t s  cover all areas of the 
country. Similarly> in Aliens after apley adopts the little girl New, she is far mare 
aggressive than in Alien (Photo 2.4). She wears heavy weaponry, acts physically 
tougher and angrier, and fights the "bitch"" Alien mother as she and the Alien, 
mother each protect their sEspring. This diEerence is signaled best perbaps by the 
fact that she wears only a white space suit at the end of Alien but dons an entire gi- 
ant mekl robotic body at the conclusion of AEiem. And most recently in Mimic, 
Dr. Susan Tyler genetically engineers cochoaches Ear much the same sort of pal- 
in order to save burnan children frown a plague spreaid by normal roaches, 

To speak about reproduction as the central issue of women-and-bugs films is, 
however, to risk another End of reductiveness. We should not overlook further 
aspects of femininity that are very significant in these films, aspects that stern 
from the Frankensfein tradition, Like the women in Mary Shelley's novel, women 
in 1950s horror films ~if'cen bring humanity to situations that have gotten out of 
hand due to the impersonal aims of a (male) scientific-mi1ita1"y technocracy. The 
rationality of science in, films like Revenge of ztlze Creamre or The Bay the Earth 
Stood Still is excessive, cruel and pitiless-so much so that it is actually bad as sci- 
ence. Mark Janmvicb points out that in these movies, "feminine" qualities such as 
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PHOTO 2.4 Ripley (Slgourney Weaver) protects N w t  (Carrie Henn) Ponz the A2im 
Mother in Aliens (1986). 

feeling, intuition, interaction, and irnaginr;stion are often valued. Further, he notes 
that "women's involvement is often central to defeat of the menace."% This is true 
as early as Them! when Pat Medfard must identiFy tbe queens. Also noteworthy is 
that the men, too, at the start of mem! show great concern f i r  the litde girl in 
shock and that some of the men near the film3 snclusion argue against a utilkar- 
ian milibry leader who wants to gas Ihe tunnels, despite the risk posed ta two 
boys, The heroes point to the children's mother; individual human emotions out- 
wigh the policy of ""greatest goad far the greatest number." 

Despite these h i n ~  of a feminist revision of stereaqpical male values, we can 
still criticix the presentation of femaleness in these 1950s films, just as f did far 
Frankenstein, It seems p o d  that w m e n  are valued for certain. alleged features, yet 
their treatment in, these older horror films is essentializing. That is, though 
women may not have a biological destiny, certain emotional stereotypes are at- 
tributed to the feminine, and m m e n  must again serve men by "humanizing" 
them." Let us move now to my final and very recent example of a wornen-and- 
bugs film to see whether this trend continues. 
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I have just described some 1950s anteedents of the moclern women-and-bugs films 
and a rationale far their visible femde heroes. I pointed out that these moGes be& 
to depict strong women in the contes of fights with fernde monsters over which 
species' ogspring will surviw. Their conern for monstrous reproduction and the 
female socializing of men inta true humaniv mahs these films heirs of an even 
older borrar tradition, the mad-sdentist story stemming from FrarztFensf-ein, In 
these movies, we aka often find the message that a scientist ove~eacher can violate 
naaral processes only with dire results. But the rnonskrs created he= are female, 
and the parlicular form that human destruction will take is theis monstrous repro- 
duction-leading to an infesbtion of aE-pawrhl and mostly female bugs. The 
women-and-bugs movies offer a kind of inverse of F~ankenstein~ since they are 
about ways of by~lassing the masculine role in reproduction. 
h interesting recent entry in the women-and-bugs genre is Mimic, because 

here the heroine who fights the bugs is also the scientist overreacher who has cre- 
ated them. She violaks nature by genetially manipulating cockroach DNA, com- 
bining it with that of the termite and the mantis-surely a recipe for verminous 
di~ster!  It does indeed lead to bad ef7Eects: unanticipated sh-faat monster roaches 
who can masquerade as people and who see humans as tasty meat, The female 
scientist who created the bugs must then figure out how to destroy her o-tvn mon- 
strous progeny. In Mimic, there is even an explicit allusion to the Fraszkenst-ein 
theme, A point E want to emphake in discussing this film is that once again, there 
are social aspects of the depiction of the monstrous bugs that go beyond the Im- 
mediate personal or psychodpamk threat they pose as monstrous mothers, We 
shall also see how the heroine" 'Yernininiq; as with Ripley or Dr. Pat Wdford, 
plays a key part in the narrative of combat and victory against the bugs, 

Mimk (Guillermo del Toro, 1997) starts, like Them!, with a threat to human &if- 
dren, This is not s h o w  through graphic attacks but is sketched in the film's bril- 
liant and chilling credit sequence. As the credits roll, we see static, almost 
Victorian, images of impaled bugs, These are jmtaposed against huge news head- 
lines that scream disaster and death. Next W see a pretty woman (Mira Sowino) 
visiting a bizarre hosp i~ l  ward, Rows of children Xie in a chamber that once again, 
like the credit sequence, has archaic and Victorian over-tones. In this vaulted and 
beehive-like hall, there are rows of beds with floating oxygen tents, Topped by tall 
white shrouds, they look eerily like insect cocoons, Seen closer up, each cocoon 
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contains a small child who gasps for breark. Some children. turn away to die as 
their relatives plead tearhlly with the Mroman visitor -for help, Thus, from the start 
of the film with this almost wordless mini-narrative, we can infer two things, 
First, the situation is dire; and second, this Mrornan is someone of importance and 
power who can act to change things. Further, because of her tears, she is obviously 
compassionate, W r m  and human, she hardly fits our stereotype of the hubristic 
Victor Franfrenstein. Instead, the suffering shown here prompts us to endorse the 
judgment that this woman must help if she can. 

In flashbacks and mice-over narration, we watch as Dr. Tyler releases her ge- 
netically engineered "Judas" "species of cockroaches into the sewers of New York 
City. Clearly she does so with the lofty and seemingly support"lble moral aim of 
klling. the normal roaches that have been spreading the hideous plague that is 
killing all the children of the city. The story of this new Frankenstein breeding 
program is told karn the perspective of a seemingly successhl outcome, as Dr. 
Tykr stands and speaks beside her hutiband, Dr. Peter Mann (feremy Nsrtham), a 
Centers for Disease Control doctor. They are appearing at a news conkrexlce to 
announce their vidory over the pfague. But the camera zooms in to show the face 
of a wise-XooEng older man in the audience who ominously shakes his head, a 
dire forecasting that all is not well with this solution, This note of warning is 
crass-cut with scenes depicting the couple" eexhilaration as they celebrate together 
at home. They embrace in the bathtub and imagine having children af their own 
in the near future. Mimic is typified by such swings of mood and also by shifts 
from light to dark and h r n  public to private settings. 

This initial ominous hint is Eulfilled d e n  Dr. Tyler" '"udas" "insects, which 
were meant to destroy their fellows and then die off, mutate and reappear as fear- 
same six-foot variants who "mimic" or diseise tlnemsefves as men in. overcoats, 
Now Susads xnenbr, the wise older scientist (E Murray Abraham), says, ""S, you 
think your little Frankensteins have gotten the better of you." She protests, ""Bt 
they all died in the lab!"-to which he replies, ""Ues, Susan, but you Xet them out in 
the world. The mrl&s a much biger labs2' 

The Fr~irnkel-rstez'n. allusion is visually reinforced in various ways, too. Not only 
do the credits and the bizarre hospibl chamber oEer filmic references to a scien- 
tific past, but fusan's laboratory is anachronistic for a researcher auegedly at the 
forefront of work on genetic engineering, Like Dr. Frankenstein, Dr. Tyler works 
alone on a stormy night in a lab that looks like one minimajly updated fmm a Dr. 
Jekyil and Mr. Hyde movie: It is shadoy, containing wooden hrniture and old 
specimen, ases, not the sleek modern white and steel outfittings we might expect, 
She does not have a cadre of yostdocs running experiments under her supervi- 
sion, The scenes of her m r k n g  alone late at night, of course, also empkasiz~ her 
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vulnerability as a woman. Susan, like Pat Medford of Them! and apley in Alien, 
becomes a potential victim of the bugs, The brilliant Mexican horror director 
Guillermo del Toro choreof~raphs these lab scenes with clever sadism and sus- 
pense, as a shadoy and unidentifiable bug fiwre flits in and around, even across 
the ceaing, undetected by Susan, There are many more Hitcbcockian moments of 
ghastly hurnor throughout the movie. 

Just as Them! began and ended by highlighting threats to children, so do Dr. 
Tyler" concerns about and relations wi& children drive much of her action in 
Mimk. Besides aiming to save the lives of all the children of New York City; Susan 
has an asnity with small chadren, particularly bays. Her encounters with CM- 
dren emphaske her feminine and maternal side, which: she has not lost despite 
being a top scientist, TWO young helpers comb the subways for unusual bug speci- 
mens for her. She says to a friend that it is better for them to be occupied in this 
way &an to be in a gang. It is a mark of the change of times that here, unlike in 
Them!, the movie kills off these two children in an unexpectedly horri*ing scene 
when they first encounter the Judas roaches. We cannot see wha their attackers 
are or exactly what happens; but we do see a frighteningly sudden and vicious at- 
tack with rapid cuts b e ~ e e n  their misted, screaming faces, their spurting blood, 
and their mangled corpses. Despite this violence, Mz'mk, Xilce both Them! and 
Aliens hregrounds a threatened symbolic child who is ultimately saved. This is 
Chuy, the apparently autis"rc grandson of a Latino shoeshine man (Ciiancarlo 
Giannini), Chuy rarely speaks except ta identify people" shoes, but he is not 
fri$tened when Susan questions him- He is the first person to observe the giant 
mutant roaches, but he can only call thern by his own label, "Mr. Funny Shoes." 
He even seems ta communicate with thern by clickng spoons, 

As I have said, Them! dealt with the indiscriminate destruction of atomic 
weaponry, concerns about nuclear environmental impact, and the need for bu- 
reaucratic cooperaf on to ward off the clonelike Communists in the Cold War. 
Alien and Aliens oEereb qnical analysis of the small person's svictirnization by the 
larger forces of amoral corporate greed, Mimic, made in X997 aEter the faH of 
communism and the end af the Cold War, focuses on a new set of social issues 
and a new war; in which the enemies are epidemic disease and social ills brought 
to the United States by immigration, Set in the urban blight of New York City 
Mimic takes for granted its maxly scenes of grim poverty and urban filth, Chuy 
and his grandfather, Manny, live in a bombed-aut area across from a mission for 
the h~nzejess run by an aged Asian priest. These scenes emphasize that social 
problems and poverty aEect immigrants, the elderly, the lower classes, and nan- 
whites most sevelrely-that is, those who stereatypicaDy live in closer contact with 
roaches (and who, by implication, are also carriers of disease). The mutant 
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roaches begh their inroads on humans and establish colonies by kuing off un- 
named and unnoticed homeless people: the mentally ill, alcoholic burns, kids 
from poor neighborboods, and bag ladies. 

It is surely signgcant to note, then, that from the threatened heroic small goup 
higughted in this moGe, the heterosexual white couple sudves, tlihereas the s a v  
black male subway cop (Charles S. Dution) and the gende Me~can  shoeshine man 
are hideously massacred and Bemured by the Judas roaches. After he realizes Susan 
is the person who created the muknt bugs, Manny amrjiates her as the v p i d  sci- 
entist who did not &ink about the consequences of her acts, and konwd, the black 
subway cop, agrees that she did not care about their chadren. Also significant is that 
these two men each die sacrificing themselves, Manny for his grandson Chuy, 
konard to save the others. He even goes down singing.% 

Despite Mimic's dire prognosis about the measures needed to cleanse the world 
of urban blight, the film does conclude with an optimistic note on the racial-ten- 
sion front. Several scenes in the movie hi@light the white couple's desire to re- 
produce. As already. noted, in the introductory. film sequence after their press con- 
ference, they are shown embracing in a bathtub and imagining their h ture  
children, Later, we see Susan one morning waiting for the results af her home 
pregnancy test. She happily scans faer &domen% reflection in the mirror while 
bouncy music plays on the soundtrack. A phone call interrupb with dire neMIs of 
a sewer bug discovery, and at the same time, Susan learns that the test is negative, 
She is despondent enough that the film seems to hint she may have fertility prob- 
lems, though k t e r  promises her that "we'll keep trying"TI"h suggests that the 
white race cannot quite live up to its evolutionary imperative-or pehhaps that 
the couple are being punished for Susads transgressions. Her only ""babies" "are 
the monster bugs out in the sewers. The point is highlighted by the visual juta-  
position of her home pregnancy test &wi th  the two test strips in. her Xab in. the 
scene &at confirms her w r s t  suspicions about lhe genetic identity of the new gi- 
ant "baby bug (Photo 2.5). She remarks when first opening up the box holding 
the monstrous bug, ""Uisuke just a baby!"-right before it viciously stings her. 

Concern for children is again brought out in the rather sappy final moments of 
the film, Trapped alone with Chuy and an immediately threatening roach, f usan 
cuts her own hand so &at the roach will scent her and spare the boy, Like aplrry 
in Aliens she has become fiercely pmtective of this one symbolic child, and like 
%pley at the end afAtien3, she oEers to sacrifice herself instead, But this does not 
prove necessary; and in the end, a miraculausiy saved and reunited Peter and 
Susan embrace. Their horrendous batde with the bugs has ended with a huge ex- 
plosion, mastirrg a31 the subways (and, we presume, all the roaches in them) in 
one massive fireball, The amera parrs down to higf?iii+t little Chuy nesded be- 
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PNQTO 2.5 Dr. Susan Tyer (Mira Sowho)  $&dies a baby mu;Fant roach in M h i c  (18871. 

meen thern. Clearly implied here is that they are the adoptive parents of this now 
fatherless and homeless Mmican boy, (No doubt they will dso find a special 
school far autistic chijdxen in order to help him realize his full potential,) 

I emphasized that in Them! the FBI agent must accede to the woman scientist's 
demand to go down into the ants' nest to destroy the queens. In Mimic when the 
victims are trapped in the subway car and one of thern must leave to try to rewire 
it, Susan volunteers, saying she knows more about what" out there than the oth- 
ers. But her husband goes instead, after pointing out that she is the key person 
who absolutely must get out of the trap, because she is the one who must put a 
stop to what% bwpening. Like Victor Frankenstein, Dr. Tyler bears responsibilip 
for her intementions in nature. Unlik him, she is never shown as mad, excessive, 
ox htrbristic-unless we are to take the small hints of disapproval she gets korn 
her mentor fiwre seriously. But even he confesses that since his own grandch2- 
dren are probabl;y alive today because af her, it would be hwacritical tlof him to 
chastise her. Rather than trying to create a new human baby in an illicit way like 
Victor Frankenstein, Susan has worked ta save human babies, but in doing so, she 
has "mothered"" a viie species that she cannot control and that must be aborted. 
Dr. Tyler is just anather woman, driven by the one primary goal af rescuing ehil- 
dren. Xf she anno t  have children of her own, she will take care of the chi3dren of 
others-the sick children she sees at the film's start, the little boys on her bug ex- 
ploration team, or the small and frighkrned "wedal" "boy Chuy. 
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Xs kmak agency in recent h r m r  films, whether of female scientists or of evil fe- 
male queen bugs, a significant feminist development? My basic hypothesis has 
been that it is easier for filmmakers to depict females as heroes combating horror 
if the monsters are also femde, esgedafiy if they set up a primitive female contest 
in, the reproductive and mothering arena, AEter ail, when is it ever deemed appro- 
priate in our culture for women to ehibit aggression and even ruthless destruc- 
tion, if not to protect their babies and children? Such movies may reinforce rznsa- 
vory conservative notions of women" soles and downplay male interests in 
reproduction and caring for offspring. Through their depiaion of the more dis- 
gusting bioliogical aspects of creatures that reproduce on a massive scale, these 
films may reinforce negative images of women's biologicd nature as primitive and 
driven by this one chief end, Certainly a film like Species would fit into this latter 
category, with its seductive blond villainess who uses men and then destroys them 
in her quest far a perfect mate who will help her fulfil1 her inner; ugly, and nasty 
drive .t<> reproduce. It is interesting in this regard, though, that back in the 1950s, 
things were apparently diEerent, in that the men in Them! are equally concerned 
with protecting and salvaging both the girl at the start sf the film and then the 
two children in the tunnel later on. 

The depiction of females as agents in these movies could thus be cri t ici~d as 
underscoring a biological and essentialist account of women. The recurring ern- 
phasis an childbearing and nurturing reinfarces not only a strict biological con- 
ception of female nature but also a vision af women's narrow domestic social 
roles. It is hard .to avoid the same kind of ambivalent evaluation of wmen-and- 
bugs films that E reached concerning Frankenstein, Women and female traits are 
valued here as the correct$ that will balance or make up .Ear male scientific and 
technological excesses and violations of nature. This suggests that women still 
play a supportive role as understudies of men, 

Howver, our assessment need not be so completely negative. As a continuation 
of the Frankenstein &erne, these movies da highlight significant moral casntribu- 
tions that women a n  make toward resolving some of the problems of hubristic 
science. f cience in these films is confronted with questions that are legitimate and 
important ones, and often women raise them, In Revenge of the C~eat-ure, Miss 
Hobson is doubtful about the value af the scientist" cruel tests of the lonely crea- 
ture, Them! raised warnings about the envirsnmental impact of nuclear testing. 
The Alien series links science (as it has become linked in fact) to broader forces of 
military technology and cagitdism, Mimic links science (as it has becorne linked 
in fact) to social programs of disease control, economics, demographic study, and 
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population analysis. In each of these films, the tvomen who are the heroes are 
morally defensible in their behavior. Their femaleness is linked to admirable traits 
that are, to be sure, mrrisame if they are essentialized or seen as ~roxvrenk sole 
prerogative, but that are nevertheless bona fide human virtues: compassion, car- 
ing, planning for a better Euture, and, even under some conditions (as in Abafen;l), 
self-sacrifice, (Remember that fipley turns down the promise that she can be op- 
erated on so as to be "normal" and even have children because she knows she can- 
not trust the sickly sweet human version of Bishop.) I have tried to suggest in par- 
ticular that in the first three Atien movies, apley is a viable and attractive female 
agent in a horror film. This does not mean that her treatment in these @ms is fine 
or that the development of the Ripley character in the series is without Bauvs.37 A 
major issue to be pondered is tvbetlner the Glms' treatment of social themes and 
issues is intriguing or rather just simplistic. krhaps Aliens delivers a reductive 
anti-technolog, anti-corporation message that is purely ironic given its big-bud- 
get sbtus; and the do-gooder white, individualistic liberalism of Mimic speaks for 
itsell: W a t  we are getting here is, at any rate, not the dark vision of klncanny hor- 
ror that we will see de-veloped in other films that X examine later in this book;, 

One remaining topic for assessment in my women-and-bugs movies Gancerns 
the nature of heir female villains. A big problem with bugs in horror movies is that 
it is very hard to make insects interesting as villains. Think how &U the bugs are, for 
example, by camgafison vv;r& the eloquent Pinhead or the mebphysical vampires 
k s a t  and Louis in h n e  Rice's n&, It is hard to do much with a monster who 
doesn't talk and has an altogether alien gsycholog)r, Starship Traopers, vjith its inor- 
dinate parodies of the w a r - h  tradition, plays upon this veq fact: Bugs are perhaps 
the one enemy we a n  teach our children. to hate wiithout m r i e s  about dehurnan- 
ization, since ;the inhumanity of bugs is a simple maser of biological fact, 

In assessing villains or manskrs for feminist purposes, we can pause f i r  a mo- 
ment to contrast these films with ones with more traditional male monsters and 
think atbout how the monsters function. in them, Male personalities simply seem 
to have been more deeply explored in horror, which is probably no accident, given 
that most of the writers, directors, special effects creators, and producers are men, 
This may not change until the economic conditions of &male participation in the 
horror-film industry also change, Male monsters have been developed so as to d- 
low them on the whole mare internal comple~.r). They may be inadvertently. evil 
and disgusting, hence a Xocus of sympathy, Iike the Wolfman or the Frankenstein 
manste~ Qr they may Iike Dracula, Hannibal Lecter, Pinhead, or Lestat, be seduc- 
tive Nietzschean vpes who violate the usual social norms and oRer women vic- 
tims escape from their humdrum mortal existence. I shall be moving on to dis- 
cuss such seductiw and heroic male monsters in Part 2 of this book, 
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Horror audiences are usually interested in villains or monskrs. Noel Carroil 
argues in The Philosophy ofHorror that monsters are central in horror beause 
people w n t  to learn more about them," Monsters are the focus of the cognitive 
pleasures af horror. In films this is also true, but we must add in the relevant vi- 
sual pleasures as well. Even if bugs cannot be psychologically interesting, they 
can be very visually interesting, In these films, we learn about bug behavior and 
psycholoe by seeing the bugs, just as we learn more about what they want and 
how they might be defeated. The Alien monsters have always been hscinating to 
look at.39 The fact of their metamorphoses makes them unpredictable, and there 
is much to get to know about them. Mimk is an interesting and different sort of 
bug movie rooted in the Frwnkenstein tradition, Director del Toro may not pro- 
vide the bad bugs with a very clear psychology or complex motivations, but it is 
w r t h  saying that the giant Judas roaches of Mimic have an astonishing visual re- 
alization, combining eerie beauty with hideous horror, It is hard to believe that a 
truly revolting cockroach could have a beautiful visage enabling it t s  conceal it- 
self and mimic its own predator, man, The film" extraordinary verve, pacing, 
and visual style make it rnore inkresting to consider than the somewhat simplis- 
tic social messages in it would suggest. Also, since fire is the common denomina- 
tor used to destroy the bugs in all the films I have discussed here, the filmmakers 
have the opportuniv to engage in visual pymtechnics; flames even Xosk impres- 
sive in the black and white of %ern! 

Of course it is unclear whether as feminists we should ask for rnore female vil- 
lains in movies, There have been genres with female viflains, notably film noir, 
with its fernrnes fatales. Fifrns like flle&ies, Angels and Insects, or S&r Trek: First 
Contact owe much to this tradition, with their very fafatal yet seductive insect 
kmmes, I would count the Borg Queen as the most intriguing villain on my Xist; 
she seeks novelt-y and has a complex strateR of seduction that differs according to 
her intended victim, whether it be Data or Captain Picard, But the Aliens, giant 
ants, or giant cockroaches are not at all, cast in a seductive mold, Their agency is 
limited to the drke to reproduce and to destroy other species that might get in 
their way 

Species and S p e c k  PI are perhaps the oddest and most genre-bending entries 
into the recent wmen-and-bugs subgenre. Played by supermodel blond beauty 
Hatasha Henstridge, the lizard lady who is a human-alien blend is a bombshell 
and fernme fatale in the mast literal sense. The two films do interestingly differ- 
ent things with this basic premise. In the first film, the scientist who has created 
Sil by combining human and alien DNA (Ben Kingsley) loves her as his daughter 
and creation; but, like Victor Frankenstein or the scientists of Alien Res.surreaion, 
he will be destroyed by his offspring when she metamorphoses into her lizard 
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manifestation at the end of the movie, The men who lust after her are also de- 
stroyed in gruesome and graphic tvays during the sex act, The lizard a r  alien ver- 
sion of Eve/Sil is another H, R. Giger design, much like the Alien only with a 
more humanoid shape, including large and pulsating breasts (from which tenta- 
cles occasiondly emerge). She is simultaneously hideous, seductive, and elegant 
with her Rowing green tentacle locks of hair, Moably, this alien body is prone to 
developing w a v  appendages, phalluses gone wild that can pierce human bodies 
in, any of a variety of alarming ways. Qrz the one hand, Species suggests that a 
woman this beautiful is bound to be dangerous and that in fad such a woman is 
really bent on just one thing-using men for reproductive ends. But on the other 
hand, she is also a victim and seems to be in pain when her lizard side emerges 
foremost. 

This victim side is especially brought out in S p e c k  IZwhen Eve is shown much 
more like the Creature in IZewnge ofthe Greagure. This time, she is both pitied and 
befriended bp a female scientist, Dr. Laura Baker (Marge Helgenberger), a woman 
who is almost a rnother or sister fiwre and who has always cared for her- Eve es- 
capes and finally mates with one of her own End, but in this film his sexual atten- 
tions kill her off, Indeed, she is just the latest in a mse line of big-breasted female 
victims who suffer hideous fates after he rapes and instantly impregnates them. 
Eve helps to save her caretaker doctor/"mother" from him just before she dies, She 
is thus morally exonerated in the end. Species H,I might add, is an unbelievably 
bad movie with a terrible xript, characters who seem to be important but who go 
novuhere, illogical adions and plot motivations, gratuitously excessive scenes of 
violation af women's bodies, and an only thinly ve3ed pornographic aim, But its 
scenes of lizard sex are sa visually extraordinary that they might just (barely) 
make the movie worth watching. 

One thing I have shown here is that a cognitivist approach ta wmen-and-bugs 
films provides insight by looking beyond the psy~hofogical dimensions of horror 
to consider the &ernes, messages, and moral dimensions of these movies. Because 
most of the films I have discussed here present an interesting social issue in the 
context of eEective suspense and have intelligent dialogue, good acting, and beau- 
tiful cinematography, they are well worth our attention. They challenge the audi- 
ence to respond on many levels-emotionaHy, visually> intellectually-.as we form 
judgments about their messages. Them! is about the horror of giant ants but is 
also about bureaucracy, Cold Wr efficiency, and caring far our children in an in- 
dividualistic socielry; The Alien. series is about the threat to human values in, an era 
of corporate and individual greed, when science is serving the ends of a vast face- 
less military bureaucracy, Within this context, once again, individualism is a 
value, but it must be coordinated with human compassion, caring, and carna- 
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In this chapter I will examine four Glrns directed by Bavidi Cronenberg: me Brood 
( 1979), Scanners ( 19801, "Stte F@ (1 9861, and &ad Ringers ( 1988). I will discuss 
these films in pairs, considering first the m e n d  horrors of Scanners and The Brood 
and then the broader horrors about persanhood &at are central to The Fly and 
Dead Ringers. Cronenberg's films are variations an the continuing and central 
&ernes of mad science in relation to monstrous flesh. He reflec~ on the risks and 
dangers of human embodiment. As he does so, be introduces a "cool"" horror, stem- 
ming from his filmsYistinctive cinematography> settings, art design, music, dia- 
logue, ac-t.ors, and characters, This Canadian director is self-conscious about the 
horrific: His movies give us a theatricdized version or pedormaxace of horror, They 
force us as audimces into reflekve awareness of our interest in the spechcles of har- 
ror and in the actual "mechanics" or mode of deEvery of these spectades, 

Cranenberg's movies are heirs or updates of Frankenstetein.1 They link mad sci- 
ence to capialism, corporate technologts and control, hence his horror takes on a 
significant dimension of social critique. Mad scientists no longer work alone in 
Gothic laboratories during thunderstorms at night, Instead, they meet in board- 
rooms af anonymous-loskiing corporations or run 2*aste&lIy decorated clinics in 
the woods.T"f"h messages of these films are complex, so they cannot be subjected 
to simplistic ideology critique as misopistic thrillers or n&ilistic ventures into 
explosive vioiience.W~or should they be read in reductive psychoanalytic frame- 
works. They present crucial ambipities in their subtle treatment of gender issues 
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against a larger background of themes concerning the body, life and death, sci- 
ence and nature, and good and evil. 

Ail four films X am examining here are variations of the "mad-scientist" gn re  
and as such are successors to Frankenstein. In each film, a male researcher crosses 
certain natural limits, provoking the eruption of monstrous variations of the 
body and the fiesh.flhe horror here is often associated with the female body and 
its ability to reproduce, Each film offers a strong and intelligent female protago- 
nist ""cotaminate&"" by and exp~ssi-ve of the film" source af horror, In three of 
the films, as in Frankenstein, horror develops horn male attempts to harness, re- 
construct, or emulate female povvers of procreation. Reproduction goes amok- 
disastrously so and as a kind of punishment for the men who meddle with life's 
natural processes. Most of these filmshale protagonists also experience disori- 
enting desants into horror as they lose control over their own psychic or boday 
identity. As in Frankemtei~~, rnoral complexity and ambiguity abound in these 
filmshssessments of their central male researchers, The general tone of the 
movies is one of pity and sympathy rather than (or in addition to) rewlsion and 
moral outrage. Horror in Cronenberg's films, as in Mary Shelley's novel, takes on 
tragic dimensions, 

Like Franke~stein, Cranenberg" 5lms d s  not present simple dichotomies of 
good and evil. For example, the concluding epic battle b e ~ e e n  the good and evil 
telepathic brothers in Scanners has a disturbingk ambiguous outcome; and even 
the mad scientist who is responsible for the scanner psychopathsloi;)~ becomes 
pitiful at the end. In Dead Ringers, the Mantle brathers2escent into drug addic- 
tion, madness, and murder-suicide is disturbing and grotesque, yet as Cronenberg 
has insisted, D& Rinprs as a whole is and aims to be a very sad fi1m.f If horror is 
treated like a disease or a deformation of bodily norms, then we may be repulsed 
by and yet pity its victims. There is no more monstrous male villain than the hor- 
rific man-fly feff Goldblum becomes in "ir;tze Fly, and yet even in his final and most 
inhuman incarnation, he elicits sympath-y (trlibute in part to Ihe marvelous spe- 
cial effects work in this film by Chris Walas, Inc.). The women in Cronenberg's 
films also vary tremendously and take on a variety of rnoral shadings, They may 
be innocent victims (Scanners), but they also collude in their oppression (The 
Bmo4, are forced into 1e"cbal crhoices ( n e  Fb), or become objects of dea* male 
e n v  (Dead Ringers). 

Cronenberg's movies are fascinating meditations on the nature of our human 
identity as embadied, He comments: ""]y films are very body-conscious. Theyke 
very conscious of physical eksteace as a living orljtanismP6 That they are horror 
movies reflects the fact that our human embodiment is fraught with danger, Zirni- 
tation, and risk. O&en the horror of Cronenberg" films ensues korn people's at- 



tempts to exceed the boundaries of "normal" embodiment, He might even be de- 
scribed as the filmmaker of the mind-body problem par excellence; his filmic top- 
ics constitute a sort of library of classical issues in the philosophy of rnind.7 Most 
of his movies have plots revolving around what Cronenberg has termed "the new 
flesh.""8his notion was explicitly introduced in VE'de~dr~me, where the lead char- 
acter, Renn (Tames mods),  imagines reconfigured bodies with new gender 
identities and combinations, new sexual capacities, and, naturally, new psycho- 
logical experiences and desires, Cronenberg explains: 

The m s t  accessible version af the "New FlsW in Vicleodrame tvould be that you a n  
actually change what it means to be a human being in a physiml way . . . . Human be- 
ings could swap sexual orgms, or do without sexual orpns as sexud organs per se, for 
graereatian. Weke free to develop diEerent kinds of orgarrs that w d d  give pleaure, 
and r b t  have notEnhg to do with sex The di~inction b e ~ e e n  make md female would 
dhhisl?, md perhips W would become less polarized a d  mare htegrated creamresVg 

The new Resh takes human evolution to h r t h a  stages and presents novel possi- 
bilities for pleasure, perception, and intapersonal relations. Yet such altered em- 
bodiment is never the source of simple and unattenuated joy; it alwrays presents 
risks. The director says: ""Xmn"t think that the flesh is necessarily treacherous, evill, 
bad. It is cantankerous, and it is independent-'"@ As the body and human flesh shift, 
they acquire wonderful new possitsilities with diilarating but also horrific aspects, 

Because Cronenberg is a writer-director vvho often w r k s  with the same pro- 
duction team, including designer, composer, and cinematographer, his films have 
strong continuities of style and tone as welt as thematic unities s r  paMems.ll In 
calling Cronenberg's mrnovies very "cool" I mean several things. First, literally; they 
often have wintry settings; there is snow$ ice, and a sort of brittleness in their bleak 
Canadian landscapes." This is reflected by the coolness shown by marry of his ac- 
tors and actresses (perhaps most extraordinarily by Deborah Kara Vnger pla+ng 
the wife in Crash), The interior settings are also very cool, from Ihe open natural 
wintry spaces of The Brood to the watery aquarium colors of the Mantle winsa 
apartment in Dead Ringers," w e  could think as well of the ultramodern sleek 
leather and metal furnishings in black and gray in the Ballardskpartrnent in 
Crash,) The characters in these movies may experience strong emotions or sensa- 
tions, but they are somehow dampened and known only at a distance. The movies 
are cerebral, with much discussion among educated and articulate people, The 
films"lots are intricate, and r n a q  crucial elements are presented in subtle v s ,  
leaving the audience to draw its own inferences. Finally* in these films the amera 
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is oAen very distant. It s~ays far h r n  a scene and is set at odd angles, watching 
scenes from below, a b ~ w ,  or on the side. 

Another part of Cronenberg? s o l  style involves the realism or naturalism of 
the horrors manifested in his movies, This realism distinguishes Cronenberg's 
horror films frsm othas that dso depict internal transformations, like those in 
the more expressionist Gothic and Europeanized wereevolf and vampire tradi- 
tions," Cronenberg"~ films differ significantly from other movies where monsters 
come from an outside brce like a giant ant or cschoach or are created from dead 
flesh in the Jab like Frankensteink monster. The horrific transformations of 
Cronenberg" films may have a supernatural element that requires representation 
through means that seem excess& or extreme (psychic abilities in Scanners and 
T"he Brood, for example, or the dmgged visions of a k e d  Lunch); yet these horrors 
are still treated very natura1isticaU.y. Cronenberg comments: 

The very purpose was to show the unshomble, to speak the unspeakable, 1 was creat- 
ing certain things that there was no way of susesting because it was not eo 
currenq of the imagination, It had to be shown or else not done. I: like to say, during 
the course af the film, " T h  going to show you something that youke not able to be- 
lieve, because it% be so outrageous or ridiculous or bizarre, But I'm going to m& it 
real l"or you. I'm going to show you this is for reaI!"15 

The settings of Crsnenberg'Is films are almost as distinctive as the forms of hor- 
ror that evojve within them, His characters are usually middle-class professionals 
(architects, teachers, surgeons, scientific researchers, journalists, and the like), All 
of his horrific characters, men and women alike, work at jobs in realistic urban 
settings that ofien require the performance of identity in ritualized situations that 
do, after all, compose our normal everyday workng life. These locations include 
warehouses, construction sites, corporate meeting rooms, high-rise apartment 
buildings, medical-board hearing rooms, laverskffices, subway stations, or the 
fast-food courts in shopping malls. We see children. at school and on playgrounds, 
people driving cars that slide on icy roads, small-town docrorskfices, even (in 
Videodrclme) an optsmetristskconvention, This public dimension sets horror in a 
normal workl that has became strange, and it adds another layer of interest to 
these movies in their anention to issues of artistic construction, theatricaliv, and 
performance. 

Not surprisingly, themes about embodiment and the new desh offer the diredor 
endless possbaities for v ~ u o s o  dispZay on the screeneE6 The sntrast b-een the 
ofien e r e m e  bodily transformations in Cronenberg's film plots and the cool real- 
ism of his style is what X caH his theatricalizatioxr of horror-his treatment of b m r  



as a f o m  of shockng and yet pleasurable cinematic spec~cle. The performance of 
horror and monstrous Aesh corne together h the sequences of Cronenbergs f i h s  
that display horror and treat our own interest in it as an issue by hi@li@tirrg inter- 
n d  audiences for this horror. These horrific scenes are especially jarring because 
they contrast so shaply with his cool style. wthin d this coolness, eruptions of 
truly gmss and eareme forms of horror, like the scene of the eqloding head in 
Scanners, seem d l  the more shockng. The flesh-burning last battle of Scanners t&es 
place in a posh corporate office suik. Horror in these mrmovies occurs +thin and dis- 
rupts the evergay These are neither the Gothic set-tings af Frankenstein nor the 
sewers, spaceships, and subway tunnels of the uvomen-and-bugs movies. The vio- 
lent Rowring eqlosions of red wi&in sterile or neutral settings seem aU the more 
outrageous and janing. Xt is almost as if the hos.t-;ific scenes in Cronenbergs movies 
are a violation of the taste of the filmmaker. Such scenes play with the e x p e c ~ ~ s n s  
and mares of the audiena.17 It is horrific when the characters ki1led in The Brood 
get heir heads violently bashed in k&h the ultransrmd senings of an upper-class 
home or a tidy schoolroam. Xt is horrific when Ho1a shows Frank her monstrous a- 
ternd "baby'knd licks its bloody sac while wearing a beau~hlly draped white nat- 
ural linen dress that is almost fit for a nun, 

Cronenberg has a taste for gosy and excessive scenes; it uvould be hard for any- 
thing to top his early film Shivers, with its nasty, slimy, creeping, fecal fret aphro- 
disiacal parasites! He can show bizarre and often hideous changes that affect the 
body in graphic iceail, but he can also attempt to convey more intangible features 
of the n w  flesh, such as its altered powers of perception or emotional expression, 
Changes may be depicted from the point of view of those who experientse them, 
or they r n q  be obsemed by witnesses.. A common thread is that scenes of very 
graphic horror are highlighted reflexively as images through the inclusion of de- 
vices that caH attention to the film process itself. We repeatedly see scenes in his 
movies of cameras, films, photographs, monitors and screens, enactment$ on 
stage, artis& and galleries, scientific presentrations, lectures, or devices Xike eye- 
glasses and peepholes, Internal or on-screen audienas are included in almost aXX 
his films, duplicating us as we become witnesses to the transformations or horrors 
that imagination can give rise to and make real through this magical medium of 
film. Afthough in these movies the catalyst for transformations may corne from 
witbout-from an evil scientist, for example-the horror that arrives actually 
erupts kom within the person. Given the gcmerally realistic style of Cronenberg's 
films along with the fact that we share their charaaers? experiences of transforma- 
tion, our acquaintance with even quite extreme forms of horror becomes more 
intimate, believable, and unsettling, Through empathic understanding of the hor- 
ror in Cronenberg" movies, we a n  sometimes keli or imagine what is at stake 
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an assault on the veEy nature of a person and on our human emotional and psy- 
chologial integrity. 

Sc4rarrerg and The Brood 

In the first WO Cronenberg films I will examine, Scanners and The Brood, the di- 
rector reflects on what it is to have a mind. In these films, as in The Dead Zoyjtc?, a 
film Cronenberg directed based on the Stephen King novel, human minds be- 
come abnormal, This happens through a tenible ear acddent in The Dead Zone: 
After waking from a ten-year cama, Johnny Smith (Christopher Walken) finds he 
has become a psychic who can predict the h tur  specially &tare deaths and 
disasters. But in &e other two films, whose scripts Cronenberg wrote hinnsele al- 
terations in aizndarnental mental powers occur through the intervention of "mad 
sc ie~ce .~  The psychically deformed individuals of Scanners have unusual tele- 
pathic powers resulting from their mothers' use during pregnancy of an experi- 
mental tranquilizer, Ephemeral, Here, the mild scientist is Dr. Paul Ruth, who de- 
veloped that drug and remains fascinated by its abnormal effects, In Scanners, 
individuation and inswlzity are the key issues, By contrast, The Brood focuses on 
the relation b e ~ e e n  the body and emodons, particularly anger and rage, Dr, Hal 
Raglan, the mad scientist in this film, is a psychiatrist runnhg the Ssmafrm Clinic 
of F"sychoplasmics, where he trains patients to develop an unusual ability to ex- 
press anger through plnysical g o ~ h s  extruding from their bodies. Most spectac- 
ular among his patients is Nola Cameth, who gives birth to monstrous and mur- 
derous chzdren. Significantly, in both films the scientists are destroyed, like Victar 
Frankerrstein, by their own unnatural offspring, 

Wntal derangement has sf course been dealt with by other film directors, but 
the derangement in Cronenberg's films is distinctive because of physical manifes- 
tations in bodily symptoms, For example, the scanners-telepathic powers put 
them into contact with the entire bodies and nemus  systems of ather people, 
They are victimized by their telepathic powers and suffer hideous, cringing aware- 
ness of the sounds of other people" voices. Nola in The Brood can eaernalize her 
anger by giving birth to literal creatures of her rage, but once started, the physical 
processes cannot be stopped. Her ""Bosd" enacts their nasq physical revenge on 
anyone who cmsses her. 

Scmnsrr: Psychic Dertngrmsnt r n d  Exploding Hs14s 

Scanners, made in 1980, is one of Cronenberg's earlier films and among the first 
he able to shoot using a wetl-known cast and a reasonable budget. It was mar- 
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keted as a sensational horror film with shocking scenes of gore (Photo 3.1 1. That 
this brilliant film has not been much dixussed is perhaps a Eunction of the fact 
that its gore is very extreme and distinctive. It is among the most notorious of ail 
horrar films for its classic scene of an exploding head, Although the effects used 
for the film (and for this scene in. particular) may now seem kchnically Ximited, it 
seemed shacking and quite realistic at ;the time of the film" release. The exploding 
bead scene, which occurs early in the movie, introduces the power of the evil 
scanner Darryl Revolt (Michael Ironside) in the most graphic way possible.18 
Subsequent gory scenes also highlight the scanners' powers to destroy other peo- 
ple's boodies throu& telepathic links that are more &an a matter af mind reading: 
They can establish. direct contact with another newous system, take control of it, 
and manipulate it. This ability is showased by the film's inclusion of several 
bloody explosions, scenes of people set suddenly afiame, and an extended final: 
scanner duel that is literally skin-peeling, vein-bursting, and eye-popping. 
krhaps critics feel that a movie with such extreme visions of bodily horror can- 
not be taken seriously.19 HOW, a&er all, can a philosopher write thoughtfully about 
a movie with an exploding head! 

Scanlzers is especially interesting for its treatment of mad science in relation to 
questions of good and evil. Xt considers both the possible benefits and the ctasts of 
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interfering with natural female reproduction. Here, as in Cronenberg's other 
films, horror occurs in a public, not a private, setthg. The mad scientists are not 
solitary schemers but rather representatives of larger forces that go beyond their 
control. In Scanners, there are two evil corporations, each represented on screen 
in realistic detail, W see establishing shots of the exteriors of their corporate 
headquarters and a proliferation af equipment (uniforms, trucks, helicopters, af- 
fices, boardrooms, and so an) bearing distinctive c o ~ o r a t e  logos, First, there is 
ConSec, an international security firm ""specializing in. weaponry and private 
armies:" which has hired Dr. Paul Ruth (Patrick McCoohan) to do research on the 
"""retepathic curiosities known as scannersf Second, there is Biocarbon 
Amalgamate, the firm sun, by the evil scanner Darryl Revok, He wishes to use his 
telepathic powrs to control the world by manufacturing the dmg Ep-lrernerol and 
sending it out to doctors who will create "an army of soldier scanners" by bpre- 
scribing it to their pregnant women patients. 

Scanners is set within a city, contrasting urban detritus and commerciafisrn 
with mysterious industrial parks where the business of its nefarious corporations 
is carried out in peaceful-looking rural locations. The film% opneing sequence is 
especially brilliant. It uses the hod  court, escalators, and artificial lighting of a 
shopping mall tu create horror out of the most mundane setting. This movie w s  
released shortly after the megamall was used to very different eerie effect in 
George Romero" Dawn ofthe Dead (5W9). En Romerok film, the mall was played 
for comic effect, as mmbies vjlandered aimlessly through wll-stacked stores or at- 
tacked equally expressionless mannequins. In Scan-nms, the mall is mare ordinary 
and populated with normal shoppers; this w r k s  to make it all the more ominous. 

In the film" taut four-minute qening  sequence, we watch a p u n g  derelict 
(Stephen Lack] stumble into a mall's fast-food restaurant, Tbe soundtrack plays 
eerie music with echoing chords, The man is filmed from below against repeated 
rows of hanging lights that @ow eerily white against the red reflective surfaces of 
the restaurant. He is filthy and disheveled, perhaps psychotic, perhaps alcoholic, 
He filches a cigarette and eats leftover hamburgers while two matronly women crye 
him in darm and disgust, As he stares back, we hear their mites discussing him. 
The sound track plays repetitive chords, and we begin to hear a sort of low growl 
or bubbling noise, a bit like sonar on a submarine, One of the women becomes ill 
and collapses into conwlsisns an the Roor. The sound levels increase while the 
young derelict seems disturbed and in pain; sounds appear to come from inside 
his head as he attempts to block them out, Then two men who may be security 
police but who wear no uniforms chase the derelict in a sequence that leads up an 
escalator into the mall. They shoot the man with a dart, and fie becomes unbal- 
anced; again, the scene is shot from. below2 and we see floating eerie neon lights 



overhead against numerous red or steel surfaces. Finally, the man collapses into a 
bundle of dirty dothes that is caught and pounded against the end of the escala- 
tor. By this point, the music is loud, throbbing, and repetitive, 

This four-minute openkg sequence is full of mystery, ambipiq, and suspense. 
is this man, and what is wong with him? How did he hurt the woman, and 

why is he being chased? Mrho is good here, who evil? %o merits our sympathy? 
Horror is previewed in &is scene as some sort of new and potentially h g e r o u s  
p s ~ h i c  ability; the odd sounds and eerie music signal that something is very 
strane;e, The horror is not presented &scursively or through dialowe but ra&er im- 
medhtely &rough its eEects on the sick woman and t h u &  the emotiond tonali- 
ties of the film, parlicularly its unneming sounds and eerie li&ting. Only a&er the 
psychic derangement has been shown to us does the ability in question get a 
name-"scanningm-as it is further explained in the next sequence. A doctor 
(McGoohan) diagnoses the dkorder of Cameron Vale, Ihe mm we saw in the open- 
ing scene, who is now clemed up but straigacketed like a mental patient in a hospi- 
tal bed, The doctor, Paul Ruth, introduces himself as a "psychopharmacist specializ- 
ing in the phenomaon of scanners." Dr. Ruth is working with CoxlSec in order to 
release the power of scanners (though we soon Iearn that the mrporation wants to 
use these telepa&s for weapons with enormous power to do ham). Dr. Ruth tells 
Vde that he is a "sceanner" and that this is the soure of all his agow but that it also 
" a n  be a source of gear power." He has in particular the power h r  intense union 
with o&ers, But this power wn be terribly kietening and disturbing, Vale suEers 
like a schimphrenic person from his inabiliv to shut out people$ voias. 

The WO sequences that open Scannws have first shown the horror of swnners 
and then given the phenomenon a name and brief characterization. The next two 
sequences provide displays of the horrific side of scanner power through 
Cronenberg's theatricalization of horror. Horror is showcased in scenes that take 
the form of demonstrations or performances, On-screen audiences and situations 
of recording make the witnessing of horror a reflexive event for the film's aaudi- 
ence. In the first of these scenes, Dr. Ruth calls in a ~ o u p  of people to demon- 
strate the nature of sanner power and to begin shaMling Vale haw to control and 
focus it. The usual strictures of theatrical performance are violated here, The au- 
dience files in but sits in its seats with nothing to watch, 7"he performer is silent 
and only they seem to speak, As they ocmpy rows of chairs opposite the bed, W 

hear many voices, but they are not actually speaking. Vale, still straitjacketed on 
the bed, writhes in agony. until the doctor administers. a hypodermic that silences 
the voices, He is on display, but only we h o w  whyy Indeed, we become the true 
audience, since this performance is really given for us. Watchhg the film, W are 
echoed lizy the video camera that is aimed at Vale like a gun, recording the demon- 
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stration for ConSec, The setting as a whole and the experiment are ominous, 
maEng us pity the scanner: Vet even as we watch hirn, we also share some of his 
experiences. We, too, wait for Dr. RutMs explanations and, like Vale, we are as- 
saulted by the cacophonous voias he cannot escape, The entire situation seems 
dark and strange: Mre see outside shots of a dim old warehouse bu2ding at ni@t; 
the people in the audience wear official-looking identification btldges but shift 
restlessly in their seats; and the camera overhead records every move that Vale 
makes. Dr. Ruth is simultaneously kind, cool, and dehched. 

With no transition, the scene shifts to an altogether new setting as people once 
more file in, this time into a theater of some sort to watch a digerent demonstra- 
tion of the phenomenon. called "scanning." Here, too, W in the movie audience 
are doubled by an audience in a theater as it gathers to watch the phenomenon 
that W also seek to understand, Again our situation is ambiguous. We watch. the 
demonstration unfold from a position well back in the theater, A man explains 
that he will demonstrate the phenomenon by scanning each audience member in- 
&vidually. He warns them that this mas)r cause discomfort, such as headaches or 
nosebleeds. The morn seems .tense and filled with an~ety-like the situation of 
audience members at a horror movie waiting for unexpected eRects to burst out 
at &ern h m  the screen. (Viewing the sequence multiple times does not really re- 
move this tension; anticipation of the exploding head on-screen heightens it,) We 
learn that the setting is the hi&-tech security corporation, Consec, and that the 
audience has been carehlly screened and briefed. This xquence shows the power 
of scanning at its most disturbing, because something goes badly awry in the 
demonstration. Focusing his mental powers on what seems to be a random vol- 
unteer from the audience, the GnSec scanner encounters resistance; we again 
bear the charac-teristic sonar sound of the scanner at work as the two men visibly 
struggle for power, their faces grimacing, The ConSec scanner finally begins to 
convulse and lose control, until he is suddenly killed when his head explodes. The 
people in the audience shriek and leap up from their seats, and surely any horror 
film audience will also at least squirm at this moment, Securily men rush to cap- 
ture the "ordinary" man and attempt to shoot hirn with, a hypodermic. Alhaugh 
he seems innocent at first, in the ensuing sequences we see more of this man% evil 
power as he ps@icaIly denects the needle, then compels all his guar& to Ell ei- 
ther themselves or one another, Ail this occurs with virtually no dialogue, just the 
growl-like sounds that emanate fmm him along with his dark, evil gaze. 

The plot of the film concerns the efforts of Garneran Vde, the "wad" xanneG 
to understand who he is and to conkont the "evil" scanner Darzyd Revok Revok"s 
demonic nature has been directly presented in the murder scenes X have just de- 
scribed. But n e a  it is explained or demonstrated to Vale by Dr. Ruth in another 



sequence that highlights issues of recording and presentation. Vale switches kom 
being a filmed object to a film watcher as Dr, Ruth screens an old black-and-white 
psyckiatric film that shows a younger, more maniacal h v o k  being interviewed in 
an asylum. Dr. Ruth intones, " "11: age ~ e n t y - W O  he was extremely self-destruc- 
the, now at age thirv-five he is simply destructive," Vale learns that the powerful 
R w k  is leading an evil scanning conspiracy and that he has sought out and mur- 
dered other scanners who will not join. in his eEorts to ""bring the world of nor- 
rnaXs to their kneed" 

Guided by Dr. Ruth, Vale seek the help of a small circle of ather "goo&"" scan- 
ners, led by the beautiful Grn Obrist (fennifer Q%eill). He learns more about 
Revok"s evil plans, but &vok in turn tracks and captures both Cameron and Gm. 
In its climactic scenes, the film turns out, in true epic fashion, to be a story about 
a family Revok explains to the incredulous Vale in the final scene that Dr. Ruth 
was the man responsible for scanners. He developed the drug Ephemeral as a 
tranquilizer and tested it cm his own wife dur'mg her pregnancies, But it unex- 
pectedly turned his two sons-and then a generation of other children, from the 
first test market-into scanners. One of the two original scanners turns out to be 
Cameron; the other is Rewk That is, the WQ men are bro&ers, and Dr. Ruth is 
their father. 

Because Cameron will not accept this newfound filial relation and join in 
RevoKs plans to conquer the uvorld, B a r d  fights it out with him, good against 
evil, ""doing it the scanner way" and threatening to '"suck your brain dr$' In this 
concluding battle, the special eEects go wild as veins bulge and burst, facial skin 
boils off, palms and indeed whole bodies Rarne up, and eyes pap h r n  their sock- 
ets. The film's conclusion, however, is ambipous, Kim awakens from a dmgged 
sleep and warily enters the room to find one scanner body dead and burned like: a 
bmpeii victim on the floor. The other man is huddled in a corner in his coat. 
m e n  &is man turns and speak to her, he has RevoVs body but Vale" voice and 
innocent blue eyes, The man says ""X's me, Cameron, Weke mn:The abrupt con- 
clusion of the film and Kim's questioning gaze leave room for doubt about who 
exactly the "we" is. 

Despite its gory scenes, Scanners also has sequences of enormous potver and 
beautry, even of subtle mystery. These include striking shots of a mademist sub- 
way station where sleek steel cars speed by amid sparks and the exteriors of 
CanSec, with white birches etched against a wintry pale-blue sky. There are four 
wonderhl actors in terrific roles: Patrick MeGoohan as the confliaed mad scien- 
tist Dr* Paul Ruth Jennikr O'Neill as the Etlegant Kim Obrist, paranoid, but with 
reason; Lawrence Dane as the traitorous corporate =presentative Rraedon Kk;Zkr; 
and especially Michael Ironside as the devilishly briltiant scanner Darryl Revok. 
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The action is swifi and taut, the didogrxe is crisp, and the smaller parts are also 
wonderfully played (Robert Silverman as the scanner sculptor Benjamin Pierce 
and Mavor Moore as "Trevellyan, the corporate chief of ConSec). Stephen Lack as 
the hero and central fipre, Cameran Vale, is oft:en cr i t ici~d for wooden acting 
and bimrre line readings in the film, Akhough there is some merit to this criti- 
cism, I am not disturbed by his demeanor, because Lack plays a scanner who has 
lived a destitute life in the streets, unable to hear his own mice, Everything is new 
to him, and it would not be surprising that he finds titlk-ing diEcult and speaks 
with unusual and flat cadences, 

Scanners is filled with strong and gory horrific images: The exploding head is 
the most famous, and X have already commented on how the horror in certain 
scenes is extreme and theatricatized. But other scenes of horror in the film are 
much more subtle. These include moments of revelation, as when we realize that 
the ConSec security chief Keller is wrking with Revok, or that Revok is really 
Cameron's brother, One of the most horrific scenes occurs in a doctor" waiting 
room where Kirn and Cameron have gone to find out why Ephemeral is being de- 
livered kom RevoFs corporation, They learn that the doctor is turning more ba- 
bies into scanners by treating his pregnant women patients with Ephemeral, 
Cameron learns this during an oE-sc~en encounter; Kim (and we) makce the dis- 
covery more directly when she is scanned by an unborn fetus, The scene is one of 
quiet horror; Kirn gets the discomfort and characteristic nosebleed of the scanner 
victim and looks around in the room to see only a pregnant woman, oblivious. 
Then both she and the camera focus in on the wornm's round belly as W infer 
the ominous truth a b u t  the real identity of the scanner. 

These recurring tropes of watching, performing, recording, and audience en- 
counters with horror are very significant in Smnners, E have already mentioned 
the carnera that records Dr. RutKs earliest efforts to "indoctrinate" Cameron 
(camera-on) Vale, the audience in the QnSec theater, and Dr. RutWs use of the 
film that reveals Revok, There are many more scenes of rearding, watching, and 
monitoring, KeIIer spies on Ruth and Vale by watching the films through closed- 
circuit camera .as they are being made in the warehouse, Dr. Ruth stages another 
demonstratkn of Cameron's powers when Vale is instructed to alter the heartbeat 
of a man, 7"he other man is wired so that we can watch the scanners' powrs in ac- 
tion by observing movement on the medical monitoring screens. 

Similarly; the CanSec computer personnel watch monitors along with the secu- 
rity chief Keller when (like us) they all realize that Cameran is accessing their 
mainframe by telephone dial-up kom outside, His mental states are shown to us 
directly in the form of changling information on the screen, W then sbifi to wit- 
ness Cameron"s perceptual experiences of aiccess-ing the computer from within by 



traveling its circuits, m e n  the ConSec men attempt to shut him down by push- 
ing the destruct switch on their computer, we again watch this sequence from two 
vantage points, their "external" one within the computer csntrol room and 
Cameron's "internal" one, which is actually outside at a phone boo&. Cameron 
sees circuits being closed as he is rushing to escape and has to burn his way out of 
the system. Sparks follow his escape route along the telephone wires and finally 
fall near him as he hangs up the smoking phone in, a booth outside a gas station, 
This scene recreates the explosion sequence of HitchcocKs The Birds. A man 
pumping gas runs off just as the station goes up in, flames, and Kim and Cameron 
must race away from their phone booth before it explodes. 

This should be more than enough to defend the serious interest of a movie 
with an exgloding head, This scene in Scanners, which Cronenberg originally in- 
tended to open the film, is very typical of his style of horror. His movies highlight 
the very nature of witnessing hormr as a spectacular theatrical event, and often, as 
in Swnners, they indude scenes of audiences watching a demonstration or film 
that somehow goes wong or is disturbing. The Brood opens with a very intense 
and strange psychiatric demonstration, which f will discuss hrther below Crash, 
too, has a dramatic performance before an audience when Vau&an enacts one of 
his obsessed recreations by staging "re fatal crash of James Bean. Dead Ringers has 
six striking sequences of Elliot Mande giving speeches before large audiences and 
also includes scenes of its actress heroine being made up and of highly staged op- 
erations In a surgical "heated? Seth Brundle" journalist girlfriend Veronica in The 
Fly videstapes his experiments in order to report on them for her magazine, In 
these scenes af The Fly, as in Crsnenberg's other films with astounding special ef- 
kcts transformations, horror is not simply shown, but it is shown as watched-by 
the characters, but also by us, 

13ze Brood, like Scanners, presents horrors of the mind. On= again, the central fig- 
ure, Nola Carveth, is someone who has uncanny powers to project her rnenal 
states outward to achieve horrific physical eRects destructive to others. Mlhereas 
Scanners focuses on the possibility of sharing or capturing ather people's 
thoughts, The Brood is about the externalization, af feeiings, especially anger. 
Nola's anger stems from the abuse she suffered as a child from her mother. m e n  
released during her treatment at Dr. Ha1 Raglan" Psychoptasmics Clinic, this 
anger takes the form of monstrous external births of dwarfish chadren who enad 
her rage by killing those she hates-her mother, her father; and then her daugh- 
ter's teache~; whom she suspects of involivement with her husband, Much of the 
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PHOTO 3.2 Dr. HaI RagEavl faliver Reed') treats a pu~en t  before alz audience at the 
Sonzafi:ree CIink in The Broad (1979). 

film is told fiorn the point of view of Nola's husband, Frank. His primary concern 
is caring far and protecting their iitde daughter, andice, 

The Brood opens with an encounter on a stage b e ~ e e n  two men (Photo 3.2); we 
cannot tell for some time whether this is a play or same other form of bizarre 
demonstrarcion. The older man (Ofiver Eked) speaks with assurance and kras a p w -  
erhl build. He s a d s ~ d y  taunts a younger man, who is thin and SOB-spaken, about 
his lack af ~rili ty; The )lounger man5 skin gradudy erupts in ugly sores and boils as 
he tries to protest and q r e s s  his mger. Only when the l i g h ~  go up in the fieater do 
we learn hart W haw been ~tnessing a doctor's radical psychotherapy techiques in 
adion (in a scene reminiscent of the medical schml demanstrations of Jean-Martin 
Charcot or Sigrnund Freud), m a t  we have seen is a demonstration of-' Dr. Hat 
Raglan's "p~chapXasmicsm kchniques at a theater in his Sornafiee Clinic, One audi- 
ence memkr proclaims iixl reverentid tones, "The man is a genius3'-and he muld 
be speakng of Dr. Ragan's theatrical art as muck as of his therapeu-t;iic st-rsxtegies, 

hn tua l ly  the film's hero, Frank Gr-vetkz, learns more about Dr. Raglads con- 
troversial techniques as he tries to protect his dau@ter kom the abuse she exgeri- 



ences kern Nola during visits to the clinic. At the same time, there are several 
bizarre murders with suspects who seem to be srnall children, m e n  one of the 
children is found dead at the scene of the crime, a postmortem reveals many ab- 
normalities, including lack of a navel. Frank visits his Iaver  to seek advice in a 
custody- battle but is told that Dr. Raglan is legitimate, a ""bna fide M.62, and all," 
Nevertheless, things do not seem right at the Samafree Clinic. An ex-patient of 
Dr. Raglan" shows Frank the lymphamas that have grown as the result of his 
treatment there, and finally Frank fearns that Dr. Raglan is dismissing all his pa- 
tients but Nola, whom he now regards as his ""qeen bee.'"ornething about Nolds 
treatment has made her very special. to Dr. -lane 

In the film" ultimate conkontation, Frank visits Mola, in violation of her isola- 
tion regime in therapy. Their daughter has disappeared and Frank thinks Nola, 
may know rrJhere she is. Nola does, but beeuse she is suspicious about his rela- 
tionship with Candyls teacher, she begins to get angry. Dr. Raglan warns Frank to 
keep her calm because if "the Brood" acts now to express Nola's anger, they will 
kill Candy; who is trapped in, their special cabin, Frank realizes that these 
dwarfish, monstrous children are the offspring of Nala's anger, This is confirmed 
when she becomes enraged and gives birth to another one before his (and our) 
eyes (Photo 3.31, Frank recoils in disgust-uite reasonably!-and r;iola's rage ac- 
tivates irZl the children of the Brood, who a ~ a c k  and kill Dr. Raglan just as he is 
about to get Candy away from them, Frank strangles Nola in order to rescue 
Candy, Father and dau&ter drive away together, but in, the film's last scene, the 
camera zooms in to show srnall bail-like patches erupting on Candy's skin: The 
mother" heritage is there waiting to erupt in sorne future disaster awaiting this 
little girl. 

Since the central scene and site of horror in. m e  Brood are located in Nola's 
monstrous process of birtkt, it is not surprising that a psychoanaXpic account has 
been offered focusing on how the film presents m m e n  and birth as messy, 
bloody; disgusting, or "abject," Nola e~ernalizes her anger by giiving birth to %the 
Brood" of the title, monstrous and murderous children. Feminists have used psy- 
choanalpic concepts like abjection to describe the film as evincing disgust over 
the natural processes of reproduction," Thus, Creed treats the film as a case of a 
more general pattern in horror films depicting monstrous females. This is under- 
standable, given the film's notorious clirnacti~ scene of disgusting birth. 
Psychoanalytic feminist approaches have been applied ta Dead Ringers as well, 
with its also notorious "gpecalogicaX instruments for operating on mutant 
women" and to Videadrame, with its shockng scenes of a vaginal opening in 
Ma's ((Tames \lVoods"s) chest.21 But in general, E believe that the psyckaanal~ic 
accounts miss much that is significant in these movies, Despik sorne imagery of 
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PHOTO 3.3 NoXa Carve& (Siamantha Egar)  gives birth to a monstrous baby/ in 
The Brood (1 979;). 

monstrous femininity, the larger issue in all these movies is the body-what we 
could call the metaphysics of the body-22 

For example, there is a specscity to the uses and depictions of the body in The 
Brood: The movie has a lot more to it than the one scene of monstrous birth, It is 
about the emotional expression of anger and its ramifying consequences in farni- 
lies, It is about anger" destructive path to child abuse, the derangement of love in 
a marriage, and the bitter enmities of divorce (Cronexaberg has called it his 
Kramer Y, Kramm)23-as much as about some primitive condition of identity ver- 
sus separation &am the mother. &"reed"s view is that Cronenberg uses the birth 
scene to show that reproduction is itself monstrous; since wrnen are shown here 
as wild animals so at home in nature that they are thereby repulsive to men. Creed 
goes so far as to suggest that Nola's rage originates in. ""fir husband3 ddiswst at her 
maternal, mothering funetionsP2"o believe this daim requires us to ignore the 
entire plot and narrative of the film, Nolra is monstrous in quite specific ways, be- 
cause her ""c3dren" are unnatural, ugjy, and bent on destruction. She has used 
them to kill three people and now they threaten ewn her own daughter. Her 



monstrousness is a specific kind of evil within her rather than something innate 
to female nature or to birth and motherhood. Cronenberg has commented on 
this as foUows: "My general feeling was that the kind of rage Nola had was an all- 
purpose on-genderless. Her rage goes beyond certain moral categories, so the 
resulting creatures were primal, nearly foetal, nearly formless. Just pure anger'"25 
Nolds rage in the film is shown to be due to her experiences of child abuse, not 
"because of" her husband"$ dispst, If be is at ail disgusted with her initial15 it is 
tbe more ordinary; non-""deep" disgust of a diwrced rnan who fears his child's 
welfare is not being served by the wornan he used to love. His visceral disgust only 
arises in the culminating scene, h e r e  her rage, again, has a very specific Qrget as 
it begins to build, Medea-like, she seeks to kill her own &ild in revenge against 
her ex-husband for his imagined betrayal with: the schoolteacher, Creed also com- 
ments that the men in the movie are weak, but this again completely ignores Dr. 
hglan's role in the film, He is shown as monstrous in relation to other patients as 
well as Kola and is viewed as responsible for Candfs great danger. As the doc- 
t o r / ~ ~ ~  figure here, he is both physicaliy and psychologically compelling, in a 
sense the "father" of the Brood, 

Thus, though a Kristevan interpretation may seem initially illuminating as a 
comment on horrific aspects of the climactic birth scene,25 to focus on this is to 
miss many other aspects sf the movie, In particular, since the film ogers a critique 
of the mad psychoherapist, Creed"s interprebkion ignores the role of the villain 
Dr. Raglan in, the movie, a feature lin&ng it t s  the mad-science tradition. h in- 
telligent rnan working in the horror genre, Crsnenberg is aware of continuities of 
his movies with the Fraakenstein tradition, All his films are about the dire (or 
mixed) consequences af scientific research programs gone a w ~ . "  70la may be 
monstrous in The Brood, but so is Dr. Raglan, who elicits her monstrous births, 
Indeed, because she is a victim, be may be the more evil of the two, Dr. Raglan is, 
like Dr. Paul Ruth in Scanners, a sort of mad genius. Aiming to help people, he has 
taken his quest: too Ear and has ended up creating monsters-----NoXa is just one of 
several. Indeed, ofien it is the men in. Cronenberg's movies Mho are monstrous, 
like Cameron in Scanners, Bev and Elliot Mantle in Degd Ringers$ or Seth Brundle 
in The Fly. These men with decaying bodies are shown as far more monstrous 
than the w m e n  in &ese stories, In the end, the mad scientists are punished for 
their hubris, But as with Frankenste-ez'n, the maral assessment of the films is not 
one-dimensional, Dr. Ruth beeme pathetic in his final moments, and Dr. hglan  
seems symp;tth:etic in the end, too, as he realizes he has gone too far with his ex- 
periments and tries to save little Caadice h r n  the Bmod, His death at the tiny 
hands of a horde of monstrous screaming children-the death of a huge muscu- 
lar man with a beefy head, carving a gun and waring a massive coat of animal 



109 Monstr~us flesh 

skins-has a find of fittingness, but it is also quite grotesque, lMonstrousness is 
not the d o l e  of the story for Cronenberg, Both his maXe and female monsters 
alike remain sympathetic, and the point of view is often theirs. Thus, their d o m -  
fall is one W can sympahize with and not simply celebrate as just, 

Dead Ringerg and The Fly 
The Frankemtein theme is also present in bath Dead Ringers and The Fly, These 
filrns foreground the lass or tragic impossibility of a love that cannot be sus- 
tained, as the men in the movies deteriorate, losing their identities. Each film fea- 
tures male scientists d o s e  innovative research takes &em into fatal excesses: Serlz 
Brundle in me E:& is a physicist, and the Mantle twins of Dead Ringers are doctors 
whu are also medical researchers. mereas  in The Brood and Scarmers the scien- 
tists w r e  destroyed by their own progeny; in these films each man is ultimately 
the agent of his own dealh. Seth Brundle (JeR Goldblurn) in The Fly cannot wait 
to test his new telegorting equipment, so his DNA is accidentally fused with that 
of a fly, As a result, he aperienees tremendous new powers, sexual stamina, and 
enera, but at a terrible price-the Xoss of his essential humanity; induding his 
morality. And the twin doctors in D e d  Ringers have no individual personal iden- 
tity; they share in ever~hing and are shown in one nightmare sequence to be con- 
nected by a huge umbilical cord. When Bev reconstructs his bmther" body to try 
to ""separate the Siarnese twins,"" they both die. 

These movies also ehibir the Cronenbergian attention to broad questions about 
the nature and signzcance of human embodiment, raising deep questions about 
identit-y and moraliq. The F& is a film about embodiment in relation to having 
(and losing) same fundamental. fmtures of humanity. By con&ast, Dead Ringms is 
&out embodiment in its relation to personaliliq and psychalogical individuali~. In 
The Fl;y, Seth Brundle is hsed with an insect to become BrundleBy; but in &ad 
Ringers, the Mande &ns are fused into each oher  and knction as one dyshnc- 
eional whole. Beverly and Elliot, respeded gynecolsgists and fertiliv researchers, 
cannot solve the problem of their own fertaimtion as identid mins who seem to 
share not only their mistresses but even their bloodstreams and nervous systems. 

As W will also see, these films once again display the typical Cronenberg film 
style of cool horror. Like Scanners and The Broad, they are set in winter and shot 
with a kind of coal light. The tone is realistic; the settings include professional 
conferences, hospitals, uhan  apartments, or swanky high-rise offices, The films 
are also cool in the sense that they are cerebral and because their central charac- 
ters reflect in unusual ways, with insighthl yet alienated perspectives, on their 
own monstrousness. The ctamparisoa with KaEka" flat and yet surreal tone in 



Metamorphosis is hard to avoid, especially gi-ven the insect theme in J;tle FlyY In 
comparing these two films in my conciiusion below, E will again discuss how their 
cool tones are interrupted by graphic displqs of horror so as to highlight themes 
of performance and theatricality, 

T66 fly 

In The PIF the heroine, journalist kronica Quaife (Geena Davis), is an ambitious, 
intelligent, pragmatic, and successlixl career woman, The opening credits play 
over hleidoscopk movements of primary colors that gradually materialize into 
the bodies of people at a meeting-a visual foretaste of the actions of the telepod 
in this film, which dematerializes and reassembles the flesh. At the meeting, 
V'eronica ("Ronnie") meets the brilliant but eccentric scientist Seth Brundle (Jeff 
Coldblum). He is a loner who gives her the chance to have an exclusive inside 
view of his world-shaEng scientific invention, the teleprrd. 'This teleportatian de- 
vice will make transportation as we now know it obsolete by moving bodies 
across space-dematerializing and then reassembling them. VJbile reporting the 
story, Veronica betaomes romantically involved with the scientist (Photo 3.4). But 
when Seth is left alone one evening he gets drunk, upset, and jealous. He tries out 
his telepod but acddentally takes a Ry along for the ride. His computer, conhsed, 
reassernMes the two beings by ~netically Eusing their DNA. This Xeads to an even- 
tual process of horrific degeneration and alteration in which Seth turns into a dis- 
gusting giant man-bug, In the final scenes of the film, Seth, now almost com- 
pletely inhuman, tries to force Veronica to take a teleportation trip that will 
combine his DNA with hers and that of their yet-unborn child. Veronica is res- 
cued at the last minute by her magazine editor, Statbis Borans (John Getz). He has 
lost limbs to ""Bundlefly" in revolting fashion after the fly vom"ls acid onto him 
but still manages to blast apart Seth's equipment with a shotgun. Veronica escapes 
Mrklile Seth is accidentally fused with the tefepod. En the final scene, the creature 
mutely pleads with a sobbing Veronica to shoot him and end his misery, and, 
breaking down, she does so, 

In an initial feminist reading, we might note that there are some significant 
problems with Ver~nicds representation as a lead female character here. First, she 
behaves in unprofessianal ways, having first slept with her college professor (now 
her editor) and later with the subject of her current research article, Furthermore, 
she seems to exist in the firm primarily. in her rrelationship to the male mad-scien- 
tist Brundle. The film is a narrative about his activities and their ramifications, 
not about hers, Veronica thus resembles Elizabeth in the E;rank:nstei~z narrative, a 
Mroman who exists as a foil to register and resist the mads descent: into madness 
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PHOTO 3.4 Veroclnica fGeena Davis) prepares tofilm SethS experiment with the telepod I'M 
The Ply (1986). 

and monstrosity. The film narrative takes a very traditional form: The scientist ex- 
ceeds his role and must pay for it. The male acts, the woman feels. Her emotions 
and perceptions are clues to guide us, the film viewers, ;to regard the man, despite 
his hubris, with love, pity, and sympathy. Since the w m a n  has to deal with the 
man" problem, love and empathy are key female traits. There is no real cfnablenge 
to this gendered djTvision of labor or to the idea that stories are primarily about 
men, secondarily about women. 

Neve&heless, to counter this initial feminist critical reading, W caufd dso say 
that Veronica is important in a more metaphysially wrnplex construal of the story 
She fundions as the seconday character or the chorus of m ancient Greek tragedy. 
The film prompts viewers to adapt her v i e ~ o i n t  to obseme, with horror, yet also 
with pity and fear, the transformadons that o c a r  as the fly takes over the scientist. 
Although the movie has been taken as a metaphor for cancer or even AIDS, 
Croneniberg sees f i e  Fly as the story of a love relationship kaugkt with risks and 
losses, one facing aU the pressures that .triune, jedousy, distrust, a@g, and disctase can 
bring, This mi&t seem implausible concernkg a story most w u l d  see in terms of 



its mad-science/sciena-haion narrative (with o f  en quite goss special effects), but 
X endorse Cmnenbergs claim, The movie has a dear narrative arc: Boy meets girl, 
boy makes misakes and runs risk of losing girl, girl returns but too late, and boy 
dies in the end, Of course this surnmav leaves out a lot-l omitted the part where 
""by becomes R$' (No wonder he loses the girl!) A lcey point, though, is that when 
he has to die in the end, it is tmly tragic. This domfaU. is neassar): but it evokes 
pity and fear regarding a good man who committed a mist&e, not a venial sin, 

Cronenbergk films are usually abou"rarmrs of embodiment, The particular 
horrific threat of this movie is an invasion by the other, alien, insect species of 
both the male and female body. This takes a specific turn against Veronica when 
she discovers that she is pregnant. Seth is already deteriorating, so she cannot be 
sure their child w u l d  be truly human. Undecidted about having an abortion, she 
has a: terrifying nightmare about the delivery room, in which she gives birth to a 
huge squirming white maggot, The scientistffly demands to use and corrupt her 
reproductive abilities in his last-ditch ef-fort to regain some humanity, Ultimately, 
it is hard to say which character suEers more, He is punished for his scientific 
hubris, but she must hlfill his request for a mercihl death. 

The true horror of this film involves not female repmductive power but the in- 
vasion of a male body, Sews. The particular physica1it-y of Jeff Goldblum as the 
actor playing Seth is crucial here, In the opening scenes, he appears to have fre- 
netic moments and bulging eyes, hinting at the fir potential inside. He starts out 
as a ge& in weed jacket and white shirt (be has five sets of everything so that he 
can wear the same thing every day-imitating Einstein), But as he learns more 
about love, sex, and the body from Veronica, we begin to see him. nearly naked, 
and in one scene, Ere runs on the streets with a leather jacket over his bare chest, 
lookng for hookers, The actor" body in this film is exposed: the long legs, the 
well-developed chest, the muscular arms, The film is an effort ;to use cinematic 
ma@c, first by merging him with the stunt man who performs his amazing gym- 
nastic feats early on, later to convince us that this body is deca@ng befofore our very 
el)"es. His face becomes patchy, coarse hairs g r w  kom his back, and he becomes 
preternaturally swift and strong, Things speed up when Brundle starts to lose his 
teeth, ears, and fingernails. Only at this stage does he start to admit that Veronia 
m;Ly be right about a fiaw in the experiment (Photo 3.5). Unt2 now, he has felt 
better, stronger, purer, mare energetic, and mare sexual. An especially horrific 
scene occurs when be examines himself in the bathroom mirror. His electric 
shaver fails to cut his new hairs, His fingernail squishes out with a pop of juiq 
white fluid, At last he, too, becomes horrified. This moment of redization is vel-y 
disturbing, "Qh no,"" he smys, "what" hfiapening to me? k m  X dying? Is this how it 
starts? My dying?'" 
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PHOTO 3.5 Seth B~rundle (Jef Goldblum) is dismaiyed as he becomes pansformed in@ afly 
i~ The Ply (11986).. 

Yet even this is not even the worst horror the man experiences. A more jolting 
moment comes when he goes to the computer to study the records of his telepor- 
tatian trip. As the disks reveal genetic analyses of his companion, we see a se- 
quence of images rebuilding the decomposed element an screen, moving upward 
from the molecular level to parts that look like mysterious bulging eyes, and then 
final15 we get an image of the whole being-a common housefly, BrundXe asks the 
computer, " M a t  happened to fly?" and gets the unbelievable result in one mrd:  
""E;sion." From this point on his transformations become more and more gross 
and horrific, Throughout the process, Brunble/Goldblun? main.t.ains his wit, his 
eccentric sense of humor, and his analpic scientific vievoint,  He loses external 
bacly parts like his ears bu"ceegs a kind af archive of them in the bathroom mbi- 
net. A pan of the assorted items in this cabinet is another frea&sh mornen"cin the 
movie. We see teeth and an ear and something that may be a penis and scrotum, 
Their very unidentifiability. makes them all the more disturbing. It is aka worth 
noting that when II watched the film with closed captions an, there were a number 
of phases on screen that were quite evocative and unusrrak "nneogh? ""loluup: 
"squish," " ty and ""grzugh." Seth demonstrates his disgsting Ryl&e digestive 
system by vomiting on camera before Veronica, sarcastically describing this as a 



tape to educate chiMren, He seems to observe with interest his own new itbility to 
wak upside down on the ceiling, Finall-y, he warns Veronica she must never come 
back: "Have you ever heard of insect politics? Neither have X. They're very brutal, 
no compassion, no compromise. Mre can't trust the insect. I'm saying I'm an insect 
who dreamt he was a man and lsved it. But now I'm ssatying the insect is awake, 
I h  saying I'll hurt you if you stay."Afier she rushes out sobbi-ng, the fly-man, now 
nearly unrecognizable as human, pounds his own head in anguish like the Karl~ff 
Frankenstein monster, uttering nonverbal plaints "Nneoghl Nneogh!" We next see 
him, fike Quasimodo atop Hotre Dame, eping Veronia from above on the roof 
of his building as she prepares to leave. 

One might maintah that our horror as Seth Brundle is transformed into the 
hicteous gooey and amoral fly is a horror of what we a13 have came to regard as ab- 
ject in infancy, But as I ar);gued in Chapter 2, it could more plausibly be argued 
that there is a unique, sui generis, and in some instances reasonable human fear of 
things that are dead, cannibalistic, and disintegrating-especially insects, The 
thought of turning into an insect is in itself horrieing because of the loss of iden- 
t i v  and hadamental humanity it entails, Surely Kafia knew &is: Brundle's story 
is, like that of Gregor Samsa in Me&morpiTzosis, a metaphysical tale about the loss 
of what it means to be human. This Kristevan line of interpretation ignores some 
imgorQnt aspects of the film's narrative: its links to both the mad-sdence tradi- 
tion of Fmnkenstein and to the plot patterns of classicaf tragedy. 

To follow up an this last connection, we could try to identify Brundle's hharnar- 
tia, or fatal mistake, Some af the deepest considerations advanced in this movie 
concern the nature af the flesh. To begin with, llfrundle confides to kronica that 
his kleportation system has one major limibtion: It only warh  on. inanimate ab- 
ject~. In the movie, this is presented as a probable consquence of his social and 
emotional isolation from other humans, As he struggles to improve his devic-e, we 
witness a grisly failure when an errperiment to trmsmit a baboon leaves only a 
quivering bloody mass of flesh. Seth explains in depression before Veronica" cam- 
era: Xt failed because "X must not h o w  about the flesh myself, I'm gonna have to 
learn." Significantly> this is fullawed by the couple's first sex scene afler she follows 
him to the bed where he has flopped down in despair, Later during a postcoital 
embrace, Vemnica kisses him and dedares jokingly that she wane to eat him up: 
"That's s h y  old ladies pinch babieskheeks. It's the flesh-it makes them eray.'" 
Brundle suddenly realizes he has to teach the computer to "be made crazy." by the 
flesh. Somehctvv this enables him to perfect his system, 

Brundle" major flaw is that he is too new to the Resh; as a novice, like any 
earnest first-time lover, he succumbs to weaknesses of the flesh. He transmits 
himself without being properly careainl because he is drunk, upset, and jealous 
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that Veronica has gone off to see her editor and former boyfriend Borans, He 
places a moral construal on. the telepor~tion process shce it seems to invigorate 
and improve him, He becomes henetic, consumes cappuccino with seven packets 
of sugar, and wants to have nonstop sex, m e n  Veronica rehses to join him in the 
""dynamic duo" by being teleported herself ("p] on't give me that born-again telle- 
portation crap!"") he declares angrily: 

Vouke a hcking drag, do you h o w  &at? X bet you thi& you woke me up about the 
Bat-2, don't you, You only h a w  societ)l.% strai&t line about the flesh. You can't pene- 
trate beyond society" sick gray f a r  of the Resh . . . I'm talkhg abaur penetration be- 
yond the will of the Resh . . . A deep penetrating dive into the plasma pool! 

Because Seth sees the teleportation process in moral terms, he arpes that it is a 
purification to have one's atoms dematerialized and then reassembled. Later, he 
explains to Veronica that rrJhat w n t  wrmg in the experiment was &at he ""was not 
pure." On the more obvious level, this means that the fly was in there with him. 
But it is also as if he takes on the ~sponsibility far already being a creature who 
could harbor a fly inside himself. m e n  awakened from his scientific isolation by 
love, romance, and sexualiq, he begins to acquire darker elements that are now 
emerging as "the insect." 

Horror here in %e FEy is complex; in rewriting the oriend story to bring out its 
poignant emotional possibilities, Cranenberg made good use of the genre's oagen- 
ended possibaties, Horror is present to be sure, but it is tied in "with such other gen- 
res as science fiction, romance, and tragedy. The movie was financially successhl 
and its 1ave mxy. is no doubt central ta the film's ematiand impact, but these are 
not conventional beause of the film% uncommon gross-out eEeas and houghthl- 
xless, StiU, the depth of the charaaerizizatians is mntrd because only if we betieve in 
the love stow does Brundle" demise became piteous, heart-rending, or even tragc, 

Like f i e  Fly, Dead Ringers is an unusual sort af horror movie that shows the 
genre's boundaries are very elastic. Here, horror is muted and transformed; there 
are fewer supernatural or science-fiction overtones, and it takes on darker ps)rcho- 
logical, even existential, nuances, The premise af the tale recapitulates 
Frankenstein as a story about a man (or men) who meddle with natural reproduc- 
tive processes. The brilliant dinicians and researchers, Beverly and Elliot Mantle 
(twins both played by Jeremy Irons) focus on the insides of the female body in at- 
tempts to make infertik women conceive and bear children, Thus, they create 



births that are in some sense unnatural. m i l e  they were still in gaduate school, 
they developed a device for surgery, the Mantle retractal; that has become the 
standard in the field, This device has made some professional colkapes jealous 
since it was considered too radical at the time of its invention: In a Bashback to 
medicd school, a professor warns the p u n g  men that it ""mie;ht be fine for a ca- 
daver, but it w n k  work for the living patient." 

As researchers, the men" only focus is on women; they "don't do husbands ar  
babies," Their research an fertilil-y; d isp la~d in mrious clinical and surgical dis- 
plays, lectures, and articles, has brought thern fame and prosperiQ Fextiliv is also 
a central issue for the actress Claire Niveau (Ge-nevieve Bujold), who comes to 
their clinic -for diagnosis and treatment. It turns out she has no chance of hwing 
babies due to being a "trrihrcate": She has three, not one, cervical openings. This 
abnormal multipliciq of anomalous female reproduction is an obsession for the 
Mantles and attracts thern to her, Their mother" fertaization was also multiple, as 
it produced a splitting of the embryo that made thern identical mins, As a result, 
they have wry deep problems about identity and separation, 

Mu& of the mwie concerns the impact of the twinskark on female krtility in 
relation to their sexualiq but also, and more important, to their &aship, A. flash- 
back at the film's start shows the ltvins as precocious boys discussing sex. m e n  
Elliot explains that fish don't need to touch to have sex, BeverXy says, ""Xfike that 
idea*" As adults, the two men have maintained a ""fishy" attitude toward sexual 
touching and closeness. Anaiytical and distanced, they are intimate only with each 
other as they cpically share women and report on their experiences. Their own 
relationship is all that matters and is their only emotional inwlvement, until 
Claire disrupts it and sets them on a spiralinp dwnward path toward emotional 
anwish, drug abuse, separation, and death, by murderlsuicide, 

Each of the lead characters in the film is a sort of reproductive mutant. In 
Clairek case, this is due to her rare cervical anomaly. After he has fdlen in love 
with CXaire, Bev feels jealous of a man who answers the phone in her hotel roam 
and warns him that he is "fuck-ng a mutant.'? And the wins consistently identi* 
with the original Siamese twins, Chang and Eng, considering themselves to be al- 
most literally connected in the same way, They view themselves as unique, freaks 
of nature, two humans whose borders are not clearly individuated. The 
Frankenstein dimensions of the story come from their inability, despite advanced 
scientific work on reproduction, to resolve these mast basic issues of their own 
birth, They cannot accept facts about human physicatity and identity; nor can 
they reach an emotional acceptance of life as it is, 

Embodiment is once again a theme Cronenberg addresses in this film, Much of 
the movie revolves around the conflation of the inside and outside of the body, 
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mereas  Seth, Brundle" telepod took bodies apart at the molecular level, the 
Mantles take them apart and reassemble them biolo8caLEy in the surgery. W e n  
he examines Cfaire in the first scene in his clinic, Bev seems awed by her inkrnal 
landscape. She is bemused at being taken as unique in this odd way-as a famous 
actress, she is more used to adulation far her eserior. Bev even says there should 
be beauv contests for the interior of the body. Obviously, Bev and Elliot have very 
odd views about their own bodies, both outside and inside, They believe that they 
are connected in their experiences, perceptions, and desires, Bev tdls ElXiot that he 
"was there" at a recognition dinner simply because Elly was present. Elly exclaims 
that Bey has not fucked a mman until: be has told Elfy about it. Elev worries that 
they lack independent nervous systems; Elly asserts that their bloodstreams are 
cannectedWaThat is an objective medical observation." 

There are other echoes of Frankenstez'n in this movie, Just as Victor 
Frankenstein graduagy degenerates into a sort of madness and d e c q  so do the 
Mantle mins, Claire leads Bev into a cycle of drug abuse that moves from ocea- 
sional use of uppers and sleepers to mainlining narcotics. Xn a kind of sympahy 
or synchroniciv with Bevk addiction, Elliot becomes an addict as well. Mental 
decay prompts Bev to begin seeing all the women at his clinic as mutants: "The 
patients are getting strange, They look all right on the ourside but their insides are 
deformed. Radical technology was required." &v violates bodies, including fe- 
male bodies and, in the end, his own and the feminized body of his brother. He 
ties Claire up (at her request) during sex; he abuses drugs; he uses a surgical re- 
tractor for a nonsurgical gynecological emm; he creates and emplays experimen- 
tal medical tools in surgery and almost kills a woman, Eventually, he uses his rad- 
ical new tools to restructure EQ's body in order ""t separate the Siamese wins*" 
The surgery kills ElIy, apparently by disembowelment. In the final scenes, both 
men" bboies are shown lying on the stirrup-equipped examination tables in their 
cllmic-tables usually employed for women" pelvic exams, Although Bev tries to 
leave Elliot at the last, he is not able to abandon his bro&er7s corpse, Xn the final 
scenes, we see the two brothers, embracing and half-nude, both dead on the floor 
of their clinic. 

The female W y  is subjected to technical control by the Mantles; we ;zctu&y wit- 
ness pelvic aaminations, on-amera shots of surgery on Fdopian tubes, and med- 
ical diagrams of leukarrhea. Thus, the usually eroticizd spec~cie of female geni- 
talia is made distant and clinid.28 Knowledge of the body ~t;iks on many foms in 
t h i s  movie. The two brohers manipulate women" bodies through their emmina- 
tions, =search, and surgefies, This howle%e seems to translate as well into terrific 
sexual prowess-at least if we take as eviden~e the magnificent: orgasms Claire has 
(""Bo&or, X'm cclxlred"" she sap breathily after one of them). Cro-nenberg comments> 



"Gyniaecolo~ is such a beautihl mehphor for the rniindlbody split. Here it is: the 
mind of men-or women-----trying to understand sexual organs," He made the 
Mins as boys very andytid: "They want to understand femaleness in a clinical w"d)r 
by dissection and analysis, not by experience, emotion or intuitisn,"'g This is the 
problem, in a nutshell, of the scientgc ststndpoint. 

There are clear disadvantages, then, to the erotic knowledge of the p e c a l o -  
gist: It is attained through a kind af clinical distancing. Cronenberg has written 
about how the mnecalogical theme of the film might seem to alienate or scare 
women but is actually m m  disturbing to men, who find the female plumbing 
system ""ikyY7We think they also fear that this scientific figure might know the 
insides of "their" women's bodies in superior, more intimate ways. There are two 
scenes in the movie that show men who do perceive the details of w e c o l o u  as 
"icky;" m e n  Elly has his first dinner date with Claire and her business partner 
and inquires about her periods, the man at the table with them blanches and soon 
says he has to leave. And again, when Bev speaks in jealousy to Claire's s a l e  secre- 
tary an the phone, he says: "Lubriate the two prime fingers af your right hand 
and insert them in Claire Niveau" vagina, You wil feel three and not one cerviml 
heads," Thqoo~ng man gulps, hangs UP, and then CXaire explains later, "He's dde- 
anlly gay, and you managed ice gross him out completely." 

Cronenberg"~ characteristic style of cool horror reaches an extraordinary n w  
plateau here in Bed Ringers, The movie has a visual theme &out wter  that is in- 
troduced at the start when we see the wins as boys discussing why fish do not haw 
sex by touching, since they live In water, These rernarb, their virtual identit-y, their 
odd manner and their precociousness, set up a piaure af them as not quite fully hu- 
man that persists in the movie, The director comments about the set used for their 
rtgartment: "The feeling is that of an aquarium, as though these are strange aat ic  
fish cx^eatures. That's why E wankd their apartment to be purply and bXue and sub- 
max;ine, Xt's v e ~  cml, People 61.18 it extremely distt-urbkg. The fact that they can't 
exad1.y say why-there isn't much blood, etc.-maks it more m.''30 

Scenes in the twinskpartment or dinic are ofien shot at night with a lot of ex- 
terior light filtering in as floating blue patches that do indeed look watery, These 
are echoed in many other scenes such as the gray dinic with Rourescent lighting 
and tastekl blue and white robes, the wintry light in the bathroom, or pale light 
seeping through venetian blinds. Such scenes stand aut when compared with 
many external scenes with diEerent color schemes. Claire's elegant apartment is 
all antiquey with polished white objects and woad with gilt touches. There are 
also several scenes set in a baroque restaurant or in a bar festooned with crystal 
chandeliers, with operatic arias in the bacbround and rococo paintings of nude 
women (! ) adorning the walls, 
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The coolness here is not simply a matter of h e  color scheme, howevec Xt derives 
also kern the attitude and atmosphere, the cerebral dialopes, the sheer elegance of 
all the sets, Also the music, again by Howard Shore, is especially crucial.31 Right 
from the st;l_rt, the credit sequence rolls over vivid red backgrounds while Howard 
Shore's lush romantic strhg music plays on the soundtrack, This might seem ""ht" 
exapt that what we dsu see aginst the red backdrop are row of mysterious, fii@t- 
ening-Xaoking wecologicd instruments, They resemble barbarous tools of tor- 
ture. There are also old medid  t- illustra~ons of pregnancy (including diagrams 
of wins in fetal stages), The movie includes many scenes with professiond settings 
where everyone is coufieous and resemed; this is Canada at its most British, with 
polite audienas at formal dinners, massive podiums in stately university kaUls, and 
austere gray medical boardroams peopled by disapproving silent judges. Jeremy 
Irons himself is an actor it would also be fair to describe as ""cool""-h contrast, say; 
to Jeff Goldblum in The Fly, M e r e  Gvldblurn is $;e&sh and charmingly s h e  even 
at his must intellectual, Irons is oAen languid and always elegant, with his thin 
mrsut_h and sleek miEed hair, dyed blondish in this @m, He dresses with prgeous 
style, appeasing several, times in a t w  or in beautim suits and cashmere overcoats, 
The women in Elly's lifefe, whether Cam his nurse-assistant, or the mins he requests 
Erom irn escort semi=, are also cool:, well-coiffed, soft-spoken, and elegant. EXly is 
shorn several times watching Lqesvles ofthe Rkh and Famous. He comments &at it 
is his fawfite show and that he is "into glamour." 

These cool, upper-class settings contrast nat with brutal scenes of gory horror 
like those we saw in hszners, T;lze Brood, or %e Fly but rather with the implied 
horror of the stark stainless-steel instruments and with the hints of inner upris- 
ings caused by slimy interior body tubes and organs, The underlying psychologi- 
cal horror builds unbearably. as the tw men decline into dmg abuse, mental in- 
stabgity, and eventuai murder/suicide, But the scene of Bevk final operation on 
his brother is treated in a very understated way (especially for Cronenberg). Shot 
at night in dim light, it shows us no actual. rending of the flesh. Instead, we see Elly 
laid on the table. At first, W see what seems to be his unusually large head kom a 
distofied angle, in a magnificent shot that pans up from below his feet, eerily sep- 
arating the head against the nighttime skyscrapers lit behind him. This is the 
Frankensrein monster lab scene filmed in an utterly new way-it is a&er all the 
scene of an unnatural birth. Bev tells Elly that this is their birthday, meaning the 
day of their separation. In this very distuhing and yet sad scene, we see the fot- 
lowing: first, a row af instruments; then a stabbing mation Bev makes, and Elly's 
grimace; next, a rivulet of dark red liquid running onto the white plastic surfaces 
of the examination tzible; and finally, Bev's tears as he wipes his eyes with a bloody 
surgical glove. The only other view we are shown of this gdsty scene is discreetly 



distanced, Bev wakes up the next morning cdlirrg out to Elly about having had a 
nightmare. Both men are lying as mirror images on emmination tables. Bev 
glimpses the desecrated body of his brother, which we can barely see with its red 
abdomen. He both recogni~s it and avoids it. In a scene that is as heart-rending 
as Veronica's loss sf Brundfe at the close sf n e  PIP Bev begins to call out for Elly. 
He sidles along the room avoiding the corpse and eventually his cry degrades into 
a singsong repetitious chant, "Elllly, Ellfly; EIlIXy;"" etc. 

Thsrtriarlization i s  Ths Fly and Dsrd Ringaro 

We can track in these two movies, The Fly and Bed Ringers, the start of a sort of 
transition in Cronenbergk oeuvre. With The FE% his biggest financial success, 
Cronenberg began getting recognition for the emotional nuuaces of his work in 
the horror genre. And by the time of Bed Ringes, it seems clear he had moved 
on from being the "B-movie" or scblock director he was initklly known as to 
achieving critical recognition as a bona fide auteur. The on-screen displays of hor- 
ror are much more muted in Dead Ringers, but perhaps this makes them all the 
more intensely ps)rchological and disturbing-preludes to the erotic violence, 
anornie, and voyeurism of Crash, And no doubt drug use as a theme in Dead 
Ringers helped pave the vvay for the more surreal kinds of visions Cronenberg 
vvoujld provide his viewrs in Naked Lunch. 

&ain, as wi& Scan~ers and f ie  Brood, theatricalization is significant, as xenes of 
horror erupt on-screen in shocking contrast to their cool cerebral surfilces. Both 
films ernphasi~ the visual display of horror, in part toy focusing on the physica1it-y 
of their lead actors. The male body is very much at issue here. Seth Brun&e (feff 
Goldblum) in me Ply changes gradually horn within as his body taks on the fly's 
genetic composition, First he grows nasty mebflic hairs, then he loses fingernails, 
teeth, and ears, He remains human even as inexorable processes lead to changes in 
his locomotion, diet, and even his digestive proasses. JeR Go1dbluxt.l" body is fore- 
pounded throughout these transitions as a site of physical erup~ons and decay; He 
appearwften on screen with his chest bare and is sometimes nearly nude. His phys- 
icality and aaing ab3ity are showcased as he rnmages to rn&e humanity and his ec- 
cen&ic wit visible &rough layers of ghastly makeup, Part of what raises the movie 
weIl above the level of a gore fest involves the believable emotions rdating its WO 

main characters in the romantic couple. Goldblum and Davis were in fact rornanti- 
eally involved at the time of making the movie, m e h e r  because of this or simply 
beause of good acting, &ere is a definite chemiistry on-screen b-een the two, ap- 
parent kom their first meetkg through to their on-screen sex and also eviiclertt in 
their conversatjions and happy shopping or eating interludes. 
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Bead Ringers is of course also a cinematic and acting tour cle force in that one 
man, Jeremy Irons, performs and embodies on screen the role of t w  distin~e in- 
dividuals, through Cronenberg's innovatix use of the motion-control camera. 
The fact that they are in the end not truly distinct reverberates with Irons" obvi- 
ous, yet intermittently forgettable, singleness as an act;or, Most str&ng perhaps in 
his achievement here are several scenes in tlrhich he plays one brother imperson- 
ating the ather, where we can see the Xayering of roles at work in very subtle 
ways,32 Dead Ringers is chock-full of allusions to pedormance, fiiifming, acting, 
ktnessing, and audience, It concerns not pedormance in the sense of the perfor- 
mance of a gender identiq but pedormance at an existential fevef, the level of be- 
ing human-------something also dealt with by writers like Samuel Beckett, Luigi 
PirandeUa, Franz Ka&a, and Jean-Paul Saflre. The film asks, like plays or stories 
by those authors, what it means to act as a human and to achiew an identity 
through one" actions. Horror arises kern the gap b e ~ e e n  role and person or the 
inabilit-y ta h d  a red identity of one% own to enact. 

We sXlauXd also notice that Claire, the heroine and main romantic interest in 
this film, is a charac-ter who is an actress. Thus, we expect her to be a person play- 
ing at parts. We see bits and pieces of her prakssianal life over the course of the 
movie: Bev rehearses scenes with her to help her memorize lines, Elly visits her in 
her makeup trailer on set (where she sports large, nasty but fake bruises), and we 
see her throwing a tantrum directed at the vvardrobe person on her new film. Elly 
makes numerous disparagng remarb about ClaireS profession that imply that it 
is a world dominated by faking and insincerity. She's just into games about sex, 
she's conning them for drugs, she's having an affair because "show-biz ladies are 
like that." Yet ironically; it is the actress Claire who is a genuine person in the 
movie, She displays emotions and admits ;to fears and needs, she has intuitians 
and perceptions &out what is really going on with the twins. 

By contrast, it is the twins in this film who are performers, fakes, failures at 
their parts, They enact life but do not live it. Bev performs at the clinic and 
surgery, while Elliot pe&orms in giviitlg lect-ures and speeches. These speeches are 
often shown and are staged as elaborate pedormances, Eiliatk charm and insin- 
ceriq suggest that he is always "on,"" and we have reason, given his promiscuity 
and cynicism, to be dubious about his oficious speeches honoring medical ethics 
and respect for women as the source of life! We see no fewer than six occasions of 
Elfiot's appearance ;if hrmal events with wdiences in the film: at medical school 
when his retractor is honored, at the formal dinner, in a surgical theater, at a med- 
ical-school lecture, at the board hearing, in a scientific setting, The surgical the- 
ater scene is an especially strikng one because both men are performing-Bev in 
the surgery and Ellliot outside lecturing with two monitors of his brother" work 



PHOTO 3,6 Elfiot Mantle (f;erea;tzy Irons) lectmres while Bezrerty Mantle operates in Dead 
Ringers (1988). 

on display (Photo 3.6). Bev is shown tending to w m e n  patients at the clinic in 
xenes that we r n q  also infer are performances, given the cynicism ihe expresses 
about these ""bmbos," 

Behind all this play at identiq is the deeper and rnore magical play of identity 
of the cinematogrqhy and acting in this film, which, creates two men from one. 
There is an irony in the fact that one man, jererny Irons, plays two men who can- 
not really find their own individuality or separation. This sets up an odd and per- 
pleAng kind of metaphysical tension in the movie, Through an obvious tour de 
force of acting and cinematic production, the t w  men really do seem diRerent to 
us, as they do to Claire------though there are moments of blurring or conhsion, 
W e n  Claire demands to see the two wins together, she could be said to express 
our orvn desire as curious filmgoers, and the scene teases us by continuing for 
some time to show each man in a single shot. The movie w u l d  take on a diRerent 
meaning if the roles were played by actual twins (and there are in fact WO sets of 
actual 2-tvins in the cast). Irons is acting the part of WO men who to start with do 
manifest some fairly clear distinctions, They look slightly different, with minor 
variations in their clothes and hairsvle. T k i r  expressions and attitudes are diRer- 
ent, too: ElZiot is urbane, extroverted, and snidely charming; Bev is serious, tired- 
looEng, rnore fragle, Bevk physical appearance deteriorates much like Brandle's 
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in The Fh, though. without the sci-fi dimension, as the drugs leave him ghastly 
pale, with matted hair and great shadows under his eyes. 

It is also very intriping that in. the movie each twin performs the part of the 
other, We see Bev imitating Elly when he goes to visit Claire the first time. (This is 
all the more ironic, giwn that she was first seduced by Elly in the opposite role, 
imitating Bev.) Meanwhile, Bev had taken on Elly's public relations role by dining 
out with a potential donor and his wife. He later imitates Elly to the latter's dis- 
may; to display how charming he, "Elly," has been to the hosts. We also see Bev 
claiming to be ElIy at a brmal recognition dinner, and we watch EZly pretending 
to be Bev before the medical board. Each man is not quite srxccesshl at portraying 
the other, ""Xdok "link they bou@t it, Bev, I think they h e w  it w s  me,"" mourns 
Elly after the board dismisses them from the hospital. 

Claire disrupts things for the two men because she is the first person who is 
dead-on at being able to distinpish bemeen them, This may not be attr;rbutable 
so much to her having "woman" intuition" as to her expertise &out acting, Elly 
wants her to love or become involved with them both, and when she says she can- 
not, he asks, "Are we really that different?" He seems dumbbunded when she 
replies, "You redly are." In Iner first encounter with the k n s  together, angry at be- 
ing duped into sleeping with them both, she cries: "Sweet little act you have, You 
[Bev] sofien them up with all that smarmy mncern and along comes Dracula here 
[Elliot] and polishes them off." She accuses Bey of merely acting in sholvving con- 
cern and care for his women patients at the clinic, something confirmed when 
Bev, drunk, complains at Elliat% recognition dinner: "1 slave over the hot snatches 
while Elliot gives the speeches, E do everything for those birnlbos except take them 
home and stick it in them." 

Over the course of the film, the brothers become even more identical. in the fi- 
nal scenes, Irons plays them indistinguishably as corrupted, sad, and decayed, 
They pathetically revert to childhood by eating cake with orange pop, and Elly 
cries because he wants ice cream, The physicality of the male actor" body is just as 
important in. its own  ray here as it was in f i e  Ry-here, too, we are witness to a 
literal process of physical disintegration, only one accomplished with no (or few) 
special efi:ects-apart from the one big cinematic trick of tvvinning a single indi- 
vidual, The actor's body is used especially well in the final scene, which showcases 
the MO male bodies together, nearly nude (Photo 3,7), Their beautihl muscula- 
ture and sculptural Xook make them resemble a pemerse sort of Pietd, bmught out 
by the f x t  that the scene is lit (unusually for this Gtm) with golden morning fight. 
This scene is at once very sad (W hear again the mournful and eerie music), 
beautiful, disturbing, and mysterious. Cronenberg leaves us with one last image 
composed by cinematic magic, as our eyes take in the doubleness of this one actor 



PHOTO 3.7 The Mantle wens disnzancled ("candjeremy Irons hubled) in thefinal scene of 
Dead X;iner;ers (1988). 

plqing tvvo distinct men who died because they could not love women or face the 
mystery of their unnatural birth,3Vailing to Xive as truly separate individuals. 

In his most recent and more '"arty" f lms (Crash, M Butterpp Naked Lunch, 
Videoduome, eXistenZ), Cronenberg has extended some of the themes I have ex- 
amined in the four films of this chapter. His w r k  may seem to have become less 
horrific, buthe continues to pursue issues concerning the human body and the 
risks of monstrous Resh, as we11 as his themes of artistic pedsrmance and theatri- 
cality These come together in, several of the mare recent films' meditations on the 
relat_iazl b e ~ e e n  embodiment and desire, Charaaers in, these films Rout the limits 
af xeeptable sexual behavior, usually with dire or bleak results, These new irnag- 
ined vvorlds can be utopian, enticing and marveious, but in these movies-which 
are still in a sense horror: movies-people c;m never advance to their mndesful 
new powers without risk, pain, suffering, and, inevitably, horror. Max in 
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Videodrome wants to share in the dangerously stimulating pleasures of the 
Videodrorne snuff-W channel, but he can only do so at the cost of losing his nor- 
mal perceptions when strange new openings appear in his body, 

The role of the artist is a clear continuing theme in Cronenberg's films. No 
doubt it is in part his attention to artistry as a subject that has gradually permitted 
Cronenberg to evolve frum a "Bw-horror director h o w n  best for the exploding 
head in. Scanners into a risk-taKng auteur making art films like Naked Lunch and 
Crash. Crsnenberg" recent films present work by literary artists whose writing is 
wry self-referential and has a huge cult following, Naked Lunch features a writer 
(based on William Burroughs himself) who experiments with drugs and alterna- 
tive sexual possibilities. Crash is about a character named James BaUard (after the 
author, as in the novel), who meets a man, Vaughan, who makes car crashes and 
ghastly wounds into a kind of erotic performance art, And eXistt7nZ is &out an 
author of virtual-reality games who becomes trapped in her own latest and best 
game, It is perhaps mare noticeable after these iffilms how strikingly strang a gres- 
ence of artists there is in the earlier movies, Scannu5 has powrh l  scenes set in an, 
art gallery and in the studio of an artistjscanner. The man" life-size sculptures ex- 
press the anguish of the scanner experience of life; he explains that only his art: 
keeps him sane, In Dead Ri~gers, Bev commissions a sculptor as well to cast his 
bizarre designs for gynecological instruments and then steals them when the 
artisexhibits them at a pflery. (These instruments were based on a sculpture 
that Cronenberg once did hirnselE)3"cenes of artistry draw more attention to 
the Bmmaker's art (and also to that of the set designers, special effects crews, and 
others), Horror filmmaking requires a delicate balance between the presentation 
of beauty and an utter disruption of the serenity of the image, In movies like 
Cronenberg's, this can contribute to the exquisite enjoyment of extremely painful 
and disturbing material. 
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The Vampire's Unique Harror 

Along with the wreurolf and Frankerrstein's monster, the vampire has become a 
staple of both Xiterav and cinematic horror.1 A, villainous vampire stars in sne s f  
the earliest of all horror films, E W. Murnauk Nosfera~-u (1922); they have contin- 
ued to appear on the screen right hrougb the 1990s with Brarn SliolcerWracula, 
Interview with the Vampire, Blade, and Vaqz"res.2 Literary vampires abound in 
Anne Rice" best-sellhp navels, and the bloodsucking a u n t  Dracufa has turned 
up in other art forms, like ballet, as weitl.3 Dracula reaches new generations 
through new media: His lore is recounted on innumerable web sites, and his irn- 
age has influenced the look and lyrics of contemporary rock bands," 

Fascination with vampires is sa prevalent that in his recent book, W a t  Evil 
Mectns to Us, C. Fred Alford obsems that for the younger people he has inter- 
viewed, "the vampire has replaced Sa@n as the leading figure of evli1,""sAl~srd 
laments this as indkative of a cultural vacuum of spbo l i c  resoures for envi- 
sioning evil: 

Satan tempts your soul, corrupting p u  from inside out, exptaitixlg your pride against 

your will. The vampil-e just want& to suck F u r  blood; about your soul he h a w s  and 
cares norhhg, . . . Evil is no longer a force in the wrld,  no longer about temptation 
af the soul. Inskad, evil has lodged in the bod-y, and has becrome wehess.6 
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Alfod draws a strong contrast b e ~ e e n  vampires and the fictionalized Satan of 
hX.ilronas Paradise Lost, a f ie re  of evil who is allegedly more grand and subtle be- 
cause he invites human collusion with his monstrous pride and rebellion. X will 
argue that Alford's dismissive treatment of the rrrtmpire is mistaken. Some of the 
films I discuss here use vampires to offer complex and nuanced visions of the fine 
shadings in b e ~ e e n  good and evil. Vampire evil, often shown as willed man- 
strousness, is similar to Satan" sow in Paradise Lost: "Evil be thou my good." 
Vampires can function more ambiguously than A1ford allows: Although at times 
they are rather one-dimensional, at other times they exempliitjr our own human 
desires, some more wmplex. and subtle than others, 

In misting values as they turn death to life, night to day, and evil to good, vam- 
pires manifest three fascinating features, First, the vampire violates the norms of 
femininiv and masculinity, as allegedly directed through heterosexual desire to 
marriage and procreation, Sexuality is rife in the vampire genre, d i c h  is unusual 
in horror for its eroticism and beauty. Bfien vampires are wealthy, beautiful? and 
aristocratic, so that the vampire film may be decked out with trappings of ancient 
European nobility: cloaks, candles, chandeliers, chariots, castles, bmpires are 
polymorphously perverse: In &eir search. for blood, they can find ph;ysicaJI inti- 
macy with a person of almost any gender, age, race, or social dass. Sexuality is 
transmuted into a new kind of exchange of bodily fluids where reproduction, if it 
occurs at all, confers the M&rk giW of immortal undead existence rather than a 
natural birth. Transgressive and violent eroticism links the vampire's monstrous- 
ness ta revolution against norms established by patriarchal institutions of reli- 
gion, science, law, and the nuclear family. 

Secand, since vampires violate the boundaries b e ~ e e n  life and death, they 
prompt us to rethink our ordinary conceptions of good and evil, They violate nat- 
ural laws and God" hws; as Van Helsirrg, the vampire trackex; says in the 1979 John 
Badharn film version of Dracula, ""[If we are defeated, then there is no Cod.'' 
Vampires pox  a deep metaphysid puzzle about how to create new structures for 
meaning and value within the time scale of godless eternity. Like Nietzsche's 
Zarathustra, some vampires seek to create new ethical norms in a vacuum where 
traditional science and religion have lost their grip. However, as they seek a 
Nietzschean "~ansvaluation of values,""? do they perpetuate standard, familiw hu- 
man values in a new contea? Vampire values smack suspiciously of old Hofiyood 
values in such examples as The Hgnger or Francis Ford Capgola's Bram Stoker3 
Dracuk, with its slogan "Love Never Dies.'?erhaps vampire eternity, rather than 
being ehilaratingly open and free, is ultimately horrific, boring and repetitive, 

Third, I will argue that Alford is wmng in his claim that vampires are poor fig- 
ures of evil because of a paucity of symbolic or imaginative associations. The 



vampire genre is a gold mine of endlessly varied imaginative possibilities oEerirrg 
the pleasures of storytelling and fantasy. Vampire films af-clrd very specific aes- 
thetic or cinematic pleasures that accrue precisely because these monsters have 
become so popular and multifarious. Sorne of these pleasures attach to the specid 
visual spectades that vampires provide as they employ the persona and body of 
an actor in the fascinating role of a familiar viflainous hero or heroine. From Bela 
Lugosi onward to Frank Langella, Louis Jordan, David Ilowie, Brad Pig, Tom 
Cruise, ar Gary Oldman, vampires have been played by attractive, seq ,  and 
prominent male actors, Female vampires lag somewhat behind in prevalence, but 
there are still some devastatingly beautiful ones such as Delplzine Seyrig in 
Daughters of Darknesf 1970) or the lesbian lovers played by Cathe~ne Deneuve 
and Susan Sarandon in The Hunger (1983). 

Genre familiarity means that we bring cognitive and emotional capacities to 
bear on the interpretation and assessment of fifmshnarrative structures and resa- 
futions, We are all familiar with the many rules that govern vampires, so we may 
greet familiar swnes with relish: the absence of reaections, the opening cofin, the 
bite on the neck, the howl of wolves, the opening of an antique authoritative 
leather-bound book.8 Even though a given film might violate a few of the stan- 
dard rules, deviations are allowd only wi&in certain parameters, Sorne things re- 
main as staples-blood, cofins, fangs, and crucikes. The genre plays upon and 
rewads this sort of audience expectation and kno.rvledge.9 

In this chapter, I will examhe these three basic themes of trmsgessive eroticism, 
the chauenges of gadless immortality, and the pleasures of genre, The first half of 
nny chapter takes up the mast famous vampire, Dracula, beginning with Brarn 
Stoker" novel. This will orient my observations on. how the monster has shape- 
shiAed in three film versions: those directed by Tod Browning in 1931 (with Bela 
Lugosi), John Badham in 1979 (wi& Frank hngeUa), and Prancis Ford cl7c;rppola in 
19% ( ~ t h  Gary Oldman), 'Then in the second haK of the chapter, I will examhe 
two non-Dracula vampire films, %i%e Hu~ger (19831, whose lesbian vampire narra- 
tive has roots in another vampire classic tale, Sheridan Le Fanu" Carmilla, and 
Intewieur with the Vampire (1994), based on h n e  Rice's hugely popular (and ongo- 
ing) series The Vampire Ghronkles. Throughout the chapter, I will defend the vam- 
pke as yrnbal of evil against the challenge posed by Alfard. 

Bram Stoker" DracuEa presents a vampire who is clearly evil, but Alford would be 
right to say that he lacks the tragk or epic grandeur of Maton's Satan, He appears 
only as a monstrous and evil man as seen by others. They all portray him as ugly 
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and disgsting, with hairy palms, bad breath, distinct gleaming teeth, a skul-like 
ugly high foxbead, and so forth, This Dracula is quite repulsive rather than hand- 
some and appealing, Stoker does not imagine him from within as having any sort 
of tortured selfi W do not hear of his search for meaning and value, Dracuh, 
witten in 1897, has been much discussed in the past few years since its centen- 
nial, Stoker\ theme of blood pollution seems fresh in the AIDS era (and is a sub- 
text of the most recent film versions). The novel's snnusuaX eroticism and gender 
dynamics have also been foregrounded in. recent critical andyses by feminists and 
queer theorists.10 

Ironically, although the Frankenstein monster" trip from gage to screen took 
him into greater dimensions of hideous and unsympathetic monstrousness, 
Dracula has become increaisingly attractive and sympathetic," Film versions recog- 
nize that a more multiIfaceted Dracula can became a fascinathg figure poised be- 
meen Akin  and tragc hero, He or she may be conscious of h a h g  monstrous sta- 
tus (like Gary Oldman's vampire in appola's film). Or the vampire may (like Louis; 
in Intmiew with the Vanzpz're or Miriam Blaylock in m e  Hung@) mourn his or her 
separation from mortals. Only oasiondly is the -vampire creative and happy to be 
bad when transvaluing values (like Frank LangeWs feuhi Prince Dracula in John 
Sadham's movie, or ks&t in h n e  Rice's f i e  V a q i r e  GTzronicfes), 

Certain key e lemen~ of Stoker" novel are crucial for screen versions and pave 
the vvay h r  depictions of increasingly polymorphous vampire sexualiiz-y, In the 
book are seeds of the genre's gender revisionism; certain key scenes af erotic ex- 
change are always enacted and reenacted on film, so that what is fan about filmic 
versions is the chareagrapfiy of these familiar episodes, One of these three impor- 
tant moments is Jonathan Harker's seduction by DracuXds brides, This sane  oc- 
curs quite early in the book, in chapter 4, shortly after Jonathan has glimpsed 
Draculta in. his coffin, looking y-ouxzger and ""engorged with blood like a leeche3'It is 
narrated kom Jonal?haxl% overheated and arnbivalently erotic point of view as he 
first hears one of the w m e n  comment, "He is young and strong; there are kisses 
for us all." He then continues: 

I lay quiet, I a o b g  out under my eyelashes in in aagany of deli&tful anticipation . . . 
as she arched her neck she actudly licked her lips like an animal, 611 I could see in the 
moonlight the moisture shining on the scarlet lips and on the red tanwe as it lapped 
the white sharp teeth . . . X closed my eyes in a lanporaus ecstasy and wszited-waited 
with beating heart.'" 

Jonathan obviously both desires and fears being made a sexual object at the hands 
of women. The homoerotic threat of an attack by the male vampire also gets 



raised as the real seducerlpredator lurks behind the scenes. Dracula emerges to 
chase away his wives and insist that the victim belongs to him. 

A second key scene of transgressive eroticism is Dracufa's rape of Lucy on a 
bench by the sea in %itby; this occurs roughly one-third of the wily through the 
novel, in chapter 8. This scene, told fiom Mina's point of view first registers her 
awareness of Dracula's presence.13 Awakened in the night, Mina has the strung 
sense that something is wrong. Suspense builds and time is almost halted as Mina 
attempts to rush through the dark landscape, until finally she glimpses an ap- 
palling spectacle: "l; could see the seat and the white figure . . . There was un- 
doubtedly somehing, long and black, bending over the half-reclining white fig- 
ure. X calkd in kight, lacy! Lucy!"nd something raised a head, and from where I 
was X could see a white face and red, gleaming eyesP14 

Third and last is Dracula's seduction, or rather rape, of Mina in chapter 23 (af- 
ter Lucy's death and ceremonial beheading), This scene is narrated by Dr. Sward, 
who sees Mina's head held against Draculds bleeding chest: 

He held both Mrs. Harker's hands, keeping them away with her arms at fin11 tension; 
his right hand gripped her by the back of the neck, forcing her face down on his bo- 
som, Her white nightdress was smeared with blood, and a thin &ream trickled down 
the man's bare breast which was shown by his torn-open dress, The attitude of the 
WO had a terrible resernbtance to a child forcing a ktten's nose into a a u m r  of milk 
to compel it to drid.15 

Mina's contamination with the Count's bad blood in this scene was n s  doubt con- 
sidered too racy and risyuC to be shown directly in many fiXm versions, And even 
in the 5979 Dracuta with Kate rjelligan and Frank Langella, it was considerably re- 
vised (as in Coppola's later movie) by making the woman choose to drink, in an 
even and free exchange of vital Buids. 

Stoker" novel ends oddly by describing itself as %just a s t s ~ . " ~ T h i s  device is a 
striking move, and E will refer to it below as we trace equivalents on film. Stoker 
releases us from the chilling grip of his tale, butbe raises doubts about whom to 
trust: Is this admission itself just a ploy? After all, the book is scary in its eviden- 
dary form, as evidence accumulates through a painstaking aaernbly of witness 
testimonials, recordings, diaries, newspaper clippings, scientific articles, weather 
reports, letters, and the like, If none of these can truly serve as "authentic docu- 
ments:" then whatever couId"?"f"hisame paradox is central to the vampire film, 
which invariably raises within it skeptical doubts about the efistence of its man- 
sters, Other horror films might also make the issues of discovery and confirma- 
tion central to the plot, but the vampire film is different because the vampire 
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preys on our very skepticism and suspicion, Van Hefsing says in the 1931 Dracuta, 
"The strength of the vampire is that people will not believe in himy Failure to 
come to terms with the possibility of evil might itself endanger us, 

In every version af the story, some characters are taken through an initid phase 
of skepticism into belief and then aaian by the leadership af a scientific-medical 
authority fiere, Van Eelsing or another,ty And a huge old, authoritative leather- 
bound book becomes a key image that recurs in the film versions aE this story. 
Ultimately, this trope aEa"te baolt"" is so central that X pr-apose we consider that 
Eirarn Stoker's novel itself is the book that sets up the parameters we must study to 
learn about vampires. %at we wme to ""believe" is the Actiw reality that has 
been recreated again and again and &at has been kept alive-like Dracula him- 

r since its publication in 1897. Stories about vampires are stories about 
human choices, about our life and our death, about what counts as good or bad 
for us. Although a h about a fictional monster like a vampire is, of course, not 
credible if W take it as ""eidence" that vampires really do exist, it may become 
real far us in other significant ways as a story about human evil that we tell our- 
selves and enjoy watching. 

Tod Brorminj'r Dtr~vlr (1931 ) )  

Sela Lugosi" pperfarrnance in Tod Browning" film version of Dracula was cxuciaf 
in transforming Brarn Stoker's viflain into an erotically compeging figure. Yet this 
Dracula is still depicted as evil and in some ways repulsive, En the end, the film 
asks us to celebrate Dracula's destruction as an act that restores the normal order: 
His death will release the romantic couple to walk up the stairs together, from 
Barkness into light, Apart from Lugasi"s sex appeaX in the role, we can also see 
some of the first steps takn  here toward a sympathetic portrayal af the vampire 
that acknowledges mare tragic dimensions of being undead. This is briefly hinted 
at when Dracula comments in his first encounter with Dr. Seward, John, Luc)r, 
and Mina: "[T)o die; to be really dead . . . that must be glorious, There are far 
wrse  things awaiting man . . , than death,'" 

The dualiv of Gothic romance caharacterizes the two lead women" reactions to 
Lugosi" Dracula, After they meet at a concert, he becomes the subject of their dis- 
cussion and fan~sizing; they see him as a romantic foreign aristocrat lhing in a 
ruined castle. Lucy imitates his eccentric phrasings and imagines being "Quntess 
Dracula," She sap  to Mina, "bugh ail you Iike. . . . I think he's fascinating? This 
vampire is the chief spectacle of the film, not only for the women but also for 
viewrs, Lucy is right to ennulak his a m n t  because much of LugosiS odd attrac- 
tiveness sterns kom his unusual voice, with; its exotic phrasing and alien ininRection 



patkrns, The allure of Lugosii"~ erotic Dracula works against his evil nature and 
nefarious activity; later films will make the erotic part of the monskr's evil. nature 
but perhqs in doing so will mitigate his evil, This is one case, then, where klford's 
dismissal of the vampire as s p b o l  is far too quick and crude, Like many Brn 
vampires, Lug~si in this movie is a parody of an attractive "foreigd' woman, with 
his pale skin, eyeliner, and darkened lips. This vampire is above ;aU a monster to be 
looked at, or gazed upon, with his slick black hair, eloquent hands, handsome top 
hat, dazzling shirt, and mapificent black mpe.lg 

But the vampire" power is shown from the start to reside in his own. possession 
of a rernarhbte, even hypnotic, gazcl (Piroto 4.3). He hnctions, then, both like a 
fascinating passive woman and like an aaive evil man. Xn one of our first glimpses 
of him, we see only blazing eyes that emerge h m  his disguise as the coach driver, 
(Lug~si's q e s  are fieguently lit with bright spots in this film, as they had been in 
the stage play.) Dracula's powerful lo0k mesmerizes Renfield, the v&iting English 
estate agent. The slight and effete Renfield becomes the vampire's first victim in a 
highly eroticizd scene of attack, where Dracula leans dawn over the punger 
man" prone body on the bed.. This attack is the first sign of the vampire's oomni- 
sexuality. Dracula" femininify attracts us ta look, upon him and entices Renfield 
into a sort of trance in ibis chambers, Thus, his blood lust combines indeterminate 
female or hamoerotic male powers of attracting and consuming. 

Bracula's Medusa-lik gaze mesmerizes more people, but from now on, only 
women: a flower vendor, a theater hostess, a maid, and, ultimately> the two mid- 
dle-dass heroines of the film, Lucy and Mina. His power stops only with Professor 
Van Eelsing-his anomalous male force is stopped by ""poper" ppaarchy, Even 
the wise Dutch doctor is d ram to the vampire before he can resist Dracula" hyp- 
notic power ("Elllour will is strong, Van. HeXsing:" Dracula says), We can see h r r r  
this battle that ta draw neat and simple links b e ~ e e n  the male viewer who "has 
the gaze" and the male agents acting in the 61m will. not work, BraczlEa under- 
mines such; links because the vampire is shorn as both subject and object of the 
gaze, both agn t  and victim of the men in the film. He is complex enough, then, to 
begin suggesting ways W can respond to Alford's critique of the vampire as s p -  
bol, even if in this particular film these possibilities are not fully developed. 

Broming's movie tones dam some of the eroticism of Stoker's novel, We are 
shown a glimpse of knfield (not Harker) meeting with Dracula's brides, but this 
scene is cut very short, Lucy's sseductian by the vampire is not poaray-ed as a scene 
of unnat-ural mating in, the dark by. the sea, vo)reuristically witnessed by Mina. 
Rather, Dsacula Ries in her window as a bat who materializes into human form and 
leans down over her, We do not even see him adually touching her body, and after a 
quick cut to the ncrxt scene, she is already dead and her carp= lies on the table in a 
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PHOTO 4. I Reh Lugosi"s;clypno&c gaze as tke Count ipl Dracula (If331). 

surgical thmter. There is no real development af Luq's character, nar any sugges- 
tion that she has courted death by her &mtious behavior with three suitors, 

Drileulds conquest of Mina is the one moment from the book realized with 
some real erotic flair in the film. First, Dracula flies in her window in the form of 
a bat, while Renfield, watching from his cell window screams, "No, not her, please 
don", please!" The next morning, a hysterical Mina babbles about dogs, mist, and 
@owing red eyes, Braculds next attack an Mina transpires in a sequence with the 
surreal quietness of a dream, The vampire awaits her on the l am,  eyes glowing, 
and she leaves the house in her flowing nightdress, The film cuts to a long shot 
that shows hirn, witing erect o u ~ n  the lawn, clothed in his cage with only that 
sleek dark head visible. Mina approaches to ernbrace hirn, and in a swift, silent 
gesture, he wraps her within his dark cloak. Lugosi"s Dracula seems a stealthy fe- 
line predator, augmenting his association. with hrtive wives and bats. 

Unhrtunately, the Mina of the movie (Helen Chandler) is rather pale, wan, 
and nerveless-a far cry from Stoker" intrepid character, M e n  Dracula appears, 
Van Helsing orders Mina to her room like a child. After her first encounter with 
Dracula as bat, Mina feels pah t ed  and mrns  John tearfully that fie c;m never kiss 



her again, that their love is impossible. She later eyes his neck with a mad gleam 
but ultimately confesses that the Count has foxed her to drink korn his veins------- 
notably, veins in his arm, not his breast, This scene is not shorn, nor is it even de- 
scribed with anphing like the physical intimacy of Stoker's novel, 

Lugosi is indeterminately male in the film, an actor who wavers bemeen mati- 
nee idol masculinit). and overdone exotic femininiv He is physically dangerous, 
carrying an infection. He threatens the weak, small Renfield by looming over his 
bed or from behind him, just as he wiI1 later victimize women. Yet he is not simply 
a representative of normal patriarchy, since he is opposed to the male heroes of 
the film, who are Western, rationd, and bourgeois, as an exotic "other" who is 
"Eastern:" feudal, and aristocratic. He is marked as alien by his unusual accent, 
voice, and manners, as wU, as by his attire, Indeed, his sexual duality is contrasted 
in the film with a distinct and rigid patriarchal code, enforced by a clear ordering 
principle among the "Western" men. This %m sets up a distinct patriarchal hier- 
archy to combat the vampire" hhyynotie allure, The oldest, and presumably wisest, 
man in the film, Dr,. Van Helsing must direct the pung,  handsome, and virile 
"John" Harker, and to de so, he temporarik assumes control over Mina" bbeavior 
and even her body. The hierarchy of male power and authority leads in a clear or- 
der from Van Helsing to Dr. Seward, here not a young man and Lucy's suitor but 
an older man and Mina's father, to boot. Next in line is the handsome but imgetu- 
ous John; then the mmic relief character, a Cockney asy-lurn guard; and finally the 
slight, boyish, and effeminate Renfield, Dracula's first victim in the movie. 
Although Van HeZsing is presented as "right'? or genuinely authoritative in the 
movie, he is odd, arbitrary and eccentric-so alien that he is almost a match for 
Dracula himself, Tbe other men, Harker in particular, find his belief in vampires 
and his plans W protect Mina with garlic and wlfiane irrational and supersti- 
tious. Yet Van Helsing, as the personification of the patriarchal order, is the one 
who protects the young hero's interests in the tvornan. He takes control, restrict- 
ing lhe acts of the hero himself, though in the end he does relinquish the woman 
to her proper, and younger, mate. 

Despite the fascination the vampire exercises on his victims and, by extension, 
on the audience, ultimately in Broming's film version, as in the novel, he is de- 
feated, Dracula here is evil, but not in a very mmplex or interesting way-his mo- 
tivation~ are not explored, nor do we learn much of his past, his views, or his vd- 
ues, Alford might be right about the actual role of the vampire here, if we confine 
our obsemtions to the script and dialogue. Even acknowledging the subtlety, nu- 
ances, and complexiq of hgosi's performance in the m1 h its suggestions 
of real menace combined with great allure-we can still complain that he is too 
easy to ridicule because of his foreign, weirdness, stagy deliberateness, exaggerated 
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accent, campiness, his masquerade of weird femininity, if you wiL1. As in the novel, 
the narrative is carried to its perhaps simplistic resolution through the intrepid 
team of male investigators (a doctor; a professor, and a solicitor), led by Professor 
Van Helsing (who says at one point, "If I am to help I must be master here."") But 
even this apparently patriarchal resolution to the tale has intriguing aspects, be- 
=use the science Van Helsing professes is a kind of necromanq, involving silver 
crosses, grotesque acts upon corpses, walfiane, wreaths aE smelly garlic blossoms, 
and so forth, Brownings film emphasizes the alterity of this science by induding 
numerous comments camparing Van Helsing's weird views to those of the inhab- 
itants of Dr, Seward" asylum. The guard says everyone in the kause is crazy; 
Harker comments that one of Van Helsing" remarks sounds like something he 
would expect one of the patients to say; and knfield, overhearing their conversa- 
tion about stakes through the heart, remarks, ""Ink this a strange conversation for 
men who area" crazy!" 

As with Stoker's novel, then, Browning's movie makes much out of issues of 
credibility, evidence, and science, M e n  Dr. Seward insists to tran Helsing that 
"the va rnp i~  is pure myth, superstition,)) Van Helslng responds that ""re supersti- 
tion of yesterday can become the scientific reality of .t-oday.'Tan Helsing offers 
"proof" "bere that gradually accumulates for both viewers of the film and for char- 
acters  thin it: bite marks on vidimshecks, the absence of a reflection in mir- 
rors, h c f i  vvalking the lanes and abducting small babies, and Gnally the presence 
of the vampire himself within his co%n, 

Apart h r n  Lugosi" performance, the most striking thing about Browning's 
movie is the look of the fib. The sets enhance the movie's ccreepy and gloomy at- 
mosphere, as does its unusual, (for us) silence-the film has no musical sound 
track. Almost as much as the pleasures of viewing the vampire as an erotic male, 
these cinematic features of the 1931 film set the template for later versions that 
revel in pleasures specific to &is genre-the pleasures of recognition and familiar 
repetition. The sets of Dracula" castle in 'Sransylvania and then of his lair at 
Carfax Abbey are particularly striking, Although. they are Gothic and shadow 
shot in something of the same way as Frankenstein's laboratory in the 1931 
Universal Studios version of FranXcens;cein, they have a different feeling: not ex- 
pressionist but truly Romantic. Tkey possess a decayed and crumbling grandeur, 
a mstjestic: yet dark beauty. The scenes of the climax in the crypt are superb, with 
three f-ipres positioned across the sweep of a curved stone staircase and over a 
large Gothic arch, Juxtaposed by their shadings, these three fimres are given a 
clear moral symbolism: the vampire clad in black, Mina Aoating in pure white, 
and f;lenfield already half-corrupted and wearing gray, The sinuosity of the stairs 
suits Dracula's lithe, predatory movements. His destruction occurs when he goes 



to ground in his coffin: He is earthy and evil, whereas Mina floats upward into her 
"naturaIaii'\lement of good pure whitdight, as church bells toll on the sound track 
to confirm that God's value system has been upheld, 

Browning's and Lugosi's redimtisn of Dracula modified the chartlcter perma- 
nently by adding an erotic charge that had not been present in Stoker's villainous 
and repulsive a u n t  Bracula,lg There are scenes of inherent eroticism in the 
book, to be sure, but they rely more upon the action than on the persana1il-y; 
fook, and character of the vampire, Lugosi"s brilliance was to conceptualize an 
aura as he lent the vampire an association with Byronic or Romantic-satanic male 
figures that Stoker" Dracula lacked. We can kind a hint in the 1931 movie of the 
vampire" weariness at his immortality, in his brief remarks that c=onvt;y a longing 
to die, But the character is not shown as one who suffers bitter lonefiness and 
metaphysical pain. At mast, W can speculate that he is in search of a campanion, 
but the film does not show anphing specific about Mina that prompts him to 
choose her. It does not in the end complicate the clear-cut distinction bemeen 
good and evil. Dracula9s erotic attacks are deadly; not pfeasant; and his gender 
transgression. is not appealing but foul. His immaculate and unchanging appear- 
ance suggests that this vampire has no room to grow, alter, or develop. We is stuck, 
static. Thus, this Bracula is unlike many of the sther vmgires presented to film- 
goers in subsequent years, 

John Bedbarn" Ptoculs (1919) 

Other film versions of Dracala are more subversive of the classic thrust toward a 
narrative resolution that restores the patriarchal order, John Badham" Drmulw 
(1979) presents its heroine, Lucy (Kate Nelligan), as a New Wman  whose desire 
drives the story*za Apart from the unconventional treatment of the erotic angle, 
Badham's film subverts Ihe original tale in a variety of other ways, It is visually 
disorienting: The camera oAen plunges viewers into scenes without wrning or 
establishing shots. This is true right fmm the start, when suddenly we see huge 
waves washing aver a ship about to founder, the slashed I h r o a ~  af its seamen gar- 
ishly in focus, Later scenes shift the view prmcatively into the maelstrom of Dr. 
Seward's insane asylum, where inmates rampage during a thunderstorm, and later 
to a close-up of the drivhg hooves of Dracula's black steeds.2""f"h film% sound 
track is similarly disorienting because the sounds often precede visual cuts, pro- 
viding a jarring link across scenes, as when a sudden sharp scream cuts across 
h q ' s  romantic candlelit dinxrer with Dracula. 

The h c y  character here is modeted on Stoker's Mina but also has some fea- 
tures of Stoker" original Luq. Even more than Stoker" Mina, this Lucy is iade- 
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pendent, fjnahaid to push forward her own participation in a law firm, she re- 
minds her friend Mina that, afier al ,  "We are not chattel.'"She is also, like the orig- 
inal hcy ,  sexually forwarcl: She boldly kisses her fiancC and cjt.eeps downstairs for 
a midnight rende~vous with him, The film emphasizes the heroine's erotic desires 
by showing the male vampire (Frank LangeUa) as the sensuously bbeatltzul ob,ject 
of her pze. It also teases the viewers by revealing only parts of his body in a grad- 
ual process that builds anticlipation. At first we glimpse only portions of the vam- 
pire's body as he sails throu& the sea to England. Then we see just his hair and eX- 
egant hand after he has been shipwrecked and found on the coast by Mina. We 
finally see Dracula hll-view as Lucy does when he is announad at Dr. Sward's 
house. This film even exeeds its predecessor by maEEing the vampire into a spec- 
tade, permitting women characters (and the film" siewrs) to glean certain plea- 
sures of looking and fantasizing. Framed in a doomay$ Dracula strides into the 
room and dashingly tosses away his long black cape, The film emphasizes its hero- 
ine's perceptions of this vampire as it immediately cuts to show Lucy's reaction 
shot-she takes him in with obvious admiration, And why not? Langeila's 
Dracufa is a playboy foreign aristocrat, immaculately dressed and exotic, with 
high cheekbones, sensuous lips, and soft styled hair. It is no surprise that Lucy 
chooses Lant~ella over her plebeian bo$riend with his frecBcly-faced boyish looks. 

Although. Luq immediately acts somewhat Rifiatious, she is still a woman with a 
mind of her own, She says that she ""likes to be -fi.ightened"" but criticizes Dracula for 
hpnotizing Mina, sa@ng 'how she has no wili of her own? But, clearly intrigued, 
she hvites Dracula to dance, and the amera replicates their erotic plunge by its ver- 
t;iginorrs movemen&, Al&orrgh Dracula hmnotizes the weak and sang Mina, he 
passively awaits the choices and declarations of the independent, powerhl Lucy; 
Dracula comments to Harker that Lucy is stronger than most women, and this 
strengh seems to draw him to her, She gms alone, against her father3 and her fi- 
anck's kshes, to dine at the vampire" sstle, which is transformed for the occasion 
into a glittering candle-lit p a k ,  The increasingly intense erotic rdationship be- 
Ween Dracula and Lacy is depicted in a sequence of three scenes leading up ta an 
elabrately s-ed bedroom seduction. In the first, the camera convep their increas- 
ing intimacy by moeng h r n  an estabhhing shot that shows them separated by the 
disance of a formal dining table to a sucession of closer-in views, until it has ze- 
roed in an their facea Draculia says: "I must w r n  you take care, . . . If at any time 
my company does not please you, p u  will have only yourself to blame for an ac- 
quaintance who seldom forces himself but is di%cult to be rid of.'" 

Nexh the two step outsae onto a terrace, and Luq comments: "I love the night. 
. . . It's so exciting." "ks, it was made to enjoy life and love: DracuXa replies, men, 
ever courteous, he says, "You must for@ve me h r  intruding on your He." ""Ime of 



my o m  accord: she replies. They kiss, He eyes her neck, but bites her ear instead, 
waiting for her d i n g  and in-formed commitment to this unnatural partnership, 
"You should perhaps go,"" he says, warning her atyaira. "No, 1% rather stay: she insists, 

Third is the bedmarn scene, in which at least some of Stoker's original en- 
counter finally reaches the screen, Lucy removes her cross and sits awaiting 
Dracula, &a materializes from fog outside her window. The mist dissipates to re- 
veal him standing there-tall, dark, and handsome, with a poetic white shirt open 
at the throat (Photo 4.2). The next sequence is pure Harlequin, romance: He calls 
her his "best beloved one" and, as the music swels, picks her up to carry her onto 
the bed, There follows a someuvbat impressionistic sex scene showing vofiices of 
red light and sihouettes of bats. This Dracula actuauy makes love to his victim 
before telling her that he needs her blood. The exchange is mutual, as Dracula 
next gashes his chest and offers it to her (not forcing her head into it, as in Stoker's 
book), These "exchange of bodily fluid" xfcenes are handled by sugestion, as in el- 
egant soft core, W e n  Lucy moves toward his clhest to drink, her face is hidden so 
that we see no actual blood; instead, we see him looking exhausted, even drained, 
by the woman3 sexudity. 

Lucy in Badham" Dmcula is never afraid, does not hesitate about her decision, 
and chooses her o m  fate, Because she is so spirited and attractive, the film cannot 
manage to depict its central vampire as evil. He is rather at worst a Latin lover 
Bracula with a sophisticated kind of ennui, By contrast to this virile and suave 
Dracula, the aulhority figures of British or Northern European patriarchy in this 
film are all colorless, ineffective, ar impotently cornial. Lucy's father, Dr. Seward 
(Donald Plteasence), confesses that it has been a long time since he practced 
"real" medicine-he prescribes jaudanum for all ills, Plump and prone to kight, 
he is constantly s h a m  stuffing himself with hod, Van Helsing (hurence Qlivier) 
is elderly and feeble, with a cartoonish Dutch accent, His research into arcane 
books proves ineffectk because Langella's Dracula is not bound by the familiar 
Xaw of vampires: He can move atbout in daylight and turn crosses into flaming 
torches. EventuaIliy, Dracula even kills off the rather weak, elderIy Van Helsing 
with a stake throu& the heart, Finally; Lucy"s lover, the solicitor Jonathan Harlrer, 
is aficious, bland, and openly jealous af his aristocratic rival, 

At the culmination, even though Harker seems to destroy Dracula by forcing 
him up into the daylight, the movie's ending is ambiguous. It hints that the vam- 
pire has escaped another of the usual scientific rules of his species and flown. away 
through the bright sunli&t of the morning, His cloak, transformed into a dark 
bat shape, floats away as his theme music swels. Lucy wakhes and smiles, plant- 
ing the definite sugges.l-ioa that she anticipates hrther meetings with her hand- 
some lover: 
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PHOTO 4.2 Dracula as L a ~ n  !over: Frank Langetta as the Count in Dracula (1979). 

From a feminist stmdpoint, Badham's film has numerous problems. It pays lip 
service to the Liberated Woman but subversively restores patriarchal values by 
showing her that she really just needs a properly masterhl man-then she will 
live on, forever enslaved in passion to her master. Even given a more charitable in- 
terpretation that makes the lovers equal, the film is a farrago af romantic es- 
capism. tucy and Dracula may find romantic fulfillrnent in a world where they 
reign, but questions linger: m a t  of &is vvorld? M a t  of her ambition to partici- 
pate in a law firm? m a t  about all those sad patients in her father" asylum? 
Obviously such mundane matters MliU not distract the lovers from their higher 
plane of superhuman intimacy, The film has also been criticized for its fascism, as 
Dracula insists that he is a "king among his End"" and that he will make Lucy his 
queen: "X have had many brides, but I shall set L u q  above them all? He promises 
L u q  that they shall make mare of their kind as they rule the earth-presurnabty- 
preying upon the rest of an insignificant, prolehrian population.22 

Still, Badham" film version has its merits: XI is visuauy strikng; Nelligan is ap- 
pealing; LangeXla crates a worrderhl variation on Lugosi; and the movie afhrds a 
subtle reworkjng of the central fiwre of the vampire. Langella here is a weary and 



languid vampire. Instead of Lugosi"~ famous line about the wolves-"Children of 
the night; what swet  music they makem-we Inear this Dracula say, '"W]hat sad 
music they make," He seeks Lucy for specific reasons that emphasize the great 
value of human eistence: the warmth of her human enzotbns and the sponane- 
ity of sameone with w r m  blood running through her wins. He hopes to be re- 
vived by her life force and energy. He has a conscience and hesitates behre enlist- 
ing Lucy to his cause, as he mulls over whether this decision is right for hex= 
Another of Lugosi's lines is given a new reading when LangeXla says softly to Lucy, 
"There are worse things than death; you must believe me: Regrettably$ Badbarn's 
movie does not consistently develop its glimpses into the vampire" tortured con- 
science. L u q  is not tempted so much. by challenges of a new vampire morality as 
by ordinary sexual attraction. In Gppola's subsequent film version of the story, 
the cloying Harlequin-romance imagery will reappear. But it will be tempered by 
the vampire's achowledgment of his own monstrousness, so the woman &ces 
correspondingly mare complex choices, Dracula and Mina must each struggle to 
renounce the other in ~ r d e r  to save their love and their eternal souls, 

kancis Ford Ggpola's film version of Dracula, based upon a screenplay by James 
V. Hart, purports to be true to the original----it is after all titled "Bram Stoker? 
Draula""-but it falsifies Stoker's stlor)r narrativel~; intellectualll)r, and ernotion- 
all;v.23 Narrati~ely~ it adds a pre-story about how Bracula, a,k.a, Vlad Teges or Vlad 
the Impaler, became a vampire in the first place. Intefle~tuaUy~ it frames this trans- 
formation as a tragic result of Vlad" passionate rejection of Christian faith. 
Emotionally, it traces the cause of Vfad"s satank rebellion to the loss of his wife, 
Elisabeta, whom he finds reincarnated in Mina (hence the movie" subtitle or do- 
gan ""LW Never Diesn^). In this film, the vampire is presented as a tragic hero who 
has become monstrous through a sin or a mistake, a fiaunartia. His satanic rejec- 
tion of the faith occurs in a moment of passion when he realizes that his princess 
is dead &rough human betrayal. Vlad blames God for making him who he is, but 
in the film's logic, he is redeemed by retrieving his love and this time sacrificing it 
tvillingly; he gets released from the mrse of his undead immortality. 

Christian themes and ceremonies abound in the film, so that at times it is not 
clear whether we are watching DracuEa, The Exorcist, or yet another Gadfather 
movie. As Van Helsing leads Lucy's three young suitors to cleanse her from her 
undead state, she writhes, hisses, and spits out gobs of blood just like Regan in 
9"tze fiorckt-and Anthoxly Hopkins does a creditable imitation (in a Dutch ac- 
cent) of Max voa Sydow* proclaiming, ""Christ compels you." Scenes of intense 
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eroticism or violence are intercut here with scenes of stately reli&ous ritual, like 
Mina's marriage to Jonathan (in Eastern Orthodox rites, no less!) or the men's 
cleansing of .vampire ctaffins with holy wfers. Such juxtapositions recall famous 
examples of crass-cutting in the Godfc~ther series, though what was innovative 
and braliant there verges on imitative and formulaic here. Mina's role here is to be 
a female saint or Mary-like intercessor figure &a enables Dracula to repent and 
attain Christian hrgiveness. Despite this foregrounding of Christian themes, 
thou&, the movie has a larger moral, not just religious, .Eramework concerning 
human sin, loss, and redemption. This is the kind of complexi~-y that Afford does 
not seem to register when he finds the vampire genae lacking in symbolic and 
imaginative resources necessav to picture evil. 

Gppola's film offers much of great interest; his is the first film version fai&- 
fully to partray on screen, with real emotional force, the three key scenes of erotic 
transgression in Stoker's novel. Jonathan" seduction by Dracula's brides is close to 
pornographic, with thinly veiled h i n ~  of fellabo and a lot of luscisus female nu- 
dity. It is saved frorn being merely pretty and so&-csl-e by macabre touches, such 
as the brides5nak;elike hair and tongues and their abnormal frog-Ieg movements. 
Minds voyeuristic view of Lucyk sating on the bench with Dracula as a wild 
beast is truly horrid yet still arousing: Lucy wafis down through a Cocteau-like 
misty landscape with loose tresses and floating red gown to meet up with the 
hideous red-eyed monster, And the bedroom scene of Dracula" sat ing with 
Mina is shown with rnore romance, though with dark overtones, since it involves 
her drinking blood straight from his chest.. 

Particularly in romantic interchanges like this one with Mina, Dracula is re- 
vealed as a compla and tortured figure, He longs to avenge himself on his long- 
ago betrayers and to prove he can violate divine law by claiming his bride in death 
throughout eternity. Yet he is also aware that this conversion will condemn: Mina's 
soul to a foul and monstrous existence, Such a condemnation is evil religiously 
because it is a separation frorn God, but it is rnore mundanely evil because it 
would remove her kom a mortal life she has every reason to find rewarding, Life 
offers Mina normal human fulfillment in connection with her work, husband, 
and farn3y. Since this Mina is neither regressed nor surrounded by fools like Lucy 
in Badham's film, there is not such an evident reason for her to choose a vampire's 
existence. 

Goppola" film provides perhaps the most intriguingly nuanced study of 
Dvaeula an screen. Gary Oldman's Dracula here is alternatively very evil and 
monstrous and yet appealing and sympathetic, The special effects and costumes 
depicting his physical transformations support these various moral shadings as he 
shape-shifis. He appears as an ugly and ancient schemer; a disgusting pile of rats, 



a monstrous bat, a beastly "wolfen" grgoyle, and a young and sensitive dandy 
who courts Mina in the absin.lhe bars of London. 

But Coppola's film succeeds above aU else as an exercise in the pleasures of the 
genre. Here is the vampire movie to end all vampire movies! It is visually gor- 
geous and endlessly ccrative, abounding in filmic and literary intertextualitry, This 
film in e&ct reconceiw~ the paradox of the novel's ending with the ploy or the 
Mist of ""blieve meldadt believe me? The tension b e ~ e e n  good acting and sta- 
rytelling and cinematic artifice is heightened by the film's many allusions to ather 
movies, not only in its sets but also in its visual style," C~oppofa uses engaging 
p u n g  actors but places them artificially in their exotic costumes amid obviously 
fake sets (Coppola instructed the set designer to build sets that "booked like any 
o&es Dracula movie7'")25 He sees the beginning of the film in battle scenes with 
Turks in terms of Kurosawan filmic battles and refers to the ending of Stoker's 
novel as a ""Joh Ford shoot-out: and he staged it just that way.26 Scenes of the 
asy-lum here resemble those in Badham" film, and the g~en- l i t  mist may allude to 
peen spots highlighting Lugosi's glare, Actor Gary Oldrnan also says that he was 
indebted to both eartier movies and to other vampire novels: He studied Bela 
Lugosi" performance (""]e was really onto something the way he spoke and 
moved"")ZT and gives reprises of famous lines like ''1 never drink-wine" with ob- 
vious relish. Oldrnan also srsys he w s  inspired to capture the ambkalent spiritual 
essence of Bracula------his weary yet determined aspect-from the vampires in 
Anne Sce's nnavels. 

Coppolak film makes numraus allusions to alternative modes of cinematic vi- 
sion. These devices provide ewn more for the audience to observe and appreciate. 
The story"s artificialiw s n r e  conventions, and historical references are multiplied 
and highlighted by the director" use of large maps and texts, a keyhole opening or 
closing lens, overlays of Dracula's shadow or eye stalking Jonathan or Mina, or 
framed filmic inserts. For example, on her romantic date with Prince Wad when 
Mina imagines his home and his princess, we actually see these inset into the 
frame beside her. The film thus invites us to both become involved and dis- 
tant, It draws us into its lush spec~cle-music plays a strong role in this-yet at 
the same time maintains a patent artificiality, Artifice is evident in its use of pup- 
pets and cutout silhouetks in the early scenes that pantomime mad% battle with 
the Turks, The exteriors of Dracula's casde or sf Carfa Abbey are again both ar- 
chetypal and yet fake; this is a story that is meant to be seen as a smry, just as 
Rracula's clothes refer not to any historical period but to other artwrks, whether 
the films of Kurosavva or the paintin@ of Gustav nimt,28 

DiRerential modes of vision emphasix the nature of stories told in the filmic 
medium, Mre: notice this more, Eor instance, in scenes that present Dracula's move- 
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PHOTO 4.3 Dmcultw (Gary Qldnzan) sits before the screen ofthe Ci~ernatograph in Bram 
Stoker" Dracula (1 992). 

ments in wolf farm gitsen his predatorial paint-of-view in p a a t e d  vision or in 
Cappola's use of the path& camera to convey Dracula" movements in London- 
we see him as if experiencing an old movie. The puppets used in the "realistic" 
Turksh. battle sequence are later shown, on a screen-as artificial, that is-in an 
important self-referential scene when Wad and Mina visit the Cinematograph. of 
London (Photo 4.3). Vlad as foreigner is drawn to this display, even though Mina 
the proper English girl recommends a museum instead. Ken Gelder complains in 
Reading the liinmpire that this scene places Mina in a passive and submissive role 
in relatian to the cinema, a role u n l h  her usual adept mastery of new technolo- 
gies in the f toker nove1.29 He also mmplains that &is shows us, the movie audi- 
ence, as "kminised" or "primitive"": 

Mina is in control of her own maderniq in the navel, but h the film she is out of 
control-surrendering totally (and: mysteriously) to an irresistible force . . . . 
Dracula, in CoppoXa"s film, is a romantic and ""naturallf cinematic hero who sweeps 
Mina off hex Eea: afier just a little while, she simply camat say no to himn.30 



PHOTO 4.4 Dracula (Gay OIldman) resists biting Mina (Winsna Ryder) in Bran  Stoker's 
Dracula ( 1  9921. 

Gelder is not a good obsemer of the scene. Mina is compelled not by fascina- 
tion with the screen images but by the sheer h rce  of her attraction to 
qadlDracula. f lad speaks to Mina in Romanian and she recogaim him: "I know 
you, W o  are you?" It is no accident that this crucial scene of recognition takes 
place within a movie theater, This setting suggests that we in the audience are also 
not merely passive bebre the screen but active-like Mina, we, too, engage in acts 
of memory and recognition in. response to Vlad, We recognize him as the famous 
film charwter taking nn a new shape and persona in this movie. One nf the chief 
attractions of this film is the number of changes that W can obserw in 
VladjDracula. These are marvelous, and oii-en navel, but always 'krecognimbl;e,"" 
whether he appears as wolf; chrysalis in the coffin, old and ugly man, or-as 
here-medieval prince, in all his glamour, power, force, and potentid brutaliq. 
True, the vampire has physically swept Mina away into the shadows and bent 
dawn over her; he must struggle with himselid- not to vvliolate her, and his eyes glow 
red (Photo 4.4). He holds back because he wants Mina to succumb to him voliurr- 
tarily, &am recognition and desire. The same inviQtion or expectation extends to 



142 Seductive Vampti~as 

us- And so, like Mgtonk Satan, this vampire is a scary but subtle monster, a villain 
who asks us to join him, Neither we nor Mina are expected to be passive, Joining 
him means retkinEng our usual assumptions itbout the nature of vampire evil. 

Christian symbols aaumulate in the Coppola film. There are many crosses, 
crypts, and holy wafers in evidence, as in other vampire films; but here the 
Christian theme is mare central, as it grounds an alternative resolution of the 
story, These themes render the plot structure quite similar to hradise Lost, This 
Dracula is evil, unlikc: the aristocratic: Xalrer in the Badham film, But he is far more 
interestingly evil and developed than Lrxgosi"~ monster, who was dispatched off- 
screen and with: no psyckological turmoil or tension. Rathet; the 6nal dea& scene 
of Vlad/Dracula here takes on Lnciferian dimensions that vvould no doubt have 
appalled Stoker, Because VZad has found romantic love, the plot implies, he has 
acquired some sort of new faith or hope in the possibility of goodness, This 
means that he can at last be freed from his cursed and monstrous form of exis- 
tence, His death is represented as morally right because Vlad knows it is wrong to 
convert Mina to his form of life. She has pleaded with him to bring her back to his 
castle, but he is deeply regretful and suffers over her choice. W e n  they can both 
be released from the curse of vampirism, it is reg~sen-ted as a victory wherein 
Christiaur love is transmuted into deep eternal romantic love, 

The ending in the film changes the book dramatically, In Stoker" sv?ion, patri- 
archy uvi_ns out as the four virile F u n g  men destroy the vampiric threat and win 
back ""their" Madam Mina. But here, Jonathan Harker prevents his buddies from 
finishing aK the prince and says: "Our work is finished here. Hers has only be- 
gun," Mina and Dracula escape into the chapel where Vlad literally expires on the 
steps of the very altar he had blasphemed at the start of the movie, As he waits for 
Mina to release him, in somewhat shocking parod-y ar  allusion ta Christ's last 
words, Dracula complains first that God has forsaken him and then says, ""I is fin- 
ished." Resurrection and hope are clearly implied as Mina, sobbing, must do the 
only humane thing-kill the man she loves. Restored, he is young and handsome; 
Mina loses Ihe burned band on her forehead left by the holy tvafer; and the pair 
are apatheasized in the film's final image, TNhich shows the original prince and 
princess floating in the gold Bymntine sky of "Heaven" above, Their love has con- 
quered death, just as good has wnquered evil. 

Summary 

The topics of gender transgression and of Dracula's evil are treated very diEer- 
entl-y in Stokr" novel and in the three films X have discussed, Xn the novel, 
Dracula is unremittingly evilil, as symbolixd by his ugly, disgusting appearance 



(hairy palms and nostrils, bad breath), He is a nasty and metaphysicauy evil mon- 
ster in Noel Garmllk sense: a violation of nature's satepries, a thing that causes 
remlsion and disgust. Jonathank picture of him lying in his coffin as an engorged 
leech conveys this perfectly, The threat of gender transgression lurks amid scenes 
of erotic &normality and rape. M e n  Dracula becomes a sort of sex icon with 
continental Rair in Bela Lugosi's film performance, his evil is also transformed. 
He is now evil primarily as a sexual threat and a male predator. This film does not 
go much further than Stoker's novel in presenting any interior consciousness for 
the mmpire, nor do we begin yet to get a sense of the -vampire" loneliness and 
weariness over the centuries, Because he calls out for women to come to him and 
they imagine him as a romantic partner, a End of internality is projected onto 
him. Here, as in Stoker" novel, the vampire must be vanquished in the narrative. 

In the next two films, female sexualiv and sometimes-gemerse desires or atti- 
tudes reveal more about Uraculds moral status. The two later film versions, 
Badham" sand tioippala's, are tales of female erotic perception and desire, There 
are hints in the Lugosi film that such female desire is illicit, a subversive force re- 
leased threateningly by the vampire, hence in need of punishment. But ideologi- 
cally, if the woman is shown as free and equal in adventurousness (Badham's) or 
as reciprocating the male's romantic passion (appola's), then the vampire" evil 
and monstrousness are diminished. Ferninis& might still condemn the films for 
perpetuating illusions about "true love" or promoting female submission to male 
forces of primal attraction, But by making the vampire someone who seeks an ac- 
tive female response, these films work against the grain and encourage women to 
explore and h o w  their own desires for the kinds of partners depicted on-screen. 

The vampire may or may not be evil as he helps the females in the story travel 
their course of gender transgression. This is partly because of his own danger- 
ously ""pmerss" exuality. Although male, he is oAen coded as female, in part be- 
cause of his Medusa-like gaze, exotic otherness, and love of fancy dress, as well as 
his appearance and gesture (what feminist critics call the masquerade), Draczrla 
has powrs and goals that threaten to undermine patriarchy, but particularly sig- 
nificant is his threat to attract women away from the men who control &em (fa- 
thers, husbands), He promises usomen to make them, like himself, immo&al and 
powerful, creatures who feed on others, who turn against their stereowed roles 
by killing grown, men, and devouring helpless babies, Against this power, the stan- 
dard vampire narrati-ves can provide only puny defenses, ultimately just the magic 
of gadic, wolfbane, crosses, and wafers (mystery, not science; folk remedies, not 
medicine; Inape, not legal argument). The question is, does he simply take tvomen 
from cagitdist patriarchy back to feudal patriarchy, back into his medieval and 
"Easkrn" "remit As a number of DracuEa movies make clear, there is room for 
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ambivalence in the audience" ssbifzing identification with or critique of t k  mon- 
strous vampire figure and his victims.3The vampire story permits plot variations 
that subvert audience expectations of narrative closure, in particular of the sort 
found in a sandard detective story. 

Since the character of Dracula has been so far extended and developed on fib, 
the screen is the key place where we in the audience come to recognize and reflect 
upon him. In the hngella version, W hear of the vampire's loneliness and search 
far an immortal queen to match him.. This world-weainess is shified in Coppola's 
Mm to a rejection af .faith, somehing deemed so ""b;izd"" in the course of the film that 
this Dracula cannot make a prclper romantic pafiner far the herohe. He may "fit" in 
the sense of aheady bowing and belonging with her, yet he is ""unfit" in the sense 
that he sees himself as monstrous; he tries to push her away before consummating 
his sduction. This is the only ending that can both sustain the romantic alusions of 
the film and still be ""moral"": to have the vampire cleansed in ritual fashion by the 
woman who loves him, With Cgpp~la's version, then, the Dracula tale has became 
tragic in the epic style of Milton, This Dracula is not an evil man who must be 
sbmped out but a mortal human man who grieved so fully- that he made a mist&e, 
He w s  evil, but evil can be forgiven; ktharsis is possibIe.32 

Two Non-Draeula Vampires 

Vampires were never the sole province af Bram Stoker, nor is Dracula the anly 
on-screen vampire. Other films that depict vampires o&r variations on my three 
key themes of erotic transgression, rnaral transvaluation, and genre exploration. 
Next, i turn .t.o two films with non-Dracula vampires, The Hunger and Intervim 
with the Entpire, both. hcused on vampire eroticism and evil. Transgressive sexu- 
ality is very much in evidence in. each film, bath in the lesbian sex scenes of The 
Hunger and in the hornoerotic (not to mention pedophiliac) relations in 
Intceuview. Afthough these movies depart from Stoker" story and characters and 
abandon many of the conventions &at govern Dracula filmebere, vampires 
might cast reflections in mirrors, go about in the day, or have no fear of cruci- 
h e e t h e r e  are other staples of the genre, especially the need for blood, that reap- 
pear to afford the audience familiar genre pleasures. 

Both films are especially interesting because they compose meditations on 
vampire immortality. in terms of the half-life of beautiful, yet fragile, images or 3- 
lusions. Both movies offer a cinematic equivalent to the paradoxical ending of 
Stoker" novel. The book tries to appease readers by promising that its story can- 
not be proven, lacks evidence, and hence should not be believed, The films offer a 
visualbation of characters who are only actors playing vampires and yet who as 



"stars" acquire their own sbiadov halE;.life form of immortality on celluloid. 
They attain a desirable but vannpiric, dependent, and fleshless immortality, 

f ie H u n p  is either a very sqlish or a maddeningly mannered film, depending 
on your taste, Xt has been criticized for MTV-style editing that fragments and 
fetishines (especiajly female) body parts. Nonetheless, it has pluses: a certain 
veme, an interesting musical score, and intriping performances by strong actors, 
Its sexual adventurousness has made it celebrated by lesbians for its portrayal of 
the erotic relationship &at develops b e ~ e e n  two tvomen in a steamy sex scene. 

The film's plot concerns Miriam Blaylock (Cathe~ne Deneuve) and her vam- 
pire existence, which is fraught with loneliness. Her isolation is treated as a tragic 
inabilit-y to grant true immortality to her successive human lovers. At the start of 
the movie, Miriarn and her husband, John (David Bswie), pick up WO strangers 
at a disco and, after erotic foreplay; attack them ta drink their blood, These swnes 
are crosscut with images of an American scientist, Sarah (Susan Sarandon) at 
work in her lab studying the aging process in monkeys, Vampirism is elegantly 
sanitized here; it is not until wU into the film that we actually see anyone drink 
blood, John and Misiarn ES1a)ltock do not kill with their hngs; rather, they slash 
their victims3throats using chic Egyptian an& jewelry; We see only the vaguest 
spurt of blood followed by the cleanup operations, the two anfis rinsed clear in 
the sink and neat black plastic bags put into the incinerator, Murder only gets 
messy for John when he becomes old and weak, and the violence and regulsive- 
ness of his attacks on young humans are depicted as a consequence of his aged in- 
eptitude rather than as the usual nasty sordid business of the vampire. 

The first half of the film concerns Miriam's loss of John, who suddenly begins 
to age, much to his shock and horror. Bavvie" persona as glamour rock star rever- 
berates in ironic v s  here. At the film's opening, we see a Bovvie-like rock singer 
with on-stage ""Coth)" persona. Bowie in the audience trumps the on-stage vam- 
pire because he is "the real &ing"-despite his elegant suit and miffed hair. As the 
aging process accelerates, John" skin winMes and sags, and his hair falls out in 
clumps. He complains that Miriam had promised their love would be "forever 
and ever,"" but she admits that she can neither rejuvenate nor kill and release him, 
John seeks help at SaraFs clinic, but he becomes increasingiy decl-epit and ulti- 
mately Miriam removes him, in sorrow, to her attic, where she sadly shel-ves him 
avvay alongside other cofins that contain, we ininfer, her previous lovers, 

It is impossible to consider this movie without discussing the physical prexnce 
and beyond-screen personae of its thee key actors: Deneuve, Bawie, and Sarandon, 
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Here are three movie stars who loom larger than life as they play vampires in situa- 
tions that hint of their o m  more-&an-human glamour and powe~3~  The enacting 
of a ampire by a star can be distraahg, as is the case with Tom Cruise playing the 
Vampire 1;est;at (I find myself wonderkg if his smile has dways looked this toothy), 
But the connections b e ~ e e n  person and persona are especially salient in The 
Hunger, Each actor arries a national and cult"ura1 assodation that befits the part. 
Deneuve is perfect as an elegant and ancient vampire (flashbacks suggest her history 
mends at feast back to ancient Egypt), She has a quiet grace and mature sensibilit'y, 
and she is French-"European:" as Sarh pu-ts it after their first tvst, The actress's 
inimitable style, from her sleek blonde chimon ri&t down to her impeaable suits 
and t ~ m  ankle boots, conveys superior cultural knowledge and sopbisticatian in re- 
lation to Sarandon's ssual h e r i a n  brashness. 

Sarah will replace John for Miriam because she is a woman of the new age. 
John's stlaus is, culturally and emotionally; in b e ~ e e n  the worlds occupied by 
Sarah and Miriarn. Flashbacb indicate that when he was first seduced by Miriam, 
he was perhaps a p a n g  English dandy of the eighteenth century. Ironically, 
Bowie" elegant darn-rock persona suits his role here as John, a tired British relic 
whose cultrured English accent, ennui, and cool manner contrast with Sarandon's 
fresh American enerw and drive. Sarandon quicMy moves from passiviv to activ- 
ity. Although at first: she turns large luminous eyes to gaze upon Beneuve as if in 
response to a kind of subliminal call [signaled on the sound track by a high whis- 
tle), she becomes the sexual aggressor in their love scenes together. These sex 
xenes are treated as classic soft porn: gauzy curtajins blow about, we hear a lovely 
operatic duet bemeen two wornm, and the sex is conveyed salaciously by snippets 
of breasts, French kisses, glimpses of a bare Xeg or of Miriam" black corset. 
Sarandon" sexuality in this movie is foregrounded (Phob 4.51, Deneuve's ccarehlfy 
monitored. Sarah can be revealed because Sarandon vpifies the smart, sexualliy as- 
sertive and pleasure-seekng American. woman of the early 1980s [just before the 
dawning of AIDS awareness). Sari&, "of this era" "ght d a m  to her smokng and 
brisk walk, is well enacted by Sarandon, an aaress who occupies the role of main- 
stream film seqot. She is an actress unafraid to reveal her breasts and batly nude 
or to engage in protracted on-screen sex scenes in the rofe of sexual initiatar.34 

But Deneuvek character Miriarn, the beautiful actress playing a beautiful varn- 
pire, is at the heart of this fiIm. The remarkable appearance of this famous model 
(a Chanel "mannequin.ll"') enables her perfectly- to portray a warnan whose perpet- 
ual p a t h  and beauty have become a sort of burden, though one she manages to 
carry with grace. Only at times of great emotiond stress, as when John begins to 
decay and age, does her serene fa~ade cmmble. Even this is the goan of the tragic 
mask rather than real human emotion: Miriam's wary  despair does not quite 
crack and ruin her beautiful face-she is too mcient, too dassic, 



PHOTO 4.5 The lusy Sarah (Susan Saravsdon) gets a tasr;e ofvampire I@ in The Hunger 
(1983). 

But there is finally an event that makes the vampire deteriorate: Sarah"s rejec- 
tion of the offer of a love that will last "forever and ever." Although already bitten 
and ""~rnecZ" by Miriam, Sarah rejeclts vampire existence as repugnant and cuts 
her own throat with an ankh, Now Deneuvejfvlliriam falls apart (Photo 4.6). 
Suddenly, she appears disheveled, with stray hairs tumbling down, her bloody 
mouth smeared like a child"s with chocolate, her eyes desolate-are those wrin- 
Mes vve can spot there? Xn the film's sarratjivc Xo@c, SaraKs rejection of the princi- 
ples that have guided Miriam" millennia of e~s t ence  literally makes Miriam's 
world crumble to pieces. A cataclysmic earthquake brings all s f  her previous 
lovers out from their caskets in the attic, Decayed and hideous, they advance and 
demand her love until she is forced over a baXcony and falls to her death. She 
writhes, decays, and cmrnbtes into skeletal dust before our eyes, 

The Hu~ger has a more cynical or negative ending than, Bram Stoker"sracula. 
Evil does not get vanquished but reappears, This is not surprising, since the film 
also lacks the Coppola movie" Christian context, with; its promise of redemption 
to fallow remorse, The Hunger conciiudes with a brief epilogue suggesting that 
Miriarn has somehow lived on through the body of Sarah. Newly elegant and 
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PHOTO 4 6  The elegunt Miriam (Catherr'ne Deneuve) about to crumble a d  d e c q  at. the 
end of The Hunger fl983). 

cool, Sarah (who now dresses in white and w a r s  Miriam" earrings) kisses a lovely 
p u n g  girl, in a chic high-rise and muses, viewing the distant horizon. Sarandon 
makes an intriguing successor to the ancient and classic vampire, The movie tells 
us that now it is time for the intelligent woman scientist who has studied death .t.o 

take over and carry on the burden of evil vampire immortality. 
Nina Pluerbach in Our Vavnpiues, Oursekves complains that f i e  Ej"ungclr sugers 

by comparison. with Ihe novel upon which it is based. Part of her complaint is that 
in the film, Miriarn" exisence as a vampire becomes restricted to the pursuit and 
glorification of capialist consumer goods: "Vampires in n e  Hanger are not their 
powers, but their assets.""3 Some of this is surely a matter of adherence to genre 
conventions, though. Miriann" mansion is just the madern-da;y equivalent of the 
Gothic castle in Transylvania. It has a guarded gate (with a closed-circuit security 
monitor) in place of a moat; vaulted Gothic ceilings; long, flowing white curtains 
rather than spiderwebs; a deep dark basement (with incinerator) instead of a 
crypt; and a lofty attic, like a castle tower, complete with literal skeletons in cfos- 
etslcaskets and fluttering doves. Such trappings of sinister elegance are common 



to many vampire movies-the vampire is, after all, often a count kern an old 
family, with its associated host of treasures; it MS not for nothing that Marx in- 
w k d  this image in characterking capitalists! 

m a t  is new in The Hanger is its aesthetic interpretation of vampire morality, 
Miriarn's commodities are not so much an accumulatisn of wealth as an accurnu- 
Iation of taste, They suit this wise, learned womm tlrho has devoted her particular 
immortafity to the pursuit of art and beauv. Miriam has spent her eons on two 
primary projects: cultivating intense romance and pursuing her art coljlection and 
her music, She chose John EZlayLock as partner because he was an especially 
promising music student, and she seems set on replacing him with her new 
prodigy violinist, Uce,  "Taze finger tries to present Miriam as tragic because she 
cannot maintain her quest: She fails to sustain an immortal romance and so her 
aesthetic fa~ade crumbles as she dies in the end, more because the quest has made 
her weary than because she is inherently evil or tragic. And in any case there is no 
background story about her sin or mistake (hwmaliz.ia) that would give this film 
the scope of tragedy. 

m a t  then of the significance of the film's ending, with one death and comple- 
tion that leads on into another life with its own potentially tragic farm of quasi- 
immortality? 'ifhe Hunger presents a vision of vampire immortdity as sustainable 
only throu* images, The young violinist Alice obsessively shoots Polaroids, and 
after Miriam has decayed before our eyes, we are shocked to see her hesh and 
pristine image on a snapshot one last time. We witness John" agiing process as he 
compares his thinning hair or lined face to the younger Polaroid image he carries 
about with him. Bowie's face gets treated as a cinematic canvas written upon by 
special eEects people with their own version sf the aging process, until W wonder 
if that is still really EZowie whose sad eyes look out at us from within the ancient- 
man makeup. 

&lluloid dlusion and fame are just one version of a plastic, problematk irnmor- 
tality, Acting and t&ng on another" role are dse shown as tissues of image con- 
struction, psychic takeovers, or vampiric emplying out of human souls. Thus, 
f arandon as vampkic v i c ~ m  is treated as a kind af mirror image of both BoTNie and 
Deneuve: of the farmer because they share the same gesture of gushkg back their 
short hair, of the latter when Miriam recurs in Sarah"s body at the end. Sarandon re- 
$aces Miriam as the aaress and becomes an image of Deneuve-without any dia- 
logue but simply through changes in her hairstyle, walk, and dress, 

II find it hard to imagine an audience without a smidgen of regret at this re- 
placement, however-at the loss of Deneuve" glorious even if highly artificial 
beauty. If vampiric immortaliq is sad in this movie, it is because our vision of her 
is sad, Can this marvelous Mroman be real? M a t  did it cost to crate  and sustain 
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such a vision-the makeup, clothes, hair, hats, undewear, and shoes? How was 
such beauty created, and how &agile is it in the end? Deneuvek face in this film 
makes the stu-ongest case for seeing that vulnerabiliv and mortaliv lurk just be- 
neath the surface of ageless .,rampire perfection, The preservation of beauty on- 
screen becomes an issue for the viewer as we almost literally obsess over 
Deneuve's gorgeous face and body for signs of imminent collapse. No wonder 
that Andrea Weiss mentions that the lesbians fantasizing about the sex scene spec- 
ulate (correctly) that there is a body double in Deneuve's plaeee3Wat I see when 
I look at Deneuve in her final scenes are the remnants of the &agile, dernenkd 
pale beauty that she once was-almost twenty years earlier-in Rq~lsl'an.3~ The 
actress-as-vampire-as-film-star is simultaneously both a pouveri'lxl, even immor- 
tal, queen and a frightened, decaying mad girl. She will wither aivvay and die at the 
same time that she will be ageless; she will recur formr  in both forms; her guise is 
her reality, 

lntsrvisw vith the Y#npire (Neil Jordan, 1994) 

Anne Rice" vampire stories dewlop the familiar genre themes and explore vam- 
pire goad and evil as they depict the vampire" blood sucking as symbolically 
equivalent to deep erotic experimentation. Her vampires flirt with intense horno- 
erotic ~lationships and even with pedophilia. Because Itice did not begin from 
the basic DracaEa plot but created a new vampiric d y n a s ~  all her own, she can ex- 
pand the scope of the vampire narrative and alter some af its parameters, while 
irmvoking and retaining many standard conventions of the genre, A dual farniliar- 
ity then, both with her books The Vampire I=hronkles and with previous vampire 
movies, informs many viewers of the film Intervkw with the 'Viampire, providing a 
series of quite complex pleasures. Genre experimentation and innovation here, as 
in The Hung-er, take on a particular form that sets off vampire nature and values 
against the plzysicality and personae of the actors p l a ~ n g  vampires. 

Rice" vampires are erotic and metaph.ysical with a vengeance; they are not only 
beaudful and s e q  but also &oughthl and ""deeg.""3 Her new figures of demonic 
agency reflect at great (and sometimes tedious) lengh on their unnatural exis- 
tence as they seek to create new values to guide their immortal lives, Both the 
navel and the film af ln;l~erview with the 'd"ampire foreground the figure of Louis 
(Brad Pig) as narrator or stor~eller. He is the vampire moralist who reluctantly 
accepts an invitation to join vampire life out of despair, as "a release from the pain 
of living.'%ut once "turned," Louis's life as a vampire is filled with remorse. He re- 
sists having to kill and feed on humans because of his "'lingering respect for life:" 
Lestat (Tom Cruise), the vampire who created Louis, shocks his companion with 



the challenge: " M a t  if there is no Hell? Ever think of that?" Far Louis, this hell is 
his x s y  nature, the truth of which Lestat keeps urging upon him: "[Flor do not 
doubt-you are a killer," The tvvo men create a ""aughter" vampire from a beauti- 
ful p u n g  girl, Claudia (Kirsten Dunst), who at first seems a better companion for 
k s t a t  than Louis because she is "an infant prodigy with a lust for killing that 
matched his ow."  

Lestat is also clear about the vampire" status vis-B-vis God, We sees vampires as 
rivals in a stronger sense even than Milton's Satan, who can never match his cre- 
ator. Lestat tells Louis: "God kills indiscriminately and so shall we. For no other 
creatures under God are as we are; none so like Him as ourselves." h~ouis" view is 
quite different. After he seeks other vampjires in Europe, he muses, " M a t  cvould 
the damned have to say to the damned?" For a third major vampire character, 
Armand (Antonio Banderas), good and evil have been reduced to a simple for- 
mula: "hrhaps death is the only evil left, I know nothing of God or the devil," 
Despite the allure of both h m a n d  and Lestat, Louis is meant to seem special be- 
cause of his conscience and guilt about vampire existence, Claudia tells Louis, 
"Your evil is that you Giznnat be evil;." 

For Anne Rice's vampires, as for Miriam Biaylock in The Hunger, immortaliv is 
a heay  burden. Arrnand even comments to Louis, "Do you h o w  how fkw vam- 
pires have the stamina for immorirafity?" Much of the interest of the series of nov- 
els lies in the different responses and meditations offered by various vampires 
concerning this problem, one that philosophers have cased "the tedium of irn- 
mortaliv,'""9ouis's response is passionate guilt and concern, which finally dwin- 
dle away to loneliness and cold regret about his evil condition. Arrnand says Lauis 
is beautiful because he is ""a vampire with a human soul, an immortal with a mor- 
tal% passion," Armand's own cool acceptance of vampire existence puts him in 
danger of such indierence that he may die, Lestat, the hero of The Vlarrpire 
Ckuomicles, truly relishes vampire existence, and only he seems to want to trans- 
value values in the literal sense of maXeing evil his good, As he takes over the nar- 
rative of the second book, he is portrayed as attractiw because he expresses obvi- 
ous relish for immortality, However, in the film version, Lestat" s o r e  perverse 
aims are not higMighted. Instwd, if he seems appealing at all, it is for fairly typical 
human qualities such as his zest for nove1l.y and pawr.4S 

Transgressive eroticism in Int-emiew with the Vaviric takes several. forms. First, 
and most obvious, are the deep romantic and hornserotic Xinks among Louis, 
kstat, and Armand, As portrayed by three of the leading sex gods of the $990- 
b a d  Pitt, "Fom Cruise, and Antonis Banderas-each, vampire is devastatingly at- 
tractive and cha~smatic (Photo 4.7),41 They dress elegantly and kequent erryensitre 
hotels in fascinating cities (New Orleans, Paris, San Francisco), They can charm the 
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PHOTO L 7 a"am Cruke and Brad Pitt as s e y  vaan_pires in Interview with the Vampire 
(1994). 

most beautiful of vvornen or boys, C k n  their superior powers and longer time 
fi-ame, it is no surprise that vampkes turn their desires away from mortds and to- 
ward one another. They may desire a human woman (and such scenes of eroticism 
are frequently depicted in the movie), but this is the desire for blood and the M, 
not a truly erotic desire, Ordinary humans are so irrelevant that Pnmviw with the 
kmpire includes several veq disturbing scenes of male predation against women 
or helpless children, where, despite the violence, the vampires are not shown, as de- 
ranged but as attradive and appealing," E will sagest in. my next cfnapicrrr that such 
sccmes link the vampire genre to the s1asher film, where oken-charismatic fciUers in- 
dulge their o m  Mood lust. If this w r e  aU the film or booh oRered, Pilford"s criti- 
cism about the superficiality of the vampire, or about his sheer obviousness as ern- 
blem of evil, would 1367 conecf. But there is more, 

The erotic gets redefined in Interview with the Varnpi~ as something that goes 
beyond blood, flesh, and genitals, beyond norms of heterosexual attraction and 
marriage, Ps).chological intimacy is the need that compels Lestat to create his 
""EamiIy" and what drives Louis into Armand's den, where he feels he has at Iast 
found a mentor. In the Louis-Lestat-Claudia family nexus, we can see platonic 
love perversely transfigured. mereas  in Plato's account the two homosexual 
lovers pursue beauty and enpge in. a "hi&erS b r m  of reproduction by giving 



PHOTO 4.8 Louis (Brad Pin) and Glaudilz (Kirsten Dunst) in an incest-Eadm scenefiorn 
Interview with the kxngire (1994). 

birth to something immortal, here they devote themselves to a different kind af 
immortal production by becoming the "parents" of the girl-child vampire 
Claudia, This act of supreme male vampire power supplants the female role in re- 
production, but it results in something monstrous (Photo 4.8). Although Louis 
loves this daughter, none of them can forget that making her a vampire so young 
was deeply wrong. Her ageless childhood is a curse that makes their relationship 
inherently. perverse, erotic yet filial, hence very unstabje. Louis" inability to sus- 
tain this relationship or ta save Claudia Eram the other vampires who destroy her 
leaves hirn empq in the end: "Al my passion went with her gatden hair." 

Louis's fate as a vampire is meant to seem traec: He cannot Eze satisfied with his 
cMd p a ~ n e r  but finds the one mature person he seeks and a n  fove, Armand, only 
too late, hmand  loves Louis for his human passion, something Louis loses when he 
loses Claudia, Thus, when Armand offers to teach hirn the "first lesson of vampke 
existencew-"We must be powerful, beautihl, and without regret3'-Louis re- 
sponds: " M a t  if it's a l~esson X don't want to learn? What if a11 I have is my suEer;ing, 
my regrd? You regret nohing, p u  feel nothing. I can do h a t  on my own.'" 

"The great and conscious irony of the film, of course, is that Louis wishes his 
story to end up repelling the listener: "I'm a spirit of preternatural flesh, 
Detached, unchangeable, empt)r,""ut his epic of despair, loss, and death becomes 
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h r  others-hr Molloy the interviewer (Christian Slater) and Eor us in the audi- 
ence-a fascinating tale of adventures we wish to share, and in a sense we do share 
it. The interviewer pleads with Louis not to let the story end here but to ctanfer 
upon him the dark gift af immortality. Louis" response is to threaten violence 
and make the man think mice about his request, Like Malloy, W might be fright- 
ened by Louis's faster-than-li&t attack and baletial glare; but still., even after this, 
his story remains hscinating. The ending of the film shows Mollay leaving the 
scene af the narrative (as W will leave the movie theater), but this is not the ac- 
tual ending. In a csda, the somewhat decrepit Lestat makes a sudden reappear- 
ance in the "outside" (i.e., "ourn")odd. ""1ssurne I need no introduction,"" says 
Torn Cruise (who of course doesn't need one), and then, after raEting a drink of 
blood, ke revels, "Heel better already." Lestat's humor is welcome after what he Ia- 
bels Louis" narrative "whining," Thus, the film plays a dual trick on the audience. 
Not only might we, like Molloy, remain hscinated by Louis's story and find what 
he regards. as evil attractive but we also now have a quickening new interest in the 
ongoing adventures of the ever-charming and energetic kstat, who c o ~ l d  not dis- 
agree more with Louis about the v i ~ u e s  (or vices) of vampire life. 

The most obvious explanation for our ongoing fascination with film -vampires 
like these is &at they irre actually-surprise-movie stars! The star makes a per- 
fect vampire, because (as Louis tells Madeleine) he seems unnervingly beautiEuI 
to (ordinary) humans: He has special. eyes and Resh, walth, experience, elegance, 
amazing powers, and a distinctive, quasi-immortal status.43 This may also explain 
Anne Rice's about-face from her initial criticisms of the casting af Tom Cruise as 
k s ~ t ,  The short, dark Cruise did seem an odd choice for the tall, blond kstat, 
but Rice realized after seeing him that a multimillionaire screen star like Cruise 
has exactly the on-screen persona to carry off the arrogance and compelling per- 
sonality of a Lestat.44 Lestat in the second book of her Chronicles series becomes a 
famous mck star, ironically reversing Clavid B a ~ e "  transition from rock star to 
(on-screen) vampire, But if he could only walk about comfortably in the da)liight, 
Lestat would probably choose instead to be a wealthy and successFul film star- 
perhaps someone like Tom Cruise, a top box-oBce attraction! 

The most interesting lching about the Anne Itice vampires is that they exist in 
"chronic1es"":heir need from us humans, first and foremost, is to be listened to 
and understood, This layering of performance with realiv is made evident in the 
vampire theater scene led by Armand (Photo 4.91, where, as Cfaudia puts it, W 

see ""vampires who pretend to be people pretending to be vampires," h much the 
same way that the vampire needs a montal, the star needs an audience: In the the- 
ater scene, these m o  needs coincide as the vampires get the blood they need while 
entertaining and titillating their audience. Having grand passions is not enough; 



PHOTO 4.9 The vampire Armmnd (Antonio Banderas) leads his coupe ofvampire actom 
(with real victl'm) in Interview with the Vampire (f 994). 

descrhing or enacting them is better.45 Enacting &ern is preferable because it in- 
spires admiration and perhaps I;ven e n v  in us, the mortal audience for immortal 
beauty. 

Cinematic Varnpiret and "Stars" 

The paradox af Stoker" s~onclusion ta Dracaia is that it tells us not to believe the 
s toq that has just held us in its g i p t h a t  its seeming assemblage of evidence is 
not really ""prooEThis issue of the "real" existence of vampires is central in the 
two films X have just discussed, "ir;tze Pi"ungclr and Interview with the Vampire, O&en, 
vampire films present moments of crititical doubt, when a ""scientific" expert ban- 
ishes skepticism and paves the way for belief by finding ""praoE"Recal1 Van 
Helsing" claim in the 1931 Dracula, that the vampire" stren# is that people will 
not believe in him.) Movies, like S&ker3s snavel, give us proofs that they then say 
we pmbably cannot believe, and this is their seduction-this genre tempts belief 
by continually oEering itself as unreal, m a t  better way ta carry off this sleight of 
hand than by offering us figures of movie stars as vampires? With Cruise, Pitt, and 
Banderas in their roles, or with Bowie, Sarandon, and Beneuve, we can actualEy 
"see" that these special beings are out there, Vampire etlistence gets translated into 
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"rear images of glamorous stars on the screen, revealing their "preternatural" 
flesh and assuming their status as our ageless icons of immortality. They need us, 
the audience-they need us to be both f~ghtened and fascinated by them, 

Thus, vampires9ransgressive eroticism in these two films is linked to their 
mode of egstence as recurring icons, as familiar appearances on, film. The erotic 
vampire as spectacle both haunts and attracts us, both desires and is desired by us. 
This is not simple predation; if it were, then Prlfard would. be correct in asserting 
that the vampire has no real interest in ixltimaq or in the personhood of his or 
her victims, If vampires thought that humans were only there to be taken, used, 
spoiled, and abandoned, their evil cvould inked be uninteresting, Someone who 
sees them this way might critique them as exempliEying a sort of life-sapping rnale 
aggression-and this is like the radical feminist view argued for by Andrea 
D w r E n  in Intercourse, where she cites vampires\exuality as exemplieing the 
worst features of males in sex.46 Then W could say that even a strong fernale vam- 
pire like Miriam Blaylock exemplifies an approach to sexualiz-)t that is male, in the 
sense of being predatory, violent, and 0bjectil;ying. 

But this sort of picture is inadequate, in part wrong beause it oversimpfifies 
vampire sex, We have seen from Bela Lugosi onward that the male vampire" ex- 
oticism may brand him as ""fetminine," and W haye also seen the Inornoerotic ties 
between rnale vampires or krnale vampires in movies like Interview with the 
Vampire and The Hu~ger.  &cent accounts within queer theory celebrate this sub- 
versiw eroticism of the vampire.47 Since the erotic focus becomes the rnoulh on 
the neck rather than the penis in the vagina and since the vampire receiw fluids 
(red blood) rather than spendiutg Ruids (white semen), there is a sort of ferninized 
component even in their "masculine" aggression and violation. This kind of 
switching between actkiq and passivit-y aka characterizes the screen audience's 
relation to the fiwres so familiar in this genre. 

This means that vampire evil is not just about sex, masculine aggression, or 
even animal predation. Vampires may desire the blood of humans, but it is often 
not their literal blood that the vampire longs for so much as their very status as 
rnortals, The vampires in The Hunpr and 1r;rtewiew with the V ~ m p k  want what 
they annot  have: passion, limitation, mortality. Why else is there such emphasis 
in these films on grand epic passionate love! Dracula an screen also always loves 
the beautihl and human Mina, He may aim ta make her his undead queen, and 
companion (as in the John Badham 1979 Dracula), or he may ultimately be un- 
able to do so because he has been lost to life (as in Coppola" 1992 version), 
Miriarn BIaylock Iongs for a human companion for her immortality, but she m- 
not secure this, so she grieves and dies. Anne Rice" vampires Louis, Lestat, and 
Armand cannot love mere mortals, and thus all their erotic intimacy is directed at 



each other, The homoerotic nature of these desires is not a matter of being at- 
tracted to pbysicd beauty (;cvkat, after all, does a vampire want from another vam- 
pire's bo*?) but to wisdom, spiritual characteristics, power, howledge, attitudes. 

I propose that The Hgnger and Interview with the Vampire ask their audiences 
to desire the vampire as a spectacle of seduction, The vampire in these films is al- 
ways a "star,"" a fascinating exotic creature of multiple powers, circumscribed by a 
fleeting and rule-bound existence when walking the earth, On-screen, we can see 
this magical creature as a being who Xangs for and desires us. Vampires seek out 
the mortal, not simply to drain our blood but because they need our energ)r, 
drive, desire, and warm-blooded emotion. Vampires are, after all, cold and dead. 
They are weak and pale creatures without us; they need our admiration and pas- 
sion more than we in the end really need It.rem.48 'They are images; we are flesh 
and blood, The vampire is a creature of night, usually destroyed by the light, 
Vampires' magical aibilities are well suited to film: They can fly, practice time 
travel, hear people" tIhou&ts, shape-sh;rf"t into fog or mist, run like a wlf ,  sneak 
out of coffins and into crypts, Their age, exoticism, ecentriciv, and aristocratic 
nature may be conveyed by ail the usual tricks af acting and sets. The film vam- 
pire, too, aists in the hallrlight of the projection an a screen. Neither being has 
true flesh and blood. Each creatu the vampire and the screen star portra$ng a 
vmpire-attains a kind of immortafity, but it is an odd, unreal kind of life. As 
Louis tells Molloy at the start sf the film version sf I~te-erview with the Irampire, 
"I'm flesh and blood, but not human-" The vampire, like the actor in a film, is a 
simulation, both more and less than human. 

Conclusian: Vampire Evil and the Pleasurer o f  Genre 

At the start of this chapter, I cited C. Fred aford's critical remarks in mat. Evil 
Means to Us about the shallomess of the vampire as syrnbol of evil, I said that 
Aliford be"tays a limited understanding of the nature and appeal of contemporary 
vampires. illford sees vampires as sending a message that dependency is bad be- 
cause it is equated with powerlessne~s and the loss of freedom, Young people thus 
regard others who depend on them in any way as evil in the same sense as vam- 
pires, a view he considers immature and shallow "The fictional vampires of inhr- 
mants are symbols of social isolation, not cultural in,tegration"l.$ This is mistaken, 
because certahly the meditations of Coppola's Draala or of Lxruis, Armand, and 
k s ~ t  in, the Anne Rice novels are about vampire evil as a corruption and a threat 
to the integrity of the soul. Anne Rice's vampires are obsessed with spiritual good 
and evil, Furthermore, though they prey upon humans, they are lovers in the 
truer sense only of one another, Psyches, aat bodies, interest them. 
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Evil and monstrousness in classic horror films often have a paradokcal nature, 
one especially foregrounded in Dracula and the vampire genre, The monster is 
evil, yet he both attracts and repels; we in the audience want to look at the same 
time that W are afraid to lsok, m a t  is evil is also interesting, what is ugly or dis- 
torted can be fascinating. In classic horror, there are usually male investigators 
who drive the narrative toward resolution by conquering the monster and banish- 
ing what is ugly, monstrous, or fearful. The fates of monsters and women get 
strangely paired on the side of the spectacle. Although monsters usudly threaten a 
woman and we may be expected to approve her release, we may. also want to sus- 
tain their threatening presence in order to h o w  them. There is a tension bemeen 
our desire to bemme acquainted with the horrific, disgusting monster by looking 
at the spectacle (for instance, at the monster biting the wman's neck) and our 
desire to restore the moral order by saving the woman and punishing the mon- 
ster, In classic horror, then, spectacle and the narrative are in a very complex rela- 
tion. Narrative, of course, may itself proceed on the v&sual level, since to follaw the 
story requires interpreting, collat-ing, and understanding images. As NoEl Carroil's 
account of horror mphasizes, horror in general attracts us because we w n t  to 
undersand the monster, But film horror works because we see the monster and 
his victims, (In film, seeing is a kind of understanding.) And depending upon 
how a t t r ac t i~  the monster is and bow inept the closure provided by the investiga- 
tor, the film ending rnay or rnay not be satisfactory when, it GnaXly puts a stop to 
our adivalent desire for the spectacle of horror. h the vampire film as in most 
other horror Bms, the narrative focuses an the intelleaual, fact-gathering activi- 
ties of the male investigators; narrative closure is achieved by some device of in- 
corporation within the patriarchal order, Thus, narrative puts an end .to the spec- 
tacle (our vision of the monster and of the womanlvictim), 

In Stoker" Bmtrla and even more so in. the vampire movies I have discussed 
here, there is a recognition that the monster can be sympathetic or even desirable, 
This is why$ f suggest, there are recurring paradoxes in the story, such as Stoker's 
claim that the proofs assembled by the book cannot suEce as evidence or other 
filmic depictions of the vampire as simultaneously decayed and beautiful, a ceUu- 
laid shape-shift-er, Even a predatorial killer like Lugosi's Dracula can be fascinat- 
ing, and all the mare so a plafioy like Langella or any of the others I have men- 
tioned. As if to acknowledge the audience's interest in the monster, narrative 
ciosure is often threatened, and by a variety of means: Langella's Dracula escapes 
at the end; Oldman" corrupt and aged prince bemmes young and pure; Miriam is 
reborn in the body of Sarah; Lestat is definitely "alive" and ready to rock 'nn" roll. 
Some versions of Dracuta hint at the vampire" continuing erotic alignment with 
the heroine, his (or her) victimlmate. Alretmatively, even if the patriarchal order 



of law, justice, heterosexual marriage, and science is resbred, it may be subverkd 
within the narrati-ve. This is what happens in Badham's or Browning's Dmcuta, 
with their intimations that the scientistlhero is insane or a fool. 

This ambivalence &out the monster carries over into complexities about vam- 
pire morality Several of the vampire movies I discussed in this chapter show a 
vampire who copes with setting goals or values for a godless existence throughout 
all time, searching for ways to be suskined through a now interminable fife., What 
is remarkable is that vampire evil so often amounts to something we can judge in 
our ordinary mortal terms, Vampire evil might just be killing and using, or it 
mi&t mean selfish disregard for others. Only rarely does it become truly epic, like 
the evil of Satan. X find this hinted at most strongly in the charaders who figure in 
Goppola" Brarn Stoker's DracuEa and Interview with the Vlanzpire. Oldman's 
Dracula does aim at evil when he rejects God and faith, but he is redeemed, not 
just from the outside by the tired old formula of a wman's love but from the in- 
side by a rediscovery of his own capacity for faith. Anne Zce3 vampires differ. 
Lauis is highly. moral in a traditional sense of being loyal to fiiends and regretting 
past misdeeds; he aims at virtuous prosel~izirrg by using his story as a cautionary 
tale, Lestat is meant to be the most Nie~schean of all vampires, but even he seems 
somewhat unoriginal in his goals of power, wealth, sex, and fame; his pursuit of 
rock-star fame and fans is a rather disappointing goal that we can scarcely irnag- 
ine Nie&sche\ srathustra would applaud. 

In the end, then, the common dependency of vampires in their new form of 
"undeath"" upon morels goes along with a surprising dependence upon our fa- 
miliar value schemes. It is also worth noting here at the end of this discussion that 
what the newest vampires seem .t.o aspire to mast of aff is art: Miriam through 
compiling her collection and performing, Louis by telling his story, the swry we 
can enjoy and find fascinating and seduc'c rr if sometimes also repulsive. 
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FIVE: The 

ood Lus 

In 1960, two films, Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock) and Peeping Tom (Michad 'Pouvell), 
permanently altered the face of the horror-film monster. They chillingly depicted 
'brdinary" men who were unable to connect with the reality around thern,These 
films not only natural i~d the horror-movie monster by turning him into the boy 
next door, but they solicited audience sympathy and even invited voyeuristic par- 
ticipation in his gruesome murders as his blood lust drove him an to greater 
crimes. Due to traumas of childhood and sexual repression, so the story went, 
these men became mad slashers who murder women., This sanario has become 
formulaic and has been given numerous subsequent variations; the slasher sub- 
genre became the dominant form of horror in the 1 9 8 0 ~ , ~  

Xn this chapt-er, E will discuss Peeping Bm, along with two of its slasher movie 
successors, Frenzy (Alfred Hitchcock, 19731, and Henry: P ~ ~ r a i t  ofa Serial Killer 
(John Mcrjaughton, produced 1886/released 1990). The latter is a movie loosely 
based on the story of real-life serial murderer Henry Lee Lucas.These three irn- 
partant Gtrns feature as their monster an ordinary human man who murders 
women. I call all three films "sZashersP although, strictly speali;ing, not all of the 
murders in them are committed using hives or blades; the killer may strangle his 
victims or even snap their neck. X use the term "slasher" as a generic label for a 
movie with a psychopathic Eller, usually a male, whose assumed blood lust drives 
him to a: sort of extreme violence against women, Such violence, often eroticized, 
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is showcased by the amera in increasingly graphic and disturbing ways, We shall 
see that despite surface differences, slasher films can be considered heirs to the 
vampire movie: Erotic prektion (or blood lust) is at the center of both genres; 
only the monsters are updated. 

Realism is the key factor that differentiates slashers frsm their predecessors in 
horror, Here the monstrous killers are not undead, supernatural vampires or 
hairy hulking wrewolves but Jiving, breathing men. Psycho was based on a book 
by Robert Bloch about a real killer and corpse stealer named Ed Gein,"t is no 
news that horror fiction imitates real-life crime: Mary Shefley's monster was born 
out of Galvanik eexgeriments on the publicly displayed bodies of executed crimi- 
nals, and nineteenth-century newpapers inspired the more chilling episodes in 
Dickens, Poe, and PTostoyevsky.5 But in slasher-film horror, the ties bettveen fact 
and fiction have become increasingly intricate and ramified. The lictians of The 
Silence of the Lambs, a story about a cannibalistic killer also based partly on Ed 
Gein, permeated media coverage of the arrest of cannibalistic serial killer Jefirey 
Dahmer; publidty over Dahnner" arrest in its turn threa-tened the box-office take 
and opening date of the horror film Body Par&. Like these movies, other horror- 
film stories may begin in the newspapers and then move swiAly on to Hallyood 
contracts and major motion pictures.6 

Xn the three films I will discuss in this chapter, there is a common theme of 
male predation against women and of eroticized violence. I shall look especially at 
the scenes of attacks to consider how they offer up both a new kind of horror-film 
monster and a new conception of slasher evil. I want to consider several questions 
about the slasher genre. First, what happens to the monster as he becomes more 
naturalisticflo answer this will involve considering the nature and prominence of 
spectacles of violence and horror in this genre, And second, more deeply; what do 
these changes in monsters and spectacles tell us about the views of the nature of 
evil presented in such films? 

The most obvious assumption is that the slasher Elfer is an evil man, a psy- 
chopath. However, some films in this genre, like Psycho and Peepi~rjr %m, imply 
that the killer is a sympathetic, conflicted man who commits crimes against 
women because of a particularly abusive childhood. Thus, in aking us to ques- 
tion whether he is truly evil, they appear to perpetuate a conservative and rrsu- 
bling gender ideolom that might excuse or explain his crimes against wmen ,  
Even beyond this, many such movies convey the message that bad parenting was 
responsible far turning these men into monstrous killers who cannot help what 
they do. Ever since Psycho, this bad parenthg is often held to be the particular 
fault of the mother. Thus, women get blamed as wefl as victimized in the slasher 
genre, making it seem particularly offensive to feminists, Surely these movies pre- 
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sent very troubling depictions of vvomen and of male violenm; but the task of 
moral assessment is complex and demands more subtlev. 

Much has been witten about ail three films, by feminists and other critics. By 
j ~ a p a s i n g  these particular movies, I will to trace some developments, ccmnec- 
tians, and contrttsts .cvlthin the genre. The slasher genre beghs in P ~ p i n g  Tom with 
a monster who is somewhat sppathetic and whose madness is plumbed and ex- 
plained, We move on in Frenzy to a monster who is shown as repellent and whose 
motivations are just vapely sketched-at best inferable only kom the genre" key 
precedents like Pqcho, Findly, in the most recent of the three films, Henry, we find a 
monskr whose evil is band and repetitive. Hmry himself should be an unkterest- 
ing if monstrous Eller, but he is made to seem interesting in two uvays: first, the 
heroiine of the (perhaps a st-and-in far us) projects a romantic fa~adrt onto him 
as she imagines his tragk chadhsod; asld sewnd, he is cast in the mold ofthe famil- 
iar Hogyood rebel. Henry: Poerait @fa Serial Killev may come closest of any horror 
film I h o w  ta capturing what Hannah Arendt famously called the ""baalitry of 
evil.'" Yet even here, evil is not truly presented as banal; perhaps the horror @m in- 
evitably must make evil ""itaestingl" even if the monster is ordinary. My project: 
here is to see why and to oEer critical discussion of this evolution. 

Peaping Ton 

Peeping 7"am is a very self-consciously metafilmic movie, Itight from the opening 
credits, it makes the violence of filming its central theme. En this movie, characters 
engqe in explidt: discussions about neurotic watching or ""sc~optophilia'The filrn 
almost offers itself up on a platter to feminist analysis since it draws its own con- 
nections between movie voyeurism and male violence. (In fact, the videotaped 
edition of it is now available, complete with commentary by .feminist film theorist 
taura Mutwy,)g But despite its tetbook presentation of the risks and dangers aX- 
legedly inherent in "the male gaze: this filrn is far from formulaic, It can elicit 
substantial and subtle moral consideration (feminist and otherwise), 

Peeping Torn offers a sppathetic depiction of the murderer in a film that many 
people may find repulsive, Mark kwis (Carl Boehm) is a handsome, so&-spoken, 
and sensitive man, who, W learn, suffered extreme cme1t-y as a ch2d when his fa- 

ther, a famous and brilliant biologist, made him a epuinea pig in studies of fear and 
the newous system. The elder Lewis turned a camera on his son and recorded his 
every experience, even designing experiments to terriq him. Mark n w  reviews 
all these tapes (both audio and video) compulsively, hoping that the remrds of his 
fatather" coldness and brutality may somehow serve some good. Mark"s neighbor 
Helen (Anna Massey), a Mroman be comes to h o w  and like, challenges this faith 
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abruptly when, she learns of the exlperiments, sqing, "A scientist drops a lizard 
onto a  child"^ bed and good comes of it?" 

Mark, the film tells us, has dealt with his horrific chiMhood by taking over the 
role his father played with him, He uses his own camera to photograph women, 
especidy aiming to apture their fear, Mark explains to Helen that he is making a 
documenary; it turns out to be the documentay of his own life-he is continu- 
ing his .Eather's work, He keeps trying to capture ""te perfect hce of fear" as he 
kills women, Helen recognizes Mark's reliance an his camera as dangerous or sick, 
and she brces him to leave it behind when they go out on a date. Although he is 
reluctant to do so and obviously feels threatened, he enjoys their date and 
promises earnestly never to photograph her. 

But the other women in MarKs life are not so lucky, We learn this right from 
the start of the %m. We watch through the crosshairs of Mark"s camera lens as he 
picks up a prostitute, goes to her room, and then approaches her with something 
that evokes sheer terror on her face. The film dissolves into a close-up of her 
screaming mouth. This sequence is first shorn live and in full color-the prosti- 
tute% fur coat and flaming orange skirt aeract attention-and it is then replayed 
during the credit sequence, this time shown in black and white on a screen that 
the young man watches in his dark, cloistered room. We proceed to see more of 
the man" life: He films the police investigation into the murder, shoots pictures of 
pornograplny models, and does his job as a focus pufler at a movie studio, He also 
kills two more wmen ,  with the same view being offered to us of the camera 
morning in t s  focus on their fearful screaming faces, One victim is a stand-in at 
the movie studio; the second is one of the pornclgaglny models. The film treats 
these women as pitiEuX, creatures, =rk is drawn, to their fear and even wants to 
photograph. the bruises on another model"s face. 

As he gets to know Helen, Mark finds her inkresting as a person; she invites 
him to collaborate on a children's book she is witing about a boy with a magic 
camera, He shows Hekn the films his father made and confides his past. 
Meanwhile, Helen's blind mother is suspicious of Mark. She calls his footsteps 
"stealthy" and is sure that he is up to no good watching films night after night in 
the darkened roorn above her. She forbids their relationship to continue. In a fear- 
ful confrontation, the mother tries to force Mark"s secret out of him by demand- 
ing to be "hken to his cinema." Mark aadually does play the film of Eris latest mur- 
ders for Helenk mother, but interestingly; neither person finds the movie 
viewable. Qf course, the blind woman. cannot see it, though she responds to its 
emotion. Xn an astonishing sequence, we wtch as both of them are sdhouetted 
against the large screen containing the terrified face of Marvs latest victim. 
HelenS mother raises her hands as if tr9ng to use her sense of touch to feel the 
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filrn (earlier, when she feels PrlarEs face, he ash, "[A] re you taking my picture?"). 
Mark approaches the screen too closely, so that the movie plays over his back-we 
see the woman" large face and startled eyes appear there. This movie fails to de- 
liver catharsis to either character: Helen's s a h e r  is terrified and dismayed, and 
Mark flails against the screen in despair over not yet having captured the perfect 
expression af fear he seeks. 

Finally, Heten herself learns what Mark has done when she pokes around in his 
room and plays his movie, We do not see this Xatest filrn as the reels raQte; we only 
see MelenS face. She starts out smiling and expecting to enjoy MarPs amork. Her 
eqression graduafXy changes until she runs to hide behind sklves, peeping out to 
watch in horror and screamkg when Mark suddenly appears behind hr .  She ac- 
costs him, wantkg rmsurance that it is "only a nno~e." Mark confesses that he is a 
killer, warning Helen not to let him see her fear, demonstrating his technique 
(Photo 5. f ). Just as the police are pulling up downstairs, Mark completes his docu- 
mentary (""IR planned this for such a long time"") being over to set up the tripod 
leg of his amera-a knife blade e~ended  neck-high and a reflector mirror in place 
at the t o p h e  prepares to film and watch his own death, Tapes ro!J and flashbulbs 
pop in suaession as he runs ta impale himself (Photo 5.2), "Helen, f h akaid; he 
says at the end, ""ad dJm glad Ih afraid." Mark mns the knife into his o m  throat, 
collapses, and dies. The last thing we see is Helen sobbing near his body, then the 
empty screen in his room, half-lit with the red fight of the &rbaom. 

Feminist critics ( n o ~ b l y  Carol Clover, Laura Mulvey, and Linda Wdliams) have 
made many good observations about this film.' One thing they have not focused 
on, as f will, concerns what it says about the nature of evil. me the r  Mark is evil, 
and if so, why or how he became sa is one issue, sf course, But to press this issue, 
we must think about ways in which. evil in this film is intrinsically linked to our 
various human modes of knowledge. MarFs father was indubihbly evil, a mad 
scientist in the Fmnkenstein tradition whose hubris oftends nature, Mark explains 
to HeXen: "He wanted a record of a g-rowing child-complete, in every detail. He 
w s  interested in. the reactions of the nemus  system to fear.'%arWs father made 
the obvious mistake nf thinking that a filmic and scientific r e a d ,  something ""ob- 
jective" and dist-anced, could capture a persond, subjective, and emotional phe- 
nomenon. I-Ie wanted only to study Mark cofdly as a science prqect, not to be a 
faher who would comfort him when he was frightened or sad at the death of his 
matkel: If science in Peepi~g Tom is flawed, art fares little be~er.  Both of the fiXm 
projects we see in this movie, one documentary and one commercial ("artistic"), 
are disaskrs, Mark"s own documentaries are obviously rooted in sadistic and evil 
violence; he only replicates the evil of his father. And he works on a movie set 
where the director barely restrains his contempt for the lead actress, a "bimbo" 
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PHOTO 5.5 M ~ r k  kwis (Cad Bclehnz) show Ifi3len (Anna Massey) how hefilms '<the face 

offiax" in Peeping Tarn. {l N O ) .  

who cannot manage to get her scenes right by fainting on cue in the proper way, 
N e n  a trunk on the movie set is opened during filming and accidentally dis- 
closes the corpse of the stand-in vvhorn Mark has murdered, the actress does faint; 
rather than showing sympathy or concern, the director yells: "Tbat bitch! She 
fainted at the wong scene!" 

The men in the movie (Mark included) who use science or art to five by =em- 
pIi"fyhe wrong relationship to life and emotion. m a t  then of the wmen? Helen 
and her blind mother in this movie are "good." They have the "right" ~lationship 
to life and emotion-----and this is so even though Helens mother is a qnical afco- 
holic Tkese two women see with their feelings, instinct, or intuition, especially 
the blind woman, She demands to "see Mark"s movie,"" and when he pleads that he 
needs t s  finish it t s  show Helen, she replies, "She [Helen] sees enough without 
p u r  photagraphs," There is a value system in this movie, summed up when the 
blind woman comments on her own relation to Xife: uIn~tinct's a wonderful &ing, 
isn't it, A pity it can't be photographed. If I'd listened to it, I might have kept my 
sight. X wouldn" have let a man operate on my eyes X had no faith in." Here in a 
nutshell is the movie" philosophy. Seeing and photographing, in whatever 
mode-the studio motion picture, the scientific record, the psychological inxsti- 
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PHOTO 5.2 iMrzrk L e k  (CarE Boehm) cria, 'Y'm dad Ih znfiaid111 before he kiEEs hz'msev 
keping Torn (f 960). 

gation, the documntary, the pornographic photo, the police study-cannot sub- 
sthute for instinct. Emotion is one thing, photography another, 

This point is made again in the scene where Mark meets the psychiatrist who is 
a consultant on the movie set, When Mark says that his job is to be the hcus 
puller, the doctor laughs and says, ""S is mine in a way.'"~ltut he then fails .to "fa- 
cus" on the anxious urgency in Mark"s voice when Mark a s h  if he had hewn his 
father. The doctor wants only to gain access to same important unpublished 
manuscripts, The concluding words of the film, after Mark has died, wi& Helen 
collapsed beside him on the floor, confirm this negative view of psychiatric sci- 
ence, We hear the taped voice of Mark"s father saring di~tandy~ "Don't be a silly 
bay, there" nothing to be afraid of."%ark replies, in a small child's kightened 
voice, "Good night Daddy . . . hold my band? We must imagine that this never 
happened: Real affection was always repi aced by clinical study 

Peeping Tom forces us ta get into Mark"$ head, at least to the extent of-' seeing 
victims the way this murderer does.l0 The most problematic thing about this 
movie is how attractive it makes the serial killer at its center, With his classic 
blond good Xooks, neat clothes, polite phrasings and gentle manner, Cart Boehrn 
is one of the most engaging serial killers ever seen on screen. His quiet manner, 
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odd Esponses, and German accent link Roehm as Mark to Peter Lorre plafing the 
repellent, yet still pitiful and sometimes sympathetic, child murderer in M Yes, he 
is a madman, a psychopath, but he does not rave or foam at the mouth. 
Evevhing about him is explained so that W can understand his motives and see 
why he does what he does. He even knows this about himself and tells others he is 
a madman, He clearly expects to be tracked dawn and has planned suicide as an 
escape. So is he evil? 

We k n d  up in, a paradoxical, psition if we offer our own criticd study of the 
film. By dichotomizing reasan and feeling and by placing cinema an the side of rea- 
son, the movie appears to conctemn us if W become overly analytic and judgmen- 
tal. Reason tells us that Mark is an evil perverted killer, but our emotions might be 
guided by Hekds responses of s ~ p a t h y  and ennpatEc interest. The &m in effect 
forces us into a paradox if we try to form conclusions about this Hler. As analylical 
investigators, we prove to be watchers in the very mode of Mark and his father, 
whom it c~tickes, The analflicd response is tu infer that the %m is a film about 
filming and ta condemn, such voyeu~sm, But motianal responses are another mat- 
ter, We "can go to Marvs dnema" in the way Helm's mother does, through instinct. 
In this path, we start out as frightaed viewers ghing instinctive responses and re- 
coiling Erom what we see, fear, and cannot comprehend. 

Most imporhnt, as a monster Mark Lewis is kterating.: The spectacles of vio- 
Xence in Peeping lrom are his spectacles, created by him and for us. To appreciate 
the film is in some sense to appreciate him and his spectacles of horror; He makes 
himseyan ultimate spectacle of horror, W shall see urheher this equation persists 
in the next WO films. 

Frenzy has been described as the filmic completion of a goal that i'tl&ed Hitchcock 
could not consummate on the screen until relatively late in his life: Frenzy shows 
on-screen the murder that could only be hinted at in Psycho, due to prevailing 
censorship regulations." "ereas Psycho mnjured up a hideous crime by its now 
famous elaborate sequence of quick cuts, the horrific murder of a woman occurs 
before our very eyes in Frenzy, depicted on-screen with slow detail and in exmci- 
ating, graphic mcess. Frenzy teIls the story of a necktie murderer wha strangles 
women; his serial crimes both haunt and titillate London in an old-fashioned Jack 
the Ripper fashion. We are set up at the start, by visual links from the tie around a 
victim's neck to the tie being donned by a young man, to expect that Richard 
Blaney (Jan Finch) is the necktie murderer, But soon we learn "firsthand,"" by 
watching the crime, that the killer is instead Blaneyk friend, the charming green- 
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gocer Bob Rusk (Barzy Foster), Rusk visits the marriage bureau run by BlaneyS 
ex-wife Brenda (Barbara Leigh-Hunt), but she recoils from him in disgst, insist- 
ing that her agency w n o t  provide for his peculiar and deviant sexual tastes, Rusk 
protests that people like him-he has good qualities and a lot to give. He then in- 
foms  her that she is his kind of vvornan. As he sidles up to her, she becomes 
fii$tened; then he attacks, rapes, and strangles her. 

This a ~ a c k  scene is e ~ r a o r d i n q  beause it is so drawn out and anti-erotic, We 
watch as the charming and dapper Rusk becomes transformed into a crazed psy- 
chopath before our very eyes: here is a wolfman transformaGon with no makeup, 
His movements grow abrupt and violent: He opens drawers and slams them shut; 
he sehes Brenda's apple and takes a bite; t.le carners her and &rows her down. She is 
no longer a capable businesswoman but a kightened-looking animal, rabbitlike 
with her large, soEl: brown eFs. m e n  Rusk ta rs  open her dress, one breast flops 
out into view-perhaps the most unerotic breast ever shown 0x1 screen in a rape or 
any other sane," This breast is bare raw flesh, pi*-wEte and dou&y as the man 
mauls her. We m&es obscene pelvic thrus& just off amera and moans a re&ain in 
crescmdo, ""Lvely . . . Lovely. . . Love&. . . Lowefk!!" Then, suddenly mraged, he 
scrmms she is a "biter and strangles her (Photo 5.3). (VVe are later told by the po- 
Xice inspector that such men irre impotenhnd become aroused only ky Golferrce,) 
The murder, X&e the rape, is shorn as an uncommonly "fleshy" deed that requires 
$weak gunts, and huge physical eEo~s ,  The camera alternates k ~ e e n  the man's 
debased grimaces and the woman" desperate hands as she struggles to free her 
neck This scene lasts for what seems a very extended time; when it is done, Rusk 
calmly steps back and resumes eating Brmda's apple, Her poor body lies, splayed 
and inert, before him. He shows no relish, regret, or triumph bat simply waks away. 

Apart from this kmiliar theme of sexualized violence, Frenzy focuses on an- 
other vpical Hitchsock theme, the innocent man framed and trying to clear him- 
self. Rusk sets Blaney up as the killer by stuffing a victim's clothes into Blaney's 
suitcase and calling the police, Blanq is arrested, convicted, and jailed in short or- 
der. This strikes viewrs as wrong because Blaney is fairly sympathetic in the film, 
Down on his luck, the former Royal Air Force squadron leader is fired from his 
barman's j job in the opening scenes and then wanders about looking lost, He visits 
his e x - ~ f e  Brenda, who takes him to dinner; he sleeps at a flophouse where he is 
nearly robbed; he finds money Brenda has left in his coat and spends it on a hotel 
room, to which he takes his barmaid girlfriend Babs Milligan (Anna Massey), 
Learning that he is under suspicion for the murder of Brenda, Blaney holes up 
with his hiends Joihrrny and Hetty; Babs returns to work, then runs into Rusk, 
who seems the soul of kindness as he oEers to help her hide out from the police- 
""no strings attacked." The charming fellow leads Babs home. Suspense builds, and 
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PHOTO 5.3 Brenela Bbney parbarcl. L&gh-Hunt) is smnglerd in Frenzy (1973). 

then just as they are about to enter his door, he says insinuatingly, '90 you how,  
Babs, youke nny kind of wman." "is ominous phrase repeats the very words he 
has said to Brenda Blaney before killing her. He will, of course, proceed to murder 
Babs as welt, 

But the camera does something remarkable in this key scene: Et withdraws, 
Instead of putting us through such torture again, Hitchcock ups the ante by re- 
quiring that we imagine and speculate about it. Rusk does fill Babs at this point, 
but we watch no other murders on the screen [seeing only hints of this one in a 
8asE.lback and brief gimmpses of Rusk"$ final victim), Mtc: do not awmpany Babs 
into Rusk"s roam. Rather, the camera moves bacbard  and silently reverses its 
path down the sairs, around a corner, out the building, and into the street. This 
reverse tracking shot takes severat minutes. All is very silent in the hall; only grad- 
ually do we rejoin the o u ~ i d e  w r f d  with its commotion and busy street noise, We 
can, see RusPs roam with its neat Rowers in the window boxes, but we cannot 
watch the murder taking place inside, 

The camera  draws from the spectacle at several other key scenes in k n z y  
as well. A&er Rusk has murdered Brenda Blaney and left the scene, Blaney himself 
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comes up to her office, perhaps to return the money she loaned him, Finding no 
one in, he leaves. Brenda's secretary, Monica Barling (Jean Marsh), sees him on 
the street. She goes inside, but the camera stays out in the street, which remains 
empty and quiet for the next few moments, Finally, two w m e n  come around the 
corner on-screen just as Monicak scream of discovery shocks the silence. 
Someone dse has been tormented by this gory vision, 

G similar withdrawd of the camera occurs at the climax, af Blanefs trial for 
murder. The action has been telescoped: We cut instantly from Blaney" arrest to 
his trial. Our view is shared with a p u n g  constable who sits outside the court- 
roam; we only hear snippets as the door happens to open, We hear the judge read- 
ing the charge and askng the jury for their verdict. But the door sGngs closed, 
and vue aga,in ~ c h  the action within, silenced, from a distance, Finally, the curi- 
ous constable cracks open the door, and we hear the judge intoning, "p] ou have 
been found guilty of a serious crime.'* Blaney is taken off to jail, screaming hyster- 
ically, "Rusk, Rusk did it!" 

The plot of Frenzy sounds thoroughly. grim. Not only is there a n,as.ty psycho- 
pathic necktie strangler but an innocent, likable man is .Eramed and convicted for 
his crimes. This is anything but a grim movie, however, Amazingly enough, it is 
hnny, almost side-splitting at moments. Much of its persistent black humor con- 
cerns hod. This humor somehow seems to associate women with foo 
with bad, rotten, or even poisonous food-and has therefore been construed by 
feminists like Tania Modleski as adding to the disturbing misowistic tone af the 
film-1-3 As if the graphic murder of an innocent and helpless woman were not 
enough, the film hints that women are somehow at fault a r  to blame for male vio- 
lence against them. This would be more disturbing even than the actual lurid na- 
ture of Ifrenda Blaney's murder, 

There are almost too many examples of this black humor directed against 
mmen  to mention, At the begnning, a fabulous airborne tracking shot takes us 
up along the Thames into the scene of a politician promising to clear up pollution 
of waterways. Meanwhile, the crovvd spots a nude woman" body down in the 

ne of the necktie strangler" nude victims has been swept ashore as just 
one more piece of urban detritus. The ""garbage" and not the litterer evokes the 
politician" disgust. Indeed, the killer is a figure of fascination. W o  men in a pub 
gassip about him, commenting an how such serial murder is good for .tourism. 
The woman serving the men, comments salaciously; "I heard he rapes them:" and 
one man, winks and sitys, "Every. cloud has a silver lining? 

Blaney herself gets treated as both nurttarer and food here, On the one 
hand, she takes her ex-husband to dinner and gives him money; on the other h a d ,  
she has wrved up some unhealthy recipes at her mmriage s e f i ~ ,  W see that she 
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h paked two seeming7 mismatched individuals as we wtch &em leaving her of- 
fice through %chard Blanefs mockng eyes. The woman, large and loud, towers 
over the small timid man, instructing him about how her first husband sewed 
breaast  in bed each day. Both Brenda and her secretary are depicted as prudish 
and yet prurient, diswsted but intrigued by talk of sex, Rusk wan& to feed Brenda 
bewuse her lunch is too frugal, but she smiles modestly at his talk of her opulent 
&@ree Not only does Rusk, the greengrocer, associate her with the English apple he 
bites crisply into but he associates his o w  moher with the town she is from, Kent, 
"the garden of En&and."The farge smiling rnotber is by impliation the original 
nuf lu~ng fipre, and now he craves more From Srendds professional setvices. 

blationships are all awry in this film. Blaney" marriage to Brenda went badly 
wrong, perhaps because of his vioience, When Babs is killed, Blaney seems upset, 
but less about her death than about being arrested for it, His friend Johnny, who 
promised hirn shelter and a job in Paris, is henpecked by his bitchy wife into 
reneging. Rleanwhae, the policeman in charge of the necktie murder investiga- 
tion, Inspector Oxford (Alex McCowen), suffers through a sequence of hilariously- 
inedible dinners as he politely tries to eat the disgusting dishes with fancy French 
names that his wife ((Vivien Merchant) cooks to show ofif after taking a course in 
gourmet cuisine (Photo 5.4). 

But what is the real message of these scenes that associate women with flesh 
and food? Brenda's murder is sad and horriqing because her Rlesb nature is so 
undeniable. Rusk"s next murder, of Babs, takes this theme of women and food to 
yet; another stage. The film deals not just with the fleshy nature of the w m a n  be- 
ing murdered but with the afiermath of murder, *ere she becomes even mare 
firmly Reshy In an amazing sequence in. a patato truck, HitchcocVs black humor 
reaches its peak, Rusk realizes that he has made a mistake in hiding Babs's nude 
body in a patato sack when he finds his tiepin missing-the pin he always uses .t.o 

clean his teeth. He runs to find it in the truck where the body is hidden; just as he 
be@ns his search, the truck takes off on its journey north. (Earlier we had seen 
Rusk discussing the vegetable business with a potato man, depressed that poor 
sales were forcing hirn to return a trucMoad of rotten potatoes.) Rusk rnust strug- 
gle now with Babs" bboy in full rigor mortis, Potatoes roll around, he sneezes 
fiorn dust, the truck bounces along the hi$way; he even gets hit on the chin by a 
long leg and hard foot. Finally, when Rusk finds his tiepin, it is clutched in her 
tight grasp and to extric;-tte i t  he rnust break her (dead) fingers one at a time. This 
horrific act against Babs's nude, defenseless, dead body is startling; it takes the 
black humor immediately into horror and offers at least an equal his earlier 
disrespect of w m e n  when he murdered Brenda. My contention is that Hitchmck 
locates the association of women with food primarily in the flawed, ewn psycho- 
pathic, viewpoint of the male characters in the film (especially Rusk), 
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PHOTO 5.4 Inspector Oxford"s inediblefish s o q  in Frenzy (11)73). 

m a t  does this indicate about where Hitchcock himself is, here? Tania 
Modleski acknowledges that in part because the men" desires and characters are 
represented in the film as foul, the director shows sympatEty to the plight of 
women in patriarchye14 

EAl t the same time that Freazy undoub&dly shares some of the contempt for and fear 
of women eAibited by the men in the a m ,  it also portrays the main f a d e  charac- 
ters more sympathetically than most of its male characters. Even more imporlandy, 
the film links the sexual vislenw it depicts to a fystem of male dominance rather than 
canf ning it to the ineqlicable behavior of one lone psy&opath.ls 

But even so, ModXeski thinks that Hitchcock himself, not just the characters in 
the film, shows rewIsion, toward women, She writes: 

There is little doubt that part af what makes the crime Hitehcu& depicts so repellent 
has to do with an underlying fear and loa.thing of femininity . . . In Frena;y ambiva- 
lence can be related to the polarity beltmen woman as food vs. woman W poison 
(wurce of "pollution:' "waste-produd" of society, to use the politician" words).l6 
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ModesE inteqrets the film as "a cultural response to womeds demands fonex- 
m1 and soda1 liberation, demands that were, a6"ter all, at their height in 1972 when 
F;renzy was madeaf'17 Some of her widence sterns kom other tvork in the dkector's 
oeuvre, But tvfodleski dso thinks we need to mnsider "why wmen are the aclusive 
ob jec~  of rape and mutilation in the film or why it is heir 'carmsses' that litter the 
am's landsape and not men's.'"us, she is critial of commentators who think that 
Hitchack manifes& equal dispst with both male appetites and female bodiesela 

MadlesE may be right: Afier all, Brenda's n&ed white flesh with that XoXling 
breast does get compared to the delicious English apple that Rusk bites into bath 
before and after killing her; Babs's dead flesh is depicted as dusty, foul, and 
browny-whik, like the undesired and rotkn potatoes that surround her body 
Women are supposed to be nice, plump, and jui ardakers who nurture men. 
But is this HitchcacFs o m  view, or is it an ironic view he presents that is critial of 
the men in the iffilm-particularly the repulsive killer Rusk? Rusk most dearly em- 
bodies this outlook m e n  Rusk learns that Naney has been lired horn his job, he 
@ves BXaney a bunch of nice grapes and says, ""Wave Babs peel p u  one-at least 
you w d t  starve*" It is quite posshte 1ogiaXly to dis.tiinmish the director" view- 
point from one that he implies belongs to Rusk, Recall bow Rusk shows off his own 
beamkg mo&er by commenting that she is "from Kent, the garden. of En@and." 
Hitchcock condescends to Rusk when he shows the greengrocer fmtasizing about 
this motherly garden, or about visiting Spain or California, where his tropical 
fruits come h m .  Even mare of this attitude is subtly present in how the film de- 
picts Rusk"s room dkcar: The man has piaures an his walls of stereotpial dusk-y- 
skinned romantic sefioritaepresumably women he imwines as luscious because 
of their close aquaintance in his mind with sunny climes and exotic fruits, 

E think it is sim;rliarly possible to see a duality in Wikhcacrs treatment of the 
dinners shared by the palice inspector and his wife. True, this woman is neither a 
tasp apple nor a rotten pohto; she is instead a deliate and non-nourishing bird- 
like creature-& ~sernbles the tiny quail she sets before her husband for dinner 
one night, Neither one can nourish the normal, pleasant inspector. But even 
thou& she seems to flutter about unable t s  tend to her husband's needs, Mrs. 
Oxford is far from birdbrained, She has insights that her bsband lacks: He forces 
the wurse of Blaney" arrest as obvious and uncontroversial, whereas she irnme- 
diately denies that Blaney could be the murderer af his wife, commenting that 
such a "crime de passion" would nat likely occur after ten years of marriage, Later, 
she pmtests that woman's intuition tells her that certain things ""stand to reason,"" 
such as Blaxzey" innocence. She even wants to invite Blaney over to dinner to 
make amends (her husband snidely replies, "Well, he's used to jail food, X suppose 
he'd eat anplzing), 
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PHOTO 5.5 Bob Rusk flan Finch) shows murdflous rage in Frenzy (1973). 

The real test of WdleskiH thesis is to assess what the director's sttimde is-as 
well as that which he invites viewrs to share4uring the crucial murder scene, 
Modleski thinks the scene is repellent because sf how the female flesh in it is 
treated-""with an underlying fear and loathing of kmininity." X disagree and find 
that this also fits poorly with ModlesE3s own claim that this breast is "infinitely 
sad"" and "pathetic." The director presents a realistic picture of how a frenzied 
murderer sees kmale Resk; this does not mean that either he or we must share the 
view. Perhaps we can share it enough to imagine feeling that way, but this does 
not preclude the moral judgment that it is wrong, loathsome, or evll. It is perverse 
to insist on some form of a priiari grounds, psychoanal~ic or otherwise, that 
Brendds body samehow is just more repellent than Rusk"$ murderous frenzy in 
this scene. The shots emphasiw her fear, wlnerability; resignation, and soft flesh, 
in contrast to his strengfh, brutality; rage, and "frenzy" (Photo 5.5). 

Another way to see this is to think about the striEng contrasts b e ~ e e n  the 
murder scenes, and the depiction of the killer, in k n z y  and h Pieeping %m, Both 
films feature a killer who does violence against women, In Frenzya Rusk is only su- 
perPicially charming. He becomes revolting due to the w y  he kills. It is necessraly- 
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to show the flesh in its fleshiness to show both how he feels and how dificult itis 
to take another persods life. These details make him out as more dearly, irrevoca- 
bly, and also uninterestingly evil. Mark, by comparison, remains sympathetic 
right to the end in Peeping Tom. I3y creating sppathy  for him, the earlier film is 
far rnore insidiously misowistic. There is a deeper effort at psycholagial expla- 
nation in the earlier movie. We, like Helen, seek ta understand what has gone 
wong with Mark, what produced such a killer; kmaXe qualities are superficially 
praised by the film simply in order to absolve the murderous man. But Rusk in 
Frenzy is unexplained, apart &om the brief picture we get of him with his beam- 
ing mot-ker beside him in the window. Ti, build a case of any propofiions out of 
this-to presume that this alludes to a Psycho-svle explanation of the pathogenic 
mother-is simply ungruunded in a n ~ h i n g  but film-theory logic. Rusk"s mur- 
ders make no sense: We do nut see any rationale for his choices, except perhaps 
the fact that two af the w m e n  he targets are associated with Blaney; however, 
there is neither homoerotic attraction nor male rivalry to explain things in this 
way, either. 

The scenes af spectacle in the two films present the most striEng difference be- 
meen them. Peeping 'X"orn looks at the face af fear. The women" fears are what we 
ourselves must study as we watch the film. This need not mean feeling the fear or 
even empathizing with it, The film suggests that several of the women are not very 
appealing: They are not developed enough as personalities h r  us to care when 
they are killed. Frenzy, as its name suggests, looks at the woman" fear but also 
looks at the face of the killer while he kills Brmda, a decent woman who would 
feed and give money to her ex-husband. Murder is not a pretty sight; vvhereas 
Peepi~zg Tom omits the blasd and gore of deaths mediated by a weapon, as w l l  as 
the afiemmatb of dealing with a heavy and recalcitrant body, the strangulations in 
Frenzy are immediate, personal, and flesh on flesh. We sympathize in this movie 
with the victim and not the killer. The killing is both rnore repulsive and more ba- 
nal, precisely beause it seems more random, mundane, and matter-ofifact. But 
klling in the real world is like that; monstrous killers in the real world may be ba- 
nal, not psychologically deep, conflicted, or "interesting," Frenzy launches a new 
direction; it moves away horn the explanations offered for Norman Bates or Mark 
kwis. And the slasher killer will take on an even more extreme form as we wit- 
ness the banality of his murders in the next movie II consider. 

Henry: Portrait  o f  s Ssrial  Ki l ler  

Helzry: Portrait of a SmbE Killer is another story about a serial Mlm who tarvts 
women. The fim flouts horror-movie conventions for suspensekl narrative," Its 
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opening scenes show an array of covses accompanied by an eerie sound track, in- 
tercut with scenes of a young man (we infer he is the mullcjiple murdmr, Henry) 
taking to a waitress in a Lak-night diner. The film sets up the vlewer to exgecl: him 
to attack her, but nothing happens. Mea, Henry follows a w m a n  horne from a 
shopping mall. Tension rises almost unbearably, but at the last moment as she ar- 
rives home, a man greds her, and Henry drives away: Even when Henry finally does 
kill, the film again Routs canventions by withholding the spectacle of the murder. 
Henry picks up a hitchhilker carving a guitar and returns borne later carrying her 
guitar. Then, in a long shot, we see a woman let Henry into her house with his ex- 
terminator's equipment. The audience is encouraged to expect to enter the house 
and witness a murder. Instead, the film cuts to a shot of a living room; a slow and 
impersonal pan reveals the wornm, naked and dead, A third killing happens so fast 
and is so obscured that it barely has t h e  ta register. Henry snags the necks of 
prostitutes in his car, then goes with his friend Otis to buy a hamburger, 

The plot of &nry seems fiat and random, Certain events occur rrrhen Becky2 
the sister af Henry" roommate, Qtis, moves into their small Chicago apartment 
and disrupts their somewhat repressed homosexual partnership. Xctianized by 
incest, Becky has sought rehge with her brothex; wha also proves abusive, A pa- 
role violator and drug pusher, he repeatedly kisses Becky and demands to see her 
breasts, as her father had, Becky tries to normalize the household by gtting a reg- 
ular job and fixing meals, but her efforts fail. (Amone point the film cuts from the 
corpse of the woman Henry has "exterminated"" to a shot of a fish Becky is vigor- 
ously cleaning in the kitchen sink) 

atis and Henry had met in prison, and when Becky asks Otis what Henry was 
in for, he at first rehses to say " m a t  did he do, kill his mama?" h e  asks, "Yes, he 
killed his mama with a baseball bat; Otis replies, as if it's a joke, Later, Becky pur- 
sues the subject with intense fascination, In the only scene in the film that tells us 
anything about Henry, the facts remain hazy, Henry says that he killed his mother, 
that he stabbed her to death. He tells Becb: ""Daddy used to drive a truck bebre 
he got his legs cut off, My mama was a whore, But X don't fault her for that. She 
made me watch she beat me; made me wear a dress and watch." kcky responds 
by confiding that she, too, was abused, by her father, then sap  gushingly, "I feel 
like I know you, have known you for a long time,"" Henry says, summing up, that 
yeah, he shot his mother an his fourteenth birthday. ""Sot her?" Ilecky asks, "l 
thought you s.t_abbe& her,"""Oh yeah," he says. 

From this point on, the intensiv of the killings in the film escalates, AAer a 
fight during a drug deal, Otis comments, "1% like to kill somebody,"" Henry subse- 
quently takes him out for sport to shoot a young man who stops to kelp with 
their car, Again, it is aU over in a flash. Henry then murders a pawnshop owner 
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PHOTO 5.6 0gs (Tom Towfes) land Henv  fMichaeE Rooker) watch one oftheir mzardes on 
.l.iIkeo in Henry: Po&rait of a Serial Killer (1986). 

after an argument over the purchae of a W. He turns murder into a science, ex- 
plaining to Qtis how ysui must vary the method each, time, switch e n s  so as not 
to be caught, and sa forth. Henry remark  ""l's either you or them, Open your 
eyes, look at the world, Qtis, You or them, you know what I mean," 

The stage is now set for two especialIy gruesome final scenes of killing, First is 
the Elting of a suhrban  family, In a long shot, the Icillers are shown approaching 
a house at night. Then the scene switches to a grainy, tilted home-video version of 
the family" murder. It will become apparent later that we are wkh ing  alongside 
the killers, tvho sit on their sofa reviewing this footage (recorded by their stolen 
camcorder) a k r  the events (Photo 5.6). Point of view and real time are wrenched 
in a disconcerting way, with contradictory egects, On, the one hand, the scene &is- 
tarzces viewers and makes the murders seem Iess awful. The effect is as though we 
were just watching something on The people in the family are already dead, 
depersonalized, not individuals. On the other hand, the amateur camera also 
makes the murders seem more real: Things happen unexpectedly; everything 
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seems unplanned and awhard. The viewpoint is not standard, and the murders 
are not cleanly centered for our observation, 

The most gapbic and bloody of the murders in Henry is Henry" murder of 
Otis, vrrhom he has caught raping Becb, Henry blinds Otis and then stabs him 
while lying atop his body in an orgiastic, sexuafized stack Henry chops up atis's 
body and loads it into large garbage bags, which he packs into suitcases and 
dumps in the river, He leaves town with Becb, who looks at him and says, "Uove 
you Henry? "buess I love you, too:" he responds. The car radio plays the song 
"Loving You Was My Mistake,"" They stop for the night at a motel roam and get 
ready for bed. Becky looks trustingly up at Henry, who says it is time to turn in. 
The next morning; we see Henry shaving with a straight razor, getting dressed, and 
leaving the mokl room-alone. He piles suitcases into the car and later stops 
along the road to leave a farge suitcase along the roadside. In close-up, W see 
blood seeping throu& the soft-sided case. That's it-she" dead. Inevitable, Henry 
drives s n  in his beat-up old Chevy, The movie ends. 

m a t  kind of monster is Henry in this movie? Is he an evil man? Is he a fasci- 
nating carnplex figure of evil like some rdarnpires are? I would say that yes, he is 
evil, but his evil is neither fascinating nor carnplex. It is banal, summed up in his 
formulaic lesson to Otis: It is you or them. The charaaer of Henry in this movie is 
unmotivated; he seeks neither intimacy in the seduction of souls nor the transval- 
uation of values. His only good point is that, at least temporarily, he is chivalrous 
to Beeky; She responds by eroticizing him, and the film conspires in this as the 
camera lingers on the good-looking young actor, Michael Rooker, who plays 
Henry. He is treated throughout the movie iconographically as an angry young 
rebel in the Marlon BrandolJames Dean mode, complete with his pout, mumbles, 
short curly hair, square jaw, and white T-shirt. M a t  is most striking is that Becky 
begins .t.o er-aticize Henry just when she learns he is a Eller-but isn't this the 
murce of our fascination, too? HenrylRooker" ssirnilation to Ihe "angry young 
rebel" category is heightened by the film3 promotional materials, which feature 
him scoding at himself in a mirror. (Indeed, when I watched the film on video, 
there were advertisements far Henry posters and T-shirts featuring the dark 
young man in a white T-shirt at the end of the tape,) 

Henry provides a standard and clichkd psycho-film explanation for the behav- 
ior of its monster. W e n  Wenq was a child, his mother, who had a lot of lovers, 
spbolicalk castrated him by forcing him ta w a r  a dress while watching her have 
sex. Howevel; the fact that there are three diEerent versions of this story marks it 
as a: generic explanation and undermines its authenticisy; The pathogenic role of 
the mother has become a familiar empty formula to us, a vawe sort of hand- 
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waving in the direction of "here's s h y  he is the way he islWe notice this and then 
blithely move on, ready far the next murder or scene of mayhem.z@ 

Another key feature of Henry is its displacement of interest From plot onto 
spectacle. Henry is not a narrative of discovery like Peeping T~nz or Frenzy. 
Although those two films revealed the identity of the monster to us in the audi- 
ence, they kept a narrative of unveiling in the foreground 'by focusing on the in- 
vestigations and discoveries of a key figure, either Helen in. Peepirzg Tom or 
Inspector Oxford in Frenzy. Spectacle does play a prominent role in those earlier 
films, but it is the very thing that structures the narrative of Henry, This film 
moves the viewer through a gradually intensified spectacle into climax and de- 
nouement. Henry shocks and announces its gory nature by its opening; graphic se- 
quence of nude corpses. But it reveals spectxle slowly, and the scenes that depict 
killings play with the viwer" emotions in nonstandard ways. N e n  Henry and 
Otis fill the man in the pawnshop, the vicious and gruesome murder is rather 
comically cross-cut with a scene of Becky washing the hair of a large Chicago ma- 
tron who spouts racist slogans, After this murder, the spectacles begin, to 
crescendo through the murder of the family to clima in the particularly intense, 
brutal, and sexualized murder of Otis, Finally; as a diminuendo or anticlima 
restoring syrnrnetry with the opening sequences, Sfenry ends after implying the 
o@-screen murder of Becky. 

"Rsel" Mongterr end Movie Spectacle 

Henry: Portrait of a Serial K i l k  continues the direction launched in the slasher 
genre by Peeping Tom and Frenzy toward new forms of realistic or naturalistic 
horror, Based on a real serial murderer, Henry features a possible, hence a realistic, 
monster, a psychopathic serial killer, Henry represents a End of reversal of both 
Peepiag %m and Frenzy. Mereas Mark fills with the eye of a documentary film- 
maker and Rusk kills with frenzy, Henq kills far na particular reason, just on a 
whim. Like many of the more supernatural kinds of movie monsters, serial killers 
seem all-powerful, unpredictable, and, above all, sources of hideous violence. 
Their approach to some of heir fellow humans is loathsome. We do not believe, 
while wtching the movie, that this monster threatens us; and yet monsters like 
him do threaten us-there are men who kill others randomly ty-o the streets, in 
stares, and in their homes, A, monstrous killer like Henry is a possible being-the 
character is based, aAer all, upon a real Death Row killer, Henry Lee Lucas. m a t  
is monstrous about both xrsions of Henry, real-life and fictional, is not simply 
the deeds he has done but the attitudes he manifests toward them, especiaBy the 
banality or the flatness of his affect. The real killer Henry h e  Lucas says: ""X all 
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seemed Eun to start with, X should have my tail ilcked for that. I just didn? have 
any willpower,'Q~ He is talking here about conf-essing, not about the murders 
themselves, 

Many other horror films dso feature a realistic or possible monster. As a new 
subgenre of horror, the slasher film would seem to be the antithesis of the vam- 
pire movie. Characters get less interesting and spectacles of violence become 
more graphic and prominent, Violence in the classic vampire film is often subtle 
and sanitized. Bites on the neck occur after the vampire has hypnotized his vic- 
tim, so there is no struggle, Rather, the victim, usually a woman, sirnplry swoons; 
she may even bare her neck as she passilvely awits  her undead lover. Blood, if 
shown at all, is a delicate dribble rather than a messy f ow, As I showed in Chapter 
4, vampire movies have increasingk focused on the p sycko lo~  of either vampisic 
seduction or undead e~stence. But in the slasher film, the focus is on the weqon  
and on scenes of attack. We see blood and damage being done. Rather than focus- 
ing on how to combat an anomalous, unknown monster like a vampire, Alien 
creature, or mutant cockroach, we see the all-too-familiar "ordinary" "man (a 
man) who commits "ordinary" (if newsworthy) violence. The film of this genre, 
as its name implies, highlights violent activities, often of repeated slashing, stab- 
bing, or piercing. The primary link to the vampire genre is that this violent killing 
is lrasthl, sexualized, samehow driven by the monster" own nature, As 'bye watch 
the killer deliver orgiastic thrusting motions, the knife or other vveapsn obviously 
functions as phalus, Everyone bows (like the teenagers in Scream) this is what 
such violence "means." 

It is common for us to refer to contremporary serial killers and other "heroes" of 
realist horror films as monsters. Jegrey Dahmer and Ed Gein, as much as ""r3Ealo 
Bill" and Hannibal Lecter in The Silence afthe Lambs, are horl-ific, loathsome, dis- 
@sting creatures that skin, eat, s r  have sex with corpses and kill without remorse, 
Our interest in kllers like Henry Lee h c a s  or Dabmer-the basis on which they 
quicHy achieve a certain celebrity statueseems to amount to a direct fascination 
with the sheer fact of their monstrousness, Movie or T V  versions of their stories 
m;Ly surround their vile deeds with context by suppbing an alleged meaning or 
mo"cwtion; but the manifestation of such fundamental human evil remains baf- 
Ring. Spbo l i c  enrichment on film oAen lends such evil (perhaps because of its 
mystery) an add erotic edge-we see this in, fiIms like H e ~ r y  or The Silence ofthe 
Lambs, films that pair the monster samehow with a sylulpahetic young woman. 

The slasher subgenre af the horror film sEriEls emphasis away from piat to mon- 
strous graphic spectacle. Some might consider the movement away from evil 
monsters like vampires and toward serial kfilers as a degradation of the horror 
genre. A theorist of evil like C. Ered Alford would see things in muck the same 
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way; the prevalence of slashers means that our culture fails to supply spbo l s  that 
are suficiently serious, complex, and interesting to help us face up to hard issues 
about evil. Alford does not even think that vampires are interestingly evil, let 
alone a slasher killer: Film slashers are too much like the real murderers whom 
Alford studied, whose canceptianmf evil were shallow and bankrupt, like 
Henry's, As Alford sees it, the real-life fekers enacted stories of evil in violence 
upon people" bodies due to their lack of richer imaginative resources to combat 
an inner emptiness or dread*Zz 

The notable distinction b e ~ e e n  the slasher, a natural, but banal human killer, 
and the vampire, an unnatural but interesting monster, has led NoEl  Carroll to 
deny that slasher k2lers should be counted as horror-movie monsters. Carroll ar- 
gues in "I'he PttiEosopf.ly o f f i r ror  that men like Norman Bates in Psycho are not 
monsters because they can be given a naturalistic explanation-as indeed hap- 
pens at the movie" conclusion, Carroll emphasizes the fictitious nature of the 
monster in horror by defining a monster as "any being not believed to exist ac- 
cording to ~ i g n i n g  scientific notionsP23 He considers this restriction essentid to 
heping the emphasis an narrative or plot, thus to preserving the particular dis- 
tanced and aesthetic response of art-horror, Carroll almost seems to see in the 
new monster of the slasher film, the psychotic killer, a sort of falling away from 
some kind of essence of horrific monstrousness. A film like PsycI-ro is not horror 
because the monster in it, Norman Bates, is natura1iz;ed: "He is a schizophrenic, a 
type of being that science  countenance^."^^ 

Movies like Peeping nrn, Fremp and Henry: Portrait oft4 Serial Killer are like 
Psycho in that they violate the definition of horror-film monsters laid out by 
Carroll. But I would insist that even if Mark Lewis, Bob Rusk, and Henry are true- 
to-life rather than supernatural beings, they are monsters, Further, the slasher 
film is such a prevalent and important subgenre that it obviousiy desewes consid- 
eration in a y  discussion of the nature of evil in horror films. My examples span 
three decades, and there are auntless others. The exclusion of the slasher film 
from the horror genre reflects a larger issue about the role af spedacle in the hor- 
ror film, We saw in the three examples I have discussed "chat lche graphic spectacle 
of violence (usually directed against w m e n )  is at the fsrehsnt of the slasher 
genre. The Mler" vvilence is something that really might happen, and the way it 
is shown, an the screen sometimes makes it difficult to sustain an intellectual, aes- 
theticized attitude toward it: The slasher gets us in the gut, But this does not fit 
with Carroll" deeper aims in his book, He in effect defends the status of the trou- 
bling genre of horror by denying that the audience's primary interest is in graphic 
spectacle. Instead, he argues that the enjoyment of lhormr is focused primarijly on 
plot, which provides the cognitive pleasures of investigation and problem solving. 
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These are presumably higher and more w r t b  than a direct inkrest in. spectacles 
of gross violence, 

Carroll" view falls in with opinions advanced by a long line of philosophers 
who have displayed suspicions about the a~ractions of spectacle in art, h inter- 
est in spectades was also seen as inhuman and demeaning in classical Greek at- 
tacks upon trqedy, Plato categorized our drive toward violent spectacle as lowest 
among his rank ordering of human desires." Aristotle's Poetics defended tragedy 
by rejecting the notion that the audience responds with a direct, problematic in- 
terest in fearhl violence; but even Aristotle argued that spectacle is the "least 
artistic" of tragedy" six parts.26 He describes plot structures to explain that &ere 
were 1oS"tier audience interests in tragedy-that it can offer cognitive chdenges 
leading to an emotional katharsz's. Carroll similarly arpes that the horror genre 
evokes a distinct aesthef c or distancd response, a response to fiction and not real 
life, which depends upon a cognitive interest in plot or artifice, Because we enjoy 
tracEng the suspenseful narrative, we put up with the revulsion that Carroll calls 
"art-horror.'"7 This is a distanced emotional response that refers to a Rpresexlb- 
tion, not a reality.: Althou& monsters in horror are repellent and scary, they do 
not threaten us direally; and we are protected by knowing they are in fact impossi- 
ble, They fascinate us because they violate our conceptual ategories, arousing in 
us a strong desire to know something unhowable. 

CarrolYs concerns about the role of spectacle in slasher horror mirror feminist 
critiques of this subgenre, A11 the mwies I have menlioned feature graphic repre- 
sentations of disturbing male violence against women. One natural fernhist re- 
sponse is to decide not to watch them ven t s  protest or dismiss them fram seri- 
ous consideration. It is easy to argue that slasher movies, mostly directed by men, 
are simply manifestations of patriarchy's contempt or hatred .for women. But i 
would respond that although the films ds  manifest disturbing and sexist ideoloe, 
they hnction in ways that are more complex-perhaps even more insidious- 
than might be Grst recognized, Xn fact, the films I have selected aaually open a 
path toward critical reflection because they make an issue out of particular repre- 
sentations of sexualized violence against women. These are not just represents- 
dons of vklence but are films that ask us to reflect on the troubling messages that 
they present about the nature of evil-about its association with men (i.e., male 
humans in particular) and the possibilities of confronting it.2" 

We must go beyond the limitations of a somewhat immediate feminist con- 
demnation or of Carroll" '"(Aristotelian: or classical, approach to horror to study 
violent spectacle and its role in the realist slasher horror film. Such films raise 
hard ques.l-ions about the nature of audience interest in these new figures of mon- 
strous evil. X vvould propose that even if we are interested in spectacles like those 
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in the films we have considered, we do still see the films as representations; and 
their naturalistic monsters are still the creatures of artifice, Ambivalence about 
the immediate spectacle of violence is the &erne of these movies, They are strik- 
ing not just for their depicdsn of the killer at their center but for the way in which 
they link this monster to the horrific spectade ss  as to make an issue ofour inter- 
est in it, To look only at speaacle here and to denounce either its seeming direct 
appeal or its surface violencae against women is to fail to respond to the complex- 
ity of these films as films. They foreground spectacle to evoke ambivalence, both 
interest and remlsion, prompting same form of moral analysis. 

Let me expand on my daim that these Bms themselves make spectacle the is- 
sue. Peeping Torn" killer is a voyeur who films the murders he commits. We watch 
the muders through his camera, and m see his victirns7aces reflected in his mir- 
ror, The movie clearly involves us in his aggressim search to get the perfect picture 
of fear, painting out alternatives to Hefen's intuitions and emotions. It oBers a 
sort of moral closure when the presumed perfection can only be found as he 
commits suicide, Fremy shows an a d  of murder where the violence against the 
woman's body is -very graphic, reaching a new Xevrl of on-screen, horrific violence. 
But Frenzq/; too, provides a moral resolution when the innoant man is finally 
cleared and the guilty one is caught, in the last scene. Henry: firtrait ofa Serial 
Killer is more disturbing both because of its realism of style and its amoral view- 
point. It violates the usual rules of both the horror genre in general and the 
slasher in particular: Et offers no audience identification figure, nor does its plot 
depict any righting of ~rrongs.~g Henry sucweds by creating terror and unease, 
both promising and withholding the spectacle of violence, as Henry also films 
and later watches his own murders-and we watch beside him. This film, like the 
other *a, makes us contemplate our inkrest in the subject by forcing us to watch 
what the killer watches, his own crimes, A major problem I have pointed out with 
this film is that it takes the moral high ground in suggesting narratively that 
Henry is banal and uninteresting but undercub this message through i t s  visual 
depiction of an attractive, sexy* and "interesr-r"n$ rebeHious killer. 

If slasher killers are not interestingly evilil, as Alfsrd would say, then why do they 
continue to populate the screen? But if they are interestingly evil-and I am 
afraid that they are-what does this tell us about ourselves? I maintain, contra 
Carroll, that our fascination with serial killer monsters persists in the face of a ba- 
sic frustration of our desire to "understand"" or explain them, If the serial killer 
monster is given any motives at ail, they are empq formulaic sexual ones that play 
upon societal assumptions about agpessiw male sexualiq Indeed, in a reversal, of 
the usual ~ l a t i o n  of reality to representation, ciiichkd horror film "explanations" 
are now trotted out in news accounts of real ases  and purported scientific expla- 
nations of violent sex crimes: 
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In ado-exual klKngs, '%he papE is erection and orgasm,"" said forensic psychiatrist: 
Bark Dietz of Newport: Beach, Cdif. The hjigMy popular ""slasher" and horror movies 
incessantly exploit precisely that combination. OR the scr"een, "the baby sitter sbrls to 

r a k  off her bra," Bietz sai& "which makes the kid in the audience get semally ex- 
cited, Then jassn comes in and decaipitates her.'*30 

Feminists are right to complain that the particular sort of graphic violence typ- 
ical of the slasher killer film-as evidenced in the three 1 have examined in this 
chapter-targets women in reprehensible ways-3"n the three films I have dis- 
cussed, the monster is a male killer who targets women. But the sexism Iies at lev- 
els beyond the screen violence: It resides in the ""iterest" of the monster, his sexi- 
ness, and in the implied moral analysis, Mthough all three men are clearly evil 
and loathsome, the films do not emctly treat them this way-at least, not cansis- 
tently, The monster is at first shown as fascinating, sad, conflicted, and sympa- 
thetic (Peeping Em); then as a figure of certain comic and repulsive fascination, 
emblematic of man's i n h u m a n i ~  to man and of our lives in a world that is ""not 
the Garden of Eden" Frenzy); and finally as an. eroticized rebel, updated to the 
1980s, a man out to get others befare they get him (Henu)?). It is women who cue 
our reactions to the killers; here, as in the mad-scientist movies I considered ear- 
Xier, men act. and vvomen read. Helen cries over Mar&$ dead body; Becky pities 
and tries to love Henr)r, and before she dies, Brenda Blaney tries to appease Bob 
Rusk so as to suEer the least damage passible, But why are women forced to deal 
with these monstrous men in the first place? Some feminists would arwe that the 
only way to deconstruct or undo the damaging myths of fascination of man- 
strous bllers is to argue, persuasively and rationally, that they are not extraordi- 
nary a r  monstrous and deserve no particular attention.32 

I think, perhaps cynically, that such a move is too utopian; it is impassible to 
undo the mechanisms that currently exist for maEng such evil male killers sym- 
pathetic, interesting, and famous (Mark Harmon, the actor portraying Ted 
Bundy, for instance, was once dubbed the ""s~est man alive" by People Magazine), 
A less utopian, but also less cynical, alternative is ta maintain, as a mgnitivist 
might, &at audiences can enjcly a filmic spectacle in ways that are not simple and 
transparent. We may assess and read a slasher movie by seeing it as a hperbolic 
charade as wll as by directly critiquing it. Surely we have begun to take the spec- 
tacle to extreme forms that make it deconstract itself when we find the repulsive 
ane-eyed short and dumpy Henry. Lucas recycled into the handsome 
Brandoesque Mickael IPookr. Hitchc~ck"~ black humor maintains distanced and 
aesthetic responses to what is at the same time a disturbingly realistic movie. Can 
audiences really be duped into Xiking the annibal &killer Hannibal Lecter without 
being aware of how well this mad genius-villain is being played by the well- 
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known and popular Antharry HopEns (in an Oscar-winning performance)? To 
reflect here on a movie as a representation involves confronting real and disturb- 
ing issues along the way about our fascination with Mers and wit"Ehe vev  spec- 
tade we are wtching. 

I have pointed out an insidiously troublesome feature af realist horror: the 
ernotknal burden these films bring ta women, Such films ofien target and victim- 
ize viewers by p l a ~ n g  on the fascination of the monster so as to eroticize him ar  
to elicit sympathetic understanding. The killer is someone driven by blood lust 
like a vampire; he cannot help his nature, Male sexual desire in, these films is a 
force easily channeled into destructive violence if its "natural"" aims are blocked or 
thwarted, Furthermore, w m e n  often ""ask for itDThey place themselves h o w -  
ingly into danger and behave seductheb; by the films"ogic, they "deseme" "pun- 

ishment for their sexual boldness, much like Lucy in Bracula. The vampire" pre- 
dation and that of the slasher killer are depicted dike as the sexualized attack of a 
male human upon a wman,  as even something that the wrnan longs for and en- 
joys. The woman fantasizes about the vampire or slasher, or she lures him from 
far distances; she is, then, the one ""responsible" h r  his attack. Faced with either 
Lucy's bold innuendoes or Mina" puriq and goodness, Dracula can scarcely re- 
sist, Like Frankenstein's monster, he is compelled by any vision of loveliness. Since 
slasher films typicaIIy depict an attractive vvornan as the Eller" target, they per- 
petuate this sort of a view. Psycho, too, developed this theme and implicated the 
viewer, who vayeuristically mtches the notorious shower scene where Norman 
Bates attacks the ""nude" Jaranet Leigh. 

In the slasher genre, as in some Dracuta movies, women characters oeen fill in 
the gaps behind the inapressive and unhappy man, making the banal killer like 
Henry into someone deep and interesting. This is as true in the presentation of 
"real" cases (Dahmer, the Menenden brothers, Bundy) as it is in the fictive exam- 
ples of Henry or Mark tewis, Even Bob Rusk asks for Bsendak sympathy by 
wheedling: ""Xave my good points. I like flowers and Eruits." A film like Henry 
esoticizes the killer by linking him to traditional Hollvood film heroes like 
james Dean and Marfon Brando, Of course, from Gary Cooper to Clint 
E a s ~ o o d ,  this hero has been strong, potentially violent, inept at carnmunicating, 
independent, and the rest. Significantly; although many real-life serial killers (like 
Rahmer) prey an young men, or boys, this sart of EHex: has not been made the fo- 
cus of major films, presumably because ke violates the clichkd association be- 
Ween potent maleness and heterosexuality. In other words, realist horror creates 
links b e ~ e e n  the "'dark side" of male traits (violence, uncontrolled sexuality) and 
the heroic side (power, independence, and so on), This means that realist horror 
legitimizes patriarchd privilege through the stereotyped and naturalized rrepre- 
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sentation of male violence against women. These cultural narratives treat rnak vi- 
olence as an inevitable concomitant of normal rnale sexualiiry: 

At a minimum, Dietz said, two mnditions are necessary to produce a semal serial 
killer: a. psych.opatlhic personality and a highly developed sadistiic tendency The for- 
mer is in ample supply, According to studies done for NlMH fNatiund fnstimte of 

Mental Health], about one in mentry urban males is psychopathic-that is, lacking 
normal inhibitory kelings of guilt or remorse and operating outside familiar social 
or moral wnstraints.33 

In realist horror, rnale sexuality is a ticking time bomb, a natural force that must 
be released and will seek its outlet in violence if it is frustrated or repressed, Since 
women, and standardly the monster" mother (as in Henry, Frenzy, Psycho, or 
real-lik accounts of criminals like John HincMey Jr.), are scapegoated as sources 
of this regression, they are shown somehow to "deserve" the violence they evoke, 
The net effect is that we simply accept as a natural and inevitable reality that there 
will be vast amounts of male violence against women.34 

Nevertheless, I believe that the formulaic depictions of violent rnale sexuality in 
realist horror can come to be seen as just that-formulas. Films like Henry, 
P;Tenzy, or fieping Tom may actually lead audience members to question their 
own fascination wifi the monstrousness of the serial killer and ts  query such for- 
mulas and the associated icons of male heroism, This is a tricky point to demon- 
strate, Realist horror films like Frenzy may toy with or parody the standard Psycho 
explanations that scapegoat women, particularly mothers, for rnale violence, I 
have suggested that something like this occurs in Henry, a fiXm that relies upon 
but simultaneously empties out the hrmula ""h did it because of his mother." 
Similarly, in Chapter 6, W shall see that The Siknw of h e  Lambs contrasts one 
stereotyped psycho filler whom the FBI can explain ("hgalo Bilr) with another 
whom they cannot begin to fafioxn. Although many news accounes struggled to 
attri-bute to the Lubfs restaurant (KiZlieen, Texas) mass murderer Ceorge Hennard 
a motive stemming from his rejection by local wrnen, others looked beyond this 
to discuss the man's work history, usair record, and access to guns.35 

The slasher horror film often involves very realistic depictions of ordinary men 
who become kilers, It highligh~ spectacle over plot, and this means that one ideo- 
logical eEect of such narratives is to perpetuate a climate of fear and random vio- 
lence where anyone is a potential victim. These films have messages that are trou- 
bling on grounds beyond feminist objections. They o&en obscure the truth about 
factors that produce a climate of violence: hequities in education, health care, so- 
cial and economic status, and political power; urban blight and Right; racism; drug 
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use; and gun laws, Thus, instead of the slasher h o m r  film prompting action and 
resistance, it works to produce passiviq and legitimize current social arrange- 
ments, Slasher horror even Eur&ers a conservative agenda pushing for increased 
censorship in ampaigns by targeting f i h s  and not actud social conditions. 

A Final Word on Spectacle 

Slasher horror oEers itself as unusually redistic: Xt presents violent speckcles with 
an uncanny immediacy right before our eyes-reflecting the immediacy that the 
camera also facilitates on our nightly nem. The play betwen fiction and reality 
about monsters is very complex. Numerous film characters (like Henry or 
Noman Bates or Hannibal Lecter) are based on real kGlers, There are also docud- 
rama films about real killers (like Ted Bzmdy) and re-created "rdi ty TV'' shows 
enacting deeds of real Mlers (like George Hennard). In addition, real killers in the 
news (like Dahmer) mity be described in terms of fictional EUers (Lecter). Or real 
EIlers may have been inspired by fictional killers. John Wincdey Jr. connmitkd his 
crime afier obsessively identi*ing with film character Trwis Bickle in Tmi Driver, 
BicWek character was modeled on real attempted assassin Arthur Bremer, who 
was himself inspired by the film character Afex in A Clockwork Orange, HincHey 
corresponded with serial killer Ted Bundy (behre his execution)-subject sf his 
own TV movie, &liberate Stranpr.36 0i:her real killers or slashers in the news 
(the Menendez brothers, Lorena Bobbitt) become celebrities in trials that con- 
struct them in the media as alternative types of fictional charackrs (abused vic- 
tims or vengeful villains) .37 

As news and reality int-erweave, there is a diminishing role h r  the constructed- 
ness of plot, Plots in the most recent examples of slasher films, such as Henry, be- 
come more like stories on the nightly news, which are dominated by the three 
"R's": random, reductive, repetitious, Both are about gruesome acts, spectacle, 
and aftermath more than about action, downfall, motives, mistakes, and justice, 
Thus, it becomes inappropriate to speak of any specifically aesthetic or disbnced 
reaction of art-horror that is grounded in plot. Like the news, realist horror 
evokes real, albeit paradoxical, reactions, S uch films are emotionally flattening 
(familiar, formulaic, and predic~ble in showasing violence) and disturbing (irn- 
mediate, real, gruesome, random). 

The fact remains, of course, that films like P"eepi~lf~ Torn, Frenzy, and Henry: 
Po~ra i t  @fa Serial Killer are films and not new programs, They are highly con- 
structed artifacts, and they have merits as such, They are well-made constructions 
or representations that effectively carry out heir aims of evoking suspense and 
horror; they are subtle and do not wear their "messages" on their surface. Such 
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films force us to attend to the very problem of moral perverseness that we may 
prefer to avoid: \/Ve are somehow attracted to monsters and to the horrific specta- 
cle itselS: The orchestrated representation of violence evokes an ambivalent thrill 
as W react to realistic depictions of horrific events we know to be possible.38 
Standard critiques of our direct interest in such monsters and spectacles are often 
both simplistic and naive. A subtler sort of moral assessment recognkes the intri- 
cacy of interconnections b e ~ e e n  the news and film plots. We have also seen that 
some slasher movies themselves deal with the representational character of vio- 
lence in realist horror. 

The films X have discussed play a great deal not juswupon reality but upon the 
new tradi?cjion to which they belong. They are Bms about films, in the sense of be- 
ing about ammaking (as vue see obviously with the inclusion of the amera in 
two of them) or being about films in a vaguer sense (as .tve m;ly infer by the wap 
in which Frenzy relates to Psycho and to HitchcocYs other movies). This means 
that in these films, an interest in spectacle need not be quite as disturbing as 
Carroll fears, W%en we watch the spectacle, our interest may not simply be in 
what is shown, a vision of suffering and traumatic violence, but also in how and 
why it is shown. These are the matters X have attended to in attempting to provide 
a subtler and more nuanced moral assessment of how evil is treated in these three 
different slasher filrns.3"n a cognitivist kamework, a "good" reading should say 
how a film is structured to elicit certain responses in the audience-judgments, 
hypotheses, and emotions; but we can also note that the audience may not exactly 
agree with or be unified in the reactions it has to the mwie. Audiences r n q  resist 
or even subvert ideological messages sf slasher horror, 

Even if we are members of the masses, we bear some responsibiliv b r  our par- 
ticipation, in the spectacularization. of violence,$o The slasher horror film, by its 
very hyperbolic excess, may actively encourage the audience in its critical aware- 
ness of its own interest in spectacle, &call that Henry; far example, is a particu- 
larly self-reflexive movie that forces viewers into the vievoint of the murderers 
themselves as we become spectators, alongside Henry and Otis, watching their 
video-recorded hame movies of murders. This naturally prompts audience unrest 
and questions, so I do not think it is suffircient to analpe it as an exercise in idea- 
logical control, Other horror films with naturalistic killers dso allude to the use of 
sumeillance devices in our culture to problernatize the spectacle of violence, Xn 
Menace II Society the character 0-Dog is cridcized for repeatedly watching and 
screening a videotape that recorded his murder of a Korean store owner. 

The slasher horror film may also be seen to use random, formulaic, or recycled, 
sdf-referential pplts to chaUenge consernative, patriarchal social agendas, Despite 
the fact that the monsters in, realist horror are t-ypically men who exercise hideous 
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violence against women, they are also men who do not participate in the tradi- 
tional patriarchal order (law, politics, the working world, medicine, religion, 
morality, and so on), The Ellers in Henry* Frenzy, and Peeping iram are men. who 
are "losers" in marginal jobs and have little social standing or political power. 
Similarly, the psychotic assassin Lear in In the Line ofFirc;. is dearly shorn ta be a 
product of our govemmentk, specificdy the CIA's, training in assassination. The 
film blithely depicts a situation in which key government agencies withhold secrets 
and engage in subversive power plays against one another. Films like Henry, Frenz~ 
and Peeping Tom actually do portray conditions of everyday violence in our cd-  
lure: drifters living in poverty, jobless farmers, racist matrons in beauty shops, 
Iowa farm girls who are vicths of incest, burns mugging one another in city parks, 
racist policemen, chifdsen raised in a drug culture, worncm makng money by pos- 
ing for pornographers, and so forth. Realist horror films with slasher killers can 
raise disturbing problems beause they present horrific events and focus on prob- 
lematic spectacles of violence. Increasingly1 slasher horror showcases spectacle, 
downplays plot, and plays upon conhsions bemeen representations of fiction and 
realiv But these movies do feature monsters and do hnctisn as filmic representa- 
tions. They make us think rnore about evil as a depiction, 

Slasher horror paves the vvay for even more graphically vialent horror films fike 
some of the ones X will discuss in Chapter 8------me Texas Chainsaw Massacre and 
the Hellraiser series, Such films go hrtber in using visual excess as a mode of 
structuring narrative; I will compare them to other genres of visual display, like 
the musical and pornographic film, where minimal plots serve the ""real thing'? 
that the @m promises to deliver: scenes of tremendous visual speaacle.4" 



ashers? 

In this chapkr, I will consider two films that foreground women as they focus on 
the peculiar evil of gruesome murders: Repulsion (Roman Polanski, 1965) and 
712e Silence of the Lambs (Jonathan Bernme, ,991 f .  Each film tells the story of a 
horrific killer-a man in 7"lze Silence ofthe Lambs ( t w  men, actually), and a 
Tivornan in Repulsion. On the face of it, The Siknce ofthe Lambs looks like an obvi- 
ous candidate-if such a thing can be proposed-for a feminist slasher film. The 
movie was ba2ed by critics for its portrayal of a strong heroine, Clariee Starling 
(Jodie Foster, in an Academ)r Award-winning performance]. She is a young FBI 
agent who not only tracks and kills the serial murderer ""Bffalo Bill" but coura- 
geously faces off with the even worse cannibalistic killer, Dr. HannibaX Lecter 
(An&ony WopEns, who also ;took borne an Oscar). By contrast., Repulsion seems 
profoundly distinct, even anf feminist, for its depiction of a woman killer vvha 
murders men because of her e;r.rreme sexual repression and paranoia. Each film 
begns Erom a hndamental assumption about the e~stence of evil in our world, 
but they reach very different wnclusions about its sources as we11 as about the 
passibiilities of confronting it, In the end, Repulsion is more deeply- probing in its 
explorations af both evil and gender ideolog, despite the surhce appearan= of 
gEater feminism in the more recent film, 

Repulsion presents itself as a horror story in which a very beautiful and sexy 
woman, Carol Ledoux (Catherine Deneuxj becomes a mad slasher and villain 



who attacks and destroys men. We might now look back upon this movie as a sort 
of film noir that anticipated the recent spate of villainous females of the Fatat 
Anractr'on or Basic Instinct sort, Such a position is adopted, for example, by 
Andrew Tudor in his book n/loxzsters and Mad Sckntists: A Cut~raI History of the 
Horror Movie, Tudor comments that the film "traces a young wrnan's collapse 
into homicidal psychosis in almost documentavy detail while implying some im- 
precise connection between sexuality, rep~ssian, and insanity;""' 

Carol, it might be said in Tudor" terms, is an alluring yet shy and inhibited 
fernme fatale, Throughout the film, she seems unable to respond to men's ad- 
vances, She does not reciproate her handsome cousin Michael" attentions, and 
she languishes alone in bed in the apartment she shares with her sister, who vo- 
cally enjoys lovemaking with a boyfriend. MrEaen &is sister goes off on vacation, 
Carol's regressions reach a peak (or nadir): She becomes too phobk to leave the 
apartment and so frightened of haflucinatory male attackers that she winds up 
killing two men (Michael and then the landlord) who come to see her. Qn this 
somewhat obvious line of interpretation, Card is a woman whose repl-essed sexu- 
ality must unleash itself-and it does so ultimately in acts of horrific violence 
against the men she desires. This view of her as regressed and even voyeuristic 
might seem to be confirmed by various aspects of the plot and the filmic depic- 
tion of Carol: She dresses demurely, speaks in a law voice, walks down the street 
with her head down, bites her nails, hides behind her long pale blond hair, con- 
stantly peers with anxie;tlir out the windows of her Rat at a school run by nuns next 
door, listens intently to her sister's sexual moans and cries, and inspects and 
throws away the shaving glass used by her sister's lover in a fit of jealous pique, 

However, this surface reading fails to capture what is of interest in Repalsion, 
Many of the point-of-view shots in the movie serve to identie us (as audience 
members) with men who leer at Carol, from her wuld-be boyfriend ta her Xust- 
ing landlord to the construction workers who jeer and whistle at her as she walks 
past them on the sidewalk (Photo 6.1). The camera is often positioned so as to spy 
on Carol as she walks along; it hovers just behind her hair or right at her cheek it 
helps account for the a d o u s  response she feels at being wnstantly the object of 
unwnted attention, By trying to glimpse her face as she hides, W also become in- 
trusive speaators spying on her personal affairs (Photo 6.2). 

There are also occasions when the film switches to adapt Carol's own viewpoint. 
(This ambiwity is signakd by the film" opening and closing shots, each of which 
are ti&t close-ups of her eyes: We both look at these eyes and have a sense of them 
lookng out.) Since we share Carol's perceptions, we uncomfortably become even 
more aware of the reasons for her anxiev. We experience the world kom her point 
of view as she is chased or visually assaulted by all. the men in her immediate envi- 
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ronment-when a constructiion worker shouts propositions at her s n  the street or 
when she looks out the apartment peephole to find a huge man's head peering in at 
her, These paint-af-view devices show Card as a victim who merits our sympathy 
and empathy. Along these lines, we can reinkrgret the feelings she has in the scene 
where she averhears her sist.er% lovemaking by aamining her facial responses and 
behavior. These hdicate less a keling of jealousy and voyeurism than. one of tor- 
mented embarrassment: Carol show her desire to escape by gummeling her pil- 
low and then bur9ng her head in it to drotvn out the sounds. 

In support of such a s ~ p a h e t i c  readhg, we should also note that the dialogue 
and narrative clearly hdicate: that Carol feels breatened by her sister's involvement 
with a lover: She fears abandonment, especiaBy when her sister depare with the 
man for vacation (Carol repeate* begs her not to go). Left done in the flat, Carol 
becomes increasingly psychotic and delusional. As she goes mad, the audience's 
point of view is ance again Carol"; W share her heightened perceptions, night- 
mares, and hallucinations, The sound track h r  Repulsion is very disruptive, It is un- 
usuafly silent: Small. noises loom large, like a dripping faucet, tickng dock, dogs 
bal-kiag, or somcrone playing piano scales in a nearby apartment, But there are also 
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sudden assaule, bath aural and visual, Polanski shock and fi*i&tens us in pardel. 
to Carol by, for =ample, depicting a crack in the waU that suddenlly opens up and 
gages wide with an earthquake's noisy rumble, Even worse, he shows faces that sud- 
denly makrialize from behind Carol in mirrors, hands that reach out kom rubbery 
walls to grab and fondle her breasts, or menacing shadows that creep across her 
bedroom ceiling. AIL these visuajl assaults have unnerving aural accompaniment, 
MJXzether shrieking sirens, loud drums, pulsing mdern  music, or weird and threat- 
ening grunts, Strange and unpredictable sounds enter abruptfy from the outside 
world: clmging bells from the Gonvent school next daor, s h r f i g  phone calls and 
doarbek~, the odd music of a hurdy-gurdy band of elderly men on the streets below. 

Given this increasingly deranged system of perceptions, we may reach the 
moral. assessment that Carol" reaction when she kills the men who enter her 
apartment is a  aso on able response to a genuine threat, Afier all, these men do lit- 
erally break the door down to rush in upon her, Michael, who first knoch it 
down, apologi~s  but says he simply "had ta see her." And then after Carol has 
nailed the door shut, her sleazy and lecherous lmdlord also break in, He forces 



his attentions on her, offering to accept something other than money for his 
rental payments: ""Uou look after me and you can forget about the rent.'" 
"kpulsion" has a dual meaning here-it refers both to what Caml feels and to 
what she does. She dumps the first man% bbady in the bathroom and places it in 
the tub, as if to wash it dean, m e n  she later visits the bathroom, the amerds lens 
offers a distorted image, suggesting her avoidance af vision by rnarginalizing the 
tub, pushing it off into the distance, as if visually signifyrng her attempts to deny 
its existence. (This scene is reminiscent of Beverly's avoidance of Eliot" disern- 
boweled body at the condusion of Dead Ri~gers, where the camera similark can- 
spires with the mad killer and averts its gaze.) 

1 would argue then that what is shown as evil in Repulsion is not the devious 
and sexually predatosy tvornan killer, like the mmen  in B~asz'c Instinlrt or in Fa&t 
A~raction; it is instead lechery or rnale attitudes of lust toward a beautiful wrnan 
who cannot escape the consequences of her objectification, The film highlights 
Carol's rough treatment by men and shows her inability to escape their threaten- 
ing presence: She is never safe because she is constantly the target of men who 
wolf-whistle at her on the street, press her for dates, or attack her in her own 
apartment. Her cousin forces a kiss on her (encouraged by his l;lscivious friends 
from the bar); her landlord tries to rape her. She cannot escape even at home, 
where her sister" lover has carelessly scattered his personal hygiene items all 
around the bathroom-he has even put his toothbrush in her glass. He insists on 
his brute, hairy, male physica1it.y in a way that disgusts Caral, especially when she 
finds his dirty undershirt on the Roar. She is also trapped in her jab as a mani- 
curist as a cog in the wheels of the beauty industry, adorning women so that they 
may please men. Sequences at work show hilarious but grotesque matrons, 
masked in facial$, their grimacing mouths huge on the screen as they complain 
that "there's only one thing they [men] care about-they're all the same." W also 
obseme Carol's sobbing friend Bridget, who has been Xet down by her lover, 

Repulsion strongly hints &at Carol's psychosis and sexual repression stern from 
a history of child sexual abuse, Some disturbing sequences of the film convey 
Carol's ni$tmare memories of sexual assault. The film's naturalistic editing and 
conventional visual vocabulary alter in these scenes, which are disruptive and 
fragmentay: the sound track is quiet except for a loudly ticking clock. A man 
comes into the room and Caral screams silently as her hands grasp the bedclothes 
in distress. A face presses upon hers and someone grabs her hair. These nightmare 
sequences fit with and give us directions to understand the meaning of the family 
photograph that we are shown at several crucial points during the film, This pho- 
tograph sits near a mantle covered with toys that are the remnants of Garo1i"s 
childhood, At our first viewing, it seems a pedectly normal group, a middle-class 



PHOTO 6.3 The family photograph showing Carol as a young girl in Repuhisn (1963). 

family that sits smiling on lawn chairs. W should be put off, though, by realizing 
that Carol seems to eye it kom afar with fear. Then at the second viewing, the 
nasv landlord picks it up and comments, "Your family? How nice!" even taEng it 
over ta the Xigbt to examine, while Carol huddles karlfully. an the sofa. In the clios- 
ing sequence, after Carol has been carried away inert and catatonic, the camera 
pans again around her toys to linger on this photograph, now hocked onto the 
floor. We see it at the end of a very long slow sweep that takes in the apartment in 
disarray; with its debris from the murder, cracker crumbs scatkreb about, and sa 
on, 7"he focus zooms in very close to show a young blond girl we presume is Carol 
(Photo 6.3). She looks disturbed and frightened, her eyes turned fearhlly to one 
side, looking at a man-perhaps the uncle who is "visiting her: as she told her 
landlord, This sequence returns us to the huge close-ups at the start of the film 
showing what W may now understand .to be Carol's kightened and blinkng eye. 
Ultimately, we move in so elase to the image that it decomposes into a meaning- 
less blur-1ik-e: Carol"s sute of mind, we presume, 

hrhaps the central and uniquely horrific image in this movie, however, in- 
wlves not masculine aggression toward Carol, nor the murders she commits, nor 



yet again Carol" scary hallucinations, Rarker, it resides in a series of shots depict- 
ing the carcass of a rabbit that &rol"s sister has left in the refrigerator, We first 
hear about this rabbit when Carol rehses a date with Michael because her sister is 
planning to cook rabbit at harne, "I thought they'd all been killed; says Michael, 
and Carol responds, 'My sister has a friend-" "A rabbit!" he interrupts, lau&- 
ingly, and she continues, "No, her friend has rabbits." "Poor bunny: says Michael, 
This brief conversation ties Carof in somehow to the ""por bunny" as a potential 
victim of masculine aggression-sixe the "kiend with rabbits" proves to be her 
sister's married lover, m e n  he arriws at the apartment, Carol's ssiter says to him, 
"I'm cookning your rabbit: and she even shows him a recipe. That meal gets post- 
poned, though, when the lover decides to take her out, so his rabbit is left behind 
to haunt Carol. M i l e  she is left alone, Carol looks for food and removes the meat 
kom the refrigerator, The skinned rabbit's entire body lies there raw, curled on a 
plate like a young human fetus, Suddenly, the phone rhgs, and after Carol carries 
the plate with her when she goes to answr it, she absently leaves it behind on the 
phone stand, In her increasingly deranged state she forgets it, nibbling instead on 
sugar cubes, crackers, and stale bread, The rabbit gradually decays in the heat and 
flies buzz around it, (These images are often j ~ a p s s e d  to close-up shots of ugly* 
parly potatoes that are sprouting on the kitchen munter.) At some point, Carof 
places the lover's straight razor on the plate alongside the rabbit (Photo 6.42, and 
shots of this are foflowd up in another shocEng scene at the beauty salon where 
Bridget finds the bloody rabbit head in Carol's purse, Finally, the landlord re- 
moves the nasty object. ( " m a t  the hell is this?" he asks, wrinMing his nose in dis- 
gust.) By repeated shots linking Carof to this stripped, rotting rabbit-which we 
perceive as tiny, pale, and naked, left all alone ta rot on its plate-the film repre- 
sents her as pathetic and vulnerable, yet at the same time somehow corrupted or 
decaying (Photo 6.5). The association is confirmed when, the landlord sits near 
her and says, "Poor little girl, all by herself, shaking like a little Prigkrtened animal, 
alone." 

By creating empathy ~ t h  Carol, who is like a frightened rabbit, the overadl narra- 
tive struaure of Repulsio~ asks viewers to understand the logic of sarnesne with the 
inab3it-y to make any real human response to generdized evil, This Mm presents the 
condl_tion of horror as one of hopeless disruption and fragmena~on ratlher than 
resolution; of suEerkg and reacting rather than acting, Evil is real here as a condi- 
tion of existence far &is woman. It lies in threats both jtirom within and without; 
she cannot escape it even by locking her doors and hiding in her bed at night. 
Uleimatefy, Carol is vanquished and lies completely atatonic on the floor under- 
neath her bed. She is once more the victh of a hostde world"~ stares as the entke 
apartment building4oddering old men and women bedecked with curlers- 



PHOTa 6 4  n e  r o ~ l z g  rabbit carcass in Repulsion f 1963). 

troop In to sare at her and the scene of her crimes. Perhaps such evil had an origi- 
nal source in human men, but it has now become free-floating and externalized. 
Evil is 'hot there" in the world of apaammts, city streets and school playgrounds or 
"in here'5in Carol's apartment with its dkcor of dead rabbit. Such evil is not local- 
ized or relakd .t.o one person, even ta her uncle, the presumed abuser* 

The story of Repulsion could not be said to be a trqedy in the classic sense. It oc- 
curs in a world that is ovaall less r a ~ o n d  than the world sf classicd tragedy; it does 
not offer a narrative of a. deed and its consequences, describing a heroine like 
Antigone, whose action or character is somebow Rawed, precipitating her tragic 
dowfa11, At least in that sort of world, heroes defend some principles and assume 
responsibaq for actions and their results, Instead, RepuEsh~, preen& a sort of anti- 
narrative about the inabiliq to act, a continud waiting, passivi~ and sugering &at 
is like something out af Samuel Beekett rather than Saphocles (but without 
Beckett3s humor), Even Carol's final acts of klling the two men. seem to be reactions 
rather than genuinely. intended deeds. Surely this woman does not udeseme" her 
suEerirzg: she is not an evil Fatal Attraction-sqle fernme fatde whose death we are 
invited to celebrate at the end of the story, Carol is more like the viola'ted and dam- 
aged IF;lmche du Bois at the conclusion of A Streetcar Named Desz're. 



PHOTO 6.5 Carol (Catherine kleneuve) Iies &zed and nude on thefloor Repulsion 
(1963); note her resembl~nce to the naked rabbit in Photo 6.4. 

Riepulsion is not a visionay feminist tract; it does not offer up an alternative 
model of gender roles that would prevent Carol"s suBering and that of w m e n  like 
her. Nevertheless, it certainly does a l l  exis.llng roles and attitudes into question in a 
particularly inkresting way by implicating the audience in watching this woman, 
She is very beautiful, perhaps to many vievvers desirab this is, after d, the fabu- 
lously unflawed CbaneX model Gathaiae Deneuve, vvbose persona and fafa6ade X dis- 
cussed in Chapter 4 white considening me Hungm, Here, too, her image is interest- 
ingly central to the film, and it can preoccupy viewers as the camera relentlessly 
tracks her. We follow her as she walks dawn the street, we gaze at efireme dose-ups 
of her face and eyeeshe  begins to seem to want to hide from the amera's inspec- 
tion behind her long pale hair. The amera lingers an her feet and long slim legs ar  
follows her around, hcusing on her midriff as she wears only a slip. Qx it jumps dis- 
concertirrgXy kom behind to in. front, examining this woman &ern all angles. At one 
moment of her near-final d i s h t e ~ a h n ,  she is shorn nude on the floor. 

Repulsion constructs a surprisingly critical representation of male sexual desire 
and the accompanying objectification of women, and it links this kind of visual 



objectification to acts of violence and sexual abuse like incest. Moreover, it sug- 
gests that when Mlomen fight back against such violence and abuse, their actions 
may be reasonable and tvarranted as sheer self-defense. But it does not imply; as 
do so rnaffy movies in the recent "rape revenge" gn re  (or as my next film will), 
that the women who fight back against such abuse will achieve psychological sat- 
isfaction or be backed by a powerful judicial systern.2 To my mind, Repulsion 
would be less good if it did so-and that would also make it more problematic in 
its gender ideolag-because it would misrqresent and glass owr existing power 
and dominance relations within patriarchy. 

There is another kind of representation of evil in rdation to patriarchy and gen- 
der ideology in The Silence of the Lambs (Jonathan Demme, 1991). This recent 
thriller is an heir t s  classic early slasher films like Psycho and also t s  the vampire 
tradition, The male psychopath at its center is intensely compelling; Dr. Hannibal 
Lecter, 'Bannibal the Cannibal,"" is a brilliant psychiatrist imprisoned for grisly se- 
rial murders in which he consumed his victims as part of gourmet rnealls.. These 
acts place kcter witbin the vampire tradihon, as do scenes that show him with 
bloodied mouth. This link is highlighted when a Erightened young police oEcer 
asks the heroine, "1s it true what thefre saying, he's sorne kind of vampire?" The 
answer is both yes and no; "They don't have a name far what he is,? she replies. 
kcter also hnctions like a vampire because he is a figure on wham the camera 
lingers, a monster who can mesmerize by his intense gaze, a villain who seeks inti- 
m a q  with the heroine (the audience" surrogate). 

Because it places a female dekctive at its center, The Silence ofthe Lamb has been 
described as a feminist film-'"deliberately, unabashedly, and uncompromisingly a 
feminist movie.'" "me, this film might seem to reverse sorne traditiond assump- 
tions about the slasher genre. J d i e  Foster's Clarice Starling is a young woman in. 
transition &am atlolesmce into adulthmd rather than a bay investigating the adult 
world, like the young man of David LpcKs Blue Velvet. Still, I wuld  say that be- 
neath its surface, the narrative logic of The SiEmce ofthe Lambs is tradition4 and pa- 
trimchal, pardlel to stories from the origin& llracula &rou& to Psycho and BEw 
Vi71vete4 Like its predecessors, this film traces an investigation that successfully re- 
stores the narmd order of law and justia. Clarice acts like a twical male hero who 
kills the monster (a male "ps)rchd') and rescues the damsel, a young woman. who 
hnnctions like her murdered forebears in slasher films as pure victim, 

Thus, we cannot count the mere fact that its hero is female as the grounding for 
a feminist reading of The Silence ofthe Lambs. More important are some nonstan- 



darcl features of this movie, or ways in whi& it thwarts usual detectiw-story ex- 
pectations. The ending subverts narrative closure on some levels, and the Mm also 
aRords a weird eroticism-making it resemble some of the Dracula movies X a n -  
sidered in Chapter 4. The Siilence ofthe Lam& curiously lets the audience have its 
cake and eat it, too, by providing not one but ltva psycho killers. Only on the sur- 
face is it a detective thriller, as I have noted. The "outside" "ory of the film shows 
a hemine who makes her transition to full adulthood by triumphing aver one 
killer, "BuEfaIo Bill." In &is story, Clarice hnctians like the normal red-blooded 
male hero who saves the woman from the monster. She is strong and smart, so she 
grows up and wins her badge. But there is an. ""inside story" as well. Just as Blue 
Ire1ve.t"~ narrative depicts the boys maturing through his strange alliance with the 
monstrous Frank Booth (who tells the boy, ""UouJre just like me"), similarly, 
Clarice must get to h a w  the hurrieing Dr. Hannibal Lecter in order to get his 
help in catching BuEalo Bill, Like Psycho" ppfychiatrist, Dr. Lecter "has all the an- 
wers" from the start; he assists the detectiw in trackng Bill down. Clarice" oddly 
intimate relaGonship with Lecter, coupled with his escape at the end of the film, 
makes this movie less standard. W need to ask, though, whether these mists 
make the f-ilm feminist and if they provide a truly interesting picture aE evil, 

Each of the psychotic kilers in The Siteszce ofthe Lambs is linked to numerous 
horror-film predecessors or monsters by cerhin not-so-subtle devices. X have d- 
ready commented on Hannilt7al Lecter's resemblance to the typical film vampire, 
The first time we see ""Buffalo Biff," he is waring bizarre night-vision goggles, so 
that his face is masked and W hear his heavy breathing-& la Leatherface in The 
Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Jason in Friday the 13th, and Michael Myers in 
Halloween. Bill. is thoroughly predic~ble, a standard ""psycho Eller" sort of movie 
villain, modeled after the cross-dressing Anthony Perkins in Psycho (and no 
doubt countless others), A full dossier is supplied to give a psychological explana- 
tion of his motives. Lecter, the expert Mhom the FBI consults about serial killers, 
explains about B31: ""We wasn't born a criminal. He w s  made one through years 
of abuse." Bill kills MJsmen because he "covets" what they have; he thinks he wants 
to be a uroman, He is using their skins to sew himself a "dress"WO1Sviously; his de- 
sire is pewerted and he must be punished; he dies for it, In this inner story af f i e  
Silence c?f the Lamb, gender norms are uphdd and Bill gees classified as evil be- 
cause Ere transgresses them, The inner story with this formulaic evil killer also fea- 
tures a typical damsel in distress, one whose screams are largely inefl~tive, She 
exists only as someone to be saved by the hero(ine), so it is not surprising that she 
remains opaque and uninxstigat-ed as a character, 

In the outer story of the film, though, Lecterk evil is developed by showing his 
unfolding relationship to the heroine. Clarice Starling is not the usual strong 



silent hero who solves the problem, rescues the maiden, and dispatches the villain, 
She is a complex figure, &agile and vulnerable, a tvornan who needs the assistance 
of a male mentor in order to succeed. She gets this assistance from the unlikely 
quarter of the more "interesting" villain, Hannibal Lecter, Like Buffalo Bill, 
kcter's character seems evil in part because his image resonates with previous 
amic  monsters, Even be-fore our first view af him, we have been prepared ta find 
here an ultimate horror-movie villain. Dr. Chilmn, the prison psychiatrist, says 
simply; "He's a monster:" and Starlings FBI mentor warns her, "You don't want 
him inside your head:' The camera follow Clarice as she descends into Lecter's 
subterranean cell &rough a maze of halls, as if his prison is a classic dungeon in 
"Transylvania. Thus, it is no surprise when we finagy see him behind the specid 
glass safety walls, standing up erectly at attention, like Lrxgosi's Dracula, in his 
neatly pressed blue jail suit, his dark hair slicked back over a high forehead, 
nroughout the film, ZRcter manifests a vampirelike ability to violate, mesmerize, 
and suck away life and energy (Photo 6.6). All this is emphasized by the way he is 
lit and shot, especkally in close-ups, where his blue eyes stare out with a fiercely 
hypnotic gwe, Lecter looks just like any movie vampix who larks with glowing 
eyes outside a Victorian. lady" bedroom, And later, Lecter also shows up in a 
Jason-like fashion statement, wearing a hockey mask when he- is transferred from 
his glass security cell, This serves, of course, to make him look more menacing, 

9"tze Silenw of the Lambs is an excellent film on many levels, It has a literate 
script, beautiful cinematography> crisp direction, suspenseful pacing, and a 
haunting score (by fiequenl David Cronenberg film composer Howard Shore). 
But perhaps paramount is the fact that its characters3juiq roles are occupied by 
blented actors, This film is mast gripping when it depicts the powerkl develop- 
ing relationship b e ~ e e n  Lecter and Clarice, one in which Lecter "mare than &l- 
fills the gothic a rche~pe  af the charismatic sui;tor who may also be a craned mur- 
derer."%ecter becomes Clarice" intimate father-confessor, almost her tover. 
m e n  she comes to visit him in his holding cell in Memphis and insists, "hame 
because X wanted to,"" he responds archly* ""People will say w k e  in love," kcter 
helps Clarice solve the case by passing her a clue hidden in her case notes. m e n  
he transfers these to her, we witness a forbidden touch betrvveen them: Lecter ca- 
resses one of her fingers with one of his-a tiny but obscenely erstk gesture that 
produced whoops in the audience where I watched the film, 

Claricek alliance with. this frightening figure is at the center of the movie. She 
needs him to hrther her entry into a patriarchal world. To be successful, and for 
the narrative to be resolved satisfamrily, Clarice must a r r y  out her own form of 
(gender) transgression to negotiate entry into the male-dominated world of the 
FBI. This is made even more difficult by her feelings of being orphaned when she 



PHOTO 6 6  A valrzpiric Nannl'bal Letter fAnth.ho;ny Hopkind in The Sile-nce of the Lambs 
(1991). 

lost her father, the only parent she ever knew. At several points in the film, she has 
Rashbacks about him, The- film" title alludes to Claricek central psychological 
motivation, her need to come to terms with disturbing memories of the lambs be- 
ing slaughtered at her cousin's farm. These suffering lambs become a central Im- 
age of the am. (though they are not actually depicted until later in the plot when 
Dr. Lecter consumes a dinner of ""lmb chops, extra rare"") Lambs function in this 
movie much like the r&bk carcass of Repulsion: They are central signs of the very 
existence of evil and suEering in the world. 

The Silence ofthe Lam& oEers Clarice an alternative pair of father fimres to aid 
her in subduing her disturbing memories or in silencing the screams of the lambs 
as she attempts to rescue a new %lamb: BuEaIo Bill's current victim. The tvvist is 
that the ""god" father who actually helps her is the evil monster Dr. Lecter. 
Clarice's FBI mentor Jack Crawford (Scott Glenn) promotes her career, but he is 
emationalliy distant and withholding, M e n  he oEers her a job, he downplays its 
importance ("WeH, not a job reallgs more of an interesting errand"") as if he is just 
sending her out for coffee in asking her to get a profile fmm Dr. Hannibal Letter: 
Grwford uses Clarice as bait without confiding his reat purpose, which is to get at 
Letter" expert advice about "&gala Bill.'-She realizes this and chides him for it 
later, just as she rebukes him Eor excluding her from a meeting with; a lacd sheriff 
and detectives. Near the end of the film, Crawbrd puts Clasice szt great risk when 
he patronizingly dismisses her from the case, thinking he has himself found 



Buffalo Bill, She is ordered to "clean things up" like a wad little girl at a different 
crime site. Through Cra&ord"s own hubris, Clarice is left alone and must meet 
Bill one-on-one in his darkened basement lair. 

However, Clarice finds Hannibal kcter a more emotionally demanding and in- 
volving father figure. Despite or perhaps through LecterS pemerse desire to tor- 
ment her into confiding past secrets, he gets to h a w  and unders~nd her, He gives 
Clarice useful if challenging clues about her case so she can track Bill and ""silence 
the Jambs," kcter is horri+ingly evil, but he is never evil to her, the heroine, the 
personification af madness in the film, bther, around Clarice he is downright 
chivalrous. He is intense, polite, brilliant, precise in his speech and manners, and 
he has a wonderl"ul, if sick, sense of humor (commenting about a patient who had 
been murdered, ""I was the best thing that could have happened to him; his ther- 
apy was going nowhere"). 

One of the most important facts about The Silence ofthe Lambs is the identity 
of the actress playing this young heroine, the heroic woman transgressing gender 
expectations, the experimenter who would enter into a dangerous, semi-erotic re- 
lationship with a mad killer like Lecter. The audience is prepared to accept all this 
because af who Jadie Faster is and what she brings to her cinematic role here, She 
is a ""sar" with an accumulation of previously known outsider personae. She is 
known far her on-screen association with danger and risk: child actress/prostitute 
from T a i  Driver; a psycho killer in The Little Girl M.rlzo Lhed down the Lane; 
Acadev Award-winning rape victim in The Accused. Rrhaps ewn more signifi- 
cant, Foster is known for her oE-screen risks as real-l-life Yale student who was ob- 
ject af a fanatical obsession by psycho gunman John E-iinckley Jr.6 HincMey; too, 
was unable to separate Foster the real person from her on-screen image as the tiny 
fierce girl-woman endangered by psycho sex fiends and mad killers. Then there is 
also the alleged character of Jodie Foster, often mmored to be a closet Xesbian, an- 
other real-life role that mi&t buttress our expectations about Clarice" gender 
transgression, Our knowledge that all this is in this actressbast or present life fal- 
sifies the director Jonathan Dernme" disingenuous claim that he will not put this 
heroine into any sexual danger.7 This particular actress carries about with her a 
sort of cinematic essence of sexual danger. Foster has the imvoable, if acquired, 
persona of a young w m a n  known for her brave and unconventional gsychosex- 
ual risk &king, 

Because both Lecter and Clarice transgress usual social. narrns and collaborate 
on a task, an alliiince between these two rnajlces sense, They are Qthel-s who are 
outside the System, the male psycho killer and the female orphan, a "well- 
scrubbed hustling rube" "~rying to make it in a male-dominated world. In one 
early scene at the FBI Acadesny, Cl.arice% separation h r n  her milku is shown as 



PHOTO 6.7 Ciarice Starling (Jodie I;'os&r) d w r f i d  by clmsm~tes at she FBI Acdemy in 
The Silence af the Lambs f 1991). 

she gets on an eleva"rr and is surrounded by young men who tower over her 
(Photo 6.7). Her diminutive size is emphasizd in other v s ,  as when Lecter tells 
her to "fly back to school, little starting? But Lecter seems to respect Clarice" am- 
bition to create herself, disguise her class backgrormd, and to real& a world in 
which justice reigns so that she a n  put an end to the screaming of slaughtered 
lambs that so traumatized her in childhood, Lecter asks her if she hi& that sav- 
ing the p u n g  Catherine Martin from Bill will finally silence the Xarnbs and end 
her nightmares. Indeed, early on when a newscaster announces the name of the 
latest victim, it sounds like ""Catherine Mutton? 

Clasice" self-formation is comparable to what Lecter has also done (in a far 
more troubling and extreme v, and at the crucial cost of taking other human 
lives), Lecter is an aristocratic and selective murderer, much like the Dracula of 
many film versions. A New IPork Time reviewr usrate that &is character "illurni- 
nates the appeal of profound evil": 'THjis personality is the source of the 6lm's 
terror, Intellectually powerhl, culturally refined, innately curiaus and possessed 
af exquisite manners, Lecter is an evil genius, the embodiment of mysterious, in- 
explicable and unmitigated pe~ersity.'~g 

This reviewer's claim about "Hannibal the Cannibal" is troubling, Lecter Gem- 
pl$es the appeal of profound evil but without exactly ""illuminating" &-discov- 
ering why his evil is appealing is preciseh the task before us, X propose that there 
are three answers to this question, First, and most obviously, Lecter hnctions pri- 



marily as both a suitor and a mentor for Clarice. He appreciates her in much the 
way Dracula appreciates Mina, as a heroine who combines a ""man" brain and a 
wornan" heart.'' This side of Lecter is not disturb;ing because it shows that he, like 
we, appredates something very fine, and in doing so he manifests just plain good 
taste. Beyond this, as a psychiatrist Dr. Lecter really does fiznctian to help Clarice 
gow up and remncile herself to her bad childhood memories. He respects Clarice 
and pays her the ultimate compliment of saying, "1 think it would be sornehing 
to know p u  in private life.'' 

Second, and also hirly obviously> Lecter can seem admirable because he bucks 
the system and refuses to be just another statistic in some study Xn this movie, 
Psycho% know-it-all psychiatrist has been supplanted by a mad and deviant psy- 
chiatrist-as if to say that these formulas will no longer suffice for horror fihs. 
'This psychiatrist, hawing afl the relevant rules about his monstrous species, is 
the expert tvhorn even the FBI wants ta consult. We have seen enough psycho- 
killer slasher movies to know their formulas and to be bared by them. We want 
more, and here we get it, since, like Dracula, Lecter shows up in no mirrors-he 
resists categorisation by "normal science." T"f"hink about the pattern behind 
Lecter's attacks: He has bitten out the etye of a nurse who attempted to raard his 
EKG; he ate out the liver of a census taker; he plans to kill Dr. Chilton, vvbo Eras 
made him the subject of a psychiatric stu&; and be contemptuously throws away 
the FBI persorzaliy test S ~ l i n g  hands him, asking, "Do you think you can dissect 
me with this blunt little tool?" kcter's primay motkation throughout the film is 
to escape confinement, whdher psychic or physical. 

This secand reason for Lecter's appeal, then, sates that he is a~ractive because 
be is sa exceptional-just like Clarice, the tiny brave woman learning the ropes of 
the big male world of the "Eff Bee Eye" (as Lecter derisively drawls it out), The 
Silenw of the Lambs is thus in its own way a strange subversion of the narrative 
logic of films like the original BracuEa or Psycho. At the conclusion of Psycho, 
there is a full, restoration of order with a complete explanation of the psycho- 
pathic Eller, since the psychiatrist "has all the answers," "milarly, in most versions 
of Drmuta, the Dutch scientist Dr. Van Helsing know the rules that govern vam- 
pires and has the strength of will and tools that enable him to defeat the monster, 
kcter remains a cipher, someone who understands the mles &at govern psycho 
killers but rehses to conform to any of these rules, 

This brings me to the third and final, reason that Lecter" evil has appeal. He is, 
quite simply, an interesting film monster, He is complex, unconventional, unpre- 
dictable, eloquent, and intelligent, but above all, he is cinematic: He is visually 
interesting and creative. Lecter has consciously farmed himself and aimed to 
transvalue values in a rjietzschean sense, putting hirnselif outside conventional 



moraliq with a kind of omnivorous aes&etic all his own, He has developed his 
own kind of refined standards of taste to lead life by, like the elegant vampire 
Mkiarn Blaylock in l"he Hunger, Lecter describes the macabre murder of one of 
his victims as a gourmet experience of consuming the man's liver with "with fava 
beans and a nice Chianti.'" 

We actuaay TNitness one of Hannibaf the Cannibal's ggrtesque aesthetic acts, a 
deed that affords the film's direcar Demme the chance to create a bizarre and 
hideous, but compelling and stunning, on-screen horror spectacle. kcter" s u r -  
der of his two prison guards is presented as a piece of performance art: The killer, 
like the movie director, orchestrates the murder as part of a seamless whole. First, 
the camera pans slowly across Letter" beautiful drawings of the Duomo in 
Florence and of Clarice with lambs, to show his dinner of ""etra-rare" lamb chops 
lying next to Gourmet and h e t r y  magazines. The sound track plays Bach's peace- 
ful and analytical Coldberg Vi;lria.t.z"cms, k a e r  calmly plots and enacts the murders 
as the music plays on, and even after the grisly deed is done, he pauses and gazs 
upward, enraptul-ed by Bach, This murder is not simply bloody- (it is that); it is 
"artistic"Lecter. leaves one man" body stretched high across his prison cage as a 
sort of disemboweled Leonarda angel (Photo 6.8) and skins off the other man's 
face to provide a disguise, Letter" means of attacking, with his teeth, and his 
bloodied yet coolly smiling face, reinforce his links to the vampire monster in film 
tradition. He resembles the aristocratic Count Dracula, who believes ordinary hu- 
man lives haw no consequence. 

I suggest, then, that Dernme, like the novel% author Thornas Harris, is partly 
gripped by a vision of Lecter as creative artist or enterainer, who, like a horror 
filmmaker or writer, sets the audience up h r  suspense and grisly spectacles, 
Demme makes sure that we see and share the expectations of the local police, who 
have been duped by Leeter into thinking that one of the crime victims is in des- 
perate need of rescue, when &is is tecter himself waring the mads face. Lecter 
fools the police, just as Dernme has fooled us, 

But this third kind of aesthetic rationale for Letter" sapped is very disturbing, 
Although this moral outlook is d ierent  from, and perhaps subversive of, the 
more conventional patriarchal moral messages of fims seen as heroic or epic nar- 
ratives, it is hardly feminist, either, ?"o understand why, we need to think back to 
the crucial theme of the slaughtered lamb and mediate on how these lambs bath 
do and da not resemble the centrd symbol of Repulsion, the skughtered rabbit, 
Clarice finds even the treatment of animals as meat too horri%ng to accept, so of 
course she is committed to seeing humans as more than ""meat" "(or "sEnsP as Bill 
does), Letter" choke of lamb chops-------rare and bloody ones-for dinner on the 
evening he plans his grisly esage underlines his indiEerence to the suffering of 



PHOTO 6 8  An ex~mple afHannibaE Lec~erhgrisiy "art" in The Siknce sf the Lambs 
("1991). 

orfiers. Also, his sknning the face sf one jailer links kcter with BuRalo Bill. Bill, 
too, after all, is an aesthetic murderer, a creator who loves costume design and the 
unusual maths be coUects, Lecter is just more interesting than Bill because he has 
worked his consumption of others into a more elaborate code, a more refined 
taste, His code is that of the Outsider who obeys only his awn rules, and he re- 
spects Cjtarice beause she is equally capable af rnolding herself into an individual 
character, Lecter particularly admires Clarie's frankness, since he insists he has 
the power to tell when peopk are lying.. Qne is almost left with the feeling that he 
eats other people because he considers them liars, discourteous, or not worth get- 
ting to know! They are not truly human but mere "meat" in his value schema. 

The film's sarnbiwous moral message rests on this point, as we can see all three 
reasons for tectes's evil appeal come togenhez If we admire Clasice, as we seem 
expected to do, then we are drawn to the very quality about her that she shares 
with Lecter and that he also recognkes and admires in her, For kcter, the code 
of individual self-crea"cisn and ""bucking the system" inindudes a commitment of 
politeness and respect far those few others who do the same and who hence 
"count": He says, "D]iscourtesy is what I hate moste3This is why Clarice is not 
afraid of him when he escapes. She explains to her friend and FBI. Academy 
roommate: ""He won? come aAer me. He'd think it was, well, rude"" And indeed, 
when he phones Clarice at the end of the film, Lecter says: "The mrld  is more 
interesting with you in it, IExtend me the same courtesy.'?redictably, she tells 



him that she cannot make that promise, But The Silence ofthe Lam& leaves both 
characters alive at the end, able to pursue their creation of self. "Good" does not 
combat ""eiI7%ere because they are in effect mirror images of one another, not 
polar opposites. 

The Silence ofthe Lambs seems similar to Psycho and Blue Velwt in that the nar- 
rative requires completion by an investigator who acts on behalf of the patriarchal 
order-the FBI and law enforcement-to rescue the damsel in distress and de- 
stroy the monster, Clarice gets recognized as brave and is rewarded by winning 
her badge at the end. Crawford even tells her (as if we needed one more paternd- 
istic fi ourish), "Your father [a policeman] vvould be proud of you tohy.'"ut the 
film is extlcernely subversive of the genre in many respects, The head of the FBI 
Academy, shown in the film's concXuding ceremony af initiation, is none other 
than Roger Corman, the famous Hsl lyood producer-director of "B" h r r o r  
movies. This film's dqiction of the villainous Lecter reflects an attitude of corn- 
plete moral arnbipity, so that ultimately his escape and planned revenge against 
his warden, the incompetent psychiatrist Dr. Chillon, threatens any full sense of 
narrative closure or restoration of the order and security of the status quo, This 
film is significant and disturbing because of the way it makes viewers root for 
hcter even after his horrific murders of his guards, perhaps because Lecter seems 
almost benign compared with his o w  psychiatristlnemesis Dr. Ghilton, a mon- 
ster of insensitivity, egomania, and gross ambition. Chilton is slimy and deceptive, 
punishing Lecter vjith loud gospel TQ and he even hits on Clarice at the start 
with the corny line ""Baltimore can be quite a fun town if you have the right 
guide." % there is a delicious thrill in Lecter's plans at the end to ""hve an old 
friend for dinner," It is revealing in this regard that the two audiences with whom 
I watched the film in dollar-cinema theaters were clearly and vocally on Lecter's 
side in this canclusion, where he ambles off down a street in the Bahamas in ca- 
sual pursuit of his nemesis. 

Conclusion: Heroines i n  Ev i l  Worlds 

Signifiantly; Demme makes choices in his film that are quite unlike PolansWs in 
Rqulsion, The Silence of the Lambs never takes us into Lecter's point of view; this 
is sameone whose head we, too, wuId  rather not get into. But even so, the movie 
in eEect celebrates Lecter as a creatiw, artistic, and interesting figure; one might 
even guess that he escapes in the end almost as a rewad far the filmmaker" iiden- 
tiffcation with him, Lecter is really not appealing because of his evil but rather be- 
cause of his artistry. Mr"e do not s p p a t h i z  with his desire to kil 
point of view to see that his victims somehow deserve to be killed, as we share 



Carol"$ in I;ffpulsion. Mr"e do not occupy Letter" visual awareness any more than 
his psychic sbtes, Still, and despite this, Demme conspires with Lecter so that the 
movie's ending rather famously prompts cheers h m  the audience when he es- 
capes and sets his digestive sights an the prison psychiatrist Dr. Chilton. 

Despite the fact that the rnoraf ambiguity of n e  Silence ofthe Lambs is disturb- 
ing, Repulsion is a more deeply unsettling film, It shows evil to be evil, rather &an 
papering it over with cinematic allusions and toying with the attractions of 
Nietzscihean amorality* "Clhe difference rests on two hctors. First, as I have noted, 
PolansE's movie invites us as viewers into a closer iden"c;rhcation with the point of 
view of its central ""psychotic" character. Many of the visual and emotional. experi- 
ences of Repzrkion are depkted kom Carol's own point of vim, whereas the point 
of view of Sile~ce of the Lambs is usually Clarice's and not Letter". This is 
never more evident than in the central murder scenes: We witness d a t  Carol 
does (and the reasons for her actions) largely fmrn her viewpoint, but W learn 
mostly of Letter" crimes by report, witnessing the aAermath when he escapes. 
His murders are speaacle on film, not real; they are orchestrated precisely to be 
filmed. Her murders are accidents that the camera seeks to avoid. 

And second, as I have also nokd, Repulsion depicts a world that has gone badly 
awy, where even if we can tell the difference b e ~ e e n  good and evil, human ac- 
tion cannot succeed in removing the overaU atmosphere of evil, This film ends in 
despair. In cantrasfio Carol, Clarice occupies a more standad (male) heroic role 
within a narrative arc &at presents a solution to the evil af at least the inner story 
of The Silence of the Lam&: she kills off the ""bad guy" and rescues the "damsel.'? 
Thus, this film suggests that a woman can became vic7torious over evil by taking 
on stereo2-ygicaHy male a~ributes and insignia, Not only is she rewarded for her 
actions by external recognition and initiation, but she has an internal ps~chologi- 
cal victory as well. She has now fought off the demon memories of screaming 
lambs-----ironicaw, the psfliatric administrations of Dr. tecter haw helped her 
do this, He asks when he phones at the end, "Well, Clarice, have your lambs 
stopped screaming?" Despite Lecter" escape, he does not threaten her. Good wins 
out, sa the film can be seen as upholding the traditional patriarchal values of ini- 
tia"c% intelligence, and independence, mereas Clarice's lambs are laid to rest, 
Carol's hture of disintegradon and ultimate decay is fareast by the rotting rabbit 
flesh an her kitchen table. Repulsion ends in despair, The Silence ofthe Lambs with 
bath a banal formula and a cynical cinematic thrill. 

Repulsion puts us in the head af the murderer and shows that this is an unbear- 
able place to be, that she ended up there because of an unbearable tvorld. The 
Sibnce ofthe Lambs holds us back from the head of its primary killer, but it slyly 
implies that this would be an interesting place to be and that he got there through 



creative resistance against a mediocre and boring world. This is a nasty, brutish 
message, even when sugar-coated with the surface morality tale of a detective 
story that rewards the persistence of an attractive and spirited heroine, 

My readings of n e  Silence ofthe Lambs and Repulsion have been struct-ured by 
my philosophical approach to horror, I have suggested haw our critical readings 
can be feminist without psychoanalytic underpinnings, and I have highlighted 
these .films5ntelXectual engagement with themes af evil, Both films are complex 
and well-designed artistic artifacts, and I have emphasized that the audience's 
critical readings of them are crucial .Ear emotional response. Critical readings may 
be individualbed, thou* they do need to recognize what is actually there on the 
screen, and X have tried to point to evidene in the films to support my interpreta- 
tions, I have not invoked any purportedly universal or totalizing psychological re- 
sponses; audience members will bring their own knowledge and attitudes to hor- 
ror films, In my view, a number of feminist readings might be possible for each 
film. Feminist film readings interpret haw films hnction as artifacts, and to do 
this, they must explore such diverse aspects of a film as its plot, editing, sound 
track, point of view, dialoee, character representations, use of rhetoric, and nar- 
rative structures, But film artifacts hnction within a contea, and the context is 
constantly changing. I do not contend, for example, that the sort of reading I have 
oEEered here of Repzalsiarz klrould have leapt so naturally to mind in 1965 when the 
movie w s  =leased. We see this film diEerendy in retrospect against the contern- 
gorary backround of F ~ t a t  Aargctiolz and Basic Iasti~&t and by comparison with 
the recently ernergng genre of the rape revenge movie. Further, and this is impor- 
tant, there is far greater social awareness in I999 than in 1965 of problems of in- 
cest and child sexual &use, and such awareness coupled with our exposure to on- 
going publicity about the murder of the little blond beauty queen JonBenet 
Ramsey mi&t significantly affect how a kminist of today reads cerhin allusions 
in the film such as the Eamily photo focused on at the end.9 

X have discussed Repubion and The Silence of the Lambs within my recom- 
mended cognitivist kametuork, focusing on the depiction of evil and the gender 
ideology of each film, X said in the Introduction to this book that horror films 
may solicit a End of synical and subversive audience response, fie Silence of the 
Lambs is a case in point. m e n  people cheer Hannibal Lecter" line at the end 
about ""having an old friend b r  dinner: this might reflect not so much endarse- 
rnent of his cruel cannibaXism as appreciation for an interesting character and a 
desire to see an outsider beat the system, The prison ps-)rchiatrist really is a despi- 
cable person in that movie, and many of us might share Hannibalk ressitance to 
being pigeonholed by an incompetent and smarmy bureaucratic shrink We can 
applaud Lecter for many of the same reasons that we applaud Clarice in. this 



movie. She breaks into the male world of the FBI-another bureaucracy, Mlfaich 
the movie dso pokes its own sly fun at through positioning Roger Corman as its 
head, Although their messages are very different, both n e  Silence of the Lambs 
and Repulsion depict a gender ideology that they sirnuttaneously undermine 
through subtle critical devices.10 
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cb~pret;r 
SEVEN: Uncanny 

Horror 

This chapter is about two films that are uncanny; where evil is a disembodied, 
vague state of cosmic affairs: "Sitre Shining (Stanley Kubrick, 1980) and Eraserhead 
(David Lynch, 19"98). Both directors-Kubrick and Lpch-have inspired fanatic 
devotion and a plethora of critical studies. Rather than deke into their styles, 
techniqes, themes, or other w r h ,  I will focus on how each film presents a pic- 
ture of the world as an evil and forbidding place. Using narrative and cinematic 
features, they in a sense argue that the world is uncanny and hence horri$ing: 
They create a convincing vision of an uncanny world parallel to, perhaps congm- 
ent with, our own, My aim is to understand how they ds  this and why such un- 
canny horror is enjoyable. Since each film personalizes the uncanny by focusing 
on the experiences of a man who becomes a murderous -fa&er, W can also trace 
an evolution in horror" depictions of male sexuality, heroism, and the father's 
role within the family. The defeat of the male in his traditional heroic role seems 
associated with uncanny evil, Is this defeat itself what makes the world so de- 
plorable! Does the uncanny here cause or rather result fom the man's displace- 
ment from his traditional po"tiions of authoriq and priivilege? 

The Shining and Eraserhead share a number of features. Each is the story of a 
father threatened by an uncanny or monstrous child, Because he attempts to de- 
stroy this child, the father himself must die. Ganditians surmunding this family 
melodrama make father and child seem as much victims as they are monsters. 
Although the children here are unusual or even keakish, they are innocent-not 
I i k  the nasty girl in The Bud Seed or the demonic Regan in n e  Exarcz"st. And 
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though at times in these films the evil is localked in the fatbrer as a murderous 
agent-either the inept Henry in Eraserhead or the ax-wielding Jack in The 
Shining-X would contend that neither man is a true horror-film monster, Rather, 
they are signs and perhaps even victims af the vague yet powerful cosmic evil that 
the movie posits. These films describe a world duminaed by a foreboding of fate 
or doom that has no clear, obvious explanation. In lceeping with the dislocated 
force of evil here, much of the violence in, these movies is implied rather than fit- 
eral, anticipated rather than shown. 

Although the plot of each film exhibits a structure and forward trajectory, their 
narratives are illogical and unpredictable, emphasizing the charadersyinabgity to 
take meaninghl action. Bismptions of time block orderly cause-and-effect nar- 
ration. In The Shining, the little boy, the hotel's cook, and the hotel itself are aU as- 
sumed to have an ability to ""sine," to reveal evils both past and future, In 
Ermeritlead, our earthly landscape has become eerily threatening, Both lilms end 
with sweral deaths. matever the evil is due to, it has neither been dispatched nor 
dealt with, only (at best) fled from. 

The evil that dominates the worldview of these films is not just a product of lit- 
erary elements; its evocation fundamentally involves the filmic medium as a 
whole. 7""72e Shining and Eraerhead are films of mood and atmosphere. Music and 
sound (or noise) combine with visual effects, Iighf ng, dialogue, and characterim- 
tion to conjure up a pervasive aura of evil and dread. Ominous sounds accurnu- 
late: strange music, heartbeats, and the noise of the little boy's tricycle in The 
Shining eerie songs, wails, and hissing and industrial sounds in Eraserhead, 
Straing visual images reinforce the films' perspectives on evil. Viewers, like char- 
acters, can ~ e 4  an evil here that cannot be named or dealt with. As a whale, the 
films afford a End of "proof" or "evidence" of things that evoke dread in unspeci- 
fied ways. One of the most chilling scenes sf The Shining (it was used in trailers ta 
promote the movie) shows elevator doors that open to release an ocean of dark 
blood; it sets furniture afloat and ultimately splashes up to cover the camera, Our 
whole view of the world has been almost literally bloodied. Eraserhead includes 
numerous surreal sequences: small bird torsos dance on a dinner plate; wormlike 
creatures somersault across the arpet;  a distorted woman sings happily in a tiny 
theater in the radiator tubes of the hero's apartment. This fjilrn at moments turns 
not red but black or blindingly- white, as if it must stretch the conditions of cin- 
ema beyond their limits to convey that certain sights cannot =ally be shown. 

I will discuss these movies in turn to describe their compfex and spaptic vi- 
sions of the hormr of uncanny evil, X will then trace the uncanny as an aesthetic 
category related to the sublime. Freud, too, wrote about the uncanny, but I dis- 
agree with his diagnosis and assessment, so X will offer my own account of its ap- 



peal, These films suggest that uncanny evil arises in part from threats to our para- 
digms of masculine activity and heroism, 

The Shining 

The Shini~g vacillates between realism and the supernatural. Kubrick was at- 
tracted to the film" source, a Stephen King navel, because it ""serned to strike an 
extraordinary balance between the psychological and the supernatural.'" Bath. 
novel and film offer an undecidable account of uncanny evil that may stem kam a 
psychotic man or from more unearthly sources within the remote and eerie 
Overlook Hotel. Jack Torrance (Jack Nicholson) is hired as winter caretaker to 
cape with the hotel"$ ""clmage and deterioration,"" but instead he is the one who 
gets damaged and deteriorates, He becomes a mad ax murderer and tries to 
his wife and son-either because he is ""psychotic" or because he becomes pos- 
sessed by the evil spirits of the hotel. ("Cabin fever" supposedly fed the previous 
caretaker, Charles Grady, to ""run amok"" and slaughter his family;) The movie 
maintains this essential ambipity as it switches from images of the murderous 
and crazed Jack (a wildf-y overacdng Nicholson) to stranger, more surreal depic- 
tions that conjure up gbosely presenas. We see the insides or backs of mirrors, a 
beautihf uvornan whose nesh suddenly decays, slkeletal ball-goers in evening cos- 
tume, and more. 

The opening credits set up a tension beween realistic depiction of the land- 
scape and an uncanny evocation af supernatural presences, The camera glides 
across vast beautiful, empty Alpine scenery; we follow a tiny car down the high- 
way through disorienting swooping motions.2 That the atmosphere is threaten- 
ing, not bucolic, is also suggested by the camera's vertiginous dive into forest and 
trees and by strange music that shifis from the sounds of grandiose horns to the 
eerie wailing tones of a primeval voice-3 This opening suggests that it may not be 
simply Ihe Overlook Hotel that is a locus of evil here but Nature itself-at least, 
this entire region of nature, MJErich indeed has a bizarre and threatening history. 
We hear later about the faded glory days of the haters "illustrious past,"" the ill- 
fated annibalistic Uonner party, an Indian burial ground on the hotel site, and 
new disasters like a missing woman mentioned on the W news. 

The camera in, The Shining is a particularly eerie and disorienting farce, Qne 
reviewer commenlted, "Most of the film feels like an endless subjective shot: we 
appear ta be watching the hotel and its occupants through the eyes of an un- 
earhly prowler; someone who sees very BiEerently -from the way we see.""ven 
the more straightforward passages that represent dialogue or lay out the hotel's 
rooms and corridors become uncanny through unusual camera motions or per- 
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PHOTO 7.3 The elevator of blood in The Shining (l  MO). 

spectives. KubricPs we l l -how penchant for tracking shots was taken to an ex- 
alted level in this film by his early and extensive uses of the Steadiarn amera." 
Mounted just below the level of a Big VlRneeXs triqcle, the camera tracks Jack% son 
nanny (Danny Lloyd) as he races around corners and down the hotel's long corri- 
dors, We come close .to occupying Dannfs paint of view in terms of both position 
and motion, but our perspective is not quite identified with his in. these scenes. 
Instead, we fallow behind him like a farce that keeps him in. view for unknown, 
perhaps nefarious, ends. 

The camera in this movie also has a tendenq to watch scenes from a distance, 
This conveys the feeling that we cannot see exactly what is going on and must 
creep foward to find out-6 Numerous sequences in the film are shot down the ha- 
tel" long passageways, inciuding a very frightening scene where Danny sees the 
two little Grady. girls dawn a hall that foaks like a hn-house dismrtion. The girls 
plead with Danny to came and play, but he suddenly sees their bodies fying 
bloody and lifeless. A similar device is used when we hrst learn about Clanay" in- 
visible friend, Tany, who lives in his mouth and "&Us him things? As we Xaok 
dawn a hallway, we hear Danny talking to someone. GraduaUy* we advance and 



turn to look into the bathroom; he is talking to his own face in the mirror. He asks 
B n y  about what is wrong at the Overlook Hole1 and then becomes frightened. 
We move into a close-up of Dannyk face as his eyes open wide, and lizy implica- 
tion, W next proceed ""inside" his mind to see the vision he has of the devator 
filed with blood (Photo 7.1). This sequence is cross-cut mice, first with brief sta- 
tic images of the WO (now dead) Grady girls, who are standing silently and star- 
ing like the weird wins in a famous Diane Prrbus photograph,' and then with a 
shot of D a n q  hiding his eyes in &ight. The sequence concludes with a blackout 
on-screen that is literafly Danny's own blackout. AAer a cut, light seeps in and the 
next &ing we see is (again fiam Bann)rFs point of view) a concerned doctor bend- 
ing over him. 

The camera is disloated from its normal vantage point in many other w q s  
and scenes in The Shining, It almost acts as if it has a will of its own, conjuring up 
the independent evil forces that reside in the Overlook Hotel. As the Tarrances 
tour the hotel" vast lobby, the camera glides. sidways, moving as if it were able to 
pass through walls to f'allow and watch them. (Kubrick was especially pleased 
with the Steadicam" aabili~ to pass within an inch of door frframes.6 This same 
technique is used again as they tour the great cavernous kitchen,) Gradually; the 
camera's odd perspective indicates that the haters evil forces are joining Jack to 
prompt his ultimate acts of mayhem. A. fusion occurs just after his wife Wendy 
(ShelIey Duvall) discovers that Jack has not been typing the novel he is supposed 
to be worEng on. First, we watch Wendy" face from below as she reacts in horror 
to her discovery, Then we switch to her point of view as she Eumbles through his 
'hanuscript" find page after page covered with the same nonsense line. At this 
point, the camera shifts and glides in from the side along a dark hallway* M a t  
first seems to be an objectives Xong shot showing Wendfs distlress is slightly reposi- 
tioned to reveal the back of Jack's head as he watches her (Photo 7.2). Since his 
head also looks dark and s h a d o ~ ~  it is as if Jack has blended physically with the 
haters dark spaces, from which he just: mysteriously emerged. He has become one 
with the hotel" ominous watchers. 

Other scenes invite us to experience-to literally see-a reality that exists only 
in jack's mad mind; here the movie recalls Carol" hallucinations in Palanski's 
Rqulsion, Often, these scenes play on the ambiguous space of mirrors, suggesting 
that we have crossed into another reality that does not perfectly correspond to the 
one W think we live in. These include scenes where Jack orders drinks from the 
satanically red-lit bartender Lloyd, or where he bumps into the former caretaker 
Grady, who spills wine on him and leads him into an extraordinary bathroom to 
clean off his clothes.9 This scene is especially eerie not just because of the bimre 
design of the bathroom-with; Art Deco sqling in brdliant red and vvhite, with 
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PHOTO 7.2 Jack (Jack PtTichlson) epnergefbrn &-fie hotel2 dark shadows t-o threclten 
Wen@ (SfieEEey Duvall) in The Shining (if 98l;r). 

repeated red sinks-but because of odd Xigbting and sbiAs in the point of v i m  
We watch their conversation at the start from a middle distance, with both figures 
centrallly. framed; but the visual Xogic of the sequena as it continues is rtinneming 
(Photo 7.3). At one moment, fack is in the foreground, so W see Grady" face; 
then we suddenly switch to the opposite perspective to see Jack's face, These 
switches occur randomly rather than being satruct-ured to create a ""rational" dia- 
logue &rough the usual visual fogic of shot-reaction shot. Jack insists that Grady 
w s  the murderer of his own wife and child, but Grady denies this. By undermin- 
ing conventions for dialogue depiction, bb r i ck  hints that this conversation may 
just be Jack's delusion, In partialat, once Jack has begun to doubt his own, point 
of view, we shift to a closer perspective that no longer provides two-shots, Instead, 
the film cuts sharply b e ~ e e n  Gradfs fxe, elegant and normally Iit (implying he 
is the orderly rational one), and Jack's face, biz;arre.ely lit so that he looks mad, un- 
shaven, Neanderthal, The ""message" Jack acquires korn Grady in this scene is that 
his son Danny is dangerous and must be "corrected." fack is convinced by the tact- 



PHOTO 7.3 Jack fJmk NicholsoPz) becomes demank in hi5 imagined co-onversarz'osr with 
Grdy (Philip S~r se )  in the red bathroom in The Shinirrg (19801. 

ful butler that this is the ""proper" thing .t.o do, and he departs to do it. We have ac- 
tually watched him became more demonic, 

Other scenes that use mirrors similarly evoke weird doubling or a second red- 
i p  that is BiEerent &om our own. For example, in the notorious Room 237, fack 
sees a beautihl Fvoman whose flesh deca)..s, but only in the mirror; and as X men- 
tioned above, Danny is looking at himself in a mirror when he sees the elevator of 
blood, A particularly ominous scene with a mirror shows fack talking to Danny in 
their bedroom at the hotel. &though Jack caresses Danny's hair and assures him 
that he loves him, the dialogue has an ambiguous tone, and Jack's duality is hinted 
at because we see Danny situated b e ~ e e n ,  t k  real fack on. the bed and a kind of 
evil min image shown, in the mirror.10 

The camera is also used to convey the power of things that can "shixre.'Wn 
Danny" first day at the hotel, he has another vision of the tvvo Csady girls, He dso 
realizes that the cook has established a mental link to him. Both these moments are 
represented through a kind of komn "leaking: intensified by a loud humming or 
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electronic buzzing sound, The cook, Hallorann (Scatman Crothers), explains 
"shining" to Danny: Some people can communicate telepathially and ""see" "ings, 
just as some places reveal traces of what has been left behind-like the smell of 
burned toast. The camera reveals many instances of how the Overlook Hotel 
""sines": Danny's visions, Jack's view of the beautiftul nude woman, a ballroom fiuU 
of people where Lloyd is tending the bar. Once we witness a vision that Hallorann 
has of the hotel from across the country as he lies in his room in Florida. The 
movie cuts from Danny shivering in fright on his bed to a close-up af Hallorann's 
eyes staring hedly and with great coneern at something. We zoom d a m  on these 
eyes from straight above as he lies in bed, then cut back to Danny 

Some particularly remarkable scenes of The Shining locate a special uncanni- 
ness in the haters famous garden maze." The trackng shots here are also spectac- 
ular, as we whiz along follawing Danny down its long corridors. ksitioned at 
Danny's low angle, the camera emphaskes the maze's heif3ht (thirteen feet), corn- 
plexity, and density. One especially ominous scene cross-cu~ from Danny and his 
mother playing in the rnaze to the increasingly deranged Jack. He rises from his 
"worK" at the qpewriter to look down upon a model of the mane that sits on. a 
table in the Iobby.12 The amera zooms slowIy down on the model until its edges 
disappear. Because its hcus is on the center and we begin to hear voices of the 
vvornan and child, it becomes difficult to say whether we are still looking at the 
model or at the actual maze itself. Although the child and woman are not directly 
visible, they seem subject to Jack's godlike or demonic agenq. The rnaze is also 
uncanny because Jack W% die there, In an extended climactic xquence, he chases 
Danny murderously through this space in a snowstorm. It is impossjlble to tell 
wher-e we are or where he is, sa we, too, experknce the maze as utterly confusing. 
The camera mists and turns; disorientation is increased by the blinding backlit 
snow. Danny escapes, but Jack is lost in the maze and freezes to death. In the last 
shots, the camera cuts away from one fmzen image of him to anather. We see first 
the kosted and silenced Jack and then, afier a very slow tracking shot down the 
hallway into the Gold Ballroom, a photograph of what looks like a p u n g  and 
handsome Jack at a party scene dated July 4,1921, Now he is frown in time, 

The effectiveness of n e  SZzinings depiction of the uncanny depends not just an 
the story, plot, crharacters, and acting but also, as I have suggested, on nclnnarra- 
tive aspects of the filmic medium, The camera's unusual movements and angles 
contribute to an irrational narration, Although this is not the complete irrational- 
ity of want-garde cinema, it is enough to became disorienting., The film's use of 
music and sound are equal@ relevant to this process. The music, Mlfaich includes 
modern classical music by Kllt.z)~sztoF Pendereck and GyBrgy Lygeti, often rnelds 
into strange electronic noises or music, contributed by Wendy Carlos and Rachel 



E1kind.I' We hear shrieEng or wailing violins, eerie choruses, or ominous hums 
on the sound track Occasionally, the music transports us in time, as when we 
hear old Victrola waltz music. Dannyk visions are accompanied by an electronic 
humming sound, to suggest that reality itself is throbbing in an aural equivalent 
to his visual ""shining." The sound becomes especidlp laud and intense in the vi- 
sion of the elevator, a kind of thrumming that seems to stop the action or tirne of 
normal reality; 

Gnather narrative sequence that is woxn together across time and space by the 
loud sound of a heaflbeat starts aAer the boy, using Tonyk voice, tells his mother 
that Danny ""can" wake upJ' and has ""gne away." We begin hearing a heartbeat as 
Wendy paces a ~ o u s l y  and talks to herself about how to get away. It continues as 
she talks to Dan-tly and then as Jack walks along the hall to disable the radio when 
he hears forest rangers calling to check in with them, The sound persists as 
Hallarann calls the rangers from Florida to ask whether the Torrances are safe. 
Worried, he boards a plane, and we still hear the reglar heartbeats as we watch 
him an the pXane the n e a  morning, about to land in Denver, This long sequence 
suggests that Wallorann can direcdy hear Danny's frighkned heartbeats and is re- 
sponding to his summons across the miles, 

Even the on-screen titles in this movie enhance its horror, Displayed at inter- 
vds as small white Helvetia all-cap letters against a black background, they seem 
unremarkable at the be@nning, e.g., "THE INTERVIEW" and "OPENING DAY.'' 
But their function and impact gradually shift as they become more random. First 
we see "A MONTH LATER" and then ""TUESDAY" or "SATUmAY: until finally 
we are shown only dislocated times like "8 A.M." The later titles are slammed onto 
the screen suddenly, often with a noise, so that even they acquire the power to 
shock, They enhance the eerie, dislocated atmosphere of the Qverlaok Hotel, 
where tirne has become disoriented or dislocated.14 

X have descrhed various features of The Skking that make this film a persua- 
siw presentation of something uncanny. Despite the fact that Danny and Wendy 
escape at the end, the film's vision is dark and bleak, Evil w s  ""always there" at that 
hotel, and we see in the concluding shot of the young and handsome Jack (in a 
tux at the July 4th ball, 1921) that Grady was right to say to Jack, "You have always 
been the caretaker.'"his was foreshadowed earlier in the film Mrhen Jack tells 
Wendy that he "fell, in love with the place right away,'kaddirzg: ""X was almost as if 
I'd been here before. It was almost as if I knew what was around evey corner." 
The $ace creates i ts  own. continuity of caretakers, i ts  own. legacy of evil, This is 
confirmed by Mr"endy2s sudden visions at the end of the film, as she, too, becomes 
able to "see" the hotel"s ""sining.'"TThe hotel reveals more and more of itself, per- 
haps ""linklng'9ha.t: Wendy will not escape but will join its history of &osts and 
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memories of atrocities that linger (like the smell of burned toast). She, too, sees 
the blood coming out of the elevator and the skeletal remains of ball-goers, and in 
one truly bizarre vision, she glimpses two men through an open door enga~ng  h 
an act of fellatio, one in tux and the other in mirnal costume. Nightmares KGU- 

rnulate and Wndy's status as "seer" is elevated along with our own-but this is 
not at all a moral ar  wlcorne kind of devatian, 

The film does not conwy an uplifting message, despite the fact that the woman 
and child escape (or do they?-all we know is that they drive off an a wen.tiy- 
four-mile-long dangerous road in the middle of a bad blizzard). In The Shiniult;, 
nature is ominous, not simply an indifferent force that will suck things up and 
leave no sign behind. It is a dark force of evil that can be reflected in but is not 
confined to human nature, The hotel is left standing in Kubrick"~ version, and 
with Jack"s photo on the wall among Ihe other memorabgia, it presents a continu- 
ing threat to ""Sine,"" to reveal its evil power to haunt subsequent care~kers dur- 
ing lonely desolate winters. 

m a t  is the source af evil in this film? It is unexplained, disembodied and float- 
ing yet somehow Xscalized in this place.16 The hotel at its center somehow en- 
hances powers of evil that enter from without. Remember that Jack came into the 
Overlook already belonging there in a scmse, as an ill-fated and pathetic man-al- 
coholic, child abuser, disaffected teacher, failed witer, unsympathetic husband, 
The place uvorh subtly on Jack"s latent evil to turn him into a crazed and violent 
ax murderer." The movie is built an frightening intimations of violence, but its 
actual scenes of violence are surprisingly limited and quick. We see only brief 
flashes of the two dead girls%boies on screen and only the briefest view of Jack 
striknlng Hallorann's chest with the a, Again, when Wendy sees the coak"s body, it 
is (just as when Danny sees the girls) from a distance. Blood is not lovingly stud- 
ied here, as in other horror films, while it oozes ar pours out af human bodies. 
Rather, it is disembodied, almost an evil natural force that builds up, pools, and 
forces the Roodgates open," It attacks Ihe camera with a dark power that ob- 
scures vision, This suggests that bIood here is not so much that of a single person 
as it is symbolic af the accumulated death force of the Overlook Hotel itself, a 
hallmark of the violence and evil that occupy it. 

Critics of f i e  Shining who feel it departed too much from the Stephen King 
novel (including King himself) say that Kubrick does not understand the horror 
genre, but I disagree." He is taEng horror bqand its usual famulas into same- 
thing mare metaphysicd, King% novel features a large topia"y animal instead of the 
maze; at the end, it comes to life to attack Jack, and the boiler that he has left unat- 
tended blows up, destroying rke hotel. The novel thus provides a sort of just revenge 
and polisks off evil at the conclusion. This is utterly unl&e the film, which kills Jack 



only to hint that he is a continuhg presence in the stiu-s~anding hotel, It seems hard 
to deny that the fim's vision. is far more horrific!20 Kubftick clearly wanted to make a 
fikn with an unremitting sense of evil and horror; he and c o d t e r  Biane Johnson 
worked by steeping themselves in h o ~ a r  dassics of Foe and H. I"? hvecraR and also 
by reading Brano Bettelheim, &h, and dassic Gothic tales like lane Eyre and 
Wathering Hea'gh&.2Xubrick has said that the fib is &out ;m evil he understands 
in k m s  of Car1 Jungs notion of "the Shadowy an archetwe that is associated with 
humans but transcends any one in&G&ual human (like Jack in the movie)." This 
seems to fit dso with a similarly dark vision Kubrick manifested in, other films such 
as Dr, S;trangefave, Full Metal Jak&, and even Lolita. 

O t k r  horror movies also depict uncanny evil through an emphasis on daus- 
trophobia, suEering, eerie a t~cks ,  and the passivity of the characters in the face of 
larger ~nysterious evil forces. Repulsion, which I discussed earlier, hitch cock"^ The 
Birds, and Romero" Night of the Living Dead also present a kind of uncanny 
threat and have a dominantly bleak point of view; escape may be impossible or 
only temporary and illusory; It is inkresting to compare the male E-zero in The 
Birds or Night ofthe Living Dead to Jack in The %inin& People in the two earlier 
films were also isolated and shut off from the outside world; they quarreled, but 
the men w r e  heroic and took steps to fight off the menace, Jack, instead, himself 
becomes the menace, Instead of this man protecting the vvornen and children, it is 
Jack they must run from. The traditional masculine virtues have been perverted 
into abusive power as Jack merges with evil. He loses his reason, controt, ability to 
work, and (apparently) sexuality. Only hrough his murderous bebavior will he 
come to "belong" in the company of the hotel" past clientele, its wealthy and elite 
white pleasure seekers. He becomes a parody of the traditional masculine role as 
he comes to believe Grady; who tells him that his son is a "naughty boy,"" his wife is 
"more resourceful than we anticipakd:" and that "the nigger" is planning a rescue. 
All of these people ""need correcting? J ack gives an ironic mist to the paternrrl role 
with his farnous line, "Wendy, I" home!" "(as he comes wielding the ax), 
Although the movie oEers a promise of hope for Danny and MTendy> it is signifi- 
cant that their ""delivery horn ed" is not shown; and W should keep in mind that 
the sympathetic and wise elderly black man has been slaughered like an animal, 
For this movie (also unlike the novel), the I.lo;cel"s survival is what counts-not 
theirs. The ending photo of Jack "frozen" in time suggests that he, too, will survix 
now that he has proven through his violence that he beiongs, We can see that in, a 
real sense, he ""hs always been there" or "has always been the caretakerePThere is a 
sort of victory to the paternal order, but it is dreadhl; the ending mitigates asl)l 
sense that the film has shorn Jack being punished while the imocent Danxry es- 
capes, Jack is st2i alive, beaming, happy; pa r t~ng ,  Evil nourishes, 
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X turn now to Eraserhead, another film that presents visions of uncanny horror, 
Like Kubrick in 7?ze Sk in iq  director David Lpch has made a film that treats the 
monstrously evil as a fundamental mode of human experience. Again W see how 
the evil plays out by a&cting a man in the context: of family life, The uncanny of 
LpcKs Eraserhead is remarkbly sustained throughout the entire film. Although 
other horror films (like The Shining itself) present uncanny horror, f can think of 
no others where horror is so reientless.2' I will examine how the film uses narra- 
tion along with aural and visual spectacle to achieve its eEects. 

To recite merely the "story" or unfolding of events will produce an inakquate 
sense of this @m because rnaxly of its important elements appear through its dis- 
tinctiw style, sounds, and visions. The " s t a y  merges inescapably here with the 
strange w;ly it is told, As f. Hoberman and fonathan Rosenbaurn say, ""Ueeing 
standard synopsis, Eraserhead drifts like a troubled dream through relative de- 
grees of lucidity around the figure of Henry Spencer (John Nance)i"Q2" The film is 
a meditation on textures and sounds, many of them hard to identi*. Even if fa- 
miliar, they are distorted and made strange, Still, the plot is straightforward in its 
own odd way; As Michel Chion remarks, "Despite its gaps and incoherences, 
Eraserhead is a narrative film with dialogue, a hero, and a linear story."Zs The 
movie can be read as the story of a man" birth, mmance, marriage, fatherhood, 
desires, fears, suffering, and eventual death. 

Eraerhead opens with a cosmic prologue that shows a young man floating in 
outer space before a huge rough-teaured planet, He has round cheeks, innocent 
worried eyes, and floating fuzzy hair* The next sequences show a sweating muscu- 
lar man with a hideousiy scarred face who toils like a cosmic Vulcaxl at the levers 
of a huge machine. An umbilical-like card appears alongside the first man, and he 
is expelled kom space-perhaps thus born, or "fallen" dawn onto Earth.26 This 
prologue is very dark. The screen goes entirely black several times; we see scenes 
of unidentifiable objects and spaces, and the camera zooms in to look at odd tex- 
tures as loud clangs sound, During what mil)r be the hero's birth scene, a volcano- 
like hole appears and turns into a puddle, Positive and negative images shift, ren- 
dering foreground and background spaces unstable and the spaces we see 
ambiguous. It is hard to know whether the man is emerging or submerging, 

Henry Spencer, the hero, is next seen in nerdlike attire: suit and tie, pens in 
pocket guard, white socks with black shoes, W'alk;ing through a desolate urban in- 
dustrial landscape, fie traverses puddles and abandoned streets, climbs mounds of 
earth, passes metal doors and boarded-up windows, and finally arrives home, 
where he crosses a weirdly decorated lobby and takes an interminable elevator 



ride. At his door, a sexy nei@bor lady tells hirn that someone named lMary has 
called on the pay phone to invite him for dinner, This first moment of dialogue 
occurs more than ten minuks after the film begins. 

The next sequences represent Henry's ill-fated dinner with Mary's family; His 
evening with the X family is a disaster; the dinner scene (one of the longer se- 
quenas of the film) is torturous to endure, It has become a famous set piece in 
this cult movie. Henry meets Mav" macabre parents and grandmother, and vari- 
ous strange things bagpen: Bath, Mary and her mother have teeth-chattering ean- 
vulsions; Mary's father grins maniacally and rants about ""man-made chickens"; 
the inert Grandma is kept in the kitchen and fed a cigarette. As for the dinner it- 
self: a teensy (presumably "man-madem")hicken that is brought on a platter for 
Henry to came thrusts its legs disturbingly and leaks a huge puddle of goopy 
blood, It is almost a wlcorne distraction when Mrs. X. draws Henry aside. She 
confronts hirn about getting Mary pregnant, whereupon the a ~ a u s  Mary says, 
""Mom, theyre still not sure it is a baby.'" 

The subsequent sequences take place back in Henry" apartment and depict 
familry life of the not-so-happy young couple with child, Their premahre ""bbf 
is monstrous, with a bulbous slimy head and a mysterious body s-tvathed in ban- 
dages, It cries and mew1s and spits back its food, Mary 'kaan? take iti' and leaves, 
Henry, too, ponders escape and has encounters with other women-----a dalliance 
with his sexy neighbor lady and meetings with a pretty but dehrrned blond 
woman who performs on a tiny stage set within his radiator tubes, She appears to 
Henry at his moments of despair, when magical white lii3fits shine out of her the- 
ater and she sings about heaven vvlnere ""eerything is fine? Although she beckons 
to him, Ere cannot seem to join her. 

In. the final sequences, b e  baby becomes violently ill and wails when Hmry tries 
ta leave, He first cares for it but finally-just why is uncle ts into its bandages 
with sC;issors, The baby's unidentifiable body opens up to &sgorge roiling organs and 
mounBins of bile [Photo 7.4). Electricity goes berserk: Lights flicker and sparks 
shout out h m  wckets. As the xreen goes li&t and dark, we see intermiaent visions 
of the baby"s ugly fetal head, &reatening and ballvoned hugely to fill Henry's en.kire 
apafiment. E v e e k g  goes hayire in this mended sequence, and the baby's death 
throes are so violent that they ednguish the fri&tened Henry as well, Emerging 
kom this chaos, we shif back to see the man in the planet o n e  more, t+ng to move 
a lever as if to apply some br&es, Henry gets propdled once again out in space (he 
""dies" as 1 understand it). For a moment the screen goes white, and in the bright 
mist, W can barely make out the lady korn the radiator, She runs to him, and hey 
embrace in bliss. Henv has at last joined the warn= of his dreams h "heaven.'* The 
screen p e s  black and credits roll, accompanied by peppy orgm music, 
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H 7.4 %e goopy and repulsive dyitzg baby in Eraswhead (1978). 

This summary, as strange as it may seem, still omits a p o d  deal of the starding 
visions that make this film truly uncanny, Eraserhad, shot at night in 35 mm. 
black-and-white film and made over a period of five )rears, is unusually Bark and 
textured-looking, as it dwlls on the surfaces af things like mud puddles, twigs, 
hair, carpets, wet bricks, or the gooier fluids that ooze from badies.27 Lynch 
screened Sunset Bsukvard for the actors and crew before the filming because be 
loved its dark, claustrophobic intensiv of tone. Cbion comments that Eraserhead 
""offers something archaic, stiff> and frontal which is close to early silent film."28 
This seems right, particularly since the dialogue is very limited, The sounds and 
visual linkages are sa strange that they really do defy description, Some sequences 
seern to represent some of Henry's dreams, and there is a recurring motif of small 
spermatic ar  cordlike creatures, 

The strange mood of this film depends perhaps even mare on sound than on 
the striEtig visuals. Eraserhead has a distinctive, eerie, and influentid saundtraek, 
Lynch and Alan R, Splet, his sound man and former art-school friend, are perfec- 
tionists who took sound in this film to an extreme degree in their search for un- 
canny effects, There are allvays odd noises in the background. These vary from 



low continuous sounds (the whoosh of steam in the radiator, the hum of electri- 
cal devices) to loud sudden or annoying ones suck as thunder and lightning, We 
also hear an almost nuclear k n d ,  the incessant bleating-lamb cries of the baby, 
dripping, ticking, bells chiming, sustained organ notes, and the mmble of trains. 
In the early scene where Henry walks home, we hear foghorns, clanging ma- 
chines, and an organ, There are m a v  background sounds of hissing and grind- 
ing; when interviewed, Lynch emphasized that the inside-outside distinction 
would be blurred by some of these devices, and he also talked about ""room 
tone-'"g Music is often put to add use, especially organ music reminiscent of a 
fairground callioge. There are also blending$ betuueen music and other sounds 
(between, say> organ music and hissing tones).30 Some sounds, like those from the 
crying baby or the barEng dogs, are sustained to the point where they become 
maddening, Sounds also accompany visual cuts k r  strong ef-fects, most notably 
rrrhen Henry is trying ts sneak out. The baby wails and a sudden loud chord ac- 
companies the jump cut to a close-up of its face, now hideously blistered, gasping, 
and feverish. 

Even the rnost ordinary events seem strange in this movie, such as Henrfs rid- 
ing up in the elevator that takes forever ta arrive or getting a small box in his mail 
with a tiny larvalike creature that be seems to treasure. The nerdy Henry mani- 
fests many oddities, He keeps a bowl of water in the top drawr of his chest, places 
a vvorrn in a cupboard in his room, and has a s f  ck of a plant growing kom a rock 
right behind the bed. Throughout the story, the remarkable actor Jack Nance 
maintains a sort of Buster Keaton face, wrried but long-sufferhg and patient, 
His hair? which rises in an electrified sk-inch pile of wild disorder over his head, 
conveys ;that he is always astonished at what is going 0 ~ 1 . 3 ~  Nance's flat voim and 
speech style are also essential .t.o Henry% character; despite his trials and tribula- 
tions, he remains even-keeled except for a few scenes of whining or complain- 
ing.32 His suit, white socks with black shoes, and waddling walk recall Charlie 
Chaplin's Little %amp. 

Undeniably, the horror in. Eraerbed is centered upon the monstrous baby. It is 
uncanny, frighening, disgusting, and yet pitiable, Lpch has kept the technical de- 
tails about the baby a secret It was probably created using the head of an animal 
fetus, perhaps that of a calf or large dog, Its c+ng is also animal-like Although it 
looks remarkably alive and semihuman, it is truly repulsive- reminisce^ of the 
sEnned and rotting rabbit carcass in Repulsion." The sequence that leads up to its 
death is truly horrific, 

Many construds of Ermerhead' treat it as a tale about a man unable to deal with 
the kaol-rors of parenting (some point out that Lynch was himself a new father at the 
time of anakng the movie).34 It is true that Henrys action was planned by L;yncb as 
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a murder and that his cuIt:ing open the baby results in its death. But as 1 watch the 
movie, the tone seems different, sadder, the deed mintentional-a matter less of re- 
venge &an of consuming curiosi;ty or even merq. Henry. does want to leave to go 
visit the sexy lady acmss the hall, and the baby has seemed to cacMe over this, so he 
glares across at it. We view it h m  underneath, and it seems large and dominating, 
But the look on Henry's f i e  might express not just resentment but also pity and a 
desire to clear up the mystery of this monstrous body, Afier all, Henry seems to care 
for the baby-at least, he has not left it, as his wife has (Photo 7.5). He smiles and 
touches it with some tenderness; he takes its temperature and runs a vagorhr for 
it. Aft-er the scene when he sees that it iis suddenly worse off, covered by pustules and 
blisters, Henry says feelingly, ""Oh, you are sick!" and returns to sit with it. W e n  he 
has cut through the baby's bandagelike clothes, Henry is as sbeked and har~fied as 
we might be to discover that it does not seem ta have a normal body with a clearly 
defined boundaryl Since by. now the baby seems in pain, shudders, and chatters its 
teeth, it may be a kind of hopeless desire to end its misery that prompts Henry to 
poke scissors into its swokn-looking organs, He (and we) recoil, and at this poht 
things go completely out of mntrol. 



PHOTO 7.6 Henv)s dream woman: the L d y  I% the Radiator iiz Eraerhead (1978). 

L;)lnch"s vision in this movie has been compared to Kafka'ss, and this sgerns ap- 
propriate.3" think not so much of Henry" rresemblance t s  the hapless K of The 
Trial and The Gmtle as af the repulsive babfs resemblance W the sorry and dis- 
@sting Gregor Samsa at the end of Mret-amolphos-is.36 A second comparison I find 
natural, ta draw is with another cammanXy cited absudist, Beckett, especially his 
Eadgame and Mraitirzgfor Codot;37 The weird relation to parents, suspicions about 
sex and reproduction, barely suppressed sadism, and apocalyptic tone of 
Eadgarne are all akin to the mood of E w e r h e d .  Similarly, Ihe Iabel "tragicom- 
edy" for Godor (remember its leafless tree on the stage) could have been created 
describe Ermerhead, Henry is like a Beckett hero in his escapist fantasies that re- 
volve around art: Ham in Endgame whiles away his time and provides himself 
with glimmerings af meaning by telling his little story to himself; just as Henry 
loses his wrries by looking to the artificial, brightly lit, and happy warld af the 
little Lady in the hdiator (Photo 7.6).38 

There are, of course, numerous suggestions in this film that Hensy has prob- 
lems with women and sexuality. But to say that sexuality is threatening in 
Eraserhe& is to sbte something so obvious that it is unillurninating. Et is too dis- 
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missive of the film's more cosmic observations about the strangeness and incivg- 
ity of the universe. Xn fact, sex is shown as wonderful and desirable in one of the 
film's most gorgeous sequences, Henry" sexual escapade with his sirenlike ne;igfi;- 
bar, As they make low, they literafly melt together in desire an the bed-that is, 
they sink into a pool and their bodies liquee into a white haze, leaving only the 
woman's hair floating on top. (During this scene, we hear a noise that gradually 
modulates horn a loud ringing tone to a stmng cello chord to a bubbling sound, 
appropriate b r  tbe liquidity*) The delighthl coalescence here is illicit, which per- 
haps explains why it is followed by Henry" disturbing nightmare, where his head 
plops off and is displaced by the fetus head emerging hideously fram his suit. 
Thus, despite the allure, we can grant &at sex is indeed a ""poblem" in this movie: 
It seems to suggest that just as sex with your wife leads to a monstrous baby, so sex 
with the neighbor lady m;ly lead to punishment by decapitation, 

But it may be not so much sexuality that is the issue or source of horror in 
Ermeritlead as reproduaion, considered not just as a consequence of sex but as a 
facet of life. The film shows that being born, or cycling b e ~ e e n  birth and death, is 
in itself uncanw and o&en horrific. Same critics write that the film draws nasv 
associations bemeen sex and the limitations on keedom posed by marriage and 
reproduction-and they point to all the enlarged squishy spermaic shapes &at 
squiggle onto the screen, George Godwin has written an extensive interpretation 
of the baby as an extemcrlizd partial object, Henrfi vision of his own phallus, 
which he proceeds to castrate.39 Along this line, Henry punishes the innocent but 
harassing and deman&ng baby by eviscerating it, I think that this sort of Oedipal 
line gets things wrong. It is again too reductive, treating the film's cosmic or meta- 
physical themes about life and death, meaning and meaninglessness, as rather 
commonplace observations about the difficulties of daily domestic life. In 
EraserheadGt is not simply human sexuality that is at issue, The film seems to 
show all birth as troubling, part of an unhappy larger-than-human condition, 
my else does the film begin and end with the literally cosmic outer-space se- 
quences? E take the film to be in part "about" cycles of life and death, meaning and 
nneaninglessnes+where death and meaninglessness are real contenders in the 
struggle! 

In this film, all forms of g r o ~ b  and reproduction-not just Henry's-go awry 
and become uneanny;4Women% bodies excrete g r o d s :  Weird spermlike things 
are expelled from Mary" body while she sleeps, and more squirmy nasties drop 
from the sky to be syuished on-stage by the Lady in the Radiator. Plants grow 
from dry rocks and larvae are kept in boxes; w te r  for nauriskmnent is precious 
and kept hidden a ~ y  in drawers, At the dinner scene at the X" home, a mother 
dog who has too many tiny squealing puppies looks disgusting but also pathetic, 



This is not just a world where bodies can dissolve unpredictably and disappear; 
it is also one h e r e  they can flow and g o w  unpredictably, Growth may not be 
promising, either; but may be threatening. The plant imagery shows this, as does 
the depiction of the growing baby in the last sequence, which is similar to a time- 
lapse film shoMJJng the growth af a sunfiouver, The electrical explosions, shorts, 
and sparks at the end could also be associated in LpcWs mind with this fjusion or 
indeterminq b e ~ e e n  solid and fluid." This fits with Lpcb'S aesthetic absarp- 
tion with textures, Several intemiews bring this out, as he refers to his experi- 
ments in dissecting creatures like mice ar  cats and his finding their insides very 
beautihl. (even upon decomposition!)," In some sense, the uncanniness here is 
that even death and ugly dissolution can afford a kind of beautihl fascination. 

Eraserhead is about dualities and oppositions: life'eldeath, maleifemale, 
realitfifantasy, wifelmistress, darulight, and gasdlevil, A major source of uncan- 
niness in the film concerns the duality of salidffiuid, which takes on metaphysical 
and moral overtones, The spatial or physial world of Ermerhead is not depend- 
ably we11 organized: The film" physial ~ a l i t y  does not pigeonhole objects into 
their usual categories, As we saw> sexud intercourse is shown as a literal dissolving 
of physial boundaries.43 Seemingly soiid bodies can dissolve upon contact, like 
those of the squab or the baby, Mrornen's bodies are particularly prone to Mleak- 
age," as .bye see from the spermatic excretions that fioat around Mary and the Lady 
in the Radiator. Henrfs solidiv is threatened at the start when he splashes into a 
large puddle, soaking his foot and leg, Henry has a nosebleed at the dinner scene 
when he learns about the baby, His hair, always flying and Roating, suggests that 
his head itself mi&t simply Rake away like the eraser tip of a pencil, In fact, the 
film's title derives from just such a specter in one of Henry's nightmare visions.44 
After his head is knocked off his neck and is replaced by the fetus head, it rolls in 
his own blood and plops outdoors into a puddle. A small boy scoops it up and 
takes it a y  to a sort of nineteenth-century f ac to~ ,  where it will be chopped up 
and made into erasers, M"e then see a vision of Henry in space (""dead"?) sur- 
rounded by the floating dust of pencil erasers, fn short, something solid can dis- 
salve and disappear; the living cm lique* and die. The undecidability here im- 
plies a difficulty in distinguishing betvveen selflothers, lifeldeath, and goodlevil. 

Cinematically, the casntrast b e ~ e e n  dark and light is the most significant dual- 
ity in the movie; it pushes the boundaries of what can be represented. At mo- 
ments in ErmerFted, the camera seems to follow an object into darkness ox: light- 
ness, and at other moments, it emerges up out of something or to show 
something that "wallows" its vision, The darkness is worst in the outer-space 
scenes (perhaps this is a womblike darhess), and the brighmess at its most ex- 
treme in the scenes in radiator heaven, m e n  Henry ""visits" the Lady in the 
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Radiator in a dream sequence, he appears on her stage as if he has materiali~xd 
from a white mist, But reaching out to touch her, he makes her disappear-she is 
clearly anxious and dubious. He has tried to cross a line between his ordinary re- 
ality and the imagnatisns af art; he can only escape or get to another level of re- 
ality at the end, afier his deah, in "heaven." 

There are moments of near-to-complete blackness on the screen and also of 
complete bright whiteness. If darhess is evil because it is linked to grainy mun- 
dane, and exhausting urban alienation, then brightness is good since it is a feature 
of art, theatrical performance, escapism, romance, and ""fiaven.'But neither of 
these canditions is siible, as manifested by the Erequent transposition of positive 
into netyative irnavs. Since the film draws such attention to itself, it forces us to 
realize that each quality-total blackness or total whiteness-pu& an end to 
filmic representation by closing off the narrative and blacking our abilit-y to see. If 
light and dark represent good and evil, h e n  their shifts and blending sumest we 
cannot always tell the diKerence between them, The uncanny in Eraserhead is 
what 1iteraJly exceeds the Xirnits of representation by disappearing Si-am view* But 
despite its sustained uncanniness, I am not sure that Ermerhead ends as negatively 
as The %inin& It holds out the passibiiity of a kind of escape through the combi- 
nation of romance and art. Henry must suRer and die in order to realize his sub- 
Xime romantic escape into the arms of his beloved "Radiator Lady" in "heaven" 
where "everything is fine." Good does ekst, although to get there you must endure 
the geat  evil of life, with all its dark uncanniness. 

Conclusion 

I now want to compare the ~o uncanny movies I have discussed in this chapter. 
T'ke Shining is about disorientations-not simply problems among people but 
disorientations in time, Human identity is threatened Iess by people's confused 
minds than by the blurred boundaries b e ~ e e n  pastlpresent, vision/reafi% and 
physical or spatial parameters, The central metaphors in The Shining involve the 
distorted and s a r y  spaces of mirrors and mazes-not just the actual ou"rdsr 
maze, but also the mazes of highways, hallways, and the hotel itselE People rush 
about like small rats in a glass cage, Mirrors present visions of reversals, 
insideloutside, herelthere, A, similar disorientation of thinking as well as of space 
and time is also at work in Eraserhead Henry has several doubles in his dreams; 
there are double w m e n  representing opposing aspects of femininity; and the 
baby itself is doubled, at least in size, by the end of the movie. l"he Shinrm$s end- 
ing is ominous; it suggests that Jack survives by joinhg in with the hotel's myste- 
riouslly evil Foms, Piy comparison, Ermerhead offers a positive vision of an escape 



into romance and art, though. life itself in its everydayness is permeated ~ t h  evil 
and suffering, The bright white light seems good, but we shouM remember &at in 
this film darkness and light are in ter~ined ,  and either one, taken to the extreme, 
will obliterate cinematic vision. 

I have called these films uncanny and will now say more about the history of 
this term, In part I borrow it from Freud, Mrho developed his account of the un- 
canny (unheimlich) in, 19 19 while he was working out the concept of the death in- 
stinct.45 He traces the et)mnolo;%y of the term used to designate this concept in 
wrious languages; it always involves nations of what is familiar yet foreign, grue- 
some, ghastly, or concealed. Freud"$ essay ""The Vncanny"2kcusses one of the 
a l e s  of Hofmann, ""The Sandman,"" as its chief example of the uncanny, 
H o h a n n k  tales are similar to Poe's and depend very much on an atmosphere of 
mysterious, implied evil rather than on any speczc monster or scenes af violence. 
%at is hreatening here, as in Eraserhead and The Shirring, is something from or- 
dinary life that has a mysterious and familiar feel yet becomes alien and frighten- 
ing. In "The Sandman? a p u n g  boy is haunted by the fear that an evil sandman 
(madeled upon a sinister visitor ta his father" house) will snatch out his eyes, Nat 
surprisingly, Freud interprets this as fear of castration due to Oedipal conflict and 
the rep~ssion of childhood libido. He therefore generalizes to say the uncanny 
refers to "the chi1d"s dread in relation to its castration-cornglex."4~ Later in life, the 
youth encounters the same evil man. Xt turns out that he Eras used his stolen eyes 
in the creation af a mechanical doll-woman, Olympia-but it also happens that 
our hero has fallen in love with Olympia, He experientses this man as "uncannyP 
very frightening yet famgiar, and a block ta his love. Again, Freud interprets all 
this by noting that the sandman sewes as OedipaH barrier or threat to the youtgs 
libidinal satisfaction, Freud diagnoses the uncanniness that the hero experiences 
at each of three encounters with the sandman as involving a "repetition compul- 
sion""; refieas the forced need to repeat a critical early trauma and "whatever re- 
minds us of this inner repetition-compulsion is perceived as trncanny.'Q7 Freud is 
saying that when we enjoy a story that is uncanny, we t ~ o  are going through this 
repetition-compuIsiun, and W somehow enjoy being forced to revisit the threat- 
ening psychic arena of the Oedipus complex, 

However, there is a complication that Freud introduces into his account of the 
uncann5 which is potentially of interest because it concerns other sorts of unt=iznny 
stories and experiences, The castration complex cannot cover all cases, because 
some types of the uncanny have to do with other phenomena, far emmple, feelings 
of magical power, dohfing, or helplessness. Freud comments, "'The soul-ces of the 
feeling of an uncanny thing would not, therefofore, be an infantile fear in this case, 
but rather an infantile wish or even only an infantile belief.'"B This is a maMer of 
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"primary narcissism of the earliest period of all"" that esapes the epYs  capaciq of 
sdf-observation or self-criticizing, and thus it sign& ""a regression to a time when 
the ego was not yet sharply BiEerentiated korn the external world and from other 
persons,"*g It also has to do with "&facing the distinction b e ~ e e n  imagination and 
reality.'"o We could call this, if we w r e  sticEng to psychoandpic vocabulary, a 
p"-Oedipal unanny, one that expresses depths of conflicted feelings about sepa- 
ration and loss or diEerentiation from the maternd body-51 

Freud" nof an of the uncanny is related to an important aesthetic concept that 
preceded it, the hxltian sublime, though it in, effect reverses the feeling-tone uf 
this earlier concept, The two notions are similar in that both the sublime and the 
uncanny are described as resulting from intense internal psychological cangicts. 
As Kant described the sublime, it involves a very strong tension that occurs when 
our mental faculties are confronted with something grand and massive or power- 
ful fike a mountain range or hntastic storm.52 0x1 the one hand, our sensibilit-y 
and imagination become awed, ovewhelmed, and even terrified beause we can- 
not take in the vastness of this object. On the other hand, our reason feels exalta- 
tion at being uplified by the experience of such vast natural powers, Reason 
somehow identifies with vastness, at Xeast insafar as we sense our awn superior 
moral powers.5Vn f;reud"s account, by contrast, the libido and infantile desires 
are threatened with destruction by a more powerfix1 farce imposing limitations: 
not the "law" of morality as Kanbees it but rather the force of the paternal law re- 
stricting desire's ssatisfactians, or mare primitively, the extension of the vast ma- 
ternal body preventing personal identity and separation, The uncanny in this case 
is something that engulfs the person vvho aspires to rise to the occasion; it threat- 
ens to obliterate the distinction between realiq and imagination. This kind of un- 
canny feeling is like an antisublime, 

S ine  both Ermehead and T'ke Shiniurg do seem to concern paternal impositions 
of "the law" upon a keakish and Clemanding child, here is a natusd krnptation ta 
draw on psychoanalysis to discuss the uncanniness in each film, as X have just 
sketched, I resist this temptation for a number of reasons, but mainly because hor- 
ror of the unanny in these movies (as in the stories of Pw .and Iilohann) eaends 
beyond individual psychology, Freudian analysis reduces moral and metaphysical 
fears to psychol~@al abnormalities. VJhy not equally diagnose this as a metaphysi- 
cal neurosis-as a fear af dark m&aphysics! 1Freud"s account in terms of psychalog- 
ical theory reduces human concerns about ethics, aesthetics, religion, or meta- 
physics to neuroses or fears from the self or ewe The uncanxly is made smatler and 
becomes hrnan  scale ra&er than being cosmic and metaphysical. 

I propose that films like The Shining or Eraserhead that present a strong sense 
of tkre horrific uncanny are engaging us with an antisublime. They present: a kind 



of inverse or variant of the more traditional aesthetic notion of the sublime, un- 
derstood as an encounter with awe-inspiring powr  and grandeur. The sublime 
was said to characterize our response to natural forces of supreme power and 
gandeur-to objects so vast or pawerhl that they are ovewhelming and terri.f"y- 
ing, The uncanny; too, in bath Kubricrs and LpcWs films, involves m experience 
of something that is excessive and @and, almost beyond cinema's rtbilities to rep- 
resent, Mistoricalfy, the concept of the sublime was developed as a comparison or 
complement to theories of the beautiful, Unlike the beautiful, which involves en- 
joyment of features af proportion and form, the sublime was seen as a par ado^- 
cal response, as aesthetic appreciation of something; huge, formless, threatening, 
disproportionate, or disorderly Yet in sublime nature or art, such forces are not 
threatening but energizing, dwamic, uplifiing, or elevating, Like the uncanny, the 
sublime was described in eighteenth-century aesthetic theories as able to dwarf 
the self or ego, %ereas the forces of the uncanny are terriwng, the forces of the 
sublime can be exhilarating. For example, our sense of personhood may be 
threatened when we gaze out upon the Grand Canyon ar  feel the rumble and hear 
the gush af Ni;zgara Falls. Yet somehow this threat is pieasurhle, since our reflec- 
tions on the power of nature show us our own powers and reinforce our sense of 
being human. Our physical powers may be puny and our size tiny, but W, unlike 
the waterfall or canyon, are Ale to reflect on this very fact! At the beart of the 
concept of the sublime is a nest of paradoxes, In the sublime, we gain humanity 
through loss of the self; we can conceptualize something inconceivable, we enjoy 
something terrifying. 

By contrast, the forces of the uncanny dwarf us in a way that simply threatens a 
dissolution of the self, meaning, and morality. The uncanny as an antisublime in- 
volves the opposite outcome of these paradoxes or a failure to disarm them: We 
cannot adequately conceptualize a representation, we lose our sense of self, we are 
ki&tened by something unexplained, and W feel the loss of morality or death of 
the self in the face of a very great evil. Thus, whereas the experience of the sublime 
as traditionally defined was moraHy elwating because it prompted awareness of 
our own powers (ga~icularly the powers of reflecdon and moral reasning), the 
antisublime carries the opposite message. Films like f i e  Shinirrg and Eraserhead 
are morally deflationary, raising real questions about the limits of our human 
powers. No matter how much we reason about an. uncanq overwhelming object, 
we are stumped, We feel puny in relation to a brce with which we cannot identify 
because it is too strange, vague, alien, or evil, The message is a cautionary one. In 
me Shining; wil wins out, in the sense X have descriibed. Ermevhead may end on a 
brighter note, but the tvorld as described by that film is an even more thoroughly 
uncanny, evil, and forbidding place, 



2 f 8  Uaeannf Horror 

Like the sublime, the uncanny or antisublime can be frightening and yet plea- 
surable. Even a profound vision of evil can be appreciated if we come up against it 
carehlly presented in a persuasive form, Perhaps that vision will be expressed in a 
work of philosophy-I am thinking here af some work by Gerkegard and that 
great philasophical pessimist Schopenhauer. Dark and pessimistic metaplrzysical 
visions are also to be found in great w r k s  of poetry; fiction, or drama (think of 
King kar)-and also, 1 have argued here, in certain films. As readers or viewrs, 
we can enjoy such visions of evil, despite-perhaps pafily because of-the ways 
they challenge us to think of them as true. We find it interesting to conceptualize 
the basically inexplicable evils shown in these movies, Most of us have encoun- 
tered a brute and immovable power of evil at some point in our lives." Uncanny 
works encourage not elevation but an opposite emotional and cognitive eEect 
that 1 can best label ""dmd"";ut such dread is a pswert"u1 emotion relevant to our 
lives. Dread is a sense of something evil, something out there as a threat in a dis- 
tinctive and stronger sense, different from the theat of sheer power, It is different 
from fear because it is looser and less focused on an object. h n t "  vast waterfalls, 
mountains, or landscapes may astonish by their force or scope, but they just do 
not attain the kind of threatening, destructive status of the monstmus nature 
shown, in the movies X have discussed here (recall bow nature is shown at the be- 
gnning of 7""72e Shining, or space at the start of Emerhead). Dread occurs if we 
haw an encounter not j u s ~ i t h  a natural disaster like a tornado but with a more 
'"iblical" phenomenon, such as a plague af locusts. There is a real power of en- 
mity that threatens to e rae  the self in a serious and irrevocable way, and it goes 
beyond the scope of a single father, as described in Freu&"s view of the Oedipus 
complex-even if it is manifeskd by fathers like Henry or Jack, 

The paradox of the uncanny or antisublime is that we can enjoy even ;the depic- 
tion of such a world if it is oEered in a camgIex and persuasive enough aesthetic 
fom. Uncanny fifms l i b  f i e  Shining and Eraerhead are not enjoyable for their 
presenbtion of interesting monsters, as some other horror movies are, X have sug- 
gested that the horror here goes beyond, or lies behind, the men who seem to be 
monsters in them, so we cannot h v o k  Ns2l Cad l " s  views to explain their ;lgpeal, 
Recd that Carroll argued that an interest h h o m r  knhmen tdy  involves learning 
about monsters and the possibility of confronting them and that &is process chal- 
lenges our intellectud comprehension in a pleasurable way5Wther =planations 
from cognitive psycholou, such as Torben GrodaYs proposal that the experience of 
horror can be " q o  strenghening? are also implausible in relation to uncanny hor- 
ror: X have argued that these movies are "ego wedening," if anfiing!" A simpler 
explanation, such as Ed S. Tan's claim that there are specific fans of horror who rel- 
ish predidable genre eRects like being scared, may work better here, but that aka 
seems too reductive.57 T"o pinpoint a fairly uniform and reliable genre response is 



possible, but this reshts or discounts the complex inteuectud and aesltaetic interest 
of films like the two I have discussed here, me Shining and Ermehead are uncanny: 
Like the very best stories by Ha&ann, Poe, Lovecraft, and Clive Barker, they offer 
mmglex m d  intriguing visions of an evil cosmos, 

My cognitivist approach explains that films like Ermerhead and 7iCze Shining are 
enjoyable because they stimulate a variety of interests and abilities in their audi- 
ences. These intereslts and abilities-cognitive, aesthetic, emotional, metaphysi- 
cal-are focused an the film and on its presentation of the uncanny. We can have 
a complex appreciation of the film's plot and characters, point of view, moral atti- 
tudes, and cinematic features-particula* when the film is as good as these films 
are: ampiex, beautifully shot and edited, mysterious, with sympathetic central 
characters and challenging intellectual content. Films of uncanny horror prompt 
a complex cognitive and emotional response of appreciation for the kind of 
wrldview they present. We may not endorse or accept their message, but we can 
find it worth considering and responding to. Uncanny films include elements that 
are repulsive and dreadfuli, but also intriguing. As a whole, the uncanny object, if 
it is an artwork like a film, can have an aesthetic power in the way it requires us to 
feel repulsion or dread, to ""sew and reflect about the horrors it so evocatively pre- 
sents, W could not think seriously about such a klrorlhievv if W did not picture it 
and respond to that image so thoroughfy. 

As i"r:appens, the uncanny evil in each of the movies X haw discussed is mani- 
fested through problems of sexuality and family rel&ianships. The treatment af 
gender is very subtle in these movies. Since they depict such a vague kind of 
threat, we cannot locate an actual gendered monster in them, such as a giant 
queen ant or a suaw a u n t  Dracula, Still, sexudity and eroticism are significant 
hctors, as the films suggest links between thwarted sexuality and cosmic unrest. 
The women in these films suffer in specific ways, and both films present a father 
in relation to a kightened yet freakish child. 

Unlike the earlkr f i h s  X have discussed in. this book that higMi&t women and 
female reproductive powers, here the u n a n w  seems to ccnter upon a man, a mde 
parent. Threatened with evil and suff-ering, be is unlike his male predecessors in 
homr, whether mad scientist, slasher killer; or predatorid vampire. The unanny is 
manifested in a set of concerns about mascufinity its powers, mpectations, and lim- 
itations, aU of which are heightened by the experience of fatherhood. In Eramhead 
and The Shinins the uncanny seems to show up in a pewersion of the paternal fig- 
ure, now become villain, Only an unnatural and evil father threatens to kill his 
c&id. Henry Spencer" infanticide may seem desGned, part of his overall cosmic suf- 
fering or sybol ic  of his general lack of control; Henry is almost literagy swept 
along by events. By comparison, jack Torrance is an aU. too realistic viUak, the sort 
of abusive spause md  fa&er W read about in the d d y  news, Both Henry and Jack 
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are faaures in other areas of male expectations: mey are not successhl breadwin- 
ners, are unable to connect ~ t h  their ~ v e s ,  and cannot express love for their freak- 
ish ogspring. Jrack is a faded afiist, an alcoholic waing to sell his soul for a drink, 
and so on, He responds to Grady's admonitions that all his subordhates must be 
"corrected" in a desperate attempt to salvage some poww for himsell: 

Thus, on the surface both films present the uncanny as linked to significant 
challenges to patriarchal heroism and power, But we need to go a step hrther to 
question the underlying gender ideology of these movies. The loss of patriarchal 
pawer is bad, but does cosmic uncanniness et-~use or resultfrom the threat to male 
heroism? A little of both. Jack Tisrrance seems evil to start with, yet he has mo- 
ments of appeal ar  sympathy as a poor man who cannot live up to expected stan- 
dards; this is why he cracks and breaks down. Perhaps no one could be expected 
ts fight off the forces of the Bverloak Hotel. Jack, like Henry, is an agent only in a 
limited sense, since he can be seen as a victim of larger forces, The defeat of mas- 
culiniv here is a sign of the real power s f  evil in the cosmos: Even heroes will be 
helpless, Humans may be overcome and turned against their awn offspring, We 
cannot assert that these movies promote a sexist gnder ideoloe by suggesting 
that the Xoss of male heroes is what accounts for horror. The evil here is too strong 
and cosmic, the uncanny too overwhelming, There is no nostalgia here for a re- 
turn to the days of Bonanza, R e  Unt~zlchables~ and Father hotvs Best, 

Xn my feminist analysis, then, it is possible ta read each film as a critique of the 
ideologies associated with patriarchy, 'They reveal the emptiness of traditional vaf- 
ues and their inapplicabiliv in the modern world. The Slzinivlg shows sorne things 
frorn Jack's viewpoint, but it primarily encourqes empathetic identification with 
the wife, the p u n g  child, and the African-herican cook, who all suffer at the 
hands of this berserk and authoritarian father. His abuse of pawer and inability ta 
live up to patriarchal vaXues combine to requke that he be punished by death- 
though this death has not clearly emsed his evil force, Eraserhead also details the 
failure of a father, and it, too, seems to suggest &at he must die, Xr is overly simple, 
though, to descrik this film as a moraliq tale about how the hapless Henry must 
"pay" h r  his negligent sex and reproduaion, The film empathizes throughout 
with Henry; and W see many scenes frorn his point of view, It is more nnetaphysi- 
caBy disturbing in sorne ways than f i e  Shz"nin,g be~ause the horror of Eraserfiead 
concerns Xife, death, physicality, and the Ruid boundaries of things, The oufside 
comes inside, living things grow out of mntrol, dead hodstuRs become alive, and 
the boundaries b e ~ e e n  the solid and the fluid get blurred. Henq also sumives, 
thou* this ending may be a find of escapism, At any rate, his joy in "heaven" 
does not cancel out the evil that Ermerhead has so relentlessly depict-ed as an inte- 
g a l  part of life in the universe, 



cbap-rer;: 
E ~ G ~ T :  Graphic 

Horror 

Many of the best-known recent horror movies do not feature a rnad scientist, 
monstrous mother, or uncanny sense of evil as the two films discussed in Chapter 
7 do, In this chapter, E will look at another category of horror film: those that blast 
the viewer with graphic gory visual excess. 1F;ven in the earliest days of silent hor- 
ror, films like Murnauk Nosfemtzk (1922) used special egects to startle and shock 
audiences. We might date the onset of horror gore back t s  the late 1950s. The 
trend developed in the 1960s and 1970s and reached new heights (or depths) in 
various fang-running and well-known horror series of the 1980s and 1990s. 
Certain directors and studios were especially impartant to this progression. 
Hammer Studios in England, along with Roger Carman in Hollpood, effected 
the transition from black-and-white horror to Tecfinicalolt, done in. the lurid 
tones of what has been called "colsr Gothic.'"ohn McCariry says that Btaad Feast 
by Herschel Gordon Levvis (1 1963) was the ""first of the gore films7'-and he should 
know, since he coined the term ""splatter film" and is the author of "I"tze OfickI 
S p t a ~ e r  Movie Guide.Th"heit1es of films made by these directors are indicative: 
Blood Feat* Bucket ofBEood, Blood and Black Law, Hatdetfor a Honeymoon, 

Another gore landmark was Ceorge Ronners" Night. ofthe L - i v e  Dead (1968), 
which became a hit an the midnight cult film circuit.2 Gore crossed over into 
mainstream cinema in. 1973 with The Exorcist$ a film with notorious scenes of 
pea-soup vomit and Reil;an2s revolving head, Other infamous scenes of spatter in- 
clude the famous exploding head in Scanners (1981), Leatherface wielding his 
sledgehammer and chain saw in The l"exas Chainsaw Massacre (19"i7.14), and the 
huge shark chewing up &best Shaw in Jaws (1975). We should also not forget re- 
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lated developments such as l"he 1Zocl;Ey I-lorror Piaure Show phenomenon (19?5), 
the tacky grossness of John Mraters's movies, Italian art horror cinema by directors 
like Mario Bava and Dario Argento, or the ventures of Andy Warhol and Paul 
Marrisey like Bad, Frgnkenst.ein, and Blood for DrauEa, 

The genre of graphic horror seems to have reached self-perpetuating heights in 
three famous and lang-running horror series that began in the late 1970s to early 
1980s: Halloween (19781, Friday the 13th (198Q), and A Nightmare on Elm Street 
(1984). They introduced, respectively; the unstoppable slasher-killers Michael 
Myers, jason, and Preddy Kruewr, ail of whom are by now as well known and 
popular as Frankenstein or Dracula were to earlier gnerations. As of this writing, 
ail three series are continuing and there is even a special meeting planned b e ~ e e n  
two of their villains in the forthcoming Freddy Meets Jason: h Nightmare on 
hiday the 13th.3 X t would be hard to discuss the modern horror Brn without talk- 
ing about scenes in these a m s  (or their many imitators) of over-the-top, ever-es- 
calating graphic violence and gore (or ""FX""efects] as the fans say). It is common 
to witness gross bloody dismernberments, piles of internal organs, numerous 
corpses in stages af decay, headless bodies, knives or chain saws slashing away at 
flesh, and generat orgies of mayhem, Xn these films, flesh becomes meat, the inside 
becomes ourside, blood pours out, skin is stripped off, viscera exposed, heads de- 
tached. People die in any number of creatively disgusting wys, 

Xn this chapter, I will discuss important examples of the graphic horror Fnre 
(or subgenre). As with uncanny horror, 1 will ask some basic questions: Why do 
audiences enjoy such films? M a t  do these films say about the nature af good and 
evil? And how do they present gender ideologies: Is it true that they endorse the 
mutilation sf female flesh? m a t  do psychological studies tell us about their ef- 
fects or about the reasons audiences attend them? Horror in these movies is 
mainly physical and not psy.choXogical. If perhaps X have relied on a cerain sort of 
intellectual appeal to explain our enjoyment of Eraserhead or The Shining, this 
option does not seem viable for The Texas Chainsaw Masacre! 

We should remember that p r e  is not a new phenomenon in the art or enter- 
tainment of the ~ e n t i e t h  century, Blood and gore are wrnrnon to almost all cul- 
turesYiterattlres of wars and .ancestral battles and heroes, and the West is no ex- 
ception. Considerable gore is present even in the high art tradition, There is 
plenttt; .Ear example, in the niad or Euripides' The Bacdtre and even more so in 
Roman tragedy and drama by Seneca and Tacitus. Roman w r k s  of literature in- 
clude many scenes that w u t d  rival almost anphing in modern horrore4 Even so, 
one might point out that the excessive, over-the-top graphic visual gore in splatter 
horror films-particularly when shown on the large screen with Doiby sound- 
makes for new and truly remarkable spectacles of horrific force and poweE: 



In graphic horror films, the spectacle becomes so vast and overwhelming that it 
makes sense to consider again how such visual spectacles can be related to the 
concept of the sublime, That is, perhaps the nonstop visions of blood and gore in 
these films work like a sublime a r ~ o r k  or natural force, something so huge and 
vast that it ovemhefms the rational self. m e n  this happened in the traditional 
sublime, the self supposedly felt threatened and yet also morally elevated. Graphic 
spectacular horror seems unlikely to provide moral elevation. To the contrary, it 
almost solicits identification with powerhl forces af destruction, Appreciation of 
the traditional sublime required a certain aeshetic. dis~nce,  but pleasure in the 
paphic sublime is participatory. And such participatory pleasure seems disturb- 
ing, m e n .  fans say that Leatherface" use of a chain saw on, human bodies is ""col"" 
or that Hellrakr" PPihead "mles" "because of his violence, it seems fair to say that 
they relish, cdebrate, and identie with these agents of bloody havoc.5 

If the uncanny as I wrote about it in the last chapter is an antisublime because 
of its moral negativity, perhaps we should say that movies of graphic excess can- 
stitute a kind of perverse sublime* They do not counsel despair in the hce of great 
mysterious evil, but rather, they celebrate evil. A surface analpis would say that by 
revelkg in dismemberment or terror and identifihg with cosmic forces of 
amoral destruction, audiences reject all traditional rnoral values and endorse a 
kind of Nietzschean "Supermadkho is Mbeyoad good and evil." Such a diagnosis 
is tempting, but I disagree witb it. We will see that some movies of graphic horror, 
surprisingly, endorse very conservative value systems, And Eurther, I will argue 
that graphic horror movies witb over-he-top excessive visual spectacles provide 
certain aesthetic pleasures to devoted fans of the genre. 

The growth of gore in horror is obviously tied to the development of new 
methods and technologies for creating special effects in film, HitchcacFs The 
Birds (1953) rnade advances in special egects with optical printing and combined 
negatkes; the film w s  three )rears in production, Specialty books about horror 
masters emphasix the industrytvide eEect of adwnces rnade in particular films, 
such as the Oscar-~nning special efiects by Rick Baker depicting Davitl's trans- 
formatkn into a werewolf in An Americzan Werwoy in London (1 98 1),6 Latex fa- 
caitated significant advances in creating realistic deformations of faces and bod- 
ies. Of course, another huge development was the onset of diiJ;ital imaging, whi& 
was central to films such as Jurrassic Park, Terninator 2,Independenc-e Day, and 
GodziZla, Here, I will be looking at more typical spatter movies where the mon- 
sters. are humans and the mayhem is exercised not so much on urban skyscrapers 
as on the human body, 

There are far too many horror fims that revel in visual excess far me to be able to 
discuss them all, F h s  of spe&cular or sphtter horror are not aU alike, either in 
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their hnctions and eRe& or in their moral viewpoinb, I will therefore focus on 
several examples here that X consiiaer good in some siqscant  snse. These will not 
include some of the more long-running and famous horror series like E-ZaEleween or 
N@htznare on Elm Street, with their seemingly endless sequels. They simply ddo not 
interest me very much, for reasons 1 will try to q l a i n  h r h e r  below 

I will begin with one of the most notorious (and notoriously titled) harror 
films of the last three decades, The Tmas Chainsaw Massacre, This film will help 
me describe a transition &om uncanxly horror to graphic horror that ofeen occurs 
in horror-film series of recent decades. I will then switch from Leatherface to an- 
other recent inductee into the Horror Hall of Fame, Pinhead from the Hellraiser 
series, one of nrzy own favorites, lisiing these examples, X will show that, perhaps 
srxrprisingh graphic spectacular horror can uphold a very traditional and conser- 
vative moral viewoint. If there is any moral ambiguity in Hellmiser, it involves 
the appeal of the lead villain, Pinhead, but I will argue that this appeal is linked to 
a very specific sort of aesthetic pleasure, Horror audiences appreciate spatter films 
as created and skillhl artifacts and accordingly appreciate their villains as types of 
creative enkrtai-ners, Since wit and parody are common elements in. &is kind of 
creative display in graphic horror, such horror often turns into comedy. I will 
close by discussing cornedic elements in some extremely graphic horror films. 
This last point about the humorous side of graphic spectacular horror will help 
me conclude my comparison beltveen the perverse sublime of these movies and 
other varieties of the sublime. 

T7te Texas Chainsaw Massacre ( Tobe Hooper, 1974; hereaAer TCM 2 )  has, surpris- 
ingly enough, few scenes of actual gore. (It is strange to view it now and to red iz  
how little blood and gore it shows,) The orienal film, despite its notorious and 
suggestive title, is not a visual bloodbath [though its sequels most certainly are), 
Rather, TCM 1 offers a clear example of what I have caued uncanny horror: a dis- 
turbing and relenlcless vision of evil "out there" in the world. As with Jack in f i e  
Shining, the evil is localized in human form, but somehow it exceeds human in- 
stantiation and haunts the entire landscape. Signifiantly, this uncanny dark pres- 
ence is not a hctor in the second film (made ~ e l v e  years later). Instead, TCM 2 
(also directed by Tobe Hoopel; 1986) revels in excesses of gore as it presents a car- 
toonlike sketch of good and evil. Good clearly triumphs; the sequel banishes the 
origiaars moral ambiguity. 

The contrast b e ~ e e n  the two films also involves rernarhble changes in gender 
ideoloa. Mereas TCM f centers on the traditional screaming damsel in distress, 



TCM 2 offers a typical f 980s horror heroine, the resourceful Stretch, with her 
gutsy air and gravelly voice, who combats and defeats the monsters. Carol Clover 
has suggested in Men, Mmen, and Chab Saws that in such movies, the heroine 
succeeds by adapting the vdues and tools of patriarchy.7 This seems so here: The 
final shots of the movie show Stretch standing atop a small mountain, tri- 
umphantly waving a chain saw over her head. TCM2 klfius severd laws of horror 
sequels: Spectacle is always more extreme and prevalent, and greater spectacle 
f eads to more parodiy. or comedyy8 

TCM I, kamed with an ominous announcement that Uyau are about to witness 
a true story,'> adopts a semirealistic style to depict an encounter between five 
youths traveling in a van in South Texas and a canniibalistic, primitiw family (fa- 
ther, grandfather, and two sons). Leatherface, one of the sons (so named for his 
macabre leather mask), kills four of the youths as his father plans to make human 
barbecue from their flesh, Only m e  girl, Sally, escapes. The chain-saw family lives 
miles from anyhere, isolated redneck manifestations of the bleak, forbidding 
Texas landscape. This Rat prairie landscwe shimmers with heat and becomes an 
inimicaji background presence reminiscent of the fiercely burning deserts of clas- 
sic Westerns. Occasional ""arty" hots  show images of death or strange sunspots 
(with links to dialope about bad astrological fofocasts). 

This movie implies more grotesque and extreme borror than it depicts, The 
opening shots are among the bloodiest in the film, but they do not showcase a 
murder, We first see a close-up of the gisly face of a corpse, lit by sudden Rashes 
of (we presume) a police camera. The camera slowly backs away, and W then hear 
radio new reports about a grave desecration that has left body parts arranged as a 
macabre scarecrow atop a grave-almost, the cammentator s;zys, "like a grisly 
work of art? (As I noted in Chapter 1, this ""arranged" scene is oddly reminiscent 
of the qening grave sequence of James male's 1931 Frankelzstez'fi.) The movie 
prcrvides other hints of primitive evil, such as a mojo tree hung wi& bonles, vari- 
ous fetishes of bones and feathers, and a dead armadillo inverted on the road, 
m e n  violence strikes, it is brutally quick. Leatherface clobbers two of the young 
men from the van on the head with a sledgehammer. They die after brief violent 
convulsions but with little blood, 7"he first female victim is hanged from a meat 
hook, These first murders are shocking because they occur quicHy with so little 
visual eAibitionism, We see too little to b o w  what is happening, Nor do we get a 
good view of their murderer, kathedace, except to see that he is hideous, hairy; 
and awhard, garbed in butcher$ apron and crude leather mask, All we see of 
him are wild eyes and ugly stubby teeth; he communicates in animal-like grunts. 

The film" emphasis on eerie intimations of horror rather than on actual vio- 
lence may be seen in the sequence leading up to the first girl"s death, when she 
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looks for her boyfriend, Alone, she trips and falls into a bizarre room, its floor 
covered with feathers, bones, teeth, and other grisl_y remainders of bodies. The 
soundtrack includes unnerving noises that sound like a rhythmic rattling of 
bones. There are sudden cuts in both sight and sound; for instance, the one that 
cuts abruptly to the oddly out of place chickn clucking disapprovingly from a 
tiny cage overhead, In more cuts from odd angles, we see morbid arrangements of 
bones placed as if seated an the sofa (Photo 8.11, skulls arranged atop a bureau, 
lightbulbs gripped by dandixlg skeletal hands, and so forth. Suddenly> Leathedam 
finds the girl, hauls her into the kitchen, and hangs her on the meat hook (Plhata 
8-21, immediately returning to his perhnctory butchering of her boyfriend. 
Mayhem is matter-of-fact to him, The camera lingers on her screams, and her 
awareness of her situation is truly horrible, but vue do not actuaUy see the hook 
pierce her Resh or any of her spurting blood (as we would in a more recent am). 
In the only scene in the movie with an actual chain-SW murder, again no d e ~ i l s  
are shown, Leatherface attacks the fourth victim, Franklin, who is conbed  to a 
wheelchair, Because fie is hdpless, his murder seems particularly. heinous, but it is 
not visually displayed for the audience" ttitillatbn. Rather, we see the scene at 
night in dim light, watching from behind Franlrtlin" shim: Hideous violence is im- 
plied as we see the wildly winging saw and the young man" sailing arms, but 
once more W do not see any blood. 

The rest of the ""pot" of the film revolves around the family" pursuit of 
Franklink sister, Sally, whom they chase, trap, and offer up to Grandpa to dispatch 
with feeble strokes of his formerly famous sledgehammer, (krhaps this is poetic 
justice in some bizarre s;ense, because we learned earlier that Sally3s grandfather 
owned the slaughterhouse nearby and that automation has displaced Grandpa 
and the old methods of "handwork?) Finally; Sally escapes, bruised and bloodied, 
and flags down a truck an  the road. m e n  Leatherface attacks the truck door with 
his saw, she and the driver leap out and run away. Ultimately, she escapes in the 
Ratbed of another truck. In the final sequence of the film, as the truck drives a y  
into the sunrise, vve see Sally's image gradually receding as she lau&s hysterically; 

TCM 1 presents ambiguous views on gender, There is no hero to protect the 
young damsel in distress, Instead, the chief patriarchd fiwre is mad and abusive. 
The cannibal family includes only men, Given the entirely decrepit Grandpa, W 

could cancIude that patriarchy has run aground. Yet the apparent heroine (or 
chief victim), Sally, has almost no personality other than wanting to be with her 
baykknd. Her only merit is sympathy for her brother Franklin, She is not espe- 
cially strong, brave, or resourceful: She runs around and screams. We sympathize 
with her only because she is a "'victim"%lthough the film lingers on the sugerirrg 
of this one female victim, the body count is actually higher for males than 



PHOTa 8,3 n e  ar$ul arrangement ofdeath: bones on a sof~ at the cannibalfamily3 
house in The Texas Chainsaw Massxre (1 9741, 

PHOTO 8.2 The not-orious "irl on a meat hoolk" scene in The Taas Chainsaw hilas~cre 
(1974). 
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females.9 There is no semality associated with the murders or violence in this 
movie, Sally is attractive, but Leatherface treats all of the youths alike as mere 
"meat." h e n  when the three men in the chain-saw family jeer at her at dinner, 
there are no hints of sexual threats, no come-ons ar  implications that they might 
rape her, Their only interest in her is as a sort of cow to be slaughtered, eficiently 
if possible by Grandpa, who has allegedly not "lost his touch." 

In TCM I there is an obvious way in. which. the crazy family seems evil and the 
teenagers innocent. But to be fair, the chain-saw family members have been dis- 
placed &am their jobs and role in life. By contrast, the young people with leisure 
and funds to travel seem privileged, shallow, and vapidly pleasure-see&ng as they 
squabble or giggle among &emselves. FranMin, the invdid with whom we might 
expect to sympathize, is spoaed, self-git@ng, and an obnoious whinet-, He even 
expresses admiration for Leatherface's nasty self-mutilating brother by sa@ng, "It 
takes something to do that-'' 

Some of the scenes of horror in TCM 1 seme to advance the plot, But many 
bloody or gruesome scenes in this mwie are static and call attention to them- 
selves as "arty."" These include, for example, the scenes that arrang;e the detritus of 
murder for visual display: the corpse in the cemetery; the roam with bones, skulls, 
and fetishes; the macabre dining room and creepy Grandpa, The horror of most 
of these scenes fits with other devices that draw attention to the filmmaker" art, 
such as the sunspots, an odd shot of the moon, a dead armadillo, or Iangusrous 
depiaions of the Texas landscape, Together these make the film another example 
of uncanny horror, evoking a sort of nameless dread &out the vague evil that 
abides in this desolate and hostile landscape. 

TCM2 is an altogether different movie. Like the first film, it opens with a grim 
announcement that "this film is based s n  a true story)'; but the realism of TCM 1 
vanishes in TCM2 .to be replaced by hyperbolic violence, violence as visual excess. 
The sequel is dominated by mare active and dynamic scenes of hideous gore, but 
its whole tone is cornedic rather than uncanny. "Texasisms" abound, making the 
place that w s  so singular in the first film-Texas as the Wld West, linlced cine- 
matically to the hardships of the desert and frontier-now the site only of clichCd 
references to a chili cook-off2 college football, the Alama, Texas Rangers, and six- 
shookrs, Rather than the oppressive and isolated landscape of TCM 1 ,  the setting 
is now an underground burrcrvv beneath. an abandoned ""Battles of Texas" amuse- 
ment park, And in $ace of the shivering and screaming Sally, we now have the 
gumptious and ambitious disc jockey Stretch, who wants to turn her acciden~t 
knowledge of the chain-saw family into a news story that will catapult her to 
fame, The two key settings here, amusement park and radio station, firmly indi- 
care that our story will transpire within the realm of entertainment. 



TCM 2 begins with several none-too-subtle pokes at Texas stereavpes. Two 
boys drive their Mercedez conrvertible from OMahoma to Rxas for a big football 
game. From the highway, they maniacdly shoot at signs for the now defunct Exas 
Ba~leground Amusement Park. These obnoxious and spoiled boys use their car 
phone to pester Stretch on her dial-up radio request line, During one of their nui- 
sance calls, they are suddenly attacked by the sons of the cannibal family, 
katherface saws off the top of both their car and the dritl-erk head, which we and 
his buddy see split in MO, still sitting uneasily atop his body. Within the first five 
minutes af this film, we can see that we are in a whole digerent world of horror. 

Further graphic, tasteless scenes ensue at the radio station where Stretch works, 
Since she has captured the murder on tape during the boyskdl, she plays the tape 
on air to Bush the kzers out, This is the strateg urged un her by the lone Texas 
hnger, Lefty (Dennis Hopper):, who is on an obsessive &&een-year guest to bring 
justice to the men who killed his nephew FranBin, Stretch is convinced that this 
tape may be her avenue to radio-career success, Obligingly, the chain-saw sons 
show up, First, Stretch encounters the truly disgusting Chop Top, Leatherfaa's 
older brother. He wears a mans black wig to hide the metal plate in his head, 
which we presume was inserted after his accident with a truck in TCM I ,  
Apparently his head itches, because he uses a nasty hook to dig something, pre- 
sumably lice, out of his hair. He then eats them, displaying a rotten set of teeth in 
grimacing smiles, 

Stretch is then attacked and chased upstairs by Leatherface, wielding his chain 
saw. Meanwhae, her sidekick, L.C., is bludgeoned to death by Chop Top with vi- 
cious blows to the head that go on endlessly, Poor L.C. (who was already fairly 
Xumgen) quivers on the floor as the scene is extended past all bounds of taste and 
believability* StretcWs encounter with Leatherfam sets up a new gender dparnic 
(Photo 8.3). He is clearly aroused by the sight of her long bare legs, spread-eagled 
over an ice bin where he has cornered her. She sees this and actuaHy toys with 
him, trying to disarm him by asking, ""Wsw good are you?" His hips #rate but he 
seems frustrated and impotent; his chain saw shorts out in the ice bucket, She es- 
capes because Leatherface takes a shine to her. The sequence, like other ones later 
in the film, treat the saw-as-phallus sa overdy that they veer from the horrific into 
the cornedic or parodic, 

Later, Stretch follows the cannibal boys to their underground catacombs be- 
neath the amusement park. The last half of the film, which takes place there, 
abounds in, nonstop scenes of visual excess. There is a tour de force sequence 
where Stretch runs along an endless maza of hallways lit by Christmas lights and 
decorated by tzibleaux of corpses and other bocly parts. The swif2: tracking shots 
are br2liantly executed (they are particularly stuming on the big screen), The sta- 
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PHOTO 8.3 Lea:alitze$~ce [Br;EZ J~hnson) atsack Strcltcch (Carolz'ne Williams) with a chain 
saw in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Part 2 (1986). 

tic and eerie visual displays of TCM 1 are replaced in the sequel by a completely 
over-the-top (and appropriate) amusernent-park style of ciynarnic filmmakking, 
Just as the (defuna) amusement park recreated scenes of past glory (and blood) 
at the Alarno, so this movie recreates the scenes af TCM 1 as demonstrable fakes 
through the use of grotesque parody, 

The parodic scenes in TCM2 are too numerous to mention, They include same 
spectacularly. gross subsequenas, such as a scene of Stretch watching Leathedace 
strip off sections of L,C,'s flesh, Although we assume he is dead, L.C, later stands 
up, briefly and amazingly, to help Stretch, out of a pinch. This, even though he is 
hideously injured and badly skinned. In fact, Leatherface has helped disguise 
Stretch by malsring her don the skin of L.C.'s face, Touchingly, she restores it after 
his last chivalric gesture, Later, W see another macabre dinner-table scene where 
Grandpa tries but fails to clobber Stretch with the sledgehammer; just as he failed 
with Sally in TCM 1. Further paracly involves an eaended sequence when Dennis 
Hopper as the Texas Ranger visits a used-chain-saw supply store to purchase new 
weapons, He selects t m ,  swings them wildly through the air, tests them in a dis- 
play af virtuoso chain-saw skill, and then slings them onto his belt like ersatz 
wns, Throughout the whale sequence of StretcKs anempts to flee the family un- 
derground, Hopper is shown flailing a v  at the structures upholding the park, 
His manner and expressions become more crazed and lunatic until, wielding the 
chain saw, he becomes as berserk a 6wre as Leatherface himself (Photo 8.4). He 



PHOTO 8.4 Le& (Dennis Hoppet") goes berserk with his chain saw in The Texas Chainsaw 
Masacre, Part 2 (1986). 

sobs loudly and sentimentally when he discovers the skeleton of poor Franklin, 
festooned with feathers and ~ i n M y  lights, still sitting in his wheelchair, Leky ob- 
viously cannot be relied on to rescue Stretch; she is on her own. 

Because the scenes of gore and violence are so extreme, they become ridicu- 
lous. The atmosphere is carnedic, not horrific, especially in the last half of the 
movie, Surprisingly few scenes here actually hnction to set up a mood of horror; 
the sequel is almost an inverse of TCM I. Here horror is not hidden and uncanny> 
it is all on the surface. The gruesome scenes again call attention to the film's arti- 
ness, but it is extended way beyond that of TCM _t in order to showcase the skills 
of the director, cinematographer, and special-egects guru Tom Savini. 

As I noted earlkr, the gender idea!@@ of TCM 2 is also u~eriy diEerent fiom the 
original. Key scenes in this film play with the sexlslash formula in perversely hilari- 
ous ways, 7"he unforge~ably frightening haherface af the first film has here be- 
come a rathm p i ~ l  younger siblkg who gets a crash on the heroine and is teased 
about it by his brother, The notion of chain saw as phafiic substitute is driven home 
(as if it needed to be) when the patriarch of the cannibalistic family telIs Leatkedaee 
slternb "Sex or the saw, son, you have to choose!" Although neither film shows any 
belief in the traditional male hero, it i s  also war& noting that TCM 2 goes so far as 
to depict the male rezuer as a loony Lone hnger with chain saws instead of sk- 
shooters iirt his p n  belt, At least fie does manaF to "unman" the patriarch by a par- 
ticularly weH-aimed stroke of the saw. One 5nal macabre mist is that in TCM 2, we 
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PHOTO 8.5 Strel"ch (CaroEine WiEliams) about $0 =assume the d a d  matriarsh"s saw at the 
copactusion ofThe Texas Chainsaw Masacre, Part 2 (2986). 

learn &at the cannibal family has a matriarclz, dbeit one who is dead (Photo 8.5)' 
She is kept stuffed or mummified atop the batdeground's fake mountain with a 
chain saw ceremoniously laid in her a m s  like a weird baby. Chop Top chases Stretch 
up to this aerie at the conclusion of the film and becomes frantic when Stretch 
&retens to '%other Mama." Thinking picHy, she grabs the saw, and &us, signifi- 
cantly, it is Mama's chin  saw that Stretch uses to win her awn Gctory as she be- 
comes ""Queen of the Mauntain'kt the film% conclusian. 

H4l l ra isst :  An Overview 

My next example of grqhic horror is the Hellraiser series, launched in 1987 with 
a film directed by the popular horror author Cljve Barker, based on his own stoq 
"The Hellbound Heart,"" There have been (thus far) three sequels: Hellbound: 
HelEmism II (Tony Randef, 1988); Hellraiser 111; Hell on Eaflh (h thony Hickox, 
1992); and HeElraiser: Bloodline (Man SmitheefKevin Yqher, 1996) (which I refer 
to here as Hellraber m," This series resembles many others of the 1980s and 
1990s: It has an, indestructible central (male) monster, a female protagonist who 
combats the monster, and violence tinged with sexual overtones. Although the 
monster seems defeated in every film, a coda of some sort hints at his escape (al- 
lowing for sequels). Each series also manifests a trend toward gseakr excess and 
over-the-top spectacle, There arc a myriad of gross-out special effects in the 



HeElmker sequels, but as in TCM 2, they are accompanied by dark hurnor and 
deepening parody, There are also increasing numbers of intertextual or inter- 
filmic references. 

I find the HeElraiser series better, both conceptually and cinematically, than 
many of its better-known and longer-running rivals such as Hallowen, 
Nightmcirre on Elm Street, and Friday the 13th. As in these other series, the makeup 
and specid effects are inventive, gory; and spectacular. The Hellraiser movies are 
generally well made, with high production values, good acting, and literate 
scripts. The good characters are sympathetic and the plots are complex, so the se- 
ries is also less formulaic than its rivals; that is, there is a lot to figure out, not just 
a sequence of slash scenes strung together like beads on a string, Finally, 
Hellraiser" central monster, Pinhead, is rnore complex and interesting than 
Freddy Krueger, Jason, or Michael Myers. He is a true monster, yet elegant and 
eloquent. 

In Hellraiser, the monsters are Cenobites-vampirelike creatures with white 
skin, S&M black-leather garb, and unusual wounds or dehrmities. They use cruel 
chains that drag their victims into Hell, where they are pierced, skinned, bled, and 
eventually. transformed into fellow monsters. The Cenobites are said to take you 
"beyond the limits: pain and plesasure, indivis;ilsleeBTPinhead, lord of the Cenobites, 
is named h r  his bald head studded with nails. His torso is pierced to reveal 
glimpses of interior organs, and he wars  a sinister long black-leather robe, in the 
style of the Spanish hquisition (Photo 8.6). E call Pinhead interesting as corn- 
pared with the monsters of the other film series of the 1980s and 1990s for several 
reasons, Many ather recent horror monsters are not ewn humm: We could list 
the house with its demons in AmitpilEe Horror, the mysterious ghosts of 
Pottergekf; Chucb the doll in Child's Play$ or the wolves in The Howling. And 
even same of the prominent human monsters are muteiy mysterious: Both Jason 
of r";rid~_zy the 13th and Michael Myers of Halbweerr are (like Leatherface) masked 
and silent (if you don" count heavy breathing or grunting), They have no real 
identliry and are not even played by the same actor in. diEerent films. Pinhead's 
only real contemporary rival is Freddy lECrueger from A Nightmare on Elm Street. I 
do not want to take anphing away from Robert Englund's Freddy, but I find him 
undeveloped and lacking in complexir-y; Wereas Pinhead and some of the female 
Cenobiks are wirdly sew (like some vampires), Fxddy is just a pervert-a child 
molester whose interests in sex lack the subtle sophistication of a Cenobite, 
Pinhead savors victirns3esh salaciously, whereas Freddy. just gabbles them 
down,lz The Cenobite offers victims "'a key to dark wonder, unknown 

An even rnore serious problem with Freddy is that the Nightmare series de- 
scended too fast into wisecracks and parody. Freddy is now famous for his 
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PHOTO 8.6 Pinhead (Doug Brtadtelv), with hb studded head and S&Mgcarb, Hellraiser 
f 11: H& on Earth (19%). 

"Kruegerisms$ no more than adolescent one-liners, .By contrast, the dignified and 
elegant Phhead has almost Shakespearean scope, expressiviv and depth, As played 
by British aaor Boug Bradey, Pinhead speah in a mellifluous deep (mecbanicdly 
dtered) voice, which adds considerably to his &reatening cham, He is clever at his 
line readings and fond of afliteration, uttering xntences such as "Down the dark 
decades of your pain you will think of thlis as a memory of heaven" and "The time 
h r  trickery and temptation is past. It is now time for terror," Pinhead recalls 
Milton" Satan in his devotion to evil and nihilism. In Hellraism I& when asked 
where he places his faith, he responds: ""Iave no faith, I am so ~ u i s i t e I y  eunpty.'" 
Pinhad especiauy recalls this fipre h e n  we learn about his "MY and possible re- 
demption in HeElraiser 11 and Hellrakr 111. He became a Cenobite at some dme af- 
ter World War E, and in Hellmiser IPI* he is spfiit into good human and evil Cenobite 
halves at war with each other, True, in HebEraiser 111, Pinhead comes dose to undig- 
nified Freddy-l&e levels of excess and parody, but even so the film presents an in- 
triguing portrayal af this monster as the antichrist, Pinhead Lhus works well on sev- 
eral levels, As a demon he punishes the wicked, but as a charismatic cinematic 
character he also entertains with his amazing spectacle& Even for the innocent, 
these visions can be fascinating-an enmunter with Pinhead is never duU. 

To see how evil is represented in this series, we must look to its central image or 
device. Xn a nutshell, the evif that befafalls characters in Hellraber emerges from a 



metallic puzzle box, a magical RubiYs cube that some people open because they 
are searching for extreme stimulation, unearthly pleasure, or illicit knowledge. 
Opening the box, though, proves to open the gateway to He11 and to lead the plea- 
sure seeker t s  the Cenobites and their maze of torture, destruction, and transfsr- 
matisn-all with sadomasochistic overtones. Only; the innocent can escape, I 
want to sul4gest that this box functions as a metaphor for the movie camera itself: 
Like the camera, it is another magical mebllic device with complex parts and 
whirring gears. If you know how to operate it and push the right buttons, it will 
open up and emit delightful musical sounds and gashes of light, Like the horror- 
film camera, the key function of the puzzle box is to conjure up monsters, 
Initially, when the Cenobites are summoned we see only droplets or streaks of 
fight, then great laserlike Bashes that finally coalesce into the ""pysical form" of 
monsters who walk in to "visit" us from their other world, a world materialized 
&am daz~ling 9nrhit.e light. The box is like the film camera that projects images of a 
world that will attract pu, repulse pu, and drag you in, a whole magical show 
made out of light and sound.. Thus, it is fitting that one of Pinhead" m m  famous 
lines is "W have such sights to show 

We who watch these movies are thus parallel to the characters in them who 
want to open the puzzle box. There are fvvo levels of interaction with the box. On 
the surface, certain evil people vvbo succumb to tbe box's temptations enter a 
somewhat mnventional hell: peopled by demons who will punish them. But on a 
second level, we viewers are like the films' more innocent protagonists who acci- 
dentally open the box: They must confront and master its scary spectacles. 
Viewers can simultaneously relish punishment of the ""bad" "aracters who have 
illicit desires, cheer on the more innocent charxters, and enjoy a peek at the hor- 
rific sights of Hell, Nevertheless, like the heroines, our goal is to close the box back 
up, Ultimately, this will make the projected visions come to an end, locking all the 
horror and the evil denizens of Hell back within the baxlmovie where they 
belong. 

By tracking developments in &is series, E hope to illuminate the sensibility that 
governs the creation and appreciation af graphic spectacular horror. I will scruti- 
nize scenes of violenm from the HeElmiser series more closely here by describing 
and studyiing various 'humbers.'T?Ih is is term I barrow fiarn the analysis of par- 
allel genres of cinematic display, inciuding the musical and pornography. I will 
keep in mind also the two basic assumptions I have used throughout this book 
We should not separate form kom content in analyzing horror films, nor should 
we separate the parts of tkre sel motions and thought-----W ctame into play in 
watching a film. 



Nurnbsr and N a r r a t i v e  

8rspkic Horror 

In films like The Taas Chaiursaw Massacre, F"art 2 or Hellraiser that are so domi- 
nated bp graphic spectacle, W have to explain how aesthetic pleasure in horror 
m;ty be bound up with gory scenes that ordinarily seem painful and disgusting, 
Pleasure for fans is ~tvofofd, First, despite what might seem a mere vulgar erno- 
tional kick, the graphic spectacles contribute to the plot and to the cognitive- 
emotional content of horror films, And second, for real genre (or subgenre) fans, 
the pleasures af graphic visual spectacle are associated with delight in a cerain 
sort of cinematic creativity, 1Po locate these diEerent kinds of pleasures and inter- 
ests in relation to Hellraiser, I propose to consider how ""numbers" "nction in 
these films. 

Numbers are sequences of heightened spectacle and emotion, They appear to 
be interruptions of plot-scenes that stop the action and introduce another sort 
of element, capitdizing on the powr  of the cinema to produce visual and aura4 
sgeaaeles of beauty or stunning power. Other genres featuring numbers include 
the musical, Wstern, gangster film, and melodrama, Numbers in these genres 
would be the musical selections with song and dance, the gunfights and shoot- 
outs, or the scenes that portray ovewbelming sadness and weeping, Linda 
Williams employs this notion of "numbers" in her very interesting feminist dis- 
cussion of pornography, Hard Core: Powr, Pleasure, and the "Frenzy of the 
Visible,"" The numbers in pornography are, of course, scenes depicting sexual ac- 
tivity. Wdliarns somewhat humorauslp applies this notion from the musical to the 
pornography film, where we a n  also identify cerain scenes as sobs, duets, trios, 
or (in a rm scenes) even choruses, Numbers hnction as the paint of the film, as in 
most pornography. 

Much the same is true in horror, frisions of monsters and their behavior or 
scenes of exaggerated violence are the numbers in horror: what the audience goes 
to the films for and expects, what delivers the &rills they w n t  to experience. 'flo 
overlook or damgrade these numbers is a mistah. But it iis also a mistake to con- 
trast numbers too strmgly with the plot, narrative, or form of the film, We need 
to realize that instead of being interruptions as they might seem, the numbers in 
harror may actually further the plot and must therefore be considered part; of the 
form of the particular genre in question. As WiIliams puts it, "Narrative informs 
number, and numbex; in turn, informs narrative.""" She argues that in certain 
eases, problems in, the narrative cannot be resolved through. the narrative but only 
through the numbers: ""The resolution of these problems comes about not 
through the narrative, or through any one number, but through the rel;alio.oa of 
number to narrative and number to 



I want to describe some numbers from the Hellraiser series and a n d p  the role 
they play in m k n g  t-rurror, The task seems daunting: Doesdt heir very nature as 
exemplars of visud excess preclude verbal labeling or discussion? In a sense, yes, the 
nature of the hagery in horror (as in pornography) must be seen far itself and cm- 
not be captured in words, (This is part of the point of Hellmiser's meaphor of the 
camera as magicd puzzle box.) But still, numbers usuagy function in a movie in 
particular ways., The numbers in a musicd may enbana the rommce; gunfighb in a 
Western advance the pbt  by depicting the confrontation of goad and m& numbers 
in pornography primarily. aim at arousing the audience, and so on, Numbers in 
graplnic spectacular horror function in at least &ree v s :  (1) they fiafikr the nar- 
rative, so are part of a film's fom or structure; (2) &ey produce its central emo- 
tional and cognitive egects: dread, fear, empahy, awreness of the monster or of 
evil; and (3) they provide e r t a b  aesthetic pleasures that have to do with the audi- 
encei knowledge afld appreciation of the genre, Mrith HeElraiser? as with any other 
horror series, it is a mistake to separate form (plot or narrative) from content (the 
spectacle of hormr and violene), f want to suggest how films of gaphic or exces- 
sive horror can pmduce a hsed e m o ~ a n d  and cagnitive respan* that pt-ompts us 
to ponder themes &out the natul;.e of good and evil. P3um'tzel.s in these movies are 
also visual and creative displays that fans can appreciate for their otyn sake. Let us 
now look at some numbers from the Hellraiser movies, 

In E;TelEraiser I, the numbers or scenes of gore and visual spectacle wrve primarily 
to advance the p101 and heighten emotional effects. The movie is well paced, with 
very little mcessive visual display This wiU contrast strongly with the film's se- 
quels, where (as in TCM2) extended sequences af very graphic and gory numbers 
predominate and serve the purpose of cinematic display h r  its own sake. 
Accordingly, in my view, the monstrous Cenobites are more frightening in 
HeElraiser I than in. the sequels, and its treatment of themes of good and evil is 
more subtle and ambiguous. 

Numbers in the first film fit into a very clear narrative sequence: the Urn pre- 
sents graphic, visually extreme numbers primarily to set up and then edibit the 
basic confrontations betmen good and bad characters. None ofthe numbers in 
HeElraiser I is excessive, and in fact, many of &em are surprisingly short-taking a 
minute or even less, They are more effective and sinister for this. Hellraiser I; like 
TCM I, can be better described as a film about uncanny horror than as a true film 
of graphic exess (as are the sequels to both movies). Let me describe examples 
that fuim the three kinds of Sunctions I have listed, 
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Several numbers in HeElraiser serve the first function: They provide visual plot 
exposition by depicting the grotesque human monster Frank C=otton (Oliver 
Smith), These include an initial showpiece sequence where Frank emerges as a 
skinless man regenerated from drops of blood an the attic floor. The blood is 
horn FranKs brother, Larry (Andrew Robinson), who has accidentdly wounded 
his thumb while moving into the ancestral family house with his new wife, Julia 
(Clare Higgins). There are a few more short numbers that show dimpses of the 
hideous Frank as he makes himself known to Julia; these two had a tempestuous 
fling on the very day of her marriage to Larry. Flashbacks depict their coupling as 
heated and illicit, making it plain that Frank and Julia are evil, while poor de- 
ceived L a q  i s  good and innoeat. Frank persuades Julia to help reconstitute him 
by bringing him fresh blood, and she brings home men she has picked up in bars 
ta murder for him. Then, in short but gross sequences, the vampirelike Frank 
sucks victims%lood and gets gradually restored, but the scenes are not dwelled 
upon as visud excess, so I would not quite c d  them numbers. M a t  is actuaUy 
more macabre is the sexual attraction between Julia and the deformed and still- 
sEnless Frank. 

Mast of the early. numbers in Hellraz'ser fulfil1 hnction 1 of numbers: They ad- 
vance the narrative. But there are also a few short ""teaser" numbers that serve 
what I have called function 2, heightening emotional eEects. Such mood-setting 
numbers are typically very short; they create an enhanced sense of dread and hint 
at further gory spectacles to come. One example is a sequence where Frank first 
shows Julia the magic box and descriibes how it led him to the Cenobites and Hell. 
Told in flashbacks, it is elliptical and presents quick flashes of the evil-looking 
monsters at work torturing Frank. This sequence lasts just one minute, Another 
mood-creating number is a nightmare that Larry" daughter Kirsty (Ashley 
Lawrence) has, in which she sees her faher" coffin. The scene foreshadows his 
death at the hands of his evil brother. Kirstfs nightmare is brilliantly filmed: She 
walks slowly toward a bier surrounded by candles in a dark room MJErile white 
feathers softly fall like snow. We hear a child wailing. The bier contains a body 
covered by a shroud, Blood seeps out and wells up to soak the white cloth, and 
then suddenly the mrgse sits up as the shroud slips off to reveal her father, This 
image is terriflying, so much so that Kirsty screams in her sleep, waking up bathed 
in sweat when her bayfriend shakes her. 

Even the more major and extended numbers in the film, depicting firstfs en- 
counters and battles with the Cenobites, combine the same two hxxctions of plot 
exposition and heightened emotional effects, Scenes of Kirsty" iini"rial meeting 
with the monsters are especially effedive because the film, in eEect, packs WO dif- 
ferent sorts of horror numbers back to back. First: there is a three-minute se- 



quence as she follows the sound of a chgd" cries down a long narrow corridor 
that has opened up in the wall of her hospital roorn, She meets a terrifying huge 
monster that chases her in a heart-pounding sequence. Scenes of this gross mon- 
ster snapping its rancid jaws are intercut with her racing down the long corridor 
back to safety, However, she finds no safetr)r in her roorn because this number 
leads directly without relief into another three-minute number with a diEerent, 
slower, and much more ominous tone. It is also terrieing but uses quite different 
visual and aural eEects, launched by a tolling bell. This is Kirsty"s first encounter 
with the Cenobites, who emerge and announce plans to take her to Hell with 
thern. They appear h m  a blinding white li&t amid swirling fog, Garbed in blszck 
leather, they have ghwtly wunds  and sport bizarre bondage devices. Some speak 
with mechanical or whispery voices; one viciously chatters his teeth at her. They 
appear emotionless and powerful as they inform her that anyone who opens the 
box must return with them to Hell, Despite her fear, the brave Kirsty bargains 
with thern to release her if she will lead them to her evil Uncle Frank, who had es- 
caped thern, 

The final number or spectacle in this film is its climactic depiction of %rsws last 
battle with and defeat of the Cenobites, Stil relentless and calm, the stunxlinglty 
scary Cenobites impale Frangs fiesb with their weapon hains with hooks at 
their ends. Isathough, along with Kirst)l; we iaitiaUgJ see the weapons gouging his 
flesh irnd blood soabng &rough his shifi, Pinhead tells her, "This is not for your 
eyes.'"nd the camera shifts away obligingly, shielding us along with her. Soon, 
however, the Cgnobites are finished with Frank and move an to pursue Ersty, who 
finally stops them, one by one, by zappi-ng them with the box. As she does so, it: gro- 
duces sort of lightninglik disclnart;es. Thus, in just the way they emerged from 
light, so the evil h o b i t e s  dissolve away into sizzles of Eght (Photo 8.7). 

The film Eras a cada depicting a mysterious derelict who walks into a fire ta re- 
trieve the box Kirsty has thrown there, He burns but then rises as a huge skeletal 
bird and flies off carrying the box This ending supports my interpretation of the 
puzzle box as metaphor for the camera, because we zoom dosely into one panel 
of the box as it Ries through the air, We then look into this circular, lenslike panel, 
and through it, we see a framed view of G r s v  and her boyfriend on the ground 
below whi& recedes as the film ends (Photo 8.8). 

II have said that the numbers in Hellraiser primarily serve the first two hnctians 
I listed, advancing the plot and heightening the emotional egects, But it would be 
unfair to deny that they aka serve the third Siunctian, providing certain aesthetic 
pleasures of cinematic display. Devotees of horror appreciate the niceties of cos- 
tumes, makeup, and special eEects, and they consider how scenes have been made 
at the same time that they react to them. These are pleasures of what psycholo@st 



PHOTO 8.7 Pinhead (Doug BradEey) is "zapped" by the box and vanishe into the light in 
E-Eellraiwr f l %2), 

PHOTO 8 8  Our view ofKirstiy f h h k y  Lmuence) and her bvfriend {Scan Chapman) 
thmugh the "lens" in the puzzle bm at the canclusion of Hellraiser (1987). 



Ecl S- Tan, in his book Emat-1'0n and t-he Strudure ofNarrative Film: Film m an 
Emation Machine, calls "cinephilesI"7 As 'Tan notes, cineplriles may have prefer- 
ences for diEerent genres, Much of the Hellraiser films\uccess depends on special 
effects by Barker's fiequent collaborator Bob Keen, and horror fans will find these 
effects in themselves interesting and enterbining. 

For example, the first number in the film, Frank"s return h r n  Hell as a skinless 
man, is quite sspec&cular. Larrfs drops of blood have fizzed an the attic floor, and 
we see a mysterious acidic: hissing and coaplation, Str ine bands emerge kom 
the goopy mess, eventually blending into an exaskeXetsn that strugles to arise, 
The horror cinephile will appredate this sequence as illustrating the masterhl art 
of the horror ""il"'2rew. We will be interested in how eRects man Bob Keen and 
his crew made this sequence as weU as in its references to other dassic scenes in 
the horror canon. Clearly, the seqence pays some homage to the inevitable filmic 
recreations of Frankenstein's monster fiom the spark of electricity. As W saw in 
Chapter 1, it seems to be a given that every Frankenstez"~ film will: feature as m e  of 
its numbers a painful birth scene af -the monster who screams upon his awaken- 
ing. We might note other things about this rebirth Hellraliser scene, such as 
whether the film has used models, animations, ar digital enhancement or whether 
perhaps certain parts of the sequence were made by running film backward. This 
kind of observation of details about numbers tends to -me much more to the 
Ibrefmnt in horror-&m sequels, so I tlllrn next to that topic. 

Ths Skittin9 Function o f  Nambers i n  Hellrrirar Saguelr 

The role of numbers in Hellrais~ that I have just surnmarizd is typical of tradi- 
tional horror, where numbers are effective in presenting monstrous evil but do 
not dominate the film, They are used sparingliy and enhance our desire .t.o see and 
know more, especially about the monsters. Numbers are interspersed ~ t h  narra- 
tive so that certain scenes require the numbers to advance the narrative, and of 
course, they also heighkn emotional effects of fear and dread. The third function 
of numbers-generating spectacles that reward special kinds of aesthetic inter- 
est-is not paramount. But it becomes so in sequels, as is evident in the HeElraiser, 
TCM> and other horror series of the 1980s and 1990s. Sequels ehibit a clear trend 
toward graphic spectacular horror or toward the use of numbers far their own 
sake, In sequels, since the numbers are usually not as well integrated with the 
film's pplat or narrative, they primarily serve the third purpose I listed above. That 
is, they provide pleasures specific to the genre for fans, as they become more a 
matter of pure entertainment. This makes it appear as though sequels are orgies 
of visual violence, But I think to say that is too simple, 
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Sequels have a special appeal to the fans of a genre. They o&en prompt a switch 
from involvement in a film's plot to a rnetaletrel sort of aesthetic appreciation 
based on special howledge and interests.18 Graphic horror sequels enable fans to 
study and comment upon cinematic techiques: plot variations, allusions, style, 
effects (FX) wimrdry, parody, and "in-jokes.'This trend toward in-jokes and witty 
visual excess holds true af the HellraGer series, Successive fi_lms become mare and 
more parodic and extreme, As the numbers take owr, narrative and emof ans are 
subordinated to spectacle as a goal in its own right, Sequels m;zy try to develop the 
monster so as ta take the story in new directions, but in. essence, they are forced to 
rely on small variations in the human protqonists or vglains and to oEer new 
canfronbtions where the heroes or heroines can win out. Even if sequels show- 
case the monster and provide more explanatory or visual debil, this can only be 
interesting to the extent that the monster is interesting. Usualltr, sequels o a r  little 
Eurther insight into the nature of the rdevant kind of evil. Despite all the gore and 
violence, then, the evil that is depicted in sequels shies from being threatening or 
mysterious and uncanny to something more cartoonlike. This actually makes evil 
in sequels less potent even as the violienee is increased, Xn sequds, heroes or hero- 
ines become more insipidly virtuous and pl-eternaturally strong. Since the batde's 
outcome becomes more foreordained, the audience's involvement can shift to 
sheer appreciation of the graphic spectacle as visual display. 

mereas in Hellraiser I the numbers are usually very brief and are interspersed 
among more ordinary narrative sequences, in Hellmiser ilf and 111, the numbers 
take over. They become the narrative, so much so that there are vast twentp- 
minute sequences of nothing but spectacle, mayhem, destruction, and disaster: 
blood, nightmare scenes, explosions, attacks, and the like. Far Hellmiser 11, such 
numbers include horrific scenes sf the regeneration of a sEnless yet still sexy Julia 
from the bXoody maMress on which she allegedly. died in. Hellraiser 1 or the trans- 
formation of the evil psydiatrist Dr. Channard (Kenneth Cranham) into a pse- 
posterously hideous Cenobite with a dozen snaky arms capped by nasq sharp 
medical instrument ""bnds.'WekLraiser 111 features a set of creatively transformed- 
by-technology Cenobites, Pinhead slurping the skin off a woman, and a true 
bloodbath that slaughters dozens of viairns in m S&M bar. The body count in 
Hellmz"s&~ IV may be lower, but the film still has its share of visually extreme nurn- 
bers, such as a sequence where two frightened twin cops are transformed by tor- 
ture into a new rnert~ed Cenobite with gruesomely deformed head and body- 

Moments of spectacular horror in HeIlmz'ser I worked to enhance the overall 
story line and atmosphere, but in the sequcrfs, numbers are for visual. display, an end 
in themelves, But I propose that audiences do not simply relish the so&s of specta- 
cles I have just descl.ibed as a kind of viarious violence, Rather, fans ofien look for 



the wa)l that the numbers employ wit, parody, intertextudip, and cross-references 
to earlier films. Cinephfies of horror follow not just the spectacles themselves but 
the intertextual rekrences, Are they derivative and imitative or clever readaphtions? 

For example, in Heflrakg 1II"srs: number, a man who has opened the box is 
brou$t into a quiet emergency room, Disaster strikes specbcubrly and suddenly, 
with bolts of blue light, chains out of nowhere, screams, and blood; the patient's 
head suddenly explodes (a clear reference to Scanners). In ano.ther scene at the S&M 
dub where much of the action in Hellraiser 111 takes place, metal doors are bolted 
shut on victims trying to esmpe Pinheags arm af viotience, Our view switches to 
the outside, and blood seeps or weus out on the Aoor from behind the metal doors. 
This sequence is a clear reference to the blood behind the elevamr in i n e  SSt~z'ng. 
The conclusion, w h e ~  Pinhead's two sides Gght one another and blend tof;~et_ber 
agah, recalls Scanners and its concluding epic battle b e ~ e e n  good and bad tele- 
pathic brothers. And of course it is hard to f-orget various Exorcist scenes when 
Pinhead defeats the priest and forces him to ""eat of my body," "e film is even 
brazen enough to incorporak inkrfilmic reference to its o m  precursor: The evil 
J. f? tells Terri, his inkxlded vidnr, to "come .t<> Daddy? using the same gestures and 
tone of voice used by the evil and sEnless Prank in the f xst Hellraiser, 

Xn the fillraiser sequeb, Pinhead is bmught more into focus as we are given an 
elraborate explanahon of his origins. ho the r  trypicat sequel effect here is the parodic 
nature of his accompan$ng band of Cenobites, mereas in the first film these crea- 
tures were mysteriously medieval, slow, and sdent, they subsequendy become more 
like a combination of zombies, vampires, and punEsh drug addicts, chattering 
mindlessly away in today's casual vernacuhr as they go about their evil business 
("Rela baby, this is better than sex'"). In Hellm5er 11, the pemerse psychiatrist, Dr. 
Channard, after his transformation, makes humorous "Kruegeresque" "marks, 
such as (appearing in ghastly form to the hospitd) "The d o m r  is in" and ""Tm tsk- 
ing over this operaGon, and you girls are my first patientse2TThe Genobiks in 
Hellraiser 111 are all rather funny combinahns of humans ~ t h  technolofpy: a disc 
jockey now has CDs impaled in his head, which he can fling like murderous 
Frisbees; a W ameraman becomes a monster with a thphoto lens eye with which 
he can hpale  his victims. After he kills one mm, he ""facuses" on the heroine and 
says 'Xeady for your close-up?" and a&er sns&er kill, "That's s wrap." There were 
no sunr;testions that Hell included simgar dark humar in the original HeIIraism. 

"Hell" and E v i l  i n  tire Ilslftgistfr Fi lms 
X have suggested that the numbers in sequels, Mlfaich are often orgies of graphic vi- 
sual excess, provide genre fans with specific kinds of aesthetic pleasures, I have 
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also said that we need not assume that people who enjoy such films therebiy en- 
dorse evil and cruelty. Instead, they enjoy the c~ativity of the cinematic visions 
behind the monsters, In fact, the graphic horror of the Hellraiser movies actually 
reinforces conservative conceptions of good and evil. The horror here is in fact 
very much in keeping with Judea-Christian assumptions &out Hell as a region 
transcending space and time, peopled by monsters, where horrific tortures are 
visited upon people who are in some significant sense bad (""snnersm")nd deserve 
it. We can see this by summarizing how the films portray their villains and heroes. 

The villains of these films follow a transparent Xogic, In keeping with the two 
levels I have described, there are both stereotypical human and also creative cine- 
matic pers-sonifications of good and evil. Each film juxtaposes the visually stun- 
ning Pinhead and the Cenobites, ca4ured up out of the box, to a human villain, 
the person whose sins launch the action by opening the gateway to Hell.,  pinhead"^ 

evil eksts s n  a whole different level from that oofthe human villains, not so much 
because he is supernatural (he is not, given his origins) as because he serves the 
speaaele in a way they do not. Their conern is with pleasure; his concern is with 
controling the magic box, In the first film, Frank Cotton is a sexy nekr-do-well, 
someone capable of seducing his brother" fiancde just hours before the wedding, 
kiilling this lover along with his own brother, and raping his own niece, the hero- 
ine, ars~ly, In the second film, the evil psychiatrist, Dr. Channard, violates pa- 
tientskights, searches for illicit howledge of the paranormal, and performs un- 
scrupulous and painkl experiments an people's brains; he kifled the mother of 
the heroine, Tiffany, just in order to study her brain. 

In the third film, the villainous J, Monrae is a wealthy? narcissistic, and hedo- 
nistic owner of an S&M bar in New York who acquired his wealth after he shot 
and EXled his parents h r  their fortune, He seduces women and casts them aside 
in such a cmde fashion that he invites Pinhead" comparison of their behavior as 
equaljy vile consumers of kmale Resb, Pinhead tells J, P*, "There is a place at my 
right hand for a man of your tasteetastes E can help you indulge: power, domin- 
ion," finhead" attack and murder of all the many people at the S&M club the 
"Boiler Room" i s  isn extended and wry Bosch-like scene where a11 the people are 
Ir;illed by implements of their o m  pleasure, &ether by CDs slicing their skull or 
by pool balls jammed into their mou"clhs. This sequence piles up murder and may- 
hem in a really incredibie way (impressive partly because each death is digerent). 
Finally2 in Hellraiser IV; the sin is again that of excessive and illicit desires for sex- 
ual pleasure and power, now painted as emblematic of the decay of the French. 
aristocracy, 

Let us now turn to the protagonists. Typically, they are again young females, 
The first film is about family relations, and the setting is a suburban house, The 



heroine, Kirsty, is very sympathetic. She seeks adult s exua l i~~  independence, and a 
happy relationship with her father, She desires just enough sexual knowledge that 
she opens the box and must pay the price, but she escapes in the end because her 
desires are not perverse. The second film is also about family, but now so dis- 
rupted that its setting is a psychiatric institution or asylum, In this film, Kirsty 
gows up and assumes a mothering role in relation to the younger asylum inmate 
Tiffany (Xmogen Boorman) as they confront their evil psychiatrist and his at- 
tempts to win the pleasures of Hell, 

The third film's heroine, Joey (Paula Marshall), encounters Pinhead only by do- 
ing her job of good investigative reporting. She is also motivated by a desire to 
h o w  more about her dead &&er. HeU is treated here as having a religious signif- 
icance that is very traditional. m e n  a priest tells Joey, ""There are no demons, 
those are only metaphors and parables," Pinhead quicHy arrives on the scene to 
prove him wrong in the most vivid ways possible. He melts the silver cross, shat- 
ters the stained-glass windows, desecrates the altar, and acts the part of the an- 
tichrist by perhrxning a black mass sharing out his awn internal organs. "The "sin" 
af this film is primanily hedonism, The film condudes with intimations of generic 
doom by showing businessmen rushing around a busy corporation lobby in a 
building decorated with patterns of the puzzle box. 

The fourth film ranges among settings in three ecmtzxries: eighteenth-century 
fiance, ~en"reth-century America, and a ~tverrty-second-century space station. It 
thus careens dkzgy among the previous films and other genre films like Intervim 
with the Vampire and Alien, We learn that the guzzle box m s  initially created in 
1784 to whet the app&ite+for both sex and black magi f an evil Marquis de 
Sade-like French aristocrat, the Duc de LYXslee Once again, the sin here is plea- 
surelhedonism, (Pinhead comments, "The Garden of Eden is a garden of flesh,"") 
The film reinforces the importance of a belief or faith in good and evil that tran- 
scends rationality or scientific knowledge. In. the antique French setting, a doctor 
performing an autopsy says to the p u n g  hero LeMarchand: "There is no hell. 
This is a modern scientific age." Hellraiser IV is especialliy significant because it 
shows that neither religion nor science can solve the problem of evil. What is 
needed instead is, almost unbelievably, art!-or more precisely, art combined 
with technology in the new geeky and technique-driven kind of creativiq tpical 
of the cinema itsefif," Scientific rationality denies the existence of hell and 
demons, religion does not even seem a contender-but art xmgnizes there are 
demons and provides the means of banishing them. The young artistlscientist 
creates the box a n m  on a gigantic scale out in space so that it makes a cosmic 
laser light show to trap the lead Cenobite for ail time (allegedly).20 Once again, the 
box has become a clear metaphor for the movie camera, 



266 8rspkic Horror 

It is interestiing to speculate about why the fourth Mm breaks the usual pattern 
of exhiibiting a heroine who combats Pinhead, The hero of Hellraiser W, played in 
three time periods by the same actor, is a young male artist: a puzzle-box maker, 
an architect, or a space-station scientist who designs a light box to trap the 
demons his ancestor evoked, I think that the gender of the protagonistjchief vic- 
tim changes in the fourth film because of stereotypical expectations about the 
"normal"" gender role of geeky techno-camputer artists. In the first film, the vic- 
tim is coded as a family member who can be targeted by the villainous sexually 
prehtory adult: She must be female to enhance her victim status. In the second 
film, the femaleness of the two proagonists again makes them better victims. 
Although they are orphans, they resolve their problems by creating a synthetic 
mother-daughter bond. In the third film, the victim is a young w m a n  who is 
coded as "good" "because she values work, friendship, and family over entertain- 
ment and sex. But in the fourth film, the victimlhers is an artist with technologi- 
cal skills. As someone able to use computers to create designs in light, he was pre- 
sumably made male beause he evoked echoes (whether acknowledged or not) of 
the all-mde filmmahng team of writers, effects men, and direaors. My sugges- 
tion is that since these craftsmen identified with the role, they chose to embody it 
in a male hero who would be a vvorthy antagonist of Pinhead. 

Conclarion: Spectacular Dertruction-and C tsa t ion  

Some people would say that the numbers in graphic spectacular horror are sheer 
pyrotechnical displays of monstrousness that serve only the end of meaningless 
violence, E admit this may be true in some cases, but not all, Nor do psy.chalogical 
studies really support such a canclusion," h graphic spectacular harror films, the 
role of numbers is more cornplica.t-ed, I think that this is so even though the har- 
ror films of xcent decades have tended to have more and more guesome and ex- 
cessive sequences-----what William Paul labels "gross-out" horror in his book 
Laug-hz'ng Screaming: Modern Hollpood Horror and These post- 1970s 
films employ brilliant special eeffects, but the numbers in them are not just there 
as spectacles of mindless gore, They convey information about the monster, its 
nature and its desires, and who it will attack and why As we w i t ~ h  the numbers, 
we can try to learn the laws about these monsters, so as to classic them and ad- 
dress the evil that they represent, Also, the numbers provide the specidixd aes- 
thetic pleasures far fans that I have described above, 

For example, X argued that the numbers in the HeIIraber series offer pleasures 
to fans on two levels, a filmic Iewl of plot and a metaleve1 (or, as Ed S. Tan would 
say, an artifact level) of cinematic creatitkity. Accordingly, the moral theories they 



present are also dual-even ofien at tension with one another, a point that also 
applies to their gender ideologies. On the surface level of the plot or narrative, 
conventional morality reigns, Wcked people (or monsters) are punished and 
their evils are defeated, satisfying the superfidal desire for justice to prevail. This 
level often features a human villain, usually a man who is overflowing with greed, 
lust, or mad desires for illicit ho.evle@ and power, The story then puts him into 
conflict with a strong, virtuous, rather pure p u n g  woman who emerges victori- 
ous, The Hellraiser movies are typical in this regard, with their classical presenta- 
tion of evil as a kind of human sin and af f;aod as innocence that wins out and 
survives (afier a cerbin amount of suEering). But on the metalevel, the audience 
here (as in other Glms like Ngltmare orz Elm Street) is emotiionaw invested in 
and desires the survival of the monster. And in the major horror series of recent 
yars, this monster is invariably a male: Leatherface, Pinhead, Freddy, Jason, 
Michael Myers, m a t  are we to make of this fact? 

My reading of the monster" maleness is that he represents certain powers that 
are still regarded as virtues and that are stereotypically coded as male. Xn particu- 
lar, the monser is male because he is like the filmmakers, a magician who makes 
the visual spectacles possible, The monster is associated with the creatkity behind 
the numbers that constitute the aesthetic pleasures of graphic faorror. I have sug- 
gested, by reading the central metaphor of the puzzle box as camera in Hellmiser, 
that the monster is valued so that our entertaining spectacles may continue, 
Pinhead arrives an the scene as a cue that the box has been opened and that 
amazing visual spectacles are about to begin. Similarly, Freddy Krueger arrives on 
the scene as characters begin their "dreaming." Dreams in the Nightmare series are 
analogous to the box in HeElraise6 a cue that visual pleasures are about to unfold, 
To say this leaves open the question of whether the audience that enjoys graphic 
spectacular horror thereby endorses or identifies with the amorality and cruelty 
of the monstet: I m)lself doubt that this is true, since fans claim to find the nurn- 
bers or visual spectacles of gore here enterQining and hnny rather than seductive 
and alluring. 

Each monster is different, however, and to prove my thesis in general w u l d  re- 
quire the study and analysis of more films, The deviousness of Freddy, the single- 
mindedness af teatherface, and the inexorability of Jason are distinct features 
that appeal ta specific audiences. The Genobites are almost unique arnang mon- 
sters, except for vampires, in that they are aaUuring. Their biaek leather clothes and 
"CfotV makeup are currently trendy and coded as s v 3  and even "normal" poeaple 
might mnder what it feels like to go ""beyond the lirnib sof pleasure and pain;"' Brat 
there are other factors at play bere, including the use of wit, parody, and inter- 
filmic reference in graph2 horror numbers, along with  pinhead"^ refined use of 
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language and his unique nihilism. X focused on the I-leElraiser series because rkese 
movies so interestingly split the human villains -From the supernatural ones. X find 
Pinhead a more inkresting monster than Fredcfy because although he is disgust- 
ing and scary* yet we can sympathize with him-especidjly once we see that he has 
both good and evil halves, He is ""one of us,"" a person who crossed over to the 
other side through temptation when he was bored and tired of living. His good 
hdf, Capbin Spenxr, describes himself as hwing been a lost soul who explored 
forbidden. pleasures, The fact is, Pinhead is smart. He is just about the only person 
who has managed to get away with sin and enjoy "Hellish fife? He is also trrttbhl, 
even insighthl-not just an agent of evil but an informant about it. As Spenser, 
he confides to Joey: "My evil w s  too strong. It lived . . . waited. m a t  X w s  is out 
there in your world, unbound, unstoppable," Yet he is also cpical; as Pinhead, he 
comments to Joey in HeElraiser 111: '""llnbearable, isn't it, the suffering of strangers, 
the agony of fiiends. There is a secret song at the center of the world, Joey, and its 
sound is like ramrs through Resh." ""fda't believe you," she replies, and he re- 
torts: ""Oh, come. Oh, you can hear its faint echo right now. 15x1 here to turn up 
the wlume, to press the stixzkng face of humaniv into the dark blood of its own 
secret heart.'' h sum, fans like Pinhead because of the very particular role he pXays 
in the graphic spectacles of Hellraiser, a mle that can be plapd only by good mon- 
sters in horror: He both reveals and punishes human monsters or evildoers. m a t  
we like about him is the very quality Spenser wrns  Joey about: "[Hie can be very 
persuasive . . . and very inventive." He only thre~tess to punish the innocent, since 
they eventually defeat him, h Hellmiser If ,  he cautions his band against taking the 
young bm-opener Tiffany because " "1 t is not hands that summon us, it is des.iue.'* 
Perhaps the two levels I have described come together here: "Evil"" humans are 
those with illicit and extreme desires, but even W, mostly innocent viewers, must 
also ""sffer" the pains of Pinhead" gory spectacles as the price of our own some- 
what illicit pleasure and desire to enjoy the forbidden spectacles of his (and Clive 
Barkerr") "HellF 

Despite their individual differences, monsters like Pinhead, Frebdy, 
Leatherface, and Jasnn hnction alike in one h y  way-they take graphic visual 
spectacle to new extremes, They figure in films whose numbers are given over to 
what I called function 3, display for its own sake. Their presence is linked to 
frightening displays of forces of destruction that can simultaneausly be diswsting 
yet enjoyable, I have suggested that their maleness is emblematic of the e~ativity 
of horror filmmakers, Part of the pleasure they facilitate i s ,  X have argued, pleasure 
in the sheer cinematic skill of these filmmakers, specsial-effeds artists, and so on, 
In the end, I would say that the creativity and entertainment they bring are not 
perverse or disturbing, because the sudace gore in graphic spectacular horror is 



mitigated by the simplistic and cartoonlike treatment of evil in these films, This 
makes graphic horror-film villains quite difkrent from Hannibal Lecter, In 
gaphic horror films, the directors expect audiences to recopim extreme graplnjc 
eEects as fake and entertaining; in Tlze Siknee of the Lambs, as I suggsted in 
Chapter 5, director Bernrne is mare sneab  or underhanded in d i p i n g  himself 
with the artistq of Lecter's crimes. Graphic horror films like Hellraker or TCM 2 
do not invite audiences to take evil seriously or to identi+ with it any more than 
with brutes in cartoons that routineity. ""bam" and "zap" their victims, 

In many ways, graphic horror films are far less troubling than uncanTly films like 
The Sfiz'niq or Ermerhead that do hint or a r p e  that there are powerhli forces of 
evil in the cosmos. I af led those two films cases of the antisublime in Chapter 7 
because they depict a world that ovemhelms the self and unctermines possibfiities 
of moral action. Such uncanny evil Rattens and narrows human possibilities, 
Despite their surface violence, the films of graphic spectacular horror are less un- 
settling and negatiw beause their celebration of the monster" evil as creativity is 
jopus and afirmative. Each monster sewes only a kind of formulaic and mean- 
ingless evil, one that we need not take seriously, The seenes of graphic horror are so 
far-fetched that they ohiously present a kind of cinernaltic creativity to be relished. 

X vvould relate this combining of playful creatiiviq and destruction to anoeher 
kind of sublime, vvktich we could call the "Nietzschean sublime'hs a tribute to 
Nie~sche" n7""72e Birth ~f7"ragedy.~~ Niekschds celebration of the Dionysian in that 
work is often misrepresented. His book is subtitled Hellenbm Verszls Pessimism, 
and he contrasts Greek tragedy as optimistic to a sort of Schapenhauerian pes- 
simism, Nietzsche traces the origins of ancient Greek tragedy to the suBering of 
Dionysus as a subject, Dionysus, in true horror-film kshion, was ;torn limb horn 
limb; he suffered the extremes of violence but was continually reborn, Like the 
horror movie villain who continually. reemerges from the dead, burnan counter- 
parts who =presented Dionysus on the stage were afsa destroyed and yet: somehow 
exalted in tragedy. Nieksche thus considered the plots of tragedies "optimistic" h- 
cause they testified to this basic human resilience even in the face of an acknod- 
e d p e n t  of evil and destruction, I-Ie made this paint by saying that the Uionysian 
artist shows a primal un;rty of good with evil, of pain and contradiaian. 

But of course in Nietzsche" view, creaticm was equally important as destruc- 
tion, and he had in mind the creative spirit behind the plays themselves. Nietzsche 
emphasized the optimism of this sort of creativity in tragedy by noting that the 
tragic Bionysian power of destruction was always presented or accompanied and 
complemented by an bollonian structure and beau-ty in the plot and poetry of 
drama. The highly regulated stmctures of tragedy were necessary to enable audi- 
ences to view its horrific visions h thout  despair, Thus, Nietzsche says such things 
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as "without images there would be pure primordial painl"2 The Apollonian ele- 
ments of order and rhythm provided for a way to sustain individuality in the face 
of the cosmos's indifferent force of destruction or loss of self. 

Of course, tragedy in Niettzsche's sense, at least son the surface, seems quite dig 
ferent from films of graphic horror, It might seem preposterous to maintain that 
films like Hef1"raiser or The Tarn Charinsaw Massacre feature an Apollonirm quality 
of beautihlly ordered structure, since that would seem to put them on a par with 
the works of Sophocles and Aeschylus, Nevertheless;, the principle is the same, 
GX;t-hough it may seem to the uninitiated and squeamish viewer that there is Iitde 
Apollonian structure and order in Glms of graphic horror, I have tried to show 
that a key thing fans like about the graphic and gory numbers on display in these 
movies is that they are highly structured. Fans recognize their creativity as arti- 
facts and their intelligence or wit in maEng interfilmic references. Thus, surpris- 
ingly, an element of aesthetic distmce does figure into the appreciation of graphic 
spectacular horror films, despik their orgies of destruction, Fans appreciate how 
well made these films are (if they are) as movies depicting destruction. This sort 
of amoraliv has an innocence to it and is not pessimistic, as the dark visions of 
uncanny horror fiJms are, It is here, as Nietzsche said of tragedy, that ""re exis- 
tence of the uvodd seems justified only as an aesthetic phenomenon." 

Xn more traditional horror films, W almost never see quite enough of the mon- 
ster to h o w  him (or her or it). This suggests that evil is elusive and hard to pin 
down- The more we see evil, and the more numbers that put it on display; the more 
shallow its degictiion usually becomes, It is treated more simplisticdly and is easier 
to make Eun of and wipe out. This Is why the Leatherface of TCM 1 is much more 
frightening (and uncanny) than ;the more lovesick and silly version we see a lot of 
in. TCM2. En an odd way, then, the monster is almost more desirable the less we see 
of him-perhaps unlike (or mayh, like!) the genitals we can obseme in pomogra- 
phy, Linda Williams in Hard Core emphasizes the fact that pornography fomses on 
the "money shot" or male '"come shot" as visible ""proof"" of pleasure, but she notes 
that there is no symmetrical proof of female pleasure. Female pleasure is thus a 
"pr&lem" that requires elaborate representatisn through facial gestures, sounds, 
and su f a d .  But Williarns says these sorts of sounds may be inseaed at the cost of 
the usual blending or seamless suture b e ~ e e n  sound and image. They end up be- 
ing somewhat vague, indefinik, or dislocated indimtions of ""peasure" in the ab- 
stract.Zs In much the same way, I would argue that in horror, visual spectade func- 
tions to provide a ""proof7 of pain, However, excessive, cartoonlike horror provides 
so many cries, moans, and screams that there is a similar disloc&ion of pain from 
the image. Xn the end, this makes the pain unreal skirace there is na "proof"" of it- 
even and perhaps especially when we witness a lot of blood and gore, 



Traditional horror films use blood and gore as part of fieir demonstration that 
evil exists, that it confronts us as mortal, fragile creatures whose bodies can be 
pierced and can bleed and come apart, Again, horror films traditionally reject evil 
in the sense that they depict its sources as monstrous, samething that good hu- 
mans must combat, Although evil is shown as a significant force, it is; usually one 
that should and can be defeated. But at;; I have argued here, when the numbers in 
horror films become excessive, parodic, or camedic, as in TCM 2 and the 
Hellraiser sequels, then the presentation of evil becomes much more cartoon- 

nd the more edreme it is, the less believable and convincing, Graphic hor- 
ror shares not jus"tts penchant Gisr numbers with pornography. Both gexl~s are 
about the embodiment of humans or about intimacies of the flesh, but X find that 
both somewhat paradoxicaIly make this embodiment unreal through their 
graphic excess and visual multiplicatisn of dehils. hrnography makes breasts, 
buttocks, penises, and vaginas more beautiful (more large or hard or soft or juiq) 
than the best sex in real life. There is so much mounting, pleasure, moaning, corn- 
ing, and semen it is impossible to believe in it all. Similarly; graphic horror shows 
more pain, screams, blood, wounds, and gore than is really possible or believable, 
Hence, the numbers in graphic horror movies are not really celebrating pain. Nor 
are they- reinforcing the need to defeat monstrous evil, Rather, they are poking fun 
at it, derrying its power and permanence, This, too, is why W desire the sumival of 
the monster. After all, in graphic horror it is alwqs the monster in the end who 
understands the humor behind the whale process and also accepts the fact that he 
hirnseK must suffer the most violence-like Dionysus. 

In mwing from Chapter 7 to this chapter, I have described a kind of progres- 
r a falling away perhaps-in treatments of the sublime, For Kant, the sub- 

lime was a magnificent and awesome force of nature that overwhelmed and yet el- 
evated us. But in uncanny horror, the message is about an antisublime, a superior 
force of evil that cannot be addressed and that will defeat us. Now in this chapter, 
in linking graphic spectacular horror to Nietzsche" particular view of ancient 
Creek tragedy> we encounter a kind of amoral subllirne, an enjoyment of cosmic 
combined forces of creation and destruction, Evil is taken seriously in this sub- 
genre of horror only in the sense h a t  it is combined with powers that enable us to 
laugh at it and deny it, 
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E ~ S ~ O G U E :  
The Appea 
o Horror 

In rJi)sferatu (E W Murnau, f 9221, among the first horror films ever made, the 
vampire Gaunt Orlok (Max Scbreck) is a creature of fight and shdows, born of 
cinematic magic, He floats straight up from his dark caffirr, materializes in gothic 
arches, passes invisibly through stone walls, and eventually pursues the heroine 
into a room where she waits alone, terrified, ready to sacrifice herself to save her 
husband, The most chilling sequence in this still-scasy movie is Orlok"s ascent up 
the stairs, shown largely through his hideous shadow great clawlike fingers ex- 
tended (Photo E. 1 ). In this movie, all. my themes come together: a repulsive figr;lre 
in a beautiful film, the victimization of a w m a n  by a monstrous man, his evil 
versus her purity and moral strength-a patriarchal picture that paints her as 
worthy because she will die for the man she faves. Her heroism does succeed in 
the sense that she detains the vampire until, in this movie, he is destroyed by a de- 
vice Bram Stoker did not invent-the light that errkrs her room at dawn, Sunlight 
magically banishes him into a screen-magic puff of disappearing smoke, Similar 
tricks of cinematic magic abound in the films X have discussed. 

X have argued in this book that horror films may present subtle, nuanced, and 
interesting symbolic visions of evil-that they need not be "stupid"" or "juve- 
nile,"" to quote again the pejorative terms director David Cronenberg also re- 
jects. Horror films have appeal because they con"cnue a lengthy tradition of 
making art, addressing human fears and limitations, forcing confrontations 
with monsters who overturn the natural order-of life and death, natural/- 
supernat-ural, or hurnanlnonhurnan, They depict vivid threats to our values and 
concepts, our very bodily and mental integrity. As a cognitivist, I hold that such 
films, like other cultural artifacts, engage many of our intertwined human abili- 
ties. Horror films may aim at producing gut-lewl reactions such as fear, revul- 
sion, amiet)l; or disgust, but they also stimulate more complex emotional and 
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PHOTO B 1 Orlok creeps up the stairs to a ~ a c k  the heroine in Nasferatu (1 922). 

intellectual responses. They provide visions of a world where action may or may 
not have meaning, where a monster may or may not be sympathetic, where evil 
people may ar rnzty not win out in the end, 

Nosfera~ provided a moral resolution at the cast of the heroine" life and so does 
Alien3 many Fars later, But sometimes horror subverts standard gender ideologies; 
the sources of evil are unstable and shi&ing and o&en Xie hidden beneath the sur- 
face, En Frankenstein and d its many successors, men (or women) who meddle with. 
nature must pay the price, Horror films like f i n 7  or Repulsion depict male via- 
lence against women so as to condemn it and make plain its monstrosity, In 
"women-and-bugs" movies, heroines help to restore order and justice, often by 
bringing intellect, stren#, and htuition, in addidon to emotions like matemail car- 
ing, into the piaure. Vampire movies may loosen strict gender-role expeaations by 
e&ibiGng agractive fiwl-es of polymorphous pewersiltye In uncanny films like m e  
Shining or Ermerhead, men become evil destmctive fathers as signs of a universe 
run amok. Even g a p k c  horror movies with superhuxnmly violent male monsters 

Chaimaw family can highlight female heroes who help set the moral 
order straight again in the end-and this dme not by sacrscing them~lves, 
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PHOTO E2 Orlok about to vmish @m the sunlig.hr ofdaw~ in Nosferatu (1922). 

And what of evil? Evil was obvious in Murnads Alosfera;~-u. It dwelled in the 
vampire who brought plague wherever be went. It was simply death, but not con- 
version or seduction. By contrast, the vampires in Anne ace's stories are seducers 
seeking partners in a shared life that ""ransvalues valuesay' finhead"$ evil is instmc- 
tively diEerent: He offers people their due rewards, pain justly deserved for trans- 
gressive behavior, Pinhead sees himself as the antichrist; he is a tucikr with the 
role of punisher ral?her than seducer into sin. He is always defeated, but ""re box" 
that calls him survives-and so will human evil. This may seem simplistic; many 
horror films oEer subtler but equally grim verdias about human nature and the 
predominance of evil. We have seen movies with dire messages like The Shining, 
L)ead Ringers, Henry: Portra?it ofa Ser-ial Killer, and Repulsion, as well as more se- 
ductively cynical ones Iike The Hunger and The Silence ~f the Lambs. Still others 
oEer up charms against evil-perhaps "female" values as in the Frankenstetn tra- 
dition, the romantic love and repentance showcased in Brarn S t o b S  Dracula, or 
even "ArP itself, as at the end af Eraserhead. 

Most of a l ,  horror movies are about: the very picturing of evil, Monsters in 
horror are, like a u n t  Brlok, made of Iighr and shadow creatures born of film, 
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There are recurring aJausions in horror films to the nature of our very fascination 
with horror-allusions to the processes of cinematic depiction, to the pleasures of 
spectacle, and to traditions of symbolic representations of evil and monsters. 
These show up in the formulas repeated in certain genres (the laboratory birth 
scenes of Frankens;t-ein, the scenes of "the book" ar  "the bite" in inracula movies), 
Francis Ford Coppolak Dracula is someone we, like Mina, recognize in the 
Cinematograph as a character we already know and fove. Movies in the slasher 
tradition foreground the watching and filming of the atrocities they picture, invit- 
ing us into or excluding us horn their villainous eharactexs~erspectives. By ""pc- 
luring" hemean the h o l e  of cinematic art: special effects, sound, and music, as 
well as images, plot, and acting, We saw in such diEerent movies as n e  Shirzz'.ng> 
Eraserhead, Repulsion, and Scanners that uncanny wtchers are central, present 
not just in the unsettling scenes we view but also in rrJhat we hea 
beats, echoes, ticks, clangs, and hisses, Qr1ok"s evil has been updated and re- 
vamped in Pinhead, one of our nwest mwie monsters, Hellmker gives us a new- 
y-et-old version of the same cinematic: monster magic, the creation af an evil 
creature who lives only on film and dies in the light. Pinhead materiali~s from 
and dematerializes back into the light, just like Orlok (Photo E.2). Pinhead and 
monsters like him will come to anyone operating the magic camera-like box, with 
its gleams of light m d  tinkling sounds. The allure of horror is that such monsters 
come out of their box to entertain, perplex, disturb, and pror~ake us, as they con- 
front us with a multitude of visions of evil, 
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(November 18, l993):55--.66; Adolf Gronbaum, The Philosophical hundations of 
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Chapter One 
1. ActuaUy* we hew his words as reported to Vicar Frdensteh  and rewr&d by Walton, 

AJlhou& his voice is  doubly mediated, he is a strong and djistina presence in the book. 
2. My text is Mmy Shelley, Frankenstein (MW York: Dover Publications, 19941, 
3, Fred B0Ri1x.g notes that Frankenstein ""etan@efs] Gothic and Romantic farms to sug- 

gest that there is no absolute distinction to be made between them" in inhis Making 
Monstrous: Frankenskin, Criticism, Theory (Manchester and New Yark: Manchester 
UniversiLy Press, 199 t ), 37. 

4. Anne K. Melor, in Romanticism and Gender (London and New York: Routledge, 
19931, explains that the farsome aspects of the subliirne had been emphasized more by ear- 
lier theorists than by the Rommtic poets (p, 89). 

5. Xbid,, 201, 
6. Literary theorists describe female Romantic writes as responding to the "male em- 

powrment" mnception of the sublime in several v s ;  see ibid., 85106. 
7, See Suan GiXbert and Susan Gubrtr, The Mdwoman in Ehe A ~ c :  l'he Woman Wa"l"tr and 

the Nineteenth-Cmtzarjv Lr'gerary fmagina.ez;lln (New Haven: Yde Universiq Press, 1979), 215, 
8. Far more on Mary SheXlq's responss to her father and to her unusual ixlteBecrual mi- 

lieu, see Mary K. PaMerson Thornburg, The 1Monst'er in the Mirror: Gender and the 
SmgmentdIGothk Myth in Pra~kenstein ( h n  Arbor, Mich,: UMI Rsearch Press, 1987), 8-9. 

9. fulie K Schuetz witer;, ""Durirrg the past decade, Mary SheBeyk novel I"ianhnsrct.2tn has 
been established within the canon of British Romanticism as a critique of masculine 
Romantic idealism and imaginationJ? ' M q  ShelXey's The Ltzst Man: Monstrous Wrlds, 
Domestic Commu~-tiies, and Maxuline Rommtic Ideolo~? web site at <http:/fprometheus. 
cc.emoryedu/piu1elsI~/fTSchue~,html>, See aim &key Fisah, h n e  K, Melbr, and &&er 
H, Schor, eds., The ather M a y  Shelb: Bqond Franknst-ek (NW York: W o r d  Universiq 
Press, 1993). 

10. See, for =ample, Alicia Renfroe, "De g R~mantickm: The Implications sf Nature 
Personifid as Female in Mary SheUeyS Franknste-in and Charlone Bronte's sane Eye"; web 



site at <http://prornetheus.cc.emoryyedu/pane1s/2B/AARen~oeehtrnl. See also Mellar, 
Kamarttk2;sna and Glader and her "Passmhg Nature: The Female in Frankenst&n:" in Mefiur, 
ed., Ramarz17'cism and Femr'nkm (Blaomb@an: hdiana University Press, 1988),220-232. 

l 1. Muriel Spah, Mary SheEler: A Biogranhy (NW York New her ican Library, 1i987), 154. 
12. See h n e  K, Mellor, M a y  SheEtq: Her Life, Her Fic~on, Her Monsters (Hew York and 

London: Methuen, 1888),92,105-206. 
13. Hurnphry Davy wrote, "[Ejn leading to the discwry of gunpowder, [chemistry] has 

changed the institutions of sode-ty, m& rendered war more independent of brutal strengh, 
less personal, and less barbarous." Quoted in ibid,, 95. 

14, hdmilla Jordanova, Sexual Visions: Imslges of Gender in Scie~ce and Medicine 
Betgrveen the Eighteenth and Twenl-ieth Centuries (Madison: Uniwrsity of Mlrlsconsin Press, 
1989),112. This is also the theme of Cfiris Baldicps book, In FrankensteinS Shadow; Myth, 
h/lonstrasiq, and Nineteenth-Cen tury Wri~ng f Oxford: CXarendan Press, 1987). Baldick 
mentions writers like Cartyle, Dickens, flaskell, Melvile, and Marx. 

l 5, f ordanova, Sexual Visions, 124. 
16. Ibid., 125. 
17, See Carolyn Merchant, The Death of %lure: Women, EcoEog; and the Scientific 

Revolurkn (San Francisco: Harper and Raw Publishers, f (d80), 164,181,189-190, 
18. Evelyn Fox Keler, Reflect-E'ons an Gender and Scie~ce (NW Haven and London: Yale 

Uniwrsiv Press, 1985), 43. See also 53-54. 
19, See Keller, Refk?chans on Gender and Science, 54, R, 20. 
20. Shelley% Franikc?ns&in, 102, 
21, TIJaX Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (London and New York 

Routledge, 1993). 
22. &id,, 43, 
23, Ibid. 
24, This raises the issue of bomoerotic bonds be;ttveen Viet-or and the monster. These are 

mentioned by Mellor in "bssesshg Nature," where she refers to ather discussions; see 226 
and 23 1-232, n. 7. 

25, Shelley, Frarzkenstein, 19 1, 
26. MelXor, 1 1 . 1 ~ ~ ~  Shetley, 40, 
27. Mary ShelXey, author" introduction to the Standard Novels edition (28311, 

Frankenstein, 55,60. 
28, The first, from July 1814 to February 1815, whm she was seventeen, resulted in a 

premature baby who died, and she reparted having ctreams about it. The nes, from April 
1815 to January 24, 1815, when she w a  eighteen, resulted in the birth of her son William, 
The third, from December 2816 throu& Sepkmber 5, 1817, resulted in the birth of her 
dau&ter Clara. See Mellor, Mary Shelle~ 54-55, 

29, See bid, 
30. SPtelley, hnkenstein, 246, 
3 1, All the quaBtions in this paragraph axe Corn ibid., 259-263. 
32. See Mellor, n/Pary ShelEtty, 2 19-224. 

e K. Mellor; ""Psssessing Nature" man& "Fmrrkenstein: A Feminist 
Critique of Sciene,"" in George kvine, ed., One CuE&re: Essays on Literature and Science 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2988),287-3 12. 

34. SheHey, Fr~nkmsgin, 102; see Gabert: and Gubar, The Madwoman in the A ~ r ;  232-233. 



35, Shelley, Frankenstein, 9 1. 
36. Mellor, ""Possesshg Mature:" 227. 
37. Shelley, Franbnstein, 146, 
38. Ibid., 248, 
39. Mellor, "Possessing Nature: 222. 
40, Doubling and the disculty of establishing a clear mde-female distinction b e ~ e e n  

Victor and his monster are treated at mme length biy Tharnburg in The Monster in t-ke 
Mirror, 9& 

41, For feminist readings of these narrative strategies, see wrks  cited above by Mellor 
and those by Gabert and Gubar, Thornburg, and Bo~ing, 

42. The Edison film is briefly discussed in James B, Twitchell, Dreadful Pleasures: An 
Anatomy etfModem Horror (Mew York and Odord: Odord University Press, 19851, 178. 

43, A. wendeh1 source of information about the m&ing of male's movie is eregory 
William Mank, It's Alive! The Ckssic Cinema Saga of Frankenstein (San Diego and New 
%rk A. S. Barnes and Company, 1981). 

44, This framing device is discussed as exemplary of common devices for horror film 
promotion at the time; see Rhona Berenstein, "7t t i l  Thn'll You, It Mlty Shock You, It 
Might Even Horrify You': Gender, Reception, and Clasic Horror Cinema,"" in Barry Keith 
Grant, ed., The Dread afDiflerence: Gender and the Horror Film (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1996), 1 17-142, 

45, TwiiTcchell consiclers this a major point in the film tradition of Frankenst&n, argullng 
that Victor has been east (""Xsuspect quite unconsciously, until recentfiy at leastm")s bisex- 
ual (p, 179). The qualiger "until. recently" mreEe to the Rocky Horror Picture Show; see 
Twitchell, Dredful Pleasures, 196-203, 

46. Shelleyp Erankensteh, 99, 
47. Shell~,  author3 htroduction to the S-&ard Novels edirlon (183 l), Franhteirt, 59, 
48, Pierce, quoted in Wnk, It's Alive!, 25. 
49, Mank, PtUlive!, 27. 
50. M w h  Jahid, movie reGew of M a y  ShelZeyWmnkenstein; web site at <hag:/ 

prairiexlet.org/--ejahiel/maryshellhtm>. 
51, Twitehell says that m a l e  was forced by the studio to change the original ending, 

where both Elizabah. and Frankensrein were kkilled: ""No monster could touch a Hollvood 
heroine in 193 1 and get away with it," Also, ""Fmkenstein's death . . . was to be the end of 
the movie, but once again Universal insisted that no hers of theirs was going to be so 
short-lived:~D)readfuE Plemures, 182). 

Chapter Two 
1, This is a key thesis in Barbara Greed"s The Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism, 

Psychoana@sis ((London and Hew York Routledge, 1993). Creed describes seven variations 
of the monstrous-ferninhe in horror films and notes that the promhence of female moll- 
sters in horror has been neglected by film tfie0ris.t.s and historians; even those accounts that 
take gender seriously tend to asume that woman is, by nature, a vidim (p. 7 ) .  

2. Carol J, Clover, Men, Women, and Chain Saws: Gender i~ the Modern Hormr Film 
(Princeton: Princeton Universiv Press, 19%). Clover treats Alien as part of her "Final Girl" 
series of modern horror films (p, 16). 



3, I dimss these and other examples of graphic spectacular horror films in Chapter 8. 
4, Also, the Alien story may have been based on a story by A. E. rdan Vog~t in The Voyage 

of the Sipaceship Beagle? which featured a giant female wasp, It is, aker all, wasps that co- 
coon animds as prey t-o feed "babies" once they hatch. V m  Vog won some damages in his 
suit against the first film. (I am gateh1 to Justin hiber Eor this information.) 

5. l will not address films in which female monsters confront male heroes, such as 
Independence Day or Star Trek: First Cont~c5; thou& the buglike monsters in &ern defi- 
nitely have a Eernde constmction. There are more bugX&e monsters of indderminilte gen- 
der in reumt m o ~ e s  lilce 3tar"shi-p Troopers and Naked Lunch. Another recent filrn with a 
sipificant treatment of w m e n  and bugs is Angels and Insects, based on A. S. Byatt's aa- 
claimed An@ and Insects: T w  NwelEas (first published 1992; New York Vintage Books 
International, 1994). 

S, My apyroach here is somwhat s i ~ h r  to one advocated by Nod Carroll in "The Image 
of Women in F i h .  A Defense of a Paradigm: h P e w  Zegtlin Brmd and Carolyn Korsmeyer, 
e h . ,  Ferninkm and T'radihn in Aestlze~cs (Uniwrsi~ Park Pe nia State Universiv 
Press, 1"395), 371-391, originally published in %e ]oclumat of Aathegcs and Art C~ticisrn 48 
(4)  (Fall 1990):349.--360. Carroll wites, "The study of the image of wmen  in film mi@t be 
viewed as the search far paradigm smnarios that are ava3able in our culture and that, by be- 
ing awilable, may come to shape emotional respomm to women" (p. 386). He refers here to 
Ronald de Sousa, 'I%e Ra~onaIip ofEmohns (Cmbridge; MIT Press, 19871, and to Robiert 
Solomon, "Emotion and Choice,"" in Amtlie Bksenberg Rorty, ed., Explaining Emotions 
(Berkeley and Los hgeXes: University sf California Press, 1980), 25 1-28 1. 

7 .  See Creed, The Monstrous-Feminine, 16-30, Other films Creed discusses in her book 
are The Exorcbf; The Brood, The Hunger, Psycho, Sisters, I Spit on Your Grave, and Garrie. 
The earliest of these movies is Psycho, h r n  1960, thus one complaint I have about her 
book is its neglect af the horror tradition; but there are other problems with her exptana- 
tions, as E shall explain fuflher below, 

8, Ibid., 18, 
9. %id., 19. 
10. Xbid,, 27. 
I l ,  Ibid., 29. 
12. Ibid. 
13, Ibid., 27, 
14, Ibid., 28, 
15, Ibid., 27-28, 
16, Jonlzthan Lake Crane says that "to characerize &isteva2s surnmtion as reductionis- 

tic is to miss the point of stmdura~psychoanaIytic criticism." Still, he criticizes such ap- 
proaches for failkg to grasp changes in the very namre and operation of the unconscious: 
"N]ight terror work on planes other than the earaordinarily vast territory claimed for 
the unconsciousl" fiebeve there are serious problems with p~choanalfiic reductionism, 
as X explain hrther here. See Crane, Terror and Evet.yday L@: S i ~ ~ g ~ l a r  Moments in the 
History of the Horror Film (Thousand Oaks, Calif., London, and New Ddhi: Sage 
Publications, 1994),35, 

17, Creed, n e  Monshozks-Feminine, 23; she is aHudixrg to answers given. by others to the 
question of why Ripley strips at the end of the film, Creed says questions are also aaiked 
about why Ripley saves the cat and risks viobting warantine laws. This is absurd, since the 



quarantine laws apply to alien species or microbes only! The cat has a name and has clearly 
been on board all along as a c r m  pet. The psychoanalpic account is that Ripley saves it as 
substitute child (or phallus substitute); X. would submit that she saves it because otherwise 
she muld  be utterly done in a vast dark universe, 

18. Thornas Doherly cornmen&, "Vagina dentata and phallic drill, the alien is a cross- 
drttssing monster from the id whose sexual conhsion mirrors the shifiing gender dpamics 
of the series;"ee Doherty, "Genre, Gender, and the Aliens Trilogy: in Barry Keith Grant, 
ed-, Dread of Bferertce; Gendler and the Horror Film (Austin: tmiversity of Texas Press, 
19961, f 36. 

19, I am thiding of stories I&e that of the female Christian martyr Perpetua, who was 
thrown to the beasts in the Rornilfl Circus. See Perpetua, 'X Christian Woman's Account of 
Her Persecution: in Ross S, Kraemer, ed., Maenwds, Martyrs, Matrons, Monastics: 
Sour~huoik on Women"sehigbns in the Grm-Roman World (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
19881, 9Ci--107. (I: am gratehl to Zatslie Marenchin Ear bringing this text to my a~ention,) 
Female nxarvrs in literature and film often die as male warriors, We can think also of 
Greek heroines such as Ir>higeneia in EuripidesVphige~k in Aulis or of Joan of Arc. Creed 
not%, brilliantly, RRiplefs similari~ to Maria Falcoxle~i in Car1 Dreyerk film The Passion of 
Jean ofArc, when she appears with her head shorn and dies in the flames at the end of 
Alz'en3; see Creed, The Msnst;roers-l";emint'ne3 52-53, 

20, EBects and artist credits s n  these movies are Ienshy, but to give partial credit where 
credit is due: Alien (2979), directed by Ridley Scott, special effec& by Carlo Rambddi, H. R. 
Giger, Brian Johnson, Rick Alfder, Denys Aling; with Balaji Badejo as the Alien. Al-iens 
(19861, directed by James Cameron, special eEeds by Robefi Soktaks Stan Winston, John 
Richardson, Suzanne Benson. Alien3 (1992), directed by David Fincher (a&er Vincent 
Ward, original director), special effects by George Gibbs and Rkhard Edlund, Alien effects 
by Ajlec Gillis and Tom Woodruff Jr. Alien Resurrectisn (1997), directed by Jean-Pierre 
fenet, visual effects supervisors Pitof and Erk Henry, alien effects designed and created by 
Mec Gillis and Tom WoodruEE Jr. 

2 1. Creed, The Monstrutss-Feminine, 5 1. 
22. Xbid,, 53, 
23. X prefer a reading of the films like that oEered by Valerie Gray Hardcastle in 

""Changing Perspectives of Motherhood: Images from the Aliens Trilogy,"" REm and 
Phz"Eosaphy 3 ( 1996): t 67-175. 

24, Even if they are beautiful, like moths or buaerflies, bugs can take on other corngliex 
metaphorical comotations, as A, S. Byatr" Angels avld Insec& demonstrates, 

25. Fears of bugs might be irrational for reasons having nothing to do with the abjed or 
the archaic mother. ( 2 )  Some eases of insect phobia have been cured by antipsychotic 
medications like Risperidone (see Gerard Gallucci and Gary Beard, ""Risperidone and the 
Reatment of Delusions af Barasitosis in an EXderXy Patient? Bsyehosamatics 36 (6) 
(November-December 1995):578-580, (2) SociaXization may teach children .to fear bugs 
&rough confusions that arise as they learn about illness and germs (Sirnon R, Wilkinson, 
The Child"s World oflllness: The Dezrelopnzmt afHealth grid Illness Behaviour [Cambridge, 
Endand: Cambridge Universiq Press, 1985]), (3) Delusions and fears of bugs are ca 
effects of alcohol or oher drug abuse; see Jerry Mitehell and Ariyn D. Vierbnt, ""Detusians 
and Hallucinations of Cocaine Abusers and Paranoid Schizophrenics: A Comparative 
Study," Journal ofPsychoha 125 ( 3 )  (1991):301-318. h d  (4) for an alternative psyclhoan- 



alytic account of fear of bugs, see Michael Eigen, ""A Bug-Free Universe,"" Ci;lnten-~pclrary 
Psychoanalpis 33 (1) (1997): 19-41. (1 am grateful to h n e  Jacobson for research providing 
all these refaences,) 

26, These points are noted by some (nonpsychoanalytic) critics. See especially Mmk 
fancovich, Rational E;ears: American Horror in the 1950s (Manchester and New York: 
Manchester Universi.t_y Press, 2996),58-6 1 (on Them!) m& 176-1 88 (on Creatarefrom the 
Black Lagoon and its sequel); also Peter Biskind, Seeivlg Is Delkvipzg: H w  N;illEyood Taaghr 
Us 1, Stop WorMng and Love the Fifies (bndaxr: Pluto, 1983). 

27, My reading of Them! is much indebted to the account oEered by fonathan Lake 
Crane in Tl"error and Eveyday Llifee 

; for an account that interestingly argztes that there are cer- 
a m ,  see faacovich, R a ~ o n a l  Fears, 276-184, He points out 

that the Creature is shown with sympa&y and digniq, that Kay and the Creamre share the 
"pre-phallic pleasures of the watery zone" where they swim, and that Kay keeps insisting 
on the fact that the Creature has not harmed her and that it should be left alone, 

29, Here I am indebted to JancovicKs readings of bath films in Ra~onab Fmrs. He men- 
tions yet another interesting female investigator in, a 1950s horror film, I t  Came F r ~ m  
Beneath the Sea (1955); see 5 1. 

30. fanmvich notes the rernarhble treatment of Piit Medford in this film (""She controls 
the gaze") and mentions that "it's the men who have problemsn; Rg~onal  &us, 61, 

3 1. See Crane, Tevor and Everyday Lfe, 1UO-li 3 1; he also points out that this movie was 
a real shockr at the time with its emphatic threat to children, 

32. Crane cammen%: "Them! cannot go so h r  as to have the chadren eaten or trampled 
by the beast. As a compromise measure, the film will threaten children. but not kill them'" 
(Terror and Everyday Lqe, f 26). Crane also co eats, """The end of the crew is redly efira- 
ordinary: in Them!, more people die than were probably killed in all horror films preceding 
the arrival, of nuclear power" (p, 124). 

33, Crane says that Them! "rapidly devolves from a relatively innovative horror piaure 
into a routine war movie" "error ar?d Ewyday L$e, 127). 

34, fancovic$ Ra~onal Fears, 28, 
35, &r Schellde in Androids, H~manoids, and Other Science Fiction Monste:ers: Scient-e and 

Soul in Science Action Alms (New York and bndon: New %rk University Press, 2993) 
notes it is common for w m e n  in science fiction films to exemplify one or more of five key 
stereotypes: nurt-urers, producers of cEldren, sex objects, e a d y  and homebound beings$ 
and socidizers; see 7 2-76, 

36. Something should be said about the presence of large, ernotiomlly expressive, and 
self-sacrificing black men in these movies: Parker (Itlaphet Kotto) in Alien; Dillon (Charles 
S. Dutton) in AEienJ; Le-onard (Charles S. Dutton once more) in Minak; and Dan Smi&son 
(Forrest Mittaker) as the psychic in Specks (1995). These men pose no semal threab or 
erotic anraction to the (white) heroine; they die for or sewe others; and there are no black 
women in the movies. I am not sure what to make of these facts, beyond the obvious 
stereoqping, Perhaps these heroic 'black men, like the strong white women in the films, re- 
inforce the message that some&ing has gone wrong with white mmulinity, We might also 
note that the black character Dennis Gamble (Myklti Williamson) in Species 11 ( 1998) is 
the one mernber of the crew on the Mars voyage who does not become idected by the alien 
parasite4ue to, of all things, his carrying the sickle-all trait! This proves the key 



kililing the alien, and he, too, must shed his blood (a lot of it, painfully!) to destroy the 
monster. (Them! of course, as a tpical example of 1950s represenQtion of the U.S. citi- 
zenv, had no black people in it at all.) 

37. For a far more negative assessment, see Thornas Doherty, "Genre, Gender; and the 
Aliens Trilogy": "Her alert intelligence and active initiative cannot be contained in mar- 
riage, the mnventional wrap-up for female-centered narrrativa, yet neither c m  she be un- 
Leashed to roam free in an uncharted feminist g a t q "  (p. 198). It is possible that some of 
my own assessment stems from the fact that X am writing after the release of Alien 
Resurrec~on, so I U h o f l  that Ripley is not truly dead and perhaps is now roaming free in a 
far more uncharted g a l w  with her new half-aiea DNA-not to mention her new inhu- 
man daughter, Call (Winona Ryder), a pleasant enough substitute for the lost New.. Even 
without howing of this later ""rewrreaionp I would be tempted to point out that m a q r -  
dom is, after all, a strong criticism of the status quo rather than an endorsement af it. 

38, Noel Carroll, The PhiZosophy of Horro~ or Paradoxes of the Heart (New York and 
Landon: Routledge, 2 990). 

39. l would a w p t  the monster in Alien3 from this claim; to make it mobile, the arti&ic 
desiper and special egects director have placed its familiar outsized head on a scrawny 
body, This results in a disproportionate and dmost gawky beast rather than the elegant, 
massively impressive one of the earlier films. This is "Teen Alien:" with disgusting table 
manners as it smacks whLle consuming its ghastly meds of human Resh, 

1. Cronenberg considered directing a new version of Frankenstein, but it was never 
done. See David Cronenberg, Cro~enberg on Cronenberg, rev. ed., ed, Chris RodXq 
(London and Boston; Frnber and Faber, 1"37), $2, His earlier moees Shivers and Rabid also 
explore the horrific consequences of a mad scientist: or corporation. 

2. Cronenberg spe& of his fascination with the cell-l&e existence of people in institu- 
tions in Cronenberg on hvrenberg, 29, 

3, f disagree with Tania Modleski"~ verdict that Cronenbergk films are antifeminist. 
There are more nuanw to his film and their treatment of gender, as I try to show in this 
chapter, See Tmia Madleski, "The Error of Pleasure: The Guntemporary Horror Film and 
Postmodern "rheory: in Mudleski, ed., Studies in Entertakment: Critkal Aproaches to 
Mass CuE&re (Madison: Uniwrsity. of Wisconsin Press, f 98(4),155-166. 

4, Cronenberg disagrees with the basic premise of the Emnkelzsteh plot: "You have to 
believe in God before you can say there are things that man was not meant to know. I don't 
think there's awhing that man wasn't meant ta how.'Kr~nenberg on Cronenberg, 5-7. 

5. ""I has to do with this ineffable sadness that is an element af human existence." 
Cronmberg on Cronenberg; 1 49. The director especially credits Howard Share" music for 
seWing the mood of the film. 

6. See Cranenbsrg opt- Cranenbsrg, 58. 
7.1 disagree with Lianne McL-arty; who describes a ""shift in Cronenberg's films from a 

horror of the (female) body ta one of the rnde ~ n d " " ;  see "3eyond the Veil of the Flesh": 
Gronenberg and the Bkembodiment of Horror: in Barry I(eith Grant, ed., 71ze Drmd of 
Diference: GentrEer and the Horror Alm (Austin: liniversiq af Taas Press, 2996), 247.1 view 



all his movies as concerned with mind-bodry relatiicms, tvhich arise often in relation to male 
bodies, Cronenberg sees the mind-body problem as intricately linEred to the problem of 
death, which is at the root of all horror; Croraenberg on Cronenberilr, 58 and '79. E;or another 
account of the film, see Daniel Shaw, 'Dead Ringers: Horror and the Prob1em af krsonal 
IdentliqP in AErn and BItl'lmophy 3 ( 1996): 14-23. 

8, See Cronenbsrg on Granenberg, 79-84, 
9. %id., 80--82, 
10. Ibid., 80. 
1 l. For information about his crms see ibid., 72 and 123, Replars include Mark Imin 

(cinematographer), "Card tjpier (production designer), Bryan Day (sound recorder), Ron 
Sanders (editor), md often also Howard Shore (music) and Chris Wala (who has dune 
special eBects for several of the films), 

12. Cronenberg ash: ""Can you see Scanners shot in the 1;ushxzess of summer? Xt was 
meant to be very deadly-a cold, harsh, nasty &m. . . . And for The Brood too. f loved it in 
the winter" "(ibid., 817). There may be ties b e ~ e e n  Cronenberg's measured style and his 
""Canadianness: a feature he often mentions; see ibid., 118. For a more elaborate account 
of the director" Cwadianness, see also Bart Testa, "Rchnology" BBoy: Cronenberg, 
Genre, and the Canadian Ethos,"" web site at <http:/ netlink.cu,uMusers/zappa/cr 
testa.html>, 

13. See Cronenberg on Gronenbe~g, 144. 
14. ""One of the thhazgs that I did in my own small waty was to be part of bringng horror 

into the ~ e n t i e t h  century. At the time X started to make Shivers, there was already Night of 
the Living Dead. But for the most part horror was gothic, distant, nat here:' Cronmberg on 
Gronmberg, 60. 

15, Ibid., 43; he is discussing Shien  here, but the point seems generalizable, Cronenberg 
also says: "I'm presenting audiences with imagery and with possibilities that have to be 
shown, There is no other way to do it, It's nut done for shock value." Croncrnberg on 
Crone~berg, 4 1. 

16.1 found Kimberly Tyrrell"~ discussion of Gronenbeq's use of special effects especially 
insighthl; see Kirnberly TyrrelI, "Special Effects and Gender in the Films of David 
Cronenberg:" B,A, (honours) thesis in women's studies, AustraIian National University, 
August 1995. 

17, Cronenberg discusses his use of test audiencks to help decide whether ta indude two 
rather graphic dream sequences in Dead Ringers; see Cronenberg ora Cronenberg, 150. 

18. Cronenberg cements: "It% s incredible shot. Incredibly gruesome, but also quite 
bautim. It's so surreal &at it's also quite lovely in its own way7%meaberg on Gra~enberg; 98, 

19. Cronenberg seems to fee1 there were actually plues in, being considered a "scblock* 
director early an; see Crovzcmberg on Gronenberg; 58-59. 

28. See Barbara Creed, Hopor: The Monstrous-Femr'rzine: Film, F;enz.inbnz, Bsychoavkalysis 
(London and New %rk, Roudedge, 1993), 43-58. 

21. See Mareie Frank, "The Camera and the Speculum: David Cronenbergk Dead 
Riagers:" Proceedings of the M~dern  Language Associal-r'on ofArnerica ( P M M )  106 (3)  f May 
199 l ):459470. 

22. Cronenberg admits that in a film like Nahd Lunch, he may be expressing same sort 
of fear of women, but he comments sardonically: ""I you were to find by analysing my 
films, for example, that I'm afraid of wmen, unconsciously that is, I wuZd say, "K, so 



what? %act's wmng with that?-f I am an example of the M o ~ h  he r i can  male, and my 
are showing that I'm mhid of tvomen, then that's something which cotild perhaps be 

~scussed, pmhaps even decried. But where do you realy p from there?" Cmnenberg on 
Cronmberg; 99. 

23. Ibid., 76. 
24, Creed, The M~nstrous-Femini~e~ 45. 
25, Cronenberg on Cronenberg, 84. 
26, "kiisteva's theory of the abject provides us with at least three ways of understanding 

the nature of Nolia's mnstrousness," Barbara Greed, Horror: The Monstrous-Fenziy~ine* 45, 
27. He even says this about The Dead Zone: It is about God as a scientist, and "the 

Johnny Smith character is one of his failed experiments." Cronenberg on Cronenberg, 113. 
28, Cronenberg says: "'People who find gynaecology icky say, 'l don't find sex icky.' 

Theyte never gam into why . . . . That's one of the things I wanted to look at . . . . The 
ather reason gynaecology weirds men out is that they are jealous." Cronenberg on 
Cronmberg; 145, 

29, Ibid., 145. 
30, Ibid., 144. 
31, Cronenberg discusses his working relationship with Share in the film and says they 

got down the Iwel of frames; ibid., 149, 
32. Perhaps there is something similarly '%real" or transparent about the coupling of 

Veronica and Seth in The Fly, given that lfie actors in lead roles were a couple at the time of 
making the film; Cronenberg felt this brought both pluses and minuses to ttte set; ibid., 
529-131. 

33. X don't mem to imply &at wins are unnatural, only that the winning process is bio- 
logically rare and raises some of the perplehg and fwinatinrg issues that donhg does, 

34, Cmnmberg an Cmnmberg, 34. 

Chapter Four 

1, The Xist under ""Draculd~in Howard Mmfard"s book The A-Z of Horror Films 
(Bloomingon and Xndianapoiiis: Xndiana University Press, 1997) runs to four columns of 
fine-print titles, 

2, This is not .to mention television shows like B u m  the Vampire Slayer or fiighr Rider; 
there are also endless pornographic vampire variations, suck as Ej~cerfa, Dracula Sucks, 
B u f i  the Vizmire Layer, Intercourse with the V a n z p i ~ ,  and so forth. 

3, h n e  Rice's initial set af three novels in the series includes Interview with the Iranzpiue 
(19761, The Vaqire Lestar ( 19-85], and The Queen ofthe Damned: Book IIl of The Vampire 
Chronicles f 39881, all published by Ballantine Books, New York the x;el-ies has subsequently 
been expanded. Major full-fengh ball& versions of Dracuh were pecformed in Houston in 
1997 and in Winnipeg in 1098; both ballets have traveled to other cities or companies. 

4, Marduk, a Dutch Black Metal band, cites Transylvania and Vlad Rpes in pemerse 
idylls about Satan worship and l u s ~ l  kaling. (I am indebted to my student Brim kcher 
for information about these bands.) Vlad's existence as Stoker" source is disputed by 
Stoker scholars; see Elizabeth Miller, R@ections on Dracula: Ten Essays (White Rock, 
British Columbia: Transylvania Press, 19971, 2-24, 

5, C. Ered Alford, War Evil Means to Us (Ithaca: CorneU Universiv Press, 1"37), 13. 



6. WIbrd writes: "The difference bewen  the vampire and Salan is analogous to the dif- 
ference b e ~ e e n  violence and mare subtle ways of vict&zing others. Vampires suck the 
life out of you when you least expect it, and there is nothing you can do- Sabn requires 
yot~r cooperation, your will." W a r  Evil Means 1%) Us, 95; see also 13,89. 

7. Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philm~phy of the &cure, 
trans, R. X, Hollingdde (New York Penpin Books, 1973f 19901, sec. 230,160-162, 

8. Narine Dresser has studied genre familiarity among young students in American 
Vawtpires: Fans, Victims, Pracbhoners (New York Vintage Books, 19891, $14-1 16, For ex- 
ample, only 7 perant of the smdents did nor h o w  how vampires dress, 

9. On destrudon by light, see David J. Skid, Ho11yood Gothk: n e  Tangled Web of Dracula 
Pom NweI to Stage tio Screen (New Yark and London: W W Norton md Company$ 1990), 
225, n. 13; on the cape and other attire, see Marine Draser,Amen'ca:an Vampires, 79-1 19, 

10. ]Ferninis& find D r w l a  hteresting, for exmple, h r  its dual Victorim stereolypes af 
good and bad women &rough i t s  contrast b e ~ e e n  rhe =wally adventurous h e y  and the 
pure, strong Mina; see Brim Stoker, Dracula (New k r k  Bantm Book, 19891, 6244.  Queer 
theorists have also found much to discuss here; see Bannie Zhmerman, ""Daught-ers of 
Darknes: The ksbian Vampire on Film: in Barry Keith Grmt? ed., "f ie  Drmd ofDiflmeme: 
Gender and the Horror Film (Austin: Universiq of Texas Press, f 996), 379-387; &so see Vera 
Dika, ""Fam Drircula-wib Love: in Grant, The Bread ofDi$erae> 388400. 

1 1, Elizabeth Miller notes that there are some-thou& few-rounds in the Stoker 
Dr~cula itself for holdinp that Mina feels moments of pity and sympathy for the Count; see 
Reflections on Drczcuka, 2546. See also EXizabeth Mjfler, ed,, Dracula: The Shade and the 
Shadow a Crilr'cal Anthology (WestcliE-on-Sea, Essex, U.K.: Desert Isbnd Books, 5998). 

12, Stoker, Dracz-rla, 39. 
13, Mina does not actually see Dracula until several chapters later, Chapter 13-----and 

even then is not sure whom she sees, 
14, Stoker, Dracula, 96, 
15. Ibid,, 298. 
16. %id., 400.. 
17, Noel Carroll" The Philosophy of Horror, or Ezaradoxes of the lsdeart (Mew k r k  and 

London: Routledge, 1990) discusses the role aES"psaof"" in the ""cmplex dismvery plot" as 
having four key phases: onset, discovery, anfirmation, and conf.ion&tiion; see 97-1 08. 

18. It is abo hard to avoid the crude psychoanalytic obsemation of another salient char- 
acteristic of Lugasi's, namely, his posture and its consistent ri@di-ty or eramess as he rhes 
from the coffin, See Roger X>adounJs shiIar comments on E W, Mumau's Nosferaw and on 
Ghristopher Lee's erectness in the Bracula role, in "Fetishism in the Horror Film:" in. J m e s  
Donald, ed,, Fantasy and the Cinema (London: BFX Publishing, 1989). 

19, David J, Skal's HolZpo~d Gothic contains excellent histories of the novef"s gradual 
transitian from s tqe  play to screen and on Lugosfi ultimately tragic and inescapable aso- 
ciation with the part, 

26. Conhsixlgly, the two wmen's names are reversed in this version, 
21. Nina h e r b z h  camments: ""The immobiliq of Beta Lugad, star of the original play 

and film, dissofvm in the inasant motion of F r d  LangeUa, who is &ways touching, mov- 
ing, danchg, climbing, or riding horses, Langel1a"s graafuI h a &  replace LugosiS trmswng 
eyes . . . .'%uerbach, Our Vanzpires, QurseIves (Chicago and h d o n :  University of Chicago 
Press, 19951, 141. Browning's film m a who2e Is more s;lately and grandly Gorhic; Badham's 
film as a wkok mows much more in its cuts, sound, md narrative pachg, 



22. Robin Wood, "Burying the Undead: The Use and Obsolescence of Count Bracula:" 
in Grant, The Dread ofaiference, 377-378. 

23. The complete shooting script is included in Francis Ford Coppola and James V; 

Hart, Bram StokrWracala: ' f i e  Film and the Legend (Mew Yark: Newmarket Press, 1992). 
24. For more examples, see ibid., 52, 
25. fbid., 42-43, 
26, %id., 13; ironicaljy perhaps, costume designer E&o Ishiska refers to the fighters at 

the end as "the five samurai: 162. 
27. fbid,, 162, 
28, Ibid., 70, 
29. Ken Gelder, Readi~lg the Vampire (London and New York Routledge, 1994), 88-90, 
38, Ibid., 90, 
31, In The Rewm ofthe Vavnpire (19431, Lugasi again plays a vampire who is ultimtely 

defeated by a German bomb dropped on Endish soil! 
32, Recent discussions of katharsis indude Richard Jank~ ,  "From Catharsis to the 

Aristotelian Mean,'941-358, and Alexander Nehamas, ""Pty and Fear in the Poetics: 
291-3 14, both in. Am4lie Oksenberg Rorty, ed,, Essays an AristotZeWoetics (Princeton: 
Princeton Uniwrsit-y Press, 19922). 

33, T am indebted to Stanfey Cavell's reRections on the meaning of the "star" in 
"'Audience, Actor, and Star" (pp. 25-29) and ""The World as Mortaf: Absolute Age and 
YoutIz"" (pp. 7&80), both in The World V-imed: R+cgons on the C)ntology afFilnz, enl, ed, 
(Cmbridge and London: Haward Universiv Press, 1979). 

34, See Thornas Wartenberg's discussion of Sarandon's film persona in the role of Mora 
in mite Palace, in "h Unlikly Guple: The Significance of DiEerence in mite Palace: in 
Gynthia A. Freeland and "Tkomas E, Wartenberg, eds., Philosophy and Film (New York: 
Routledge, 1995), 166167. 

35. herbach, Our fpampires, Qurselves, 58, 
36. h d r e a  Weiss, V a q i r e s  and Violets: Lesbians in Film (Hew TYIOrk Penguin Books, 

1983), 98, 
37, Deneuve W% born in 1943; hence, she was hventy-ma when Repukt'on came out and 

forq when The Hgng~.r was released; see John Parker, Polanski (bndon: Victor GoXlancz, 
1993), 85, 

38. Ken Gelder's discussion of Anne Rice" vampires in Reading the Vampire is particu- 
larly insi&t&l (pp, 108-123). 

39. Bernard Williams poses the issue this way in discussing a play by Karel Capek about 
a woman, now aged 342: "Her unending life has come to a sbte of boredom, indigerence, 
and coldness." Waliams eo ents, " [Dleath is not necessarily an evil . . . it can be a good 
thing not to five too long'" see WUiams, ""The M&ropulos Case; Refiecticlns on the Tediurn 
of fmmortafity:" in his I"rabZems 04 the Se& Philosaphiml E"apers 119561972 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge Universiv Press, 1973), 82-83, Qf course, vampire immortality might be im- 
pox"lant-ty diginct from human irnxnofialiey, 

40. Xn the navels, Lestat is more of a Nieeschean "over-man.'"n the film, he is just not 
developed enough to judge this, M a y  Midgley makes a simgar case that Satan's appeal in 
Paradise Lost is not actually because he is evil but because he has marry qualities that are 
traditionally admirable, such as loyalty, courage, and devotion to liberq; Wickedness: A 
I""hilosaphical Essq (London, Boston, Melbourne, Henley: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1984),132-138 and 151, 



4 1. h n e  Rice concurs &out the actors%eauty: "These adors and aaresses shape their 
awn physical appearance with their educated brains and hearts. Beauv surrounds them 
and emanates kam them, They mUc in it, to quote Byrun. If they had not expressed depth 
of soul in every ward or gesmre, their "eau~ '  would have been brinle, and not beaatihli at 
all." See h n e  Rice, "From Anne Etice on the Film, Interview with the Vampr're"";eb site at 

finds the movie% violence is untrue to her vision; see ibid. 
43, Molioy" fascination is all the mare poignant coming out of Ghristim Slater's mouth 

because (1) he has a bit part, in a film glorieing male exualiq, md (2) he was a replace- 
ment far River Bhoenh, who died just before filming was to begin (and to whom the 
movie is dedicated). 

44, Rice explains: "That Tom did make Lestat work was something I could not see in a 
crystal ball, It's to his credit that fie proved me wrong . . . . Torn has now transcended the 
label of bigest box ofiw star in the wrld,  He's better.'" "From Anne Rice an 
the Film, Intervim with the Vampirem";eb site at <htt aths.tcd.ie/pub/varn- 
pire/morecornments.htd>. 

45. Gelder comments interestingly on this aspect sf Rice's novel herview with the 
Vampire in Reading the Vampire, 112, but he does not mrnment on the parallel 1 am m&- 
ing here bemen Rice's ploys and Stoker's at the end of Rractlb. 

46. h d r e a  h o r k h ,  I~terwtlrse (New York: Free Press, 19871, l 13-1 19. 
47, Several prominent discussions in queer theory are summarized and discussed by 

ires: "Louis, lLestat and the other vampires do 
not work, dthaugh they do have investments and, with the help of financial acfvisers, are 
able to accumuhte large amounts of capital. Their "ob' is, instead, to find out who they are 
and where they came from. In Interview with the Vanzpire, this is an entirely recratianal 
procedure." Gdetder, Readi~ag the fPampire, 119-120, 

49, Mford, m a t  Evil Means to Us, 90. 

Chapter Five 
1. There are rare femafe counterparts in horror films, for example, in Roman PolansWs 

Repulsion (1965), which I discluss below. 
2. The prevalencze of realist horror featuring psycho killers is confirmed in Jarnes B, 

Twitchell, Dredfi l  Pkmtdres; An Anatomy ofModem Homr ( M m  York and Odord: W o r d  
Universiv Brss, 19851, md h d r m  Tudor, Monstg1-s and Mad Scient-ise: A Cul~ra t  Histay of 
the H o m r  Mm& (hndon: Basil BlacbelX, 1988). The definkion of a slaher is up far disas- 
sion; one prominent account is Vera DWs'The St&er Cycle, 1978-81,"" in Greg Walllel; ed., 
American Horrors: Essays on the Modern American Horror Film (Chicago: Uniwrsity of 
Illinois Press, 1987),8&101; see aka Isabel Cri&ina Pinedo, Recreational Terror: Womm and 
1-111: Pfemures ofHorror Film Vieuri~tg (Albany: Sbte University of Hew York Press, f 997). 

3. Michaeli Gracqk, 'QO&yssey of Henry Lee Lucas:" Houston Chronicle) Auwst 15, 2993. 
4. See Mark Jancovich, Ra~onal Fmn: American Horror in the 1950s (Manchester and 

New York Manchester University Press, 1996), 235-260. 
5, See Anne K, Mellar, Mary Sheli'ey: Her L$es Her P"x&i~n, Her Monsters (New Yark 

M&huen, 1988),98-100 and 105-186; and Thornas Boyle, Black Swine in the Sewers of 
Hempstmd: Beneath the SusJ'ae of Victorian SensarionalGm (Mew York: ViEng, 19891, 



6. See Lisa W Foderaro, ""Crimes of Passion, Deals of a Lifetime? New k"ark Times, 
February 10,1991. 

7 ,  Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in iferusalern: A Repoa an the Banality afEvil, rev. and enl, 
ed, (New York: ViEng Press, 1965). 

8. Laura Mulvey, "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema:" in Visual and O&er Plemures 
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