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As an
adolescent and then later as a teenager, I wasn’t a fan of the horror genre. I
mostly devoured science fiction novels and comic books and Saturday morning
cartoons, though childhood staples such as these certainly possessed enough
strains of horror DNA. But mostly, I was a Flash Gordon, Star Trek, Star
Wars, Spider-Man & His Amazing Friends kind of kid.  So memories of the
few times I actually saw something frightening stand out vividly.


The earliest
incident occurred in a movie theater lobby, when my father took the family to
see Never Cry Wolf.  The movie itself wasn’t scary. But in the lobby
beforehand, while waiting in line, I saw a poster for My Bloody Valentine. 
My memories of the poster’s exact details are sketchy – a shadowy face in a
blood-smeared gas mask – but I remember my visceral reaction. Something felt wrong
about that poster's hidden face and wide, crazed eyes.


The second
incident occurred a few years later around Christmas, visiting my Aunt and
Uncle’s.  Bored and flipping through the television channels, I came across
Vincent Price’s House of Wax, circa 1953.  The adults must have been
busy elsewhere, because I kept watching.  And while the thought of being turned
into a living wax dummy – unable to talk or move, dead and alive at once  – was
frightening enough, the scariest scene came when a female character (if I’m
remembering the right movie) was impaled through the abdomen with a metal pipe,
pinned to a wall.  But that wasn’t the worst. The worst was watching blood
slowly trickle out of the pipe’s end.  As if she’d become nothing more than a
bag of blood drained by a big metal straw.  Like those weird “space milk”
pouches they’d started serving with our school lunches.


The third
incident occurred when I was fifteen.  One day in Art class, I went into the
storeroom for supplies.  There, I accidentally discovered my Art teacher’s old
stash of EC Horror Comics.  In one of them, I read a story about two brothers
walking in the woods.  They stumbled across a swamp.  One brother got stuck,
sucked down by the mire.  The other fled home and lied to his parents about his
brother’s whereabouts, saying he didn’t know where he was.


Of course,
it wasn’t long – after the dead brother was declared missing – that the
cowardly brother heard slurping footsteps outside his window at night.  Driven
mad by guilt, he eventually returned to that swamp, and...well, I guess we all
know how that story ends.   


And it
certainly left me disturbed.  Filled with an unsettling disquiet.  How could
someone leave their brother to die like that?  How horrible would it be
carrying all that guilt? What about the brother transformed into a walking
mud-thing? He may’ve gotten his vengeance...but he was still dead. And made of
mud.  Nothing good about that, at all.


Looking back
on those three very different experiences, I can now recognize in them seeds of
what the horror genre has tried to grow in readers (and by the 1930’s, viewers)
for centuries.  Fear.  But not fear for sadistic enjoyment, or the
ghoulish pleasure of watching others suffer.  Rather, fear of things that
violate our sense of what is right and natural.  Fear of things that aren’t
supposed to be.


And, even
though my retrospective is certainly colored by nostalgic hindsight, an irony:
how relieved I felt after leaving that movie theater and my Uncle and Aunt’s.
Because in both cases, the safety of the family car, the familiar sounds of my
parents’ conversation and music from their favorite easy-listening radio
station reaffirmed my unconscious belief in things as they should be.   Even as
I shivered while gazing into the dark night, normality had been restored, and I
felt happy for it. And my happiness, I believe, had been intensified by the
fear I’d felt only moments before.  In a strange way, my fear had reaffirmed my
belief in and desire for normality.  


The
emotional fear and eventual relief I felt in the first two incidents embody
decently enough the function of a “classic” horror movie.   Essentially, in
classic horror movies, the narrative opens with the violent disruption of the
normative order by a “monster” (Pinedo 19).  The monster could be almost
anything, of course.  Aliens, supernatural beings, mad scientists, even a
deviant transformation from within a person.  The rest of the story then
revolves around the “monster” wreaking havoc, instilling terror in the hearts
of the people and their ineffectual attempts at defeating it.  Eventually,
either violence or knowledge defeats the monster, restoring the normative order
(19).  In essence, the unnatural thing or “monster” is bested, and everything
becomes as it once was – as it should be.


Also, the
boundaries between “good” and “evil”, “normal” and “abnormal”, “human” and
“alien” were clearly marked in classic horror movies, threats to the existing
social order were external, and eventually, human agency – or the forces of “good”
- prevailed (19).  My perception of My Bloody Valentine’s movie poster
was informed by this paradigm.  A strange, inhuman thing leering at me with an
almost tangible air of malevolence - I knew that was bad.  When a little
older and bit more sophisticated, I viewed the killer in House of Wax as
clearly evil, killing innocent human beings (even though, in the fullness of
the movie’s plot, the killer was seeking revenge for a crime perpetrated upon
him).


My reaction
to that third fear experience - the EC horror comic I discovered – felt a
little more nuanced.  Because, really - who was “evil” in that story?  One
brother was certainly a selfish coward, abandoning his sibling to die in a
swamp.  And it could certainly be viewed as a morality play, the moral of the
story being: “Don’t desert your loved ones, because they’ll come back for you
from beyond the grave.”


But his
overwhelming guilt seemed to exempt him from being truly evil.  And the swamp
monster his brother became wasn’t exactly evil, either.   Merely a sorrowful
wraith seeking vengeance.  I came away from that story feeling uneasy, because
I didn’t know where my sympathies should lie.  With the wronged brother, now
turned into a lurching horror that would never find any peace? Or with the
weaker brother whose worst crime was merely fear and indecision in a crisis?  


This
reaction more closely resembles what has become known as postmodern horror. 
Very much like classic horror, postmodern horror revolves around the violent
introduction of a “monster” upon a normative state.  People ineffectually try
to defeat this monster.  However, postmodern horror differs from classic horror
in ways similar to my reaction to that EC horror comic.   Throughout the
postmodern horror movie’s narrative, lines of “good” and “evil” are blurred. 
Very quickly, characters – and by proxy, audiences – learn or at least suspect
there’s no way to beat this monster.  “Good” (or whatever is loosely defined as
“good”) will not win in the end.  Audiences are perhaps left feeling uneasy,
unsettled because the narrative’s resolution doesn’t offer closure.  The
monster still lingers, ready to strike again (19). 


Much has
been said and written about this evolution of horror cinema from its classic
origins to a more postmodern framing.  Much of it negative and critical.  Often
enough, “postmodern” is an adjective used negatively, especially among critics
of popular, mass culture (Syder 78).  According to Frederic Jameson, in his
essay “Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism”, postmodernism
is an indication that...


 


“...producers
of culture have nowhere to turn but the past: the imitation of dead styles,
speech through all the masks and voices stored up in the imaginary museum of a
now global culture.”  (78)


     


In other
words, horror movies have said everything possible to say, and the only
recourse is to regurgitate these same styles and themes over and over, until
their “meaning” becomes lost and diluted.   Fans of “classic horror cinema” and
critics of the genre have likewise suggested a decline in the horror genre
since its postmodern development, that ensuing installments of postmodern
movies have become increasingly superficial and derivative (Syder 79), most
specifically the Scream movie franchise (which we’ll come back to,
shortly).  In the words of one critic: “...the tongue-in-cheek genre again
begins to ruin the horror film as an effective meditation on issues which
affect society” (79).


But need
this be so? Does postmodern horror cinema truly mean the end of “horror film as
an effective meditation on issues which affect society”? Certainly, as I’ll
indicate in this essay, elements of postmodern horror cinema do pose alarming
questions about the development of our society, especially considering its
relative box office success.  But this, in itself, could also be read as horror
cinema reflecting our situational, collective fears. Which produced which?
Also, I’ll briefly examine postmodernism, and sketch the development of the
horror movie itself in an attempt to show that it’s been concerned with
“postmodern themes” for quite some time now, consistently delving into the
anxieties of our nation over the last fifty years.  And finally, perhaps
illustrate that postmodern horror cinema does provide an “effective meditation
on issues which affect society.”


First, a
brief grappling with the term “postmodernism”.   Essentially – in very parsed
language – “postmodernism” is concerned with the challenging of century-old
assumptions about how we perceive and make sense of this world (Syder 80).  We
can trace postmodernism’s development back to the philosophies of Friedrich Nietzsche,
who argued that although we believe we “know” things of the world when we speak
of them, all we really possess are metaphors of those things.  Metaphors which
do not correspond to anything “true” (80).


For Nietzsche,
there were no intrinsic laws of nature or morality.  Everything we believed to
be morally true was simply a construct created in our minds.   So the
development of postmodernism centered on the growing uncertainty of the “truth”
about the apparent, familiar world surrounding us, and our perception of it
(80).  Of course, Nietzsche’s view isn’t the only perception of postmodernism. 
It could also be described as “part of a slowly emerging cultural
transformation in Western societies, a change in sensibilities”, or the
“erosion of universal categories...the breakdown of moral clarities”, a “profound
loss of faith in master narratives”, or a “crisis of cultural authority”
(Pinedo 17).   Postmodernity can also be understood as “a crisis and
transformation of regulation and control that characterize modern societies and
cultures in the post-war period” (Lockwood 4). In other words, the postmodern
world is an unstable one in which categories break down, boundaries blur,
revered institutions are questioned, morals and truths are no longer absolute,
being more fictions than anything else (17-18).


The
implications of postmodernism’s impact on the development of horror cinema seem
clear, then.   As society became more postmodern, it began questioning all the
“truths” it had taken for granted for so long, and horror cinema changed in
response to society’s philosophical beliefs.  In essence, it could be argued
that horror cinema has become a startling and perhaps alarming barometer of our
collective social consciousness.  This would seem to refute the argument that
“postmodernism” has “ruin(ed) the horror film as an effective meditation on
issues in society”.  Our society has become increasingly postmodern.  Horror
cinema has merely shifted its focus to correspond, meditating on postmodern
societal issues.


But is it
possible that, instead, this pervasive philosophy of postmodernism has
infiltrated horror cinema, co-opted it, ruined it for any further meaningful
expression?  


A closer
look at the horror genre’s history and development in film – even before the
widespread prevalence of postmodernism – seems to refute this argument, also. 
The core of postmodern thought is the tension existing between what we “think”
we know about the world around us, and what actually exists. This tension has
always existed at the core of the horror tale, even before horror cinema
developed (Syder 81).  


Horror is
often described as a genre tapping into our fear of the unknown.  The “horror”
comes from the safety of our “known” world being violated by something
“unknown” that lies beyond the “laws of nature” (81).  And, of course, because
this “monster” has now proven our knowledge of those laws to be misunderstood
or illusory, our entire perception of the world and its laws are brought into
question (81).    Horror exposes everyday terrors: the pain of loss, the
mystery of death, our unpredictable world, how good intentions often fail
(Pinedo 26).


And the
terror and suspense of horror cinema are often generated by keeping the
relationship between the characters’ knowledge and perception in flux, as they
are often never quite sure what’s happening to them, how these things have come
to be (82).  Granted, the framing of the classic horror movie sees the
“monster” defeated and the normative state restored, but these concerns about
knowledge and our perception of the world could be considered very postmodern
concerns. 


Or are they
merely human concerns?  It can also be argued that postmodernism is much bigger
than Nietzsche and his philosophies.  They can be viewed, instead, as very
tangible reactions to the massive social upheaval that began after World War
II, especially in the sixties.  And horror has historically aligned itself with
social and global concerns and times of stress. In his philosophical treatment
of the horror genre, The Philosophy of Horror: Paradoxes of the Heart,
Noel Carroll charts the development of several different “horror cycles”, which
he believed emerged during times of social upheaval and stress. Based on his
research, he found the horror genre very capable of incorporating or
assimilating social stresses into itself (207).  


For example,
what Carroll calls the “thirties movie cycle” (horror movies filmed in the
1930’s), ironically enough showed a great deal of sympathy for these “horror
monsters”. Frankenstein's monster, King Kong, the Werewolf of London, even
Dracula – who in the thirties film, at one point even yearns to be really dead
– are posed as oddly marginalized characters, even in their horribleness
(208).  Especially Frankenstein and King Kong, who at several points are
portrayed as persecuted victims. Of course, this was also during the Great
Depression.  The prospect of being unemployed, cast off from “civilized”
society through no fault of one’s own could easily be imagined as a common
fear.  So Carroll hypothesizes that movies like these expressed recognizable
anxieties audiences could connect to, providing them with images for thinking
about these anxieties (208).


Another
example would be the giant bug monster films of the fifties.  Giant insects,
carnivorous vegetables, bug-eyed aliens were always poised on the brink of
invading, consuming, and dominating the world.  Not only do the concepts of
irradiated and mutated bugs grown to immense proportions express anxieties
about the fallout of the new nuclear bomb age, but Carroll also proposes these
monstrous, inhuman beings incapable of feeling any human emotions bent on
consuming and dominating the world served as nicely as stand-ins for the
“international communist menace” of the then new Cold War Era (208).


In regards
to postmodernism and the “current horror cycle”, Carroll notes their parallel development
following World War II, during this Cold War Era,  proposing that the horror
genre increasingly expressed our culture’s anxiety over the growing instability
of cultural norms and postmodern relativisms – “there are no truths,
everything’s relative” (212).  


As the
United States gradually saw its standing as a world power diminished, other
“horrors” reared their heads in our collective consciousness. The losses of the
Vietnam War.  The often-violent Civil Right struggle here at home, and the
shooting of students on American university campuses in the midst of protests
and demonstrations and even riots that spilled out of control (Lockwood 4).  


The streak
of assassinations, the Middle East oil crises, increasingly violent hostage
situations, and our government’s fumbling arms deals.  And as political and
business scandals, social reform, the sexual and drug revolution and changes in
religious thought continued to send turbulent waves throughout society, the
horror genre –with its core being a structural and thematic commitment to fragility
and instability – became the perfect ‘pop art’ symbol for the growing fear that
“things fall apart, the center cannot hold” (212).


So for
Carroll, at least, postmodernism hasn’t tainted or overly influenced horror,
rather the same anxieties arising from massive social, economic, political,
sexual and religious upheaval have helped develop postmodernism as the
intellectual response to these turbulent changes, and the current cycle of
horror cinema as the popular response to these turbulent changes.


 The
question then becomes: what is postmodern horror cinema?  According to Isabel
Pinedo, postmodern horror constructs a much more insecure and fragile sense of
the world:


     


The universe
of the contemporary horror film is an uncertain age one in which good and evil,
normality and abnormality, reality and illusion become virtually
indistinguishable.  This, together with the presentation of violence as
constituent feature of everyday life, the inefficacy of human action, and the
refusal of narrative closure, produces an unstable, paranoid universe in which
familiar categories collapse (Lockwood 1).           


 


Critic Tania
Modelski, however, classifies the postmodern horror film a little more harshly,
calling it “cinema with minimal plot and character development”, featuring
“underdeveloped, unlikable characters”; a “de-centered, disordered film” that
at best changes textual codes in order to disrupt narrative pleasure (Pinedo
18-19).  


Pinedo,
however, disagrees with Modelski on the point of disruption of narrative pleasure,
proposing that audiences do enjoy postmodern horror cinema and take some sort
of intellectual pleasure from it, suggesting that postmodernism could foster
“productive contradictions” within the narrative of a contemporary horror film
that would lend itself to narrative pleasure in the audience (19).


Andrew Syder
agrees, dismissing the idea that postmodernism has “done” something unworthy to
horror cinema, saying – like Carroll – that because of its thematic questions
about the known world, the authority of knowledge, things menacing us from
beyond that knowledge, horror has concerned itself with postmodern issues for
decades.   According to Syder:


                 


“Both
postmodern theory and the horror genre are fundamentally concerned with how we
perceive and make sense of the world around us, and as such both offer comparable
models for ordering the knowledge we possess about the external world.”   (79)


 


The
perception of knowledge and its relevance to the horror genre is of great
interest to Syder.  As stated above, he believes that our ability (or implied
inability) in a horror movie to know the world around us is intimately linked
with postmodernism’s proposed unreliability of our senses of perception (81). 
Indeed, it makes sense, then, that postmodern audiences would naturally consume
or seek out narratives fleshing out questions about the world around us,
haunting us with implications that not only don’t we really know
anything, but we also can’t accurately anticipate the unforeseeable, and are
therefore ultimately unprepared and helpless in the face of what’s to come.  


But up until
now, we’ve only examined the general characteristics of the postmodern horror
film. In her article “Recreational Terror: Postmodern Elements of the
Contemporary Horror Film” Isabel Pinedo outlines the following five specific
characteristics that mark a horror film as “postmodern”: 1. a violent
disruption of the everyday world; 2. a transgression and violation of
boundaries; 3. validity of rationality is questioned; 4. there is no narrative
closure; 5. the film produces a bounded experience of fear (20).  


Pinedo
states the first four traits refer to the workings of the film itself; the
fifth highlights the dynamic between the film and audience (20). She does note
that the first three characteristics – 1. violent disruption, 2. transgression
of boundaries, 3. rationality questioned - are shared by classic horror movies,
also.  Because we’ve discussed those three traits already in relation to
classic horror movies, instead of redefining them once again, I’ll just
illustrate how they differ from the traits of classic horror.


1. violent
disruption: perhaps the most easily perceived difference between classic
horror and postmodern horror is the level of violence visited upon the body,
and the ensuing body count at the end of a postmodern horror film. Writer
Philip Brophy calls this the “act of showing the spectacle of the ruined body”
(21). A characteristic of postmodern horror is a fascination with the
mutilation of the body, the “creative” death, and high levels of explicit
violence (21).  Peter Boss follows this by claiming that “body horror” is
central to the contemporary horror genre, in many cases subsuming narrative and
character development, to fill “the demands of presenting the viewer with the
uncompromised or privileged detail of human carnage,” and it’s often shown in
an emotionally detached manner, so that – according to Boss – “what fascinates
is not primarily the suffering of the victim, but his/her bodily ruination”
(21).  In other words, according to Boss, postmodern horror fans don’t find a
sadistic enjoyment in watching people suffer, but for some reason are compelled
to watch – or are frightened by – the explicit, almost surgical destruction of
the body. 


2.
transgression of boundaries - “horror in the everyday world” has become an
increasing trope of the postmodern horror film, as irrational and perverse
fears penetrate deeply into very mundane, normal life routines.  The semblance
of quiet small town life about to be destroyed, prom nights and Halloween
parties destined for ruination (Huang 96).  Instead of featuring a
“supernatural” evil that must be confronted and beaten by “good”, or a paradigm
featuring “morally good” versus “morally bad”, postmodern horror cinema often features
the collapse of family and community.  Loss of identity, fragmentation of the
psyche, loss of self.


In the
transgression of these boundaries, nothing is as it seems in the postmodern
horror movie.   Characters dream within dreams, mistake hallucinations for
reality, reality for hallucinations.  In classical horror cinema, the
cinematography itself supported very clearly marked paradigms of good/evil,
normal/abnormal.   Syder offers the example of how the movie camera itself
enables or curtails our (character/audience’s) vision of these paradigms, and
the differences between how a classic horror film and postmodern horror film
manipulates and structures the visual field, implying certain ideas about how
we/audience/characters perceive and understand the surrounding world (82).  


For example,
he cites typical camera positioning and manipulation of the visual field in
early Gothic horror films which, like most horror films, questioned the
boundaries of what we knew with a violation from  “Outside” by a “monster”. 
According to Syder, many Gothic movies were shot in such a way that reinforced
the concrete separations of good and evil, natural and unnatural in classic
horror film (83), thereby cementing the transgressor as “evil/abnormal” and
what was being transgressed as “good/normal.”


Syder speaks
of the 1940’s Gothic Film, Cat People, about a young woman who may or
may not be suffering from a curse that turns her into a killer panther upon
sexual excitement (82).  Syder proposes that the film’s suspense sequences
illustrate the relationships between structures of seeing and the “unknown” in
horror, clearly marking out lines of transgression. One scene in particular: a
potential victim is pursued at night along a darkened sidewalk. Streetlamps
along the way offer intervals of pools of light. In flight, she rushes through
the dark stretches between each light spot, pausing in “safety” each time she
hits a pool of light, looking behind her.  She doesn’t relax until a bus pulls
up, which takes her away to safety, back to the safe world (82).


Another
scene shows the same character jumping into a swimming pool to escape what
sounds like a panther.  Lighting is again used to paint opposing sides.  The
character hides “safely” in the middle of the lit pool, scanning the edges
around the pool, which are shrouded in darkness.  The tension only dissipates
when someone inside turns on the outside lights, banishing all shadow (83).


According to
Syder, these scenes explicitly indicate the inability of both the character and
the camera to see the unknown threat.  And because they can’t see them, the
threat is wrong/abnormal/evil. In this framing, light equals safety, darkness
equals danger.  That which is visible is safe, that which is unseeable and
unknowable is threatening (83).  In this, Syder claims that Gothic films of
this kind acknowledges that there are potentially unknown things in the world,
things that threaten the laws of the world as we know them by transgressing
boundaries into our world, but these films still position those “things” as
separate from the known world – which we can trust –by lighting.


In contrast,
Syder notes that in many postmodern horror films – especially slasher films –
extreme violence takes place in the bright sunlight of the regular world, and
the perpetrators of said violence are not only not supernatural beings,
but very often strangers with no motives, or even worse, characters that appear
trustworthy and “safe” (83).  There’s no safety in the light here, either,
because the two movies he references – Last House of the Left and the
original Texas Chainsaw Massacre – make the visible, known world the
primary source of terror, through extremely bloody, realistic effects
we/audience/characters can all see explicitly (83).


A repeated
motif in the Nightmare On Elm Street movies – in which Freddy Krueger
attacks and kills teenagers in their dreams – features victims waking from one
dream only to realize they’re trapped in another. In this, reality is great
diminished as the characters – and the audiences - have no solid reality to
refer to (Pinedo 22).  What is a dream?  What is real? 


Though not
strictly a “horror” film, Memento is an excellent example of VERY
obvious postmodern filming. The main character in Memento suffers from an
extreme version of short-term memory loss, so up front, in the
characterization, reality is suspect.  And also, this character is on the hunt
for the “truth” about who killed his wife.  But of course, anything he learns
is prone to slipping away into nothing when the day ends.  The character tries
to circumvent this by tattooing everything he learns on himself, but of course,
he has to wait several hours to remove the bandage.  And, the movie travels
backward.  So the audience unlearns everything the main character has learned,
completely unending all of our conceptions about what we thought was the main
character’s intentions and “innocence”. 


3. All
horror exposes the limits of rationality, compelling us to confront the
irrational in unknowable beings that threaten our “knowable” world (22).   In
postmodern horror, however, more emphasis is put on emotion – getting “pissed
off”, vowing not to “take it anymore” - and intuition, or acting on “gut
instinct.”  Logic often collapses in the postmodern horror film.  There’s often
no explanation for the atrocities that occur.  They simply do.  Why? Because
someone insane enough wanted to do them.  Any kind of rational discourse takes
second seat to the primacy of bodily mutilation.


Pinedo offers
The Texas Chainsaw Massacre as a prime example.  Despite claims of being
a documentary, the film fails to provide any reason for its murders and
cannibalism (23). There is no “moral to the story”, no “lesson learned,” except
that maybe terrible, vicious sadistic people exist in the world and they will
hurt and maim and kill you for fun, if they can.  The final thirty minutes of
the film features nothing but a prolonged chase scene featuring capture,
torture, escape, and the soundtrack is dominated by a buzzing chainsaw, moans
and groans and screams, the killers’ taunts and bickering.  And even these few
lines of dialogue do nothing but show the audience how demented these killers
are (23).


But even
earlier than Chainsaw can be found a milestone of postmodern horror
cinema: a new breed of monster in Pyscho’s Norman Bates. A completely
familiar, seemingly unthreatening “boy next door” who is “mutable, protean,
unspeakable, unknowable, but ironically and frighteningly domesticated” (Syder
96).  This, then, is the postmodern monster: a human just like us.  Hannibal
Lecter can be seen as a more updated postmodern monster.  He’s a gourmet,
connoisseur of art and music, genteel intellectual psychoanalyst.  Who’s also a
cannibalistic, homicidal maniac (101). And of course, the forces pitted against
the monsters – to varying degrees – in police and psychiatrists and scientists
are largely ineffectual, shortsighted, and not reliable as authority figures at
all.  An often, those who make the most rational arguments are wrong, and
everyone suffers.  Logic and good sense and the morally “right” choices have no
place in the postmodern horror film (24).


4. Lack of
narrative closure – as has been mentioned already, the classic horror film sees a
resolution to its story that reaffirms the normative order.  Human/ good/ normal
prevails; monster/evil/abnormal is defeated.  Most often, a postmodern horror
film ends without closure, leaving an open ending (24).  This is an important
difference between classic horror and postmodern horror, perhaps the most
telling when considering what it says about our society, and what moviegoers
are looking for in consuming postmodern horror: the differences between the
nature of a movie's moral universe and the resolution of its conflicts (22).  


As we’ve
seen, the classic horror movie draws clear boundaries between opposing forces
of good and evil, normal and abnormal.  The film’s resolution of its conflict
almost always results in the “monsters” destruction.   The postmodern horror
film blurs the boundaries between good and evil, normal and abnormal, and the
outcome is often undetermined, ambiguous.   Even if there is a defeat of the
monster, it appears temporary – as when Michael Meyers’ body disappears at the
end of Halloween – or it comes at such a staggering price, “victory” seems
hollow and empty, such as the end of Se7en, when detective David (Brad
Pitt) executes serial killer John Doe (Kevin Spacey) in a murderous rage upon
discovering of his wife’s death at the hands of John Doe. Pinedo notes that
just as often – even in a closed narrative like Alien, in which it
appears the monster has been killed...the eggs are still there, on planet
LV-426, waiting for more unwary, unfortunate souls to stumble across them (25).


Finally, we
come to Pinedo’s fifth characteristic, which she says applies to most horror,
both classic and postmodern: the bounded experience of fear. It is here where
we’ll see that horror in general, and postmodern horror specifically can still
provide “effective meditation on issues which affect society.”


First of
all, a very basic strength of postmodern horror is something mentioned earlier
in this essay, that postmodern horror offers “productive contradictions”.  I
relate back to my third “fear” incidence, discovering that EC Horror comic.  Its
framing, in many ways, was very postmodern.  Saying there was no clear “bad
guy” to blame, that humans were weak, often cowardly creatures who don’t act as
they should in a crisis, and comeuppance doesn’t necessarily lead to peace. And
yet, while the first two experiences simply “scared me”, which in turn
intensified my relief when I “returned to the normal world”, this third
experience made me think.  Its blurred boundaries forced me – even if for only
a little while – to think about just what the terms “good” and “evil” meant to
me, and how I defined them.


Buffy the
Vampire Slayer takes a huge turn (in my opinion) into postmodern territory in
Season Two, with the episode “Phases”.  When Oz (Seth Greene) discovers he’s a
werewolf – a monstrous being unable to help what he is, not responsible for his
monstrousness – the lines between “good” and “evil” and “normal” and “abnormal”
become blurred for the first time in the series, a blurring the series
continued to push as it developed.  In a very unsubtle way, a minor character
in the Buffyverse also deals with his “hidden” monster in admitting his homosexuality. 
That this issue is dealt with parallel to “line-blurring” in the context of
Oz’s newfound affliction and hidden self – which he can’t control, and never
asked for – is not coincidence.


In Pinedo’s
assessment, horror is an “exercise in recreational terror”, a simulation of
danger not unlike a roller coaster ride – something that provides thrills and
chills, but is essentially “safe” (25).  Horror also denaturalizes the
“repressed” (fears, worries, anxieties), by transmuting the “natural” elements
of everyday life into the unnatural form of the “monster” (26).  In other
words, the things we fear in life - loss, loneliness, failure, death, betrayal,
loss of self, marginalization, age – are often (but not always) transformed
into monsters in the horror film, making them more emotionally accessible.  So
by “monstrifying” these fears, horror films unearth our repressed fears and
worries to be dealt with in a unconscious manner we may merely recognize as
“narrative pleasure”, IE. we “enjoy the story”.


Pinedo
relates this to Freud’s dream theories, that as dreams displace and condense
repressed thoughts and feelings, so horror films introduce monstrous elements
to “disfigure” or diminish our own horrors.  As dreams are unconscious attempts
to express conflicts and resolve tensions, so horror films allow audiences to
express and master feelings too threatening to articulate or face consciously.
So because of this, Pinedo believes that all horror films must strike a tenuous
balance: they must produce a fear-experience that will not generate too much
distress to make us walk out of theater, but enough for us engage in this
“fear-experience” (26).  This, of course, varies depending on the film and
director, as well on individual film viewer’s varying constitutions and tastes.


Again, Buffy
the Vampire Slayer serves as an excellent example of this method of
“monstrifying fears”, especially in regards to teenage fears. First, and most
basic: Sunnydale High School sits over a “Hellmouth”, which is a portal to
hell, presenting an excellent image of what many students must think: ‘school
is hell.’  Other struggles are “monstrified”: a possessive boyfriend literally
transforms into an abusive “monster” after taking a home-made serum that
amplifies his abilities, an overbearing mother desperate to relive her high
school glory days uses magic to switch places with her daughter. Xander, one of
Buffy’s friends, “falls in” with the “wrong crowd” and begins acting (and turning
into) a hyena, preying upon the weak.  


A boy beaten
into a coma by his little league coach projects his astral self and fractures
the time-space-continuum, bringing everyone’s nightmares – Buffy’s casual
dismissal by her estranged father, Giles’ failure as a Watcher, resulting in
Buffy’s death and resurrection as a vampire -  to horrifying life. A homicidal
cyborg tricks Buffy’s friends and even mother into accepting him into their
lives, playing the role of a caring, loving man who just wants to make Buffy’s
mother happy - who then begins to mistreat Buffy in secret.  


And finally,
when Buffy and Angel consummate their love, he “transforms” into a monster,
losing his soul, their very consummation destroying the love they once had, a
consequence  most high school partners never take the time to consider; that
sex is a huge, cataclysmic event that alters us all: on a deep, fundamental
level of the soul.  Whatever else can be said about Buffy as a vehicle for
postmodern horror or just as a television show in general, one thing it succeeded
at was “monstrifying” the fears and struggles of teenagers into literal
monsters within the show’s narrative.


Noel Carroll
agrees with this proposed relationship between horror films and audiences, and
offers a more nuanced expansion of Pinedo’s idea of “narrative pleasure” with
his theory of General and Universal Theories of Horrific Appeal.
According to Carroll, because many horror films are narrative-based stories
bent on discovering unknown or unknowable things, he theorized that even as
audiences are necessarily disquieted or distressed or even disgusted and
repulsed by the revelation of these things, they are drawn to how these things
unfold within the structure of the narrative.  Their desire to know draws them
into these stories; they simply want to discover, to know, to see how it all
ends. They are fascinated with the process of the investigation, exploration,
discovery, and then - if possible – the overcoming of unknowable, impossible
things (189 – 191), even if, in the postmodern sense, most of these monsters
can’t be overcome.  Audiences still want to see people try.


These are
very broad ways that horror in general can provide “effective meditation on
issues which affect society.” As we close, we’ll examine how postmodern horror
can also deal with some of these societal issues, looking at what could be
considered the “strengths” of a postmodern horror film.


In his essay
“Knowing the Rules: Postmodernism and the Horror Film”, Andrew Syder refutes
arguments that postmodern horror cinema is just an “imitation of dead styles”
and a “new form of superficiality and depthlessness.” In other words,
postmodern horror films are slick productions full of gore and violence and sex
with little or no substance, produced for an MTV-fed, pop-culture obsessed
generation (84).  Instead of changing horror cinema from what it once was,
Syder claims that postmodernism has instead made a more explicit connection
between postmodernism concerns about absolute truths and the reality of the world
around us, and the horror genre’s concerns of the world’s anxieties about the
unknown (84).  


In this
case, Syder claims that postmodern films’ self-reflexivity and intertextual
nature has re-framed the horror films' focus from the “rules of monsters” and
“rules of the unknown” but to the “rules of the horror movie itself” (84). 
Which is a change or an evolution of sorts, because horror has always been
based on rules.  Rules that govern monsters – vampires can’t go out in
daylight, drink blood and fear crosses; werewolves turn by the full moon and
are killed by silver – and in those classic films, knowledge of those rules
leads to destroying the monster.


But what
exactly does “self-reflexivity” and “intertextual” mean? In brief,
self-reflexivity is defined as: “marked by or making reference to its own
artificiality or contrivance”.  Intertextual means: “is the shaping of texts'
meanings by other texts. It can include an author’s borrowing and
transformation of a prior text or to a reader’s referencing of one text in
reading another.”


In other
words, postmodern horror cinema has developed directly from its long
inheritance back to the 1930’s, and very often A. refers to itself and
the fact that this is a movie, and is contrived and not real; B. is
informed and shaped by all the other movies before it, often trying to either
reshape a story that’s been told several times over, is patching together
several different styles into one film (a pastiche) or is offering a humorous
take on a subject treated in film many times over (parody).  


One example
of intertextuality: in Quentin Tarrentino’s From Dusk Till Dawn – a 1996
movie about a isolated desert bar run by vampires – the would-be victims don’t
turn to a vampire “expert” or religious/mythic scholar (someone like
VanHelsing, from Dracula) for advice on how to slay vampires.  They
instead muse amongst themselves how actor Peter Cushing would’ve done it in all
those Hammer Horror movies of the seventies. Yes, these vampires are the same
vampires we’ve seen before...but this is movie for a generation informed by
movies. Not literature or myths or legends or religion.  Another excellent
example is the original version of Fright Night.  The main protagonist
Charlie doesn’t turn to a priest or scholar to defeat the vampire that’s moved
in next door, he seeks aid from a retired horror movie actor who now hosts a
horror movie television marathon every Friday night.  Because movies have
become the primary “text” of younger generations.


Intertextuality
can be a subtle thing, however, probably present in far more movies than we
realize.  More explicit is self-reflexivity, when a horror movie openly reminds
you – even within itself – that THIS is a horror movie.  There are rules to
observe.  A game that must be played.  And because our generation now sits upon
a horror movie legacy stretching back almost eighty years, these RULES have now
become our primary “texts” informing us/characters how to survive and “beat the
monster”, rather than the “knowledge” featured in classic horror movies. 
Hence, horror movies have now become our “knowledge”.  Dean Lockwood, Lecturer
at the Lincoln School of Media says it best: “The contemporary horror film
knows that you’ve seen it before; it knows you know what is about to happen,
and it knows that you know it knows you know” (5).


The Scream
trilogy stands as a perfect example of self-reflexivity, though many others
exist (indeed, Buffy The Vampire Slayer is not only a triumph of
“monstrifying teenage fears”, it’s also magnificently aware of pop culture).  
In fact, the Scream movies manage to do what so few postmodern horror
movies have: avoiding both pastiche and parody, they treat horror movies as a
text that informs them and the explicit rules for surviving a horror movie is
what drives the narrative.  Not legends or myths or absolute values like “good
vs. evil”.  One of the protagonists, Randy the horror movie nerd, constantly
expounds upon all the “rules” of horror movies throughout the narrative.  It
constantly refers back to what it is, while still managing to trap us in its
story.


Many critics
have used this self-reflexivity as an excuse to accuse postmodern horror as
nothing more than vehicles driven by retreads of old ideas, with the violence
and gore ramped up for shock value.  In other words: “we have nothing new to
show you, so we’re going to retread the same old ideas, ramp up the gore, try
to do something to attract crowds.”  And indeed, more than one of the theorists
I’ve quoted here – Carroll and Pinedo, in particular – have conceded that may
very well be the case on the part of some directors and those who watch their
films.  But this critique simply doesn’t apply to all horror films, and levels
of blood and gore don’t necessarily lessen a film's potential to “meditate on
society’s issues.”


Because, as
already mentioned, it can be argued that horror – and postmodern horror –
“monstrifies” our human fears, and also reflects the general anxieties of
humankind at that point in history.  Is it coincidence that Texas Chainsaw
Massacre – often credited with kicking off the “slasher” genre – was released
in the seventies, very close on the heels of the Vietnam War, which saw some of
the worst atrocities committed against mankind...by our own soldiers?  It can
also be argued that The Thing, a movie about a shape shifting alien that
co-opts a science base in the Arctic, hiding itself in plain sight in the form
of colleagues and friends, is a more thoughtful expression of the Vietnam War -
the alien standing in nicely for the Vietcong, moving silently through the
jungle, picking American soldiers at will (Lockwood 5)  One featured far more
gore than the other, but that doesn’t necessarily diminish it’s attempt to
“meditate on issues of society”.


And the Scream
movies – as well as countless other postmodern horror films -offer more than
just self-reflexivity for “eye-winking” purposes.  These movies seemed very
concerned – or obsessed – with the fact that this generation is primarily
informed by media: movies, television, video games, the internet.   In the
first Scream, the villains were so obsessed with horror movies; they
planned a series of grotesque murders based on the rules of the horror genre. 
Also, filmmakers and broadcast journalists play central roles, especially
Sidney (Courtney Cox), a broadcast journalist hell-bent on getting the “story”,
no matter the consequences. 


The Blair
Witch Project, The Last Broadcast, Urban Legends: Final Cut all focus
on filmmakers and the art of composing a film.  Halloween Resurrection
centers on a webcast. Wes Craven’s A New Nightmare is a stunning display
of blurring borders between reality and film and fantasy, as director Wes
Craven – and all the original actors of the Nightmare On Elm Street cast
– play themselves, writing and directing and acting an Elm Street movie...as
Freddy is coming alive, through their creating the movie.


And this,
perhaps, is one of most explicit ways postmodern films of this kind “meditate
on society’s issues” – this commentary on how important media influences are
today.  The past several generations – and, even more so, this current
generation of young – have been raised in an ever-more media-dominated
society.  So much so that, in the Education field, a new phrase has been coined
to describe today’s students: the “digital native.”  They’ve been raised in an
entirely media-driven world, and are extremely – maybe even frighteningly –
media savvy and literate.  And the rest of society itself has become largely
media literate, so much so that most of our knowledge of the world derives from
what we glean from how the media portrays the world (Pinedo 87).  And the fact
– the truth, and also a huge fear – that the media portrays the world as it
isn’t is a huge social concern, one that postmodern horror has tapped into with
repeated movies about the illusory, slippery nature of “reality” (87).  What’s
real?  What’s not?  This anxiety, perhaps, is a true source of horror.


In her
essay, Pinedo calls the horror film “an exercise in mastery, in which
controlled loss substitutes for loss of control” (26).  This applies to our
fears of an out-of-control media, and also, by this standard – thinking from a
postmodern perspective – even a seemingly shallow, plotless horror movie
featuring grotesque atrocities visited upon the body and humanity can be seen
as, at the very least, an important – if admittedly alarming – temperature
reading of our society, in that these are the things we collectively fear (or,
at least, Hollywood believes we fear) at this given period in history.   


Two final
notes to be made on postmodern trends in horror cinema, one from Noel Carroll,
the other from bestselling horror author Brian Keene. In this essay, I’ve
attempted to analyze postmodern horror from the perspective of a movie viewer.
But it might be worthwhile, perhaps, to peek for a moment “behind the curtain”,
here at the end, and consider what “postmodern horror” means to those who
create it.  Noel Carroll asserts in his Philosophy of Horror that all
those who create AND consume horror operate “within a shared tradition, and
this is acknowledged openly, with great frequency and gusto” (211).   


In his
keynote address at the 2011 AnthoCon (a speculative fiction conference held in
New Hampshire), Brian Keene addresses this shared tradition. He speaks from the
perspective of a novelist and writer, but the concept is the same, and being as
all movies  worth watching are written first, (this could be argued, but not
here) his comments shed light on postmodern cinema from a creator’s point of
view.  On this “shared history”, Keene says:


     


“A horror
writer should know the genre’s history for several reasons. First and foremost,
they should know it so as not to repeat the mistakes of its past. They should
draw upon that history, letting the books and stories that have been written in
the past inspire and inform and shape their own work.  You know that novel
you’re working on about Nazi ghosts haunting a tank? Graham Masterton beat you
to it back in the Seventies. If you’re writing about vampires, you’ve probably
read Dracula — but did you also read the works of Les Daniels, or Salem’s Lot,
They Thirst, Vampyrrhic, or Lot Lizards?                         


 


Like those 28
Days Later-style zombies? I bet you’ll love Jim Starlin’s Among Madmen or
Simon Clark’s Blood Crazy. Perhaps you enjoy the      exploits of occult
detectives such as F. Paul Wilson’s Repairman Jack, Jim Butcher’s Dresden
Files, or my own Levi Stoltzfus. But have you read Manly Wade Wellman’s
Silver John the Balladeer stories or William Hope Hodgson’s Carnacki the
Ghost Finder? Like John Carpenter’s The Thing? But have you read
John W. Campbell’s Who Goes There?


 


I truly
believe that in horror fiction, there is no such thing as an original idea.
They’ve all been done before. What’s original is your take on the idea, your
spin on the familiar old tropes and monster, your unique           perspective
and voice — your twist. Don’t waste a year of your life writing The Stand.
It’s already been written. Instead, write your take on the themes presented in
the book — themes that have existed in horror fiction since primitive man first
started painting stories on cave walls. Themes that make up those holy books I
mentioned at the beginning. Themes that were tackled in the Epic of Gilgamesh.
Novelist and comics writer Warren Ellis often says “tell people who you are and
where you are and what the world looks like today.” And that’s what writing
horror fiction — or any type of fiction — really is. It’s taking universal
themes and truths that have been examined by other writers for thousands of years,
and offering your own perspective on them.


 


Know your
genre. Know your history.”


                                                                 (http://www.briankeene.com/?p=9691)


 


Horror
producers and fans are famously loyal and informed of their genre.  Especially
those trying to create content in their genre.  And while they’re loyal and
aware of their heritage and want to pay tribute to it, because of this
awareness, they’re always looking to transgress boundaries and create new
stories within this shared tradition, taking something that thrilled and
informed them, but making it their own.  And, because they’re human beings and
aware of the world around them, their brand of horror will comment on the state
of the world, as they’re creating it.  This, perhaps, is the simplest
explanation of postmodern horror cinema, and maybe the best.


The world is
currently a postmodern world, consumed with postmodern concerns.  If that ever
changes, I assume that horror will also change with it, and continue offering a
“meditation of society’s issues.”
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