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Dedicated to Duane Jones, Mantan Moreland, Scatman Crothers, Pam Grier, and all the Black guys and girls who died so that future generations could live.




Introduction

The year was 1968. Hair was big, lapels were bigger, and Hai Karate wafted through the air with impunity. Moviegoers flocked to crowded theaters throughout the summer to see the big-budget, star-packed sensation that was Roman Polanski’s Rosemary’s Baby, a film whose lurid blend of sex, violence, religion, and social commentary would help to usher in the modern era of horror cinema.

But, much more quietly, two shoestring-budget independent features also opened that year that would prove to be just as powerful a harbinger of the shape of horror to come: Night of the Living Dead and Spider Baby or, the Maddest Story Ever Told.

Both movies were unlikely influencers, given their minuscule productions, with combined budgets of less than one-tenth of Rosemary’s Baby’s $3.2 million.1 They featured debuting directors—Night of the Living Dead’s George Romero and Spider Baby’s Jack Hill—relying on borrowed resources and favors from friends. They were released in cost-effective black-and-white film during an age of color (1961 being the last year in which the majority of Hollywood features were black-and-white, and 1966 being the last year the Oscars awarded a separate cinematography trophy for black-and-white films).

Their old-school veneer, however, belied their new-school marrow. These films were anarchic and transgressive, undermining social mores surrounding violence, sexuality, and general decorum in bold, unapologetic swaths of blood, breasts, and bizarreness. These ahead-of-their-time stories would stoke the fires of future generations of filmmakers, even inspiring the development of entire subgenres within horror. It’s hard to deny Spider Baby’s imprint on The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, The Hills Have Eyes, and other “backwoods” horror. Night of the Living Dead, meanwhile, single-handedly rewrote the zombie mythos and “reanimated” the genre, spawning everything from sequels like Dawn of the Dead (1978) and offshoots like The Return of the Living Dead (1985) to “zom-coms” like Shaun of the Dead (2004), TV shows like The Walking Dead, and foreign frights like Train to Busan (2016).

Less acknowledged is Night’s and Spider Baby’s role as forerunners of the treatment of Black characters in horror movies over the next fifty years, both the highs and the deep, dark, Blackensteinian lows. Spider Baby’s fatal dismissal of its lone Black character, played by the legendary Mantan Moreland, in its opening moments became a template for the proverbial “Black Guy Dies First” scenario that would remain a persistent punch line for the genre. Meanwhile, Night of the Living Dead’s “Black Guy,” Ben (Duane Jones), likewise died, but he did so as the hero and the last man standing. His heroism and almost-survival were a rarity that signaled promise for a future in which Black actors and actresses could headline horror, Black characters could save the day, and Black horror movies could be commercial and critical successes worthy of the highest accolades—like the four Oscar nominations and one win for Jordan Peele’s Get Out (2017).

This book explores the wild, wicked, waggish journey of Blacks in modern horror cinema, from the fodder epitomized by Spider Baby to the cinematic heights of Get Out and beyond. It discusses the themes, tropes, and traits that have come to characterize Black roles in horror since 1968, a year in which race made national headlines in iconic moments like: the Kerner Commission indicting “White racism” for U.S. social ills in February; enactment of the 1968 Civil Rights Act and Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination in April; Olympic medalists Tommie Smith and John Carlos raising their “Black Power” fists in October; and Star Trek airing American television’s first interracial kiss in November.

Before that landmark year, Black representation in horror was lacking—quite literally, as in you’d need Easy Rawlins on retainer to find a Black role of significance in any horror movie from the late ’40s through the late ’60s. The roles that did exist were typically bit parts like “Nameless African Tribesman Who Menaces the White Hero and/or Gets Eaten by a Giant Mutant Cricket” or “Barely Named Domestic Who Hovers Politely on the Periphery like a Coatrack.” In prior decades, bigger roles were allotted to comedic sidekicks who specialized in delivering exaggerated expressions of fright (for lack of a better term, the “Spook” stereotype, although the etymology of that particular slur is hazy at best). When those types of roles fell out of favor, though, studios simply didn’t bother to fill the holes with any other Black characters.

While there were a few all-Black horror “race films” up until the early ’40s, they were bargain-basement affairs produced outside the studio system that never gained enough of a foothold to become a long-term option. It was thus with something of a blank slate that Black representation in horror began anew in 1968, building an identity gradually, in fits and starts, with steps forward and back, sometimes in a circular motion with the hokeypokey that made you wonder if progress was being made at all.

Even as frustratingly slow as it was, things were improving, and as the Black characters on-screen began to fare better, so did Black horror (loosely defined in this book as FUBU horror, either “For Us” or “By Us”) as an entity. More and more stories began to revolve around Black people, while Black people, in turn, increasingly evolved the stories from behind the camera as writers, directors, and producers, ultimately setting the stage for a virtual Horror-lem Renaissance.

Indeed, Black horror is currently having a yearslong “moment,” reaching beyond its core target audience to non-Black viewers and international theatergoers alike. For example, Get Out, which presents a decidedly U.S.-specific commentary on race and racism, saw 31% of its cumulative gross earnings, or approximately $80 million at the box office, come from international ticket sales.2 Meanwhile, non-American audiences accounted for nearly 50% ($68 million) of the take of the unabashedly Black Lives Matter–inspired The First Purge (2018).3

Still, it must be emphasized that what is new—Get Out, Us (2019), Ma (2019), Candyman (2021), even a TV show like Lovecraft Country (2020)—is born out of years of Black horror innovation from groundbreaking writers, directors, and performers who paved the way with a bold, unapologetically Black cinematic eye that celebrated diversity decades before the Academy Awards thought to create “inclusion standards.” These modern “renaissance” films owe a debt to the socially relevant, often politically charged, sometimes ridiculous but never boring “Blaxploitation”-era horror films like Blacula (1972), Ganja & Hess (1973), Sugar Hill (1974), Welcome Home Brother Charles (1975), and Dr. Black, Mr. Hyde (1976), not to mention the micro-budget Black Devil Doll from Hell (1984) and anything containing melanin that kept Black horror on life support during the Great Negro Drought of the ’80s so that ’90s classics like Candyman (1992), Tales from the Hood (1995), and Demon Knight (1995) could take things to the next level.

Unlike “The Black Guy,” Black horror has managed to not only survive, but thrive.


HIGHEST-GROSSING BLACK HORROR MOVIES
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Horror movies starring Black talent and/or coming from Black creatives with a Black point of view have proven to have appeal at the box office beyond Black audiences, with more than two dozen earning $40 million–plus at the U.S. box office since the ’90s. Here are the top-grossing Black horror movies as of 2022:



	TITLE

	DOMESTIC (U.S.)

	INTERNATIONAL

	WORLDWIDE




	1. I Am Legend (2007)

	$256,393,010

	$329,017,042

	$585,410,052




	2. Get Out (2017)

	$176,040,665

	$79,548,492

	$255,589,157




	3. Us (2019)

	$175,084,580

	$80,100,902

	$255,185,482




	4. Scary Movie (2000)

	$157,019,771

	$121,000,000

	$278,019,771




	5. Nope (2022)*

*As of September 2022

	$120,768,470

	$39,072,000

	$159,840,470




	6. Se7en (1995)

	$100,125,643

	$227,207,916

	$327,333,559




	7. Blade II (2002)

	$82,348,319

	$72,661,713

	$155,010,032




	8. Alien vs. Predator (2004)

	$80,282,231

	$97,144,859

	$177,427,090




	9. The Haunted Mansion (2003)

	$75,847,266

	$106,443,000

	$182,290,266




	10. Boo! A Madea Halloween (2016)

	$73,206,343

	$1,621,001

	$74,827,344




	11. Scary Movie 2 (2001)

	$71,308,997

	$69,911,681

	$141,220,678




	12. Blade (1998)

	$70,087,718

	$61,095,812

	$131,183,530




	13. The First Purge (2018)

	$69,488,745

	$67,567,517

	$137,056,262




	14. Obsessed (2009)

	$68,261,644

	$5,568,703

	$73,830,347




	15. Candyman (2021)

	$61,186,570

	$16,225,000

	$77,411,570




	16. Kiss the Girls (1997)

	$60,527,873

	--

	$60,527,873




	17. Gothika (2003)

	$59,694,580

	$81,896,744

	$141,591,324




	18. The Perfect Guy (2015)

	$57,027,435

	$3,245,738

	$60,273,173




	19. Escape Room (2019)

	$57,005,601

	$98,706,476

	$155,712,077




	20. Spawn (1997)

	$54,870,175

	$32,969,867

	$87,840,042




	21. No Good Deed (2014)

	$52,543,632

	$1,779,578

	$54,323,210




	22. Blade: Trinity (2004)

	$52,411,906

	$79,565,998

	$131,977,904




	23. The Call (2013)

	$51,872,378

	$16,700,253

	$68,572,631




	24. Boo 2! A Madea Halloween (2017)

	$47,319,572

	$1,014,360

	$48,333,932




	25. Ma (2019)

	$45,896,028

	$15,209,716

	$61,105,744





Source: BoxOfficeMojo.com.
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I’m telling you, man, the Black guy always dies first.

—Kabral Jabar (Bill Nunn), Canadian Bacon (1995)

No way. I’ve seen this movie. The Black dude dies first.

—Professor Harry Phineas Block (Orlando Jones), Evolution (2001)

Everybody knows Black guys get it first in horror movies. It’s like Horror Films 101.

—Elvis (Raymond Novarro Smith), Bloody Murder 2 (2003)



Somewhere in the pit of your stomach, next to last night’s Flamin’ Hot Cheetos and the gum you swallowed in the third grade, you know his fate as soon as he walks on-screen. It’s not because you’ve read the script or watched an overly thorough trailer that gave away the whole damn plot; you just know. It’s because he’s Black, and you’re watching a horror movie. He’s the prototypical “Black Guy,” the token minority in a cast full of White faces, and his demise is so predestined, it’s become a running gag within the genre: The Black Guy Dies First.

But does he really? The answer, in fact, is a resounding no. He (or she, because Black women are certainly not immune) might die second or third or, in more nihilistic films, seventeenth. But odds are pretty good that he will indeed die. How good? Well, in an informal and soul-crushing survey of almost one thousand horror movies containing more than fifteen hundred appearances by Black characters, we found their mortality rate to be about 45%. Given this figure includes minor, nonspeaking, sometimes nameless roles that may not even warrant a death, the fact that nearly one out of every two dies sounds like a genocidist’s wet dream.


FREQUENT DIER AWARDS

Horror movies rarely get any love when awards season rolls around, and characters who die in those movies get even less love, so why not kill two birds with one stone (no pun intended)? Since no one has cornered the market on cinematic dying quite like Black folks, here’s a rundown of the Black actors and actresses who have gone above and beyond when it comes to horror movie mortality.
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Honorable Mention: Meagan Good

Compared to some others on this list, Meagan Good hasn’t been in that many horror movies, but when she is, you can bet on her dying, since she so frequently plays a sidekick who’s close enough to the main hero that her death lends gravitas to the situation. From 2005 to 2010, she was a go-to for this type of role in major studio productions, but through persistence, hard work, and perhaps a new agent, she finally earned a starring role in 2019’s The Intruder, allowing her the luxury of survival.

Confirmed Deaths: 5


	Venom (2005)

	One Missed Call (2008)

	Saw V (2008)

	The Unborn (2009)

	Monster Hunter (2020)
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Honorable Mention: Miguel A. Núñez Jr.

Two of Miguel A. Núñez Jr.’s early on-screen acting jobs came in iconic horror franchises—Friday the 13th and Return of the Living Dead—and their prominence no doubt helped to offset the fact that he dies in both. In Friday the 13th Part V: A New Beginning, he joined that series’ long line of over-the-top murders, getting speared through the chest while singing doo-wop on an outhouse toilet (damn enchiladas). In The Return of the Living Dead, he actually makes it all the way to the end, only to have the military bomb the entire town to contain the zombie outbreak. Collateral damage, thy name is Spider. While his horror roles would decrease in visibility over the years, his penchant for perishing remained the same, although how he survived 1996’s Leprechaun 4: In Space is anyone’s guess.

Confirmed Deaths: 5


	Friday the 13th Part V: A New Beginning (1985)

	The Return of the Living Dead (1985)

	Shadowzone (1990)

	Carnosaur 2 (1995)

	Hood Rat (2001)
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3rd Place (Tie): Charles S. Dutton

The master of the heroic death, Charles S. Dutton hasn’t met a White person for whom he isn’t willing to lay down his life. In Alien 3, he sacrifices himself to save Sigourney Weaver. In Mimic, he sacrifices himself to save Mira Sorvino. In Legion, he sacrifices himself to save Kate Walsh. He’s died for White women more times than Candyman. Even in Gothika, when he’s killed by Halle Berry (justifiably so), it’s only because she’s possessed by… yup, a White woman.

Confirmed Deaths: 6


	Alien 3 (1992)

	Mimic (1997)

	Gothika (2003)

	Secret Window (2004)

	Legion (2010)

	Monkey’s Paw (2013)
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3rd Place (Tie): Ken Foree

Ken Foree set the bar high for himself early in his career with his role in George Romero’s Dawn of the Dead (1978), in which he survived and ended up being the primary heroic figure. For a White actor, a prime role like that in such a seminal film might have earned a decade’s worth of starring roles, but for a Black actor in the ’80s without a “whatchoo talkin’ ’bout, Willis” catchphrase, options were limited… and quite often, fatal. To his credit, Foree died only once during the ’80s, but after the turn of the century, he made up for lost time—thanks in no small part to filmmaker Rob Zombie, who killed him off in two of his movies: The Devil’s Rejects and Halloween.

Confirmed Deaths: 6


	From Beyond (1986)

	The Devil’s Rejects (2005)

	Halloween (2007)

	Brotherhood of Blood (2007)

	Blood Brothers (2015)

	The Rift: Dark Side of the Moon (2017)
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3rd Place (Tie): Pam Grier

Before gaining notoriety for her legendary Blaxploitation roles in Foxy Brown, Coffy, and Friday Foster, Pam Grier dipped her toe into horror as the panther woman in the Island of Dr. Moreau redux The Twilight People. She would return to the genre in each of the next five decades, leaving a trail of bodies in her wake. Granted, most of the bodies were her own, but when you have a body like hers, why not get the most use out of it that you can? A career rebirth after Quentin Tarantino’s Jackie Brown (1997) at least afforded Grier the opportunity to die in higher-profile movies after the turn of the century, like Bones and Ghosts of Mars.

Confirmed Deaths: 6


	The Twilight People (1972)

	Something Wicked This Way Comes (1983)

	The Vindicator (1986)

	Class of 1999 (1990)

	Bones (2001)

	Ghosts of Mars (2001)
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2nd Place: Samuel L. Jackson

The biggest star in this list, Samuel Jackson boasts a résumé full of blockbusters, so the films in which he dies aren’t as strictly “horror” as some other performers who have to slum it for a living. He’s earned his elevated standing, though, by being the hardest-working man in showbiz, booking gigs right and left like peak Gene Hackman, so it makes sense that, with a couple hundred movies in his pocket, he’s died in quite a few. Earlier in his career, his on-screen deaths tended to be as a good guy, but as he’s earned a larger fan base, he’s also earned the luxury of playing a villain who gets crushed like a tin can by King Kong.

Confirmed Deaths: 8


	Def by Temptation (1990)

	Jurassic Park (1993)

	Deep Blue Sea (1999)

	Lakeview Terrace (2008)

	Meeting Evil (2012)

	Reasonable Doubt (2014)

	Kong: Skull Island (2017)

	Spiral: From the Book of Saw (2021)
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1st Place: Tony Todd

In a league of his own is Tony Todd, horror’s version of Kenny from South Park. In truth, he usually plays a lot more evil than Kenny—typecasting that stems from the role for which he’s most known, Candyman—which goes a long way to explaining why he dies so much. Even if you don’t count his defeats in the first three Candyman movies as “deaths,” he’s still severed head and shoulders above any other Black actor or actress when it comes to horror movie fatalities. He’s died as a vampire (Vampire in Vegas), as a demon (Disciples), as a cowboy (West of Hell), as a doctor (The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde), as a cop (Army of the Damned), as a preacher (The Graves), as a homeless man (Frankenstein), as a king (Minotaur), and even as a Ben (Night of the Living Dead), a dizzying display of diverse demise that crowns Todd the undisputed king of Black horror deaths.

Confirmed Deaths: 24 (and counting)


	Night of the Living Dead (1990)

	Candyman (1992)

	The Crow (1994)

	Candyman: Farewell to the Flesh (1995)

	Wishmaster (1997)

	Candyman: Day of the Dead (1999)

	Scarecrow Slayer (2003)

	Murder-Set-Pieces (2004)

	Shadow: Dead Riot (2005)

	The Eden Formula (2006)

	Minotaur (2006)

	Shadow Puppets (2007)

	The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (2008)

	Are You Scared 2 (2009)

	The Graves (2009)

	Nite Tales (2009)

	Vampire in Vegas (2009)

	Hatchet II (2010)

	The Family (2011)

	Army of the Damned (2013)

	Disciples (2014)

	Frankenstein (2015)

	West of Hell (2018)

	Tales from the Hood 3 (2020)





The Birth of Modern Horror Violence

It wasn’t always this way, of course. In the early days of cinema, horror was less predicated on death tolls and graphic on-screen violence, due to a social conservatism embodied in the industry’s infamous Motion Picture Production Code. Nicknamed the “Hays Code” after Will H. Hays, chairman and human chastity belt of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA), the Production Code was the movie industry’s attempt at self-policing, dictating moral guidelines to which films had to adhere in order to gain release in the United States.

Amended numerous times from the 1930s to the 1960s—during which time the MPPDA became the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA)—the Production Code contained several provisions regarding depictions of violence that would shape horror during Hollywood’s Golden Age. Aside from the vague general principle that “No picture shall be produced which will lower the moral standards of those who see it,” it mandated that “the technique of murder must be presented in a way that will not inspire imitation” and “brutal killings are not to be presented in detail.” Later, restrictions on “gruesomeness” were added, as well as murder in general: “Because of the alarming increase in the number of films in which murder is frequently committed, action showing the taking of human life, even in the mystery stories, is to be cut to the minimum. These frequent presentations of murder tend to lessen regard for the sacredness of life.”1

Thus, for three decades, the Production Code was the law of the land in Hollywood, purging American cinema of not only murder and “gruesomeness” but also everything from drugs to nudity, sex, lasciviousness, profanity, obscenity, miscegenation, blasphemy, disrespect of the American flag, and even childbirth—because, well, you know where babies come from. This heavy-handed, subjective morality naturally inhibited horror movie content—“gruesome” being kind of a prerequisite for horror. The Bride of Frankenstein (1935), for instance, was cut from ninety minutes to a scant seventy-five, excising scenes like Dr. Pretorius dissecting a live woman and a man murdering his uncle and then blaming the Monster.

But even though the industry’s self-censorship was meant in part to stave off governmental intrusion, the Supreme Court still ended up undercutting the Production Code through a series of decisions. The first was the 1948 “Paramount Decision,” which ruled that, due to antitrust laws, studios could no longer own movie theaters.2 This meant that they had less power to control what was being shown, opening the door for more risqué independent movies and foreign films produced outside the Hollywood studio system.

Later, in 1952, the Court’s “Miracle Decision,” regarding New York’s banning of the “sacrilegious” Roberto Rossellini short film The Miracle, ruled that “motion pictures are a significant medium for the communication of ideas” and are thus protected under First Amendment freedoms of speech and press.3 As such, the threat of government censorship, which the Production Code was supposedly trying to prevent, was severely diminished, meaning the Code served as much purpose as a condom vending machine in a convent restroom.

Those decisions, along with a 1959 case overturning a New York ban on a French film adaptation of Lady Chatterley’s Lover for supposedly promoting adultery, combined with evolving social norms to weaken enforcement of the Production Code.4 Some films even received theatrical release without a Production Code seal of approval, notably hits like Some Like It Hot (1959) and Blow-Up (1966).

While sexual content was the primary taboo in many high-profile cases involving the Production Code, the loosening of the moral reins opened the door for graphically violent films like Psycho (1960) and smaller, independent releases like “Godfather of Gore” Herschell Gordon Lewis’s Blood Feast (1963), and Two Thousand Maniacs! (1964). Foreign imports outside the Code’s purview likewise set grisly and provocative precedents, led by Peeping Tom (1960), Mario Bava’s Black Sunday (1960), and Hammer Film Productions’ The Curse of Frankenstein (1957) and Horror of Dracula (1958), whose reinventions of classic black-and-white characters in lurid bloodred were a revelation for audiences, kicking off two decades of gory “Hammer Horror.”

It came as little surprise, then, when the MPAA announced the replacement of the Production Code with an early version of the rating system we know today, effective November 1, 1968. The bloody writing was on the wall, as horror movies continued to push the boundaries of America’s gag reflex. And soon, the increased violence would collide headlong into another pattern: the increased presence of Black characters in American cinema. In fact, the very year that the Production Code was extinguished, two future classic horror films were released that not only epitomized the type of edgy material that flew in the face of Production Code ideals, but were also landmark representations of the Black deaths to come.

Spider Baby and Night of the Living Dead

It may not be possible to definitively pinpoint when horror movies turned into racial minefields, but there’s little doubt that 1968 was a watershed year. That’s when two films that would help shape the genre through the turn of the century splayed high-profile Black deaths across the screen, ingraining these images on the minds of future generations of filmmakers and moviegoers.

Spider Baby or, the Maddest Story Ever Told and Night of the Living Dead were grimy little black-and-white indies whose provocative content—and eventual success—reflected the anti-establishment shift of the decade. It was an era of social and political upheaval that forced the nation to confront its long-held standards of race, gender, religion, and sexuality, while cultural shifts in drug usage, fashion, music, literature, film, and art pushed boundaries of morality and personal hygiene.

[image: Image]
Mantan Moreland and Lon Chaney Jr. in Spider Baby (1968). American General Pictures/Photofest.



Spider Baby—released in 1968 but finished way back in 1964 before its producers went bankrupt and their assets, including the film, were frozen—actually doesn’t revel in explicit, bloody displays of violence like contemporary “splatter” films from Herschell Gordon Lewis. It does, however, gleefully mine the macabre (its original title being Cannibal Orgy) by telling the tale of a family of inbred, cannibalistic serial killers suffering from a degenerative mental illness that drives them increasingly insane as they age. And their first victim? The “Black Guy.”

The “B.G.” in question is portly comic legend Mantan Moreland, whose brief appearance in Spider Baby may be his most impactful role outside of his trailblazing heyday of the ’30s and ’40s, when he regularly starred in all-Black “race films” and played supporting roles in studio productions, most notably the long-running Charlie Chan series. These mysteries, along with horror fare like King of the Zombies (1941) and Revenge of the Zombies (1943), played to his vaudevillian strengths, cementing his legacy as a poster child for one of the primary Black archetypes used in horror movies: the “Spook.”

In the early days of cinema, the Spook was a happy-go-lucky, dim, nonthreatening sidekick (read: servant) who provided laughs with high-strung reactions to scary situations: wide-eyed exclamations like “Feets, do yo’ stuff!” Think Shaggy from Scooby Doo, as reimagined by D. W. Griffith. A celluloid descendent of minstrel show performances by bumbling blackfaced buffoons, this portrayal exploited the stereotype that Blacks were overly superstitious—and by inference, ignorant and cowardly. But in that kinder, gentler era, bloodletting wasn’t as much of a prerequisite for horror, and as the likable comic relief, Spooks were particularly safe from danger, despite their perennial paranoia.

Spider Baby writer-director Jack Hill, a protégé of B-movie king Roger Corman, chose Mantan Moreland in part to undermine those expectations. Moreland was recognizable to audiences as an amiable comedic actor who, in previous decades, would never die in a film. The shock of seeing him bumped off so viciously in the opening scene would set the tone for this audacious horror-comedy.5

In this way, Spider Baby helped introduce the modern horror concept of the Black character existing solely to die, adding to the bloodshed in order to establish the movie’s genre cred. Of course, in this new age of edgy horror, Black characters weren’t the only ones dying, but since Blacks were still allowed to play only ancillary roles, they suddenly found themselves in the cinematic crosshairs. And the more ancillary the role, the greater the chance they would die first, before the character is developed and audiences can come to sympathize with them. Not even Moreland’s charismatic charm could save him in this bloody new world order.

He plays a version of his old Spook character, in this instance an unnamed messenger delivering a letter to a creepy, isolated house straight out of the Norman Bates edition of Architectural Digest. After knocking on the front door, he asks, “Anybody home?” And then, using his well-honed comic skills, he ad-libs his own punch line: “Please say yes, somebody’s home!”6 Unfortunately for him, someone IS home: a homicidal girl from a psychotic, inbred family, who slashes him to death when he peers inside an open window. It’s the end of one era and the start of another: the literal death of the old Spook stereotype and the birth of the B.G.D.F. (Black Guy Dies First).

Sadly for Moreland, the Spook had already been on life support for a while, to the detriment of his career. By the time of filming Spider Baby, it had been fifteen years since his last major film role, Sky Dragon (1949), his final appearance as chauffeur Birmingham Brown in the Charlie Chan mysteries. His options dried up largely due to pressure exerted on studios from the NAACP to eradicate the sort of racially demeaning Black roles that were Moreland’s bread and butter. While his characters tended to be less repugnant than the likes of Stepin Fetchit and Willie “Sleep n’ Eat” Best—both of whom put on a drowsy drawl that played upon the stereotype of Black laziness on top of the de facto ignorance, superstitiousness, and cowardice—his shtick was still a relic from another time.

Viewed individually, Moreland’s work might seem like harmless fun to some, but taken as a whole, with so few other Black roles to counter these portrayals, the imagery had a significant impact on the mainstream impression of Black people. For many people, movies and TV were their ONLY exposure to Black folk, so while what happened to Moreland’s career was tragic, it had less to do with the NAACP than with studios and filmmakers who didn’t bother to come up with alternative Black roles. Basically, they said that these are the parts allotted to Blacks, and if they get rid of those characters, there’s nothing left. As Moreland asked rhetorically during a 1959 interview, “Why shouldn’t the role be written so that I can solve the murder sometime?”7

Horror in particular suffered a drastic decline in Black representation during the ’50s and ’60s. While dramas and musicals managed to salvage some “respectable” parts, Hollywood couldn’t wrap its mind around Blacks playing anything in horror movies other than comic relief Spooks, anonymous servants, or savage tribesmen—all of which were, of course, increasingly frowned upon. It’s not surprising, then, that Moreland would jump at the opportunity for such a small cameo in Spider Baby.

While Moreland’s role is remembered more as a footnote to the film’s notoriety, it can be deemed a milestone in a time when horror cinema was developing a modern identity that valued death scenes more than anything else in the film. His appearance, though brief, was noteworthy in that he, a Black man in an era with such little Black presence in the genre, was the featured player for a full five minutes of screen time, earning a memorable, watercooler-worthy demise. RIP, nameless messenger guy; these Amazon Prime punks today can only dream of being so dedicated.

While Spider Baby’s violence was virtually bloodless (despite a shot of Moreland’s severed ear falling to the floor), Night of the Living Dead reveled in its gory scenes of blood and (literal) guts. It was able to get around Hays Code–era prohibitions because the Code was on its last legs, and it was an independent production outside the major studios. Plus, shooting in black-and-white diminished the grisly nature of watching zombies chewing on entrails. The decision to use black-and-white, while primarily motivated by cost, would also end up taking on an air of symbolism when a Black man, Duane Jones, was cast in the lead role of Ben.

In 1968, Jones was in many ways the polar opposite of Moreland. A young, college-educated New Yorker, he was an unknown actor at the start of his career—a tall, lean, square-jawed, handsome leading man type who, until the late ’60s, would likely not have been considered for a leading role because of the color of his skin. But first-time director George A. Romero was, like Jack Hill, a rebel, and he hired Jones simply because he was the best to audition for the job, a rare case of colorblind casting in an age when basically only Black actors named Sidney Poitier were allowed to headline feature films.

Perhaps because the role wasn’t written as Black, Ben’s characterization is a marvel for its time. He’s one of a group of strangers who find themselves trapped in an isolated farmhouse surrounded by flesh-eating zombies that have risen from the dead. The only Black person among the sea of White faces, he nonetheless takes charge, ordering the others to help him barricade the house and forming a plan of action to escape the undead horde. He’s a commanding presence—intelligent, resourceful, and brave—and yet doesn’t fall prey to “respectability politics” (again, because he’s not written as Black) by acting as a bland, one-dimensionally perfect “credit to his race.” Ben’s certainly not perfect: he’s got a quick temper, is kind of pushy, and may be known to slap a hysterical White woman now and then. (Keep in mind that the landmark Supreme Court case Loving v. Virginia that legalized interracial marriage came only a year earlier, so if marrying a White woman was so controversial, imagine smacking one.) Oh, and for good measure, he later beats up and then shoots and kills an unarmed White man—granted, the guy was an asshole.

But while Ben was a rare three-dimensional, heroic Black lead character, he still (FIFTY-YEAR-OLD SPOILER ALERT) ends up suffering the same fate as Mantan Moreland’s anonymous throwaway role in Spider Baby: he dies. Unlike Spider Baby’s playful counterculture tone from earlier in the decade, Night’s bleak ending not only reflected a sense of hopelessness about the modern landscape of the late ’60s, but it also helped launch a legacy of despair about the fate of Black characters. After all, if even the HERO couldn’t survive, what hope do the maids and butlers have? At least Jones was indeed the star, the last man standing—instead of the B.G.D.F.—in a grim film that, true to the nihilism of modern horror (and zombie fare in particular), killed off its entire cast.
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Duane Jones in Night of the Living Dead (1968). Image Ten/Photofest.



Romero claimed that he didn’t intend to make a statement about race in Night of the Living Dead, but by hiring Jones, he did. Similarly, when Ben dies at the end, there are unmitigated racial implications, intended or not. He dies not at the hands (or jaws) of the titular living dead, but rather by the guns of an all-White militia of “rescuers” who mistake him for a zombie. They never even realize their mistake, casually tossing his limp body onto the pyre of dead-again zombies in an unnerving scene straight out of the days of lynch mob picnics. Beyond the allusions to America’s racist underpinning, though, the significance of his race for the horror genre was that while he wasn’t the B.G.D.F., the Black Guy Dies Last was still dead, and just as Moreland’s demeaning roles threatened to define the image of Blacks, the doomed nature of both Ben and the nameless messenger threatened to define the fate of Black roles in horror for generations to come.




Types of Black Horror Movie Deaths
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Anyone who habitually roots for Black characters to survive horror movies is used to disappointment. Sometimes the best you can do is hope that the inevitable death is a good one: one that’s memorable, integral to the plot, and/or worthy of martyrdom instead of ridicule. Not all deaths are created equal, after all. Here’s the range of what you can expect, from best to worst.

Heroic Death to Save the World

If you’re gonna go out, it may as well be a death of Black Jesus–level sacrificial proportions, like using your blood to cure a global pandemic or blowing up the comments section of YouTube.


FUNERAL: 21-gun salute; casket filled with glazed donuts for the afterlife; Wiz Khalifa performs “See You Again”



Heroic Death to Save the White “Hero”

This sort of devotion to the White star might seem a bit Uncle Tom-ish to some, but within the context of the movie, it’s as prominent a death as a Black supporting character can get.


FUNERAL: 21–Nerf gun salute; Charlie Puth performs “See You Again”; White hero adopts your children



Climactic Death

You were this close to being the hero; you made it to the final showdown with the Big Bad, but it turns out you were the sidekick all along. Bummer.


FUNERAL: Eulogy given by either Oprah Winfrey or Gayle King, whoever is more available and cost-effective



Creative Body Count Death

Sure, in the big scheme of things, your death amounted to little more than padding the movie’s body count, but at least the way the killer turned your intestines into balloon animals looked cool.


FUNERAL: Held during Sunday brunch at Red Lobster; Tyler Perry booked for a five-minute appearance as Madea



Pedestrian Body Count Death

A regular ol’ knife to the gut? Really, doesn’t anyone take pride in homicide anymore?


FUNERAL: Held during Thursday early bird dinner at Hooters; Lance Crouther booked for a five-minute appearance as Pootie Tang



Opening Scene Death

“The Black Guy Dies First,” indeed. Way to beat a dead horse.


FUNERAL: Pallbearers are one-half of Milli Vanilli, two-thirds of Bell Biv DeVoe, and all the Baha Men



Off-Screen Death

If a horror movie character dies in a forest, but there are no cameras around, does it even matter?


FUNERAL: Your body’s orifices may or may not be used to smuggle cocaine through Customs; life insurance paid out in Spam sandwiches



Anonymous Death

You’re so inconsequential, you don’t even get a name—just one of dozens of people who get stepped on by Godzilla or gnawed on by zombies.


FUNERAL: Involuntary cremation via Silly String and a Bic lighter; ashes snorted by Jeff Bezos in order to attain immortality






Blaxploitation and Inclusion

Jones’s casting in Night of the Living Dead reflected a growing social openness to increased Black representation in films, along with the desperation of financially strapped studios (who were crippled by both the end of the studio system and declining ticket sales caused by the rise of television) looking to cash in on an underserved demographic. This “blackening” was coming to fruition in the late ’60s with efforts like If He Hollers, Let Him Go (1968), Putney Swope (1969), The Story of a Three-Day Pass (1968), Uptight (1968), and Sidney Poitier’s trio of 1967 smashes: To Sir, With Love; In the Heat of the Night; and Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner. Along with Night of the Living Dead, these films were just a taste of the deluge of Blackness to come in the ’70s, a body of work generally (and unfairly) lumped under the “Blaxploitation” umbrella.

Regardless of the label, the decade was a time of unprecedented Blackness in cinema, as hits like Cotton Comes to Harlem (1970), Shaft (1971), Super Fly (1972), and Blacula (1972) convinced studios that there was green to be made from this whole Black thing. The floodgates opened, with no less than three hundred Black-centric movies Blaxploding onto screens by the end of the decade, including a number of forays into horror, such as the aforementioned Blacula and its sequel, plus Blackenstein (1973), Dr. Black, Mr. Hyde (1976), and even some that didn’t have the word “Black” in the title.

Blaxploitation flicks by their very nature tended to feature mostly Black casts, so trying to analyze the phenomenon of Black death within them is pointless, since the people who die will be Black, the people who live will also be Black, and the people who die and then live again will be Blacula. However, during this era, we did begin to see the impact of Blaxploitation in mainstream horror (along with other genres: Tyler Perry Presents Live and Let Die, for instance), with an increased Black presence in films like 1971’s The Omega Man (Rosalind Cash), 1979’s Alien (Yaphet Kotto), 1977’s Exorcist II: The Heretic (James Earl Jones), 1972’s Sisters (Lisle Wilson), 1978’s Damien: Omen II (Meshach Taylor), 1972’s Beware! The Blob (Marlene Clark, Godfrey Cambridge), 1972’s Frogs (Judy Pace, Lance Taylor Sr., Mae Mercer), and 1974’s Chosen Survivors (Lincoln Kilpatrick, Gwenn Mitchell). Of those twelve appearances, though, ten end up dead, an indication of what was to come in the ’80s, when practically all the Black lead roles dried up following Blaxploitation’s demise.

Slashers and Marginalization

Blaxploitation’s meteoric rise peaked by the middle of the decade and gradually fizzled out during the late ’70s, partly due to oversaturation, partly due to protests by civil rights groups over the frequent pimps-and-prostitutes storylines (there was even a Coalition against Blaxploitation, or CAB), and partly due to the studios realizing the omniracial appeal of blockbusters like Jaws (1975), The Godfather (1972), and The Exorcist (1973). After all, if these universally loved films could draw Black crowds, why bother making Black movies?

As such, by the dawn of the ’80s, Black-centric movies were in the rearview mirror, but the success of Blaxploitation had the residual effect of making the inclusion of Black faces in mainstream fare not only more palatable but expected. All-White films stood out more as exclusionary, unlike in previous decades, when they were the norm. However, just because ’80s films included more Black roles didn’t mean those roles were leads. They were clearly more significant than the peripheral servants and tribesmen of yesteryear, but they were still at best second bananas—more likely, third or fourth bananas (as evidenced by the eight Best Supporting Actor/Actress Oscar nominations for Black performers during the decade, versus only three for Best Actor/Actress). And in the ever-increasingly violent realm of horror—embodied in the hottest new subgenre, the slasher—this “marginalized inclusion” made them expendable.

The slasher film, which kicked into Blaxploitation-like high gear with Halloween (1978) and Friday the 13th (1980), is built around death; the bigger the body count and the more elaborate the murders, the more it appeals to the fan base. But that means it needs a steady source of victims to feed the bloodlust, and you better believe the hero—then, almost exclusively White—isn’t going to be the one dying. Being in the supporting cast in a slasher means your chances of survival are slim, and that’s exactly where Black actors and actresses found themselves in the ’80s.

This was the golden age of slasher movies, when archetypes were solidified into the template. The standard story took shape: a group of twenty-eight-year-old high school kids from different social strata who would never hang out in real life, but, for the sake of cinematic carnage, decide to party together at a remote location where a mass murder occurred twenty years ago TO THE DAY. But hey, lightning can’t strike twice, right? Typically, this group would include any combination of:


	The Good Girl (AKA the only indispensable one; AKA the virgin who usually ends up being the heroic “Final Girl”; AKA the last woman standing, although guys also get their turn in the heroic spotlight)

	The Bad Girl (AKA the promiscuous one; AKA the donor of gratuitous T&A; may cross-reference with the Cheerleader or the Goth Girl)

	The Cheerleader (AKA more T&A)

	The Goth Girl

	The Jock (AKA the jerk; if Black, the Blackness overrides the jerkiness, meaning the jerk moniker passes to the Frat Guy)

	The Frat Guy

	The Nerd

	The Stoner

	The Black Guy



As you can see, everyone tends to be defined by their hobby or personality, something that gives them a modicum of depth—everyone, that is, except the Black Guy, whose expendable status is based solely on skin color, a gentle, depressingly deterministic reminder to Black people that their race dictates their fate. The closest physical trait–based archetype is probably the “Chubby Guy,” who, of course, could theoretically avoid that label by doing a few sit-ups. (Based on the scarcity of cases, the “Gay Guy” was likely closeted throughout the ’80s.)

So, while there were fewer Black bodies than White ones strewn across movie screens in the ’80s, because Black characters were so unlikely to be the heroic Final Girl (or Guy), their mortality rate was discernibly higher. For instance, in the long-running Friday the 13th franchise, a standard-bearer for slashers, an astounding sixteen out of nineteen Black characters die. The plague of Black death during the ’80s spread even beyond slashers into any horror subgenre that hinged on death scenes, from monster movies like Wolfen (1981) to alien flicks like Predator (1987) to zombie fare like The Return of the Living Dead (1985) to supernatural tales like The Shining (1980)—the latter of which demands closer scrutiny.
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Miguel A. Núñez Jr. in Friday the 13th Part V: A New Beginning (1985). Photofest.




THE BLACK CHARACTER HORROR MOVIE SURVIVAL GUIDE
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So, you’re Black and find yourself in a horror movie. Our condolences. We hope you have your affairs in order. But maybe, just maybe, you can make it through unscathed if you take precautions to minimize your exposure to potential harm. The horror gods may be fickle, but they play by the rules; you just have to know how to make the rules work for you. Here are some tips you can follow to avoid ending up in the crosshairs like a turkey on Thanksgiving.

Tip #1: Stay away from White people.

When Chad and Chelsea invite you to a weekend camping trip, take a page from Jordan Peele and just say NOPE. Even if they don’t have nefarious Get Out plans in store for you, it’s a scientific fact that White people in remote locations attract mayhem—from serial killers to alien abductors to possessive Deadites—so why put yourself in harm’s way? Don’t be tempted by what sounds like a fun cabin-in-the-woods party; FOMO will get your ass killed.

Tip #2: Learn voodoo.

If you somehow get suckered into a potentially dangerous outing, at least come prepared by learning some self-defense. No, not martial arts; we’re talking spiritual arts. As a Black character, invariably, your knowledge of voodoo will come in handy when your White friends are trying to figure out how to banish the evil spirit they conjured with an innocent game of Ouija Board Twister. If you prove yourself useful enough to explain the predicament and the solution, you should last at least to the halfway point of the movie.

Tip #3: Be funny.

Whereas voodoo proves your utility to your fellow characters, being funny proves your utility to the audience. If you can make them laugh, they’ll want you to stick around, and maybe their goodwill can stave off death, like how clapping brings Tinker Bell back to life. Luckily, audiences love Black comic relief characters, so prepare to drop some F-bombs, jot down your funniest “crazy White people” one-liners, and limber up for some skedaddlin’ at the first sign of trouble.

Tip #4: Don’t be annoying.

You know the saying about Black people having to work twice as hard to get half as far? Well, the same applies to horror movies, where Black characters have to be twice as likable to last half as long as the average White character. As such, you’re afforded little leeway to get on the audience’s nerves. Annoying characters in horror films are designed to be discarded, so don’t be an a-hole whose prank on a high school outcast triggers fatal vengeance years later, and don’t be an irrational “Game over, man” scaredy-cat who freaks out when things go sideways, or the game will be over… for you.

Tip #5: Don’t be a hero.

That said, while you shouldn’t be an a-hole, you don’t need to stick your neck out to try to be a hero, either. There are fine lines to walk throughout the “horror rules.” While abject cowardice is a kiss of death, heroism is also frequently a fatal flaw—particularly for Black characters. You’d think that striving to be a hero would be a desired trait, but since Black characters so rarely end up actually being the hero, chances are your valiant effort will fall flat, and at best, you’ll end up in a heroic death, awarded a posthumous medal that your significant other can pin to your charred remains. So, resist the urge to be a Good Samaritan; when that disheveled White woman runs up to your car saying that her friends have been eaten by a giant sewer pigeon, hit the gas and pretend you never saw her. Your conscience will forgive you… because you’ll be alive.

Tip #6: Call in sick.

Work is bad enough without someone trying to remove your gallbladder with salad tongs, but that’s what tends to happen when you’re employed in a horror movie. Particularly vulnerable are security guards, morgue attendants, animal control officers, custodians in experimental labs, and truck drivers hauling crates with air holes drilled into them (i.e., blue-collar jobs frequently held by characters of color). You’re better off taking a sick day or just quitting and moving back home with your parents. The crimp that puts in your sex life will be a good thing, since sex usually leads to death, too.

Tip #7: Be famous, preferably a rapper of some sort.

This could take some time if you have to (a) learn how to rap, (b) get signed to a record deal, (c) have a hit song, (d) get shot in order to prove your street cred, and (e) retire to become an actor, but it’ll all be worth it when the following you earn prior to the movie gives the studio pause when it comes time to decide your fate. Why risk alienating Team Drizzy or all the loyal Rob Baseheads in the audience?

Tip #8: Make your own movie.

Nowadays, all you need is an iPhone, a few lights, and a backyard. Just save two-thirds of your budget to create an awesomely misrepresentative movie poster that will bamboozle thirsty horror fans the world over. Ka-ching!



The Shining: A Case Study

Ah, The Shining. This classic ghost story has become something of a prototype for Black characters dying in horror, thanks to its shocking scene of veteran character actor Scatman Crothers receiving an unceremonious axe to the chest from Jack Nicholson. In the film, he plays Dick Hallorann, the telepathic chef of the haunted Overlook Hotel, and his demise throws viewers a curve for a couple of reasons.

First, he’s a kindly, gentle, grandfatherly presence who, unlike doomed teens in other horror movies, isn’t living a life of sin (nude Afrocentric velvet paintings aside). Thus, by horror movie logic, he never “earns” the right to die. Quite the contrary; he’s in the midst of a valiant, selfless effort to rescue mother Wendy (Shelley Duvall) and son Danny (Danny Lloyd) from the murderous ire of father Jack (Nicholson), who’s serving as caretaker for the hotel. The movie even shows in painstaking detail the great effort Hallorann makes: calling local authorities multiple times to check on the family, cutting his Florida vacation short to fly back to Colorado, renting a snowcat, and driving for hours through blizzard conditions—only to be chopped like a tomato in a Ginsu commercial less than TWO MINUTES after stepping foot inside the hotel.

The second reason this death is so unanticipated is that, as the functionally literate moviegoers among us knew, the character doesn’t die in the novel upon which the film is based. In Stephen King’s book, in fact, he helps save the day, literally carrying Wendy and Danny to safety as the hotel explodes. He even survives all the way through the epilogue, becoming a part of the family and serving as a mentor of sorts for the gifted Danny.

But when it came time to make the movie, Hallorann got the axe, literally. Why? The reason seems simple enough: director Stanley Kubrick simply wanted to add a death during the final act “because it was a horror movie.”8 While not a “body count” movie in the vein of Friday the 13th (which opened just two weeks before The Shining), the power of a violent murder was evident as a way to ratchet up the terror and the stakes. This is likely why the weapon of choice was changed from the book’s croquet mallet to a much more sinister axe. Unfortunately for Hallorann, he was the fourth wheel on the tricycle of characters in the story, and since SOMEONE had to die, he found himself the odd man out. (To add insult to injury, the sixty-eight-year-old Crothers had to shoot the strenuous death scene twenty-five times for notorious perfectionist Kubrick, not only getting hit in the chest but falling to the hard floor. Ultimately, the shot used never even shows him hit the floor.)9

Even at the time of its release, this racially tinged slight didn’t go unnoticed. Film critic Pauline Kael, for instance, called it out in her review for the New Yorker:


The awful suspicion pops into the mind that since we don’t want to see Wendy or Danny hurt and there’s nobody else alive around for Jack to get at, he’s given the black man. (Remember the scene in Huckleberry Finn when Huck tells Tom’s Aunt Sally that he arrived on a steamboat and that a cylinder head had “blowed out.” “Good gracious!” she says. “Anybody hurt?” “No’m. Killed a nigger.” “Well, it’s lucky; because sometimes people do get hurt.”)10



Hallorann embodies not only the “Black Guy Dies First” archetype, but also the trope of a Black character dying in heroic fashion trying to save the White protagonists. The “Sacrificial Negro” grew out of filmmakers’ collective White guilt about their racially skewed cinematic genocide, and it was their effort to at least add some dignity to Black deaths. The same philosophy, on a less fatal level, led to the standard “Black Authority Figure” archetype (police chiefs, judges, loan officers, governmental red tape enforcers, etc.) that still frequents movies of all genres to this day. They’re basically “dignified,” noncriminal, working-within-the-system types who are still shallow, peripheral, and, if it suits the plot, expendable.

In Hallorann’s case, it’s almost as if he was MADE to save Danny and Wendy—perhaps pieced together in the same Sacrificial Negro factory that would later manufacture Charles S. Dutton. We get little insight into his background or family aside from a memory of his grandmother’s “shining” when he was a kid. Our only peek into his personal life shows him alone in his Florida apartment, lying stiff and solemn in bed, as if waiting for Danny to send up the Black Signal to “activate” him so he can perform his duty like a heroic lemming.
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Scatman Crothers in The Shining (1980). Photofest.



Although his effort seems futile, one can take solace in the fact that, in large part, Hallorann does indeed save the day. First, his arrival distracts Jack from hacking Wendy to bits during the infamous “Here’s Johnny” bathroom scene. Then, although Hallorann isn’t able to drive Danny and Wendy to safety himself, he does provide a means for them to escape—the snowcat—since Jack had previously disabled the family’s vehicle. So, here’s to you, Hallorann; you may have died in pain, but you didn’t die in vain.

Postmodern Acknowledgment

The ’80s golden age of slashers so ingrained the “Black Guy Dies First… or Otherwise” trope within the lifeblood of the genre that it became ripe for parody by the following decade (although, oddly, Jamie Kennedy never mentions it among his “rules” in Scream [1996], and thus unprepared, Jada Pinkett and Omar Epps get shanked in the opening minutes of the sequel). Jaws-on-steroids Deep Blue Sea (1999), for instance, knowingly toys with audience expectations. Midway through the film, as genetically engineered sharks invade an underwater research facility, it cuts back and forth between scenes of Russell Franklin (Samuel L. Jackson) leading a group of scientists trying to find an escape and scenes of cook “Preacher” Dudley (LL Cool J) alone in a flooded kitchen with one of the sharks. Although Preacher acknowledges at one point that “Brothers never make it out of situations like this,” he does narrowly avoid death. Franklin, on the other hand, is snatched by a shark in midsentence during an inspirational, troop-rallying speech, shockingly offing the biggest name in the movie—who, though Black, would seem likely to survive given his star status.

Keenen Ivory Wayans, meanwhile, poked fun at Black characters’ fates on a number of occasions in his Scary Movie horror parody films. In Scary Movie 2 (2001), for example, when a White character suggests the group split up, Brenda (Regina Hall) protests: “How come every time some scary shit happens and we need to stick together, you White people always say let’s split up?” Sympathizing with her plight, the White people agree that everyone should stay together, and then they head off together… leaving the three Black characters behind. Brenda can only sob: “We gonna die, y’all!”

Even though slashers faded by the end of the ’80s (only to be revived by Scream in ’96), there was no shortage of opportunities for Black folks to die in ’90s horror—from monster movies like Mimic (1997) to serial killer flicks like The First Power (1990) to vampire films like Interview with the Vampire (1994) to whatever the hell Children of the Corn III: Urban Harvest (1995) was. There was even a Night of the Living Dead remake in 1990, which came full circle to the character of Ben (now played by Tony Todd), who this time takes a back seat to a rejuvenated, now “Final Girl” Barbara (Patricia “no relation to Phantasm’s” Tallman). She ends up as the only survivor, while zombie Ben suffers an unironic death by gunshot, even verging on Sacrificial Negro territory when, mortally wounded, he urges Barbara to flee, uttering the standard heroic death last words, “Go on, get out of here!” Although appreciably more female-empowering, the remake highlights the limits of any perceived advancement in Black roles in the two decades between 1968 and 1990.

Things seemed to improve in the twenty-first century, thanks in part to a growing “wokeness” concerning systemic racial issues, reflected in the movie industry by efforts like the 2015 #OscarsSoWhite push to diversify Academy Awards nominations. Additionally, when haunted house movies—spurred by the likes of Paranormal Activity (2009), Insidious (2010), The Conjuring (2013), and The Haunting in Connecticut (2009)—became the belle of the horror ball, Black characters received a bit of a respite from dying because, well, they were typically excluded from those mostly White, rural/suburban motifs.

That said, as long as Black folks remain supporting characters in horror, they’ll continue to die… and their life insurance rates will continue to skyrocket. In the wacky world of horror, though, while death means marginalization, it also means inclusion if your character earns a kill scene that leaves fans wincing in the theater and buzzing after the movie ends. Especially in today’s modern, blood-splattered cinema, where death scenes are valuable commodities, being killed in a horror movie isn’t the worst fate one can suffer. Being ignored is.



Ain’t Too Proud to Die: Black Oscar Nominees Who Died in Horror Movies
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Even the most acclaimed Black actors and actresses aren’t immune to the phenomenon of horror movie homicide. In fact, many of the select few who’ve been nominated for Academy Awards have, at one point or another in their careers, met their end in a fright flick. Sometimes their demise occurred before their Oscar recognition, when they didn’t have enough juice to survive the cinematic bloodbath. However, sometimes it occurred after their big break, a bleak reminder that even an Oscar nod can’t necessarily shield performers from Hollywood’s racial pecking order.

MAHERSHALA ALI

Nominated for: Moonlight (2016), Green Book (2018)

Died in: Predators (2010)

MICHAEL CLARKE DUNCAN

Nominated for: The Green Mile (1999)

Died in: The Green Mile (1999), A Resurrection (2013)

LAURENCE FISHBURNE

Nominated for: What’s Love Got to Do with It (1993)

Died in: Event Horizon (1997), Predators (2010), The Colony (2013)

MORGAN FREEMAN

Nominated for: Street Smart (1987), Driving Miss Daisy (1989), The Shawshank Redemption (1994), Million Dollar Baby (2004), Invictus (2009)

Died in: Dreamcatcher (2003)

LOUIS GOSSETT JR.

Nominated for: An Officer and a Gentleman (1982)

Died in: Legend of the Mummy (1998)

DJIMON HOUNSOU

Nominated for: In America (2003), Blood Diamond (2006)

Died in: Deep Rising (1998), A Quiet Place Part II (2021)

SAMUEL L. JACKSON

Nominated for: Pulp Fiction (1994)

Died in: Def by Temptation (1990), Jurassic Park (1993), Deep Blue Sea (1999), Lakeview Terrace (2008), Meeting Evil (2012), Reasonable Doubt (2014), Kong: Skull Island (2017), Spiral: From the Book of Saw (2021)

MARIANNE JEAN-BAPTISTE

Nominated for: Secrets & Lies (1996)

Died in: In Fabric (2018)

JAMES EARL JONES

Nominated for: The Great White Hope (1970)

Died in: Blood Tide (1982), The Ambulance (1990), Scary Movie 4 (2006)

QUEEN LATIFAH

Nominated for: Chicago (2002)

Died in: Sphere (1998), The Bone Collector (1999)

EDDIE MURPHY

Nominated for: Dreamgirls (2006)

Died in: Vampire in Brooklyn (1995)

LUPITA NYONG’O

Nominated for: 12 Years a Slave (2013)

Died in: Us (2019)

GABOUREY SIDIBE

Nominated for: Precious (2009)

Died in: Gravy (2015)

OCTAVIA SPENCER

Nominated for: The Help (2011), Hidden Figures (2016), The Shape of Water (2017)

Died in: Halloween II (2009), Ma (2019)

WILL SMITH

Nominated for: Ali (2001), The Pursuit of Happyness (2006)

Died in: I Am Legend (2007)

DENZEL WASHINGTON

Nominated for: Cry Freedom (1987), Glory (1989), Malcolm X (1992), The Hurricane (1999), Training Day (2001), Flight (2012), Fences (2016), Roman J. Israel, Esq. (2017)

Died in: Fallen (1998)

FOREST WHITAKER

Nominated for: The Last King of Scotland (2006)

Died in: Body Snatchers (1993)
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For more than a century, Black folks have had as little control over their portrayals in horror movies as they’ve had in ANY movies. Or books. Or advertisements. Or pancake mix boxes. Or any aspect of life.

While representation in front of the camera has improved considerably since the early 2000s, representation behind the camera—among the decision-makers who choose the projects, shape the stories, cast the roles, hire the filmmakers, assign the budgets, and market the finished films—has always lagged behind on-screen casts. According to the annual Hollywood Diversity Report from UCLA’s Division of Social Sciences, in 2019, only 5.5% of the directors and 5.6% of the writers of theatrical releases were Black, and it was only in the COVID-strapped, theatrically challenged anomaly that was 2020 that the percentage of Black directors (15.1%) and writers (13.5%) approached the actual national demographic (Blacks accounting for 13.4% of the U.S. population). Further, as of 2019, 91% of studio heads, 93% of senior executives, and 86% of unit heads were White.1

It should come as no surprise, then, that, unless the White studio executives are a boardroom full of Teena Maries, the Black roles they produce still tend to wallow in well-worn racial stereotypes. From the early days of cinema, movies have reinforced Black stereotypes originated during the slavery era and propagated by the “cinema” of the day: the minstrel show. Visual media, after all, has a power like no other to shape beliefs; I mean, if you can’t trust your own eyes, what can you trust? These stereotypes are hardwired into the fabric of America, and while their prevalence may ebb and flow, they never really go away, mutating through the years into slightly different variations to better suit the times or the situations.

It doesn’t have to be with any malintent that Hollywood movers and shakers craft Black characters so poorly, but with little knowledge or consideration of the Black experience, they naturally treat them with a sense of “otherness.” Black people become something audiences can’t relate to and whose exoticism is at best mysterious and at worst dangerous. Ignorance, after all, breeds lazy writing. Worse, it breeds fear.

And so it is that we’ve come up with a non-exhaustive list of Black character types (because to capture them all would be exhausting) that populate modern horror movies. Some have been around in one form or another since the advent of motion pictures, while others are more newly minted offshoots of traditional archetypes. Though some are more offensive than others, all share the issue of being thinly drawn, one-dimensional cardboard cutouts—most likely propped up as some semblance of racial inclusion in lieu of actual systemic change within the studios. The categories in this list aren’t mutually exclusive; a character can embody two, three, or (God help us) even four or more of these archetypes. Brace yourselves.

The Spook

As the name implies, the Spook is spooked by all things spooky. It could be a killer, a vicious animal, the sight of a ghost, the thought of a ghost, the existential concept of a ghost, the etymology of the word “ghost”—anything. The Spook’s purpose is to reinforce the horror of the predicament through histrionic reactions and loud, pessimistic declarations that everyone is going to die. In truth, though, because they typically serve as comic relief and behave in the same cowardly way the audience members would if they were in that situation, the horror gods often deem the Spook likable enough to survive.

The “Classic Spook” was in heavy rotation during the ’30s and ’40s, thanks to actors like Willie Best, Mantan Moreland, Eddie “Rochester” Anderson, and Ernest “Sunshine Sammy” Morrison. It wouldn’t be an overstatement to say that most Black horror roles of significance in this time were Spooks, as if Hollywood couldn’t conceive of Black people reacting to scary situations with anything short of irrational hysteria.

When those bug-eyed, skedaddlin’, “Feets don’t fail me now” roles fell out of favor by the early ’50s (nudged along by the NAACP), the Spook seemed to finally die… along with most other Black opportunities in horror. After Blaxploitation reopened the door for Black involvement in the genre, however, the Spook slowly rose from the grave, sometimes in its original form and sometimes in a new, more militant mold. As the tendency for Black characters to die in horror became more acknowledged and as Blacks in general became more associated with edgier, urban life, the “Modern Spook” evolved. Usually sporting a tough demeanor, this reincarnation masks fear with aggression and profanity. “Feets don’t fail me now” has become “Fuck that, I ain’t going in there!”

The Spook is first cousin to the Sambo caricature (AKA the Coon), one of the longest-running stock Black stereotypes. The Sambo is a docile, simpleminded, happy-go-lucky figure who served to put White minds at ease about the treatment of Blacks (you know, slavery and all) while also perpetuating myths of Black inferiority and supposedly innate characteristics such as a childlike sense of wonder, cheerfulness, and superstition.
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Eugene Byrd in Anacondas: The Hunt for the Blood Orchid (2004). Screen Gems/Photofest.



The tradition of the Sambo has extended to stories with horror elements under the guise of the Spook, whose terrified exclamations have typically been played for laughs and viewed condescendingly as over-the-top, immature, and irrational. The Spook’s pain, simply put, is our pleasure.

EXAMPLES:


	Sherman Hemsley, Love at First Bite (1979)

	LaWanda Page, Mausoleum (1983)

	Alvin Alexis, Night of the Demons (1988)

	Leon, Bats (1999)

	Rah Digga, Thir13n Ghosts (2001)

	Steven Williams, Route 666 (2001)

	Eugene Byrd, Anacondas: The Hunt for the Blood Orchid (2004)

	Mike Epps, Resident Evil: Apocalypse (2004)

	Deon Richmond, Hatchet (2007)

	Tyler Perry, Boo! A Madea Halloween (2016)



The Ooga Booga

Usually hailing from deepest Africa—or any untamed tropical wilderness where filmmakers can justify sticking Black people—the Ooga Booga is a loincloth-clad, spear-chucking native who serves as perhaps the most basic cinematic declaration of white supremacy. That is, these Black “savages” are barely even human, an untamed missing link that’s just one of the many dangerous species of wildlife to be found on the “Dark Continent.” They serve as diametric opposites to the White protagonists, emphasizing the fact that the latter are smart, rational, and cultured, utilizing modern technology, opposable thumbs, and pants. (Never mind that the White “heroes” are also interlopers intruding on the Ooga Booga’s turf, but hey, colonizers be colonizin’.) Thus, the Ooga Booga reaffirms the myth of the White Man’s Burden, patiently bringing civility to the uncivilized while simultaneously indoctrinating White audiences in the belief that anywhere in the world they land, they are superior.

Traditionally, Ooga Boogas come in two models: malevolent and benign. The former are wild and bloodthirsty, perhaps even cannibalistic—with a preference for White meat. Benign Ooga Boogas, on the other hand, are calm, leaning towards “noble savage” territory, being the select few that Whites have managed to civilize. Their reward for enlightenment is to become their White Savior’s pack mule, lugging ivory tusks and monkey testicles across the savanna while serving as mediator with the less cordial Ooga Boogas. Chances are the benign Ooga Boogas, or “human shields,” will die either at the hands of the malevolent Ooga Boogas or at the claws of a creature that rightly sees them as low-hanging fruit, who establish the film’s sense of danger without imperiling the heroes.

The Ooga Booga of early cinematic horror like King Kong (1933) fell out of favor during the middle of the twentieth century, though not as much as the Spook—perhaps because it was easier for groups like the NAACP to target individual Spook roles than a mess of Ooga Boogas. Even as this stereotype was pushed to the sidelines in Hollywood, though (the 1976 remake of Kong Kong being a notable exception), Italian cinema—the go-to source for European exploitation fare—almost single-handedly kept the Ooga Booga alive in the horror genre with its noxious “mondo” shockumentaries, like Africa Addio (1966), Africa Segreta (1969), and Africa Ama (1971), along with its gruesome cannibal, zombie, and monster/animal fare, like The Big Alligator River (1979), Screamers (1979), Devil Hunter (1980), and Hell of the Living Dead (1980).

Over the years, the malevolent Ooga Booga has morphed into a new, equally xenophobia-driven Black threat: the heavily armed “Ooga Boogas with Guns,” like warlords and corrupt African politicians and police officers who don’t take kindly to White Americans safariing where they don’t belong. The benign Ooga Booga, meanwhile, continues to serve as bait, a delicious buffer between the White hero and the vicious creatures—be they supernatural, natural, or even human. Like the Spook, they distract the Big Bad from the “true” heroes, buying some time or maybe just satiating the beast with an appetizer. Africans: the never-ending breadsticks of horror.
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Trilogy of Terror (1975). ABC/Photofest.



EXAMPLES:


	The Night of the Sorcerers (1973)

	Trilogy of Terror (1975)

	King Kong (1976)

	Savage Harvest (1981)

	Diamonds of Kilimandjaro (1983)

	Congo (1995)

	The Ghost and the Darkness (1996)

	Exorcist: The Beginning (2004)

	Primeval (2007)

	Ooga Booga (2013)



The Witch Doctor

At some point, it seems the powers that be wondered, “How can we make Ooga Boogas more terrifying? Let’s give them magic powers!” And voilà, the Witch Doctor was born. Both Ooga Boogas and Witch Doctors have African origins that lead to their portrayals as primitive, uncultured savages, but Witch Doctors enjoy a bit of an elevated status, since doctorates require several years of grad school.

Compared to the more animalistic Ooga Boogas, Witch Doctors seem to be more capable of rational thought, often planning out nefarious schemes to slowly torment the White protagonist with, say, a voodoo doll—in contrast to the Ooga Booga’s swift spear to the gut. They’re basically the supervillains of horror, while the Ooga Boogas are the henchmen.

Witch Doctors, however, aren’t as restricted to Africa as Ooga Boogas. In fact, they’re perhaps more likely to be found in the Caribbean, thanks to their primary tool of choice: voodoo. They can even be found on American soil—Louisiana primarily—insidiously blending in because they don’t dress in the loincloths and grass skirts of traditional Ooga Boogas, leaning towards a more Westernized white linen attire: “Plantation Chic,” as it were. (If they go the formal, Baron Samedi painted face and top hat route, of course, they’re much easier to spot.)
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Helen Shaver and Malick Bowens in The Believers (1987). Orion Pictures/Photofest.



The Witch Doctor took a hit in 1968 when Night of the Living Dead reinvented the zombie mythos, eliminating voodoo from the equation altogether. Still, Witch Doctors have been biding their time as under-the-radar malefactors over the years, popping up every now and then in cinematic “voodoo spikes,” such as the Angel Heart-Believers-Child’s Play-Serpent and the Rainbow surge of ’87–’88 or the Skeleton Key-Venom bear market recovery of ’05.

EXAMPLES:


	Danny Daniels, The Oblong Box (1969)

	Marlene Clark, Night of the Cobra Woman (1972)

	Lisa Bonet, Angel Heart (1987)

	Malick Bowens, The Believers (1987)

	Raymond Oliver, Child’s Play (1988)

	Zakes Mokae, The Serpent and the Rainbow (1988)

	Calvin Lockhart, Predator 2 (1990)

	Jeryl Prescott and Ronald McCall, The Skeleton Key (2005)

	Deborah Duke, Venom (2005)

	Vaughan Wilson, Jessabelle (2014)

	Loretta Devine, Spell (2020)



The Magical Negro

To be a Magical Negro, one must be (a) magical and (b) Negroid. It also helps to have a soft spot in your heart for the White lead characters, whom Magical Negroes invariably help, even at the risk of their own life. Magical Negroes are nice but kind of dumb. To any rational person, the Magical Negro would be selfless to a fault, but within the Hollywood moral code, their willingness—or more precisely, their pathological NEED—to assist the protagonists in accomplishing their goal makes them a credit to their race.

A favorite of Stephen King, Magical Negroes are presented as wise—not book smart (some being barely literate), but “world smart.” They’re often older, with a knowledge of both the natural and supernatural world built up over many years that they use to help the White protagonist become their best self—because in truth, it’s really the hero who’s the “special one” capable of saving the day. They just need that Morpheus nudge from the Magical Negro to get there.

The Magical Negro is one of several “positive” Black stereotypes born out of the growing expectation that there should be SOME Black character included in a film. The question of what sort of Black character naturally arose, and while the filmmakers might have been considerate enough to avoid the most obviously negative roles, ham-fisted attempts at innovation like the Magical Negro came about.

The Magical Negro is thinly defined by the value of their inherent gift, which they’re eager to pass on to the White protagonist. This offering might be a warning (bonus points for tarot cards, palm reading, or anything involving chickens); it might even involve them paying the ultimate price, which begs the question of why Magical Negroes can’t help themselves as much as they help the White lead. Like, why couldn’t Dick Hallorann’s “shining” powers warn him about that axe? Why didn’t John Coffey (Michael Clarke Duncan in 1999’s The Green Mile) use his superpowers to protect himself from a wrongful execution? And why, for the love of God, couldn’t Oda Mae Brown (Whoopi Goldberg in 1990’s Ghost) give herself a better name? These are the mysteries of life that only a Magical Negro can answer.
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Whoopi Goldberg and Demi Moore in Ghost (1990). Paramount Pictures/Photofest.



EXAMPLES:


	Harry Baird, The Oblong Box (1969)

	James Earl Jones, Exorcist II: The Heretic (1977)

	Scatman Crothers, The Shining (1980)

	Whoopi Goldberg, Ghost (1990)

	Ruby Dee, The Stand (1994)

	Michael Clarke Duncan, The Green Mile (1999)

	Tony Todd, Final Destination (2000)

	Patricia Belcher, Jeepers Creepers (2001)

	Cicely Tyson, The Haunting in Connecticut 2: Ghosts of Georgia (2013)

	Viola Davis, Beautiful Creatures (2013)

	Phyllis Applegate, Insidious: Chapter 3 (2015)



The Sacrificial Negro

Sacrificial Negroes want to help the White hero just as much as Magical Negroes, but lacking a magical touch, they fall back on their only discernible character trait: a compulsive death wish. If the Sacrificial Negro is the White lead’s friend, that at least partially explains their willingness to lay down their life, but often they’re just an acquaintance or colleague who feels the need to do the right thing—i.e., adhere to the on-screen pecking order:


	White star

	White co-star

	Director’s aspiring thespian spouse

	Villain (Human)

	Villain (Non-human)

	White supporting character

	Union canine

	Non-White supporting, sacrificial character

	Non-union canine

	A dark basement



Sacrificial Negroes bide their time for most of the film, waiting until the killer/monster/alien is just about to kill/eat/impregnate the star. Then they spring into action, throwing themselves in harm’s way to save the designated hero, uttering last words like, “Go! Save yourself!” or “Ouch! My spleen!” As such, the Sacrificial Negro tends to die violently, reinforcing their heroic devotion to the lead, even in death. They don’t think twice about the impact their death will have on their own family, because the screenwriter never gave them a family. Or a sense of pride.

Not all sacrifices are created equal, of course. One of the most understandable circumstances is when the Black character is mortally wounded and volunteers to stay behind and detonate a bomb so the others can escape—AKA the “Miles Dyson.” A variant of this is someone who’s not physically hurt but is so emotionally wrought by something that we’re supposed to believe they would probably kill themselves anyway, so why not make the most of it? And then there’s the character who’s been an asshole throughout the whole movie and then has a change of heart at the end, earning redemption via a heroic death.
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Charles S. Dutton in Mimic (1997). Dimension Films/Photofest.



In rare instances, the Sacrificial Negro is actually the main protagonist, who chooses death not to save a White star, but to save the (White) world, like Laurence Fishburne in Event Horizon (1997) or Will Smith in I Am Legend (2007). Other times, the Black character doesn’t necessarily think they’re facing certain death (granted, we know better); they just volunteer wide-eyed for a dangerous task, like a naive possum heading towards a hot dog factory.

Like the Magical Negro, the Sacrificial Negro is a “positive” stereotype that blossomed in modern cinema but has roots in age-old racist archetypes. The Sacrificial Negro is the play-nephew of the Uncle Tom, whose lineage dates back to Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1852 novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, about a dutiful, docile, martyred slave. Initially held up as a paragon of virtue, the character has grown into a racial epithet for Black Americans who view him as a representation of the not-so-good ol’ days of slavery: the uneducated “Old Negro” who maintains the status quo and refuses to fight back, even forgiving his killers as he dies. Uncle Tom and the Sacrificial Negro are cut from the same cloth; at the Sacrificial Negro’s funeral, Uncle Tom hands the weeping widow a tissue… but tells her to pass it down to ole massa.

In modern horror, the Sacrificial Negro emerged from the shadow of Uncle Tom in the ’70s and ’80s, as death tolls began to pile up in horror cinema. That said, it wasn’t until the ’90s that Sacrificial Negroes hit their stride, largely because Black characters in the ’80s weren’t deemed important enough to warrant a heroic death. They were perfunctory characters, just one disposable member of an ensemble cast. Their deaths were little more than padding for the body count, just as their inclusion was simply so studios could check a box on the “See, We’re Not Racist” standardized form.

EXAMPLES:


	Lincoln Kilpatrick, Chosen Survivors (1974)

	Scatman Crothers, The Shining (1980)

	Bill Duke and Carl Weathers, Predator (1987)

	Charles S. Dutton, Alien 3 (1992)… and Mimic (1997)… and Legion (2010)

	CCH Pounder, Demon Knight (1995)

	Gary Dourdan, Alien: Resurrection (1997)

	Kelly Rowland, Freddy vs. Jason (2003)

	Ashanti, Resident Evil: Extinction (2007)

	Alfre Woodard, Annabelle (2014)

	Lil Rel Howery, Bird Box (2018)




IN MEMORIAM: A TRIBUTE TO SACRIFICIAL NEGROES

Black characters die so frequently in horror movies that, in some instances, the characters themselves seem to be aware of their inevitable fate. These Sacrificial Negroes resort to “heroic deaths” by voluntarily giving up their lives—or at least, volunteering for tasks that mean certain death—in order to save the (usually White) main stars. It’s time for these selfless supporting characters to emerge from the shadows and share the spotlight. A moment of silence, please, for these brave and/or stupid heroes who died to maintain the cinematic status quo.
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SCATMAN CROTHERS, THE SHINING (1980)

Scenario: While vacationing in Florida, Overlook Hotel cook Dick Hallorann (Crothers) uses his telepathic “shining” ability to sense that the White Torrance family caring for the haunted hotel during the off-season is in danger from the malevolent spirits inside the building. He rushes back to Colorado through blizzard conditions to come to their rescue, only to be axed to death by possessed Dick Torrance when he arrives.

Final Words: “Hello? Anybody here?,” followed shortly thereafter by “AAAAHHHH!!!”

KEITH DIAMOND, DOCTOR GIGGLES (1992)

Scenario: Officer Joe Reitz (Diamond), a newcomer to the Moorehigh Police Department, uncovers the identity of a killer stalking the small town—Evan Rendell Jr., AKA Dr. Giggles (Larry Drake)—and tracks him down at the late Evan Sr.’s clinic, where he single-handedly stops the doc from slicing open heroine Jennifer (Holly Marie Combs) AND performs CPR to bring her back to life. As he leads Jennifer and her late-arriving boyfriend to safety, Dr. Giggles attacks, but Reitz distracts him, and even though Jennifer is the doctor’s primary target, he inexplicably follows Reitz into another room, allowing the others to escape. The cop and the doc tussle for a while, and Reitz gets the upper hand until Giggles stabs him with a handsaw. So, while Reitz is busy getting killed by the doctor, Jennifer and her good-for-nothing boyfriend WHO JUST CHEATED ON HER are able to walk off into the sunset together.

Final Words: “Over here, motherfucker!”

STEVEN WILLIAMS, JASON GOES TO HELL: THE FINAL FRIDAY (1993)

Scenario: Creighton Duke (Williams) is an Ahab-like bounty hunter tracking undead serial killer Jason Vorhees, whose evil essence has been jumping from body to body in an effort to find his last surviving blood relatives, through whom he can be reborn. When Jason finally gets his old body back and prepares to kill his niece, Jessica (Kari Keegan), Duke handcuffs himself to Jason in order to buy her some time (say, thirty seconds or so, which she puts to no good use)—earning himself a fatal bear hug.

Final Words: “Tonight, my friend, you will die!”

CCH POUNDER, DEMON KNIGHT (1995)

Scenario: As a horde of demons lays siege to a small-town New Mexico boardinghouse, its owner, Irene (Pounder), loses an arm to a possessed resident. This leads to a common rationale behind the heroic death: someone is injured/sick/dying, so they may as well sacrifice themselves for the good of the other protagonists. In this case, Irene straps on a grenade belt and ushers demon hunter Brayker (William Sadler), heroine Jeryline (Jada Pinkett), and a young boy into the attic, exclaiming, “This is my house, and I make the rules. Now, get up there!” Along with local cop Bob, whom the cinematic moral code deems expendable because he’s pudgy and middle-aged, she allows the demons to converge before pulling the pins, blowing the two of them up with the creatures.

Final Words: “Suppertime.”

LAURENCE FISHBURNE, EVENT HORIZON (1997)

Scenario: Captain Miller (Fishburne) leads his crew to investigate the reappearance of the spaceship Event Horizon, which vanished mysteriously years ago. When it becomes evident that the ship has brought back an evil from another dimension, Miller has the good sense to abort the mission. With his own ship damaged, he plots to set off explosives to split the Event Horizon in two and use one half as a lifeboat, allowing the other half to jump back into the hellish dimension from which it came. When he’s trapped in the wrong half by the ship’s possessed creator William Weir (Sam Neill), Miller sets off the explosives to break it up and save his crew in the other half while he careens into hell.

Final Words: [In response to Weir’s query as to whether he sees the hellish fate awaiting him] “Yes, I see.”

CHARLES S. DUTTON, MIMIC (1997)

Scenario: Policeman Leonard Norton (Dutton, Sacrificial Negro extraordinaire) and a team of scientists are trapped underground in an abandoned subway tunnel by large, genetically engineered insects. Seeing the others cornered by the bugs, Leonard ventures out on his own, aware that the scent of his bleeding wound (injury clause!) would draw the creatures away—not to mention his decision to sing a blues song—allowing the other group members to escape.

Final Words: [Singing] “They say my health has failed me, and I ain’t got too much time.”

WILL SMITH, I AM LEGEND (2007)

Scenario: In a postapocalyptic New York City, army doctor Robert Neville (Smith) is one of the last few uninfected survivors of a viral pandemic. He captures one of the nocturnal, infected mutants to test potential cures, but when her peeps come to his house looking for her, he and two fellow survivors—Anna (Alice Braga) and a young boy named Ethan (Charlie Tahan)—find themselves trapped in Neville’s basement laboratory. Having just developed a cure, Neville hands it to the other two and directs them to hide in a conveniently placed coal chute. He then explodes the most powerful grenade ever, killing himself and a small army of mutants.

Final Words: [To Anna and Ethan] “Stay until dawn.”

ASHANTI, RESIDENT EVIL: EXTINCTION (2007)

Scenario: Nurse Betty (Ashanti) is part of a convoy of survivors in a zombie apocalypse. When infected crows attack the group, she and several comrades find themselves trapped inside an incapacitated bus. She helps the others evacuate into another vehicle, but in one of the most pointless sacrificial acts, she chooses to close herself inside the bus with the crows as everyone gets away. It’s a murder of crows, girl, not a suicide of crows!

Final Words: “Go! Just go!”

IDRIS ELBA, PACIFIC RIM (2013)

Scenario: When giant creatures (“Kaiju”) from another dimension invade Earth via a portal beneath the Pacific Ocean, humans build giant piloted robots called Jaegers to battle them. Jaeger commander Stacker Pentecost (Elba) formulates a plan to blow up the portal with a nuclear bomb, so with him controlling one Jaeger and hero Raleigh Becket (Charlie Hunnam) controlling another, they head underwater. Stacker’s robot becomes critically damaged by a Kaiju attack, but he dissuades Raleigh from coming to his aid, insisting he proceed with the plan. As two creatures close in on Stacker (who’s already terminally ill, so his fate is sealed), he detonates his nuke, killing one Kaiju and injuring the other. This allows Raleigh to blow up the portal, saving Earth.

Final Words: [To his copilot] “We can clear a path for the lady!”

ALFRE WOODARD, ANNABELLE (2014)

Scenario: Bookstore owner Evelyn (Woodard), who feels guilt for causing her daughter Ruby’s death in a car accident years ago, helps young mother Mia (Annabelle Wallis) deal with what turns out to be a demonic presence haunting a doll in her home. When the demon targets Mia’s infant daughter’s soul, Mia offers her soul instead and prepares to leap from a window to her death. Her husband, John, pulls her from the ledge, however, and as he’s wrestling with her, Evelyn climbs through the window and jumps, taking the doll with her and saving the day.

Final Words: “I can make it right. This is what Ruby meant.”



The Gangsta

Within the relatively straightforward moral code of horror—in which sins like sex and drugs are punishable by death—the Gangsta’s demise is perhaps the most easily excusable. Gangstas typically have no qualities that endear them to the audience. They’re rude, crude, and prone to criminality and Ebonics. Their natural habitat is the inner city, where they lurk on street corners or in dark alleys, awaiting an easy mugging victim, only to come across the Big Bad of the film, who makes them regret their life choices.

Brash and full of unfounded self-confidence, Gangstas will try to take charge—aided by a handgun, held sideways for extra style points. However, when things other than firearms go sideways, they end up either incompetent (missing their target because they HOLD THEIR GUN SIDEWAYS) or cowering in fear like a Modern Spook without the sense of humor. The Gangsta’s purpose is to be intimidating enough to provide the Big Bad an opportunity to show off its badassery by killing them with ease. If the killer-alien-mutant-monster-demon can off T-Dawg with one claw tied behind its back, what chance does our wholesome White hero have?!?

The Gangsta’s function as a measuring stick of danger stems from the age-old Brute stereotype, which depicts Black people themselves as dangerous: prone to violence, aggression, and crime. Historically, the Brute came to the forefront of American society as a propagandist tool of White Southern “Redeemers” seeking to regain their foothold in the South after Reconstruction—that foot being held on the necks of Blacks. Redeemers and their supporters painted a picture of ex-slaves as unfit for their newfound rights (like, you know, freedom), thus justifying Jim Crow legislation, poll taxes, literacy tests, and terroristic violence and intimidation to shift the balance of power back towards Whites. In this narrative, Black people were ignorant, uncivilized, irresponsible, lazy, and dangerous.

Those beliefs gained a visceral boost when brought to the silver screen in The Birth of a Nation (1915), D. W. Griffith’s adaptation of Thomas Dixon’s 1905 novel The Clansman. The film, whose popularity revived the largely defunct Ku Klux Klan, featured the prototypical Brute, a villainous Black soldier named Gus. When he attempts to rape a White Southern belle, a fate she deems worse than death, she kills herself by leaping from a cliff. Gus, played by a White actor in blackface, is then “heroically” lynched by the KKK.

The modern cinematic Gangstas, although villainous, are almost never the Big Bad themselves. They’re typically petty criminals: muggers, pimps, gang members, and corner drug dealers lacking the brains, business savvy, or small business loans to become a criminal boss. The urban Gangsta was the natural evolution of the Brute, as the Great Migration of the twentieth century saw Black Americans flee the rural, segregated South in droves, settling primarily in the cities of the Northeast, Midwest, and West.

The movie Gangsta has likewise migrated, even on a global level. Having been featured in so many Hollywood films—and since the late ’80s, in hip-hop music—the Black criminal has become as prevalent an American stereotype as California surfers, Southern rednecks, and obese, fanny pack–clad “Ugly American” tourists. Foreign films emulating Hollywood’s success have followed its lead, including horror movies like Italy’s Demons (1985), whose only Black characters are a pimp and prostitute; Hong Kong’s Crazy Safari (1991), in which a trio of unsuspecting Black hoods attempts to mug a vampire in an alley, with predictable results; and the UK’s Cherry Tree Lane (2013), which revolves around a White suburban family enduring a violent home invasion by Black adolescents and their token White friends… You know, for legitimacy.

EXAMPLES:


	Jack Baker, Shelly Garrett, and Eric Laneuville, Love at First Bite (1979)

	Gloria Charles and Nick Savage, Friday the 13th Part III (1982)

	Bobby Rhodes, Demons (1985)

	Ving Rhames, The People Under the Stairs (1991)

	Terrence Riggins, Candyman (1992)

	Alfonso Ribeiro, Ticks (1993)

	Ice-T, Leprechaun in the Hood (2000)

	Coolio, Red Water (2003)

	Tatiana Butler, Shadow: Dead Riot (2006)

	Jumayn Hunter, Attack the Block (2011) and Cherry Tree Lane (2013)

	Renell Gibbs, Body Cam (2020)




ALSO KNOWN AS: RACIAL REPACKAGING

In years past, some horror movies that didn’t perform as well as hoped were repackaged and renamed (sometimes years later as part of the home video release) with a racial slant that sought to take advantage of the “Black market” by adding the word “Black” to the title, adding Black people to the cover art who aren’t even in the movie, or otherwise trying to make it more “Black friendly.” This typically went as well as you’d expect.
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The Seductress

If sex and violence are your thing, then allow me to introduce you to the Seductress. Like a sentient sex doll, she oozes desire, luring you into her web with her sultry feminine wiles. But watch out, because death lies around every one of her dangerous curves. She’s got a darkness inside her that she’s ready to unleash on you if you allow your horniness to get the best of you.

Chances are good the Seductress is supernatural—a vampire, succubus, voodoo priestess, Kardashian—but she could also be a psycho who’s seen Fatal Attraction (1987) one too many times. She may even be just a run-of-the-mill prostitute who doesn’t have any particular bad intent, but within the realm of horror, her lack of traditional virtue is a beacon drawing almost certain death to her and anyone in her vicinity. Thus, the prostitute is basically the female equivalent of the Gangsta: an easy sacrifice to the horror gods, whose lifestyle “justifies” her death.

Regardless of what form she takes, avoid the Seductress when she tries to entice you to take a sip of her mocha latte. Her goal might be to drink your blood, suck your soul, steal your heart (figuratively or literally), or just steal your wallet. She’s nothing but bad news, so no matter how foxy she appears to be, swipe left.

The Seductress is horror’s offshoot of the Jezebel, a long-standing stereotype of Black women as lascivious, innately sexual creatures. The Jezebel has been around since European explorers first encountered sub-Saharan Africans, whose scanty attire, practice of polygamy, robust tribal dances, “heathen” religion, and “animalistic” lifestyle all led to a presumption of lechery.2

As chattel slavery entrenched itself within the American colonies, so did the Jezebel. The ability of a slave woman to breed—and thus bear new slaves—was a prized commodity and was thus highly touted, lending credence to the belief in their promiscuity. And of course, White slave masters did more than just spread the word of female slaves’ procreational acumen; they spread their seed, creating new slaves in their image while venting the sort of violent sexual aggression they were so quick to assign to Black Brutes. Slave rape was justified by dehumanizing Black women—they were property, after all—and by propagating the pseudo-scientific belief that Black women were inherently sexual and thus somehow seduced their masters.

When the twentieth century rolled around, it took some time for the Black Seductress to make a mark in horror cinema. However, the little-seen Ouanga (AKA The Love Wanga) (1936) was a textbook example. It stars Fredi Washington, the light-skinned actress who gained fame two years earlier in the “passing” drama Imitation of Life (1934), as the Haitian side piece of a White plantation owner. When he decides he’s had his fill of her, she resorts to—naturally—voodoo vengeance. Its tagline oozed Black seduction: “Meet Clelie… naïve… young and beautiful… lithe, yielding, and primitive, love-hungry child of the tropics!”

The infamous “documentary” Ingagi (1931), meanwhile, played upon the crudest of Jezebel-isms, the belief that hot-blooded African women would resort to mating with apes—something that even Thomas Jefferson alluded to in his Notes on the State of Virginia with a statement regarding “the preference of the Oranootan [orangutan] for the black women over those of his own species” when discussing the beauty standards of different races.3 (That said, given his appetite for teen slave Sally Hemmings, one has to deduce he wasn’t far removed from orangutans himself.)

The Seductress stayed alive during the ’50s and ’60s thanks largely to foreign films like Cuba’s Yambaó (AKA Cry of the Bewitched) (1957) and France’s The Rape of the Vampire (1968). These overseas productions seemingly were more open than Hollywood horror to acknowledge Black beauty, but they did so with an uncomfortably objectifying gaze (and at times, a cringey attachment to blackface). That trend would continue into the ’70s and ’80s as European horror merged with sexploitation in “exoticism porn” tales of White tourists in a tropical location being drawn into the often violent, sometimes supernatural sex lives of the nubile local Blacks (or some dark-skinned approximation thereof, as with the “Black Emanuelle” series starring Indonesian Laura Gesmer). The result was titles like Macumba Sexual (1983), Sex and Black Magic (1980), and Papaya: Love Goddess of the Cannibals (1978).

Meanwhile, in American horror during this time, the prevailing image of the Black Seductress was the prostitute, who, like the Gangsta, reflected the Great Migration of Blacks from the South into cities across the U.S. Later in the 1980s, horror Seductresses were able to branch out, thanks to the “double Vs”: voodoo (Angel Heart [1987], The Serpent and the Rainbow [1988]) and vampires (Vamp [1986], Vampire’s Kiss [1989], Def by Temptation [1990]). By the end of the ’90s, they’d even managed ghosts (Spirit Lost [1996], Beloved [1998]), and in the 2000s, finally earned femme fatale status in psycho thrillers like When the Bough Breaks (2016), Only for One Night (2016), and We Belong Together (2018).
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Lisa Bonet in Angel Heart (1987). TriStar/Photofest.



Certainly, the variety of Seductress parts in horror is a dubious accomplishment when it comes to the inclusion of Black women in film. As quantified in a late ’90s study of top-grossing Hollywood movies by communications scholars Robert Entman and Andrew Rojecki—which found that 100% of the major Black female characters of 1996–97 were sexualized, versus 59% of White female characters and less than 20% each of Black and White male characters—the ongoing prevalence of hypersexual roles in all genres is a lingering reminder of the societal limitations yet to be overcome.4

EXAMPLES:


	Marlene Clark, Night of the Cobra Woman (1972)

	Marilyn Joi and Tanya Boyd, Ilsa, Harem Keeper of the Oil Sheiks (1976)

	Marsha Hunt, Howling II: Your Sister Is a Werewolf (1985)

	Grace Jones, Vamp (1986)

	Lisa Bonet, Angel Heart (1987)

	Cynthia Bond, Def by Temptation (1990)

	Heather Hunter, Frankenhooker (1990)

	Thandiwe Newton and Bellina Logan, Interview with the Vampire (1994)

	Cynda Williams, Spirit Lost (1996)

	Aaliyah, Queen of the Damned (2002)

	Jaz Sinclair, When the Bough Breaks (2016)



The Authority Figure

Another “positive” modern stereotype, the Authority Figure was born out of well-intentioned efforts to create better Black movie roles. Unfortunately, the bar for “better” wasn’t very high, so we ended up with this one-dimensional semblance of a human being whose entire existence is a backhanded compliment. Basically, we’re supposed to be impressed that the Authority Figure isn’t a Gangsta and has a non-servant, non-prostitute job. They’re the proverbial “spook who sits by the door” as proof that the filmmakers and studios are doing their part for the cause.

Proliferating primarily in the post-Blaxploitation period and kicking into high gear after Louis Gossett Jr.’s Oscar-winning drill sergeant role in An Officer and a Gentleman (1982), the Authority Figure on its surface appeared to be a welcome change of pace. As the name implies, Authority Figures hold a position of power and thus theoretically play a significant part in the story line. In practice, however, they’re hollow shells who are just a more refined mode of marginalization. They hang on the fringes of the plot, blissfully unaware of the game afoot and often actually impede the main protagonists’ progress, serving as speed bumps to overcome on the way to the goal. They are of the “you’re a loose cannon; turn in your badge and gun!” ilk. An inflexible personification of systemic red tape, the Authority Figure frustrates viewers who want the hero to track down the psycho killer without having to deal with search warrants or privacy laws about putting a hidden camera in the culprit’s slave dungeon.

Entman and Rojecki’s study accounted for this mode of tokenism, calling these characters “entry guards” or “security agents” and defining them as “roles where they might have speaking lines yet play no part in advancing the story.” They found that 42% of Black actors and actresses with speaking parts in the top-grossing movies of 1996–97 were “entry guards,” compared to only 3% of White speaking roles.5 Authority Figures frequently end up surviving horror movies because they’re so ancillary, so ineffectual, they usually don’t take part in the action.

Despite having “respectable” jobs, Authority Figures are prone to unprofessional bouts of anger and profanity—two traits that have become synonymous with Black roles since the cinematic transition from rural servants to urban criminals. In the horror-comedy Love at First Bite (1979), for instance, Isabel Sanford plays a judge who loudly berates Richard Benjamin’s character for requesting an investigation into what he believes are vampire attacks. She yells at him to “haul ass” out of her courtroom for bringing up “that voodoo scary Dracula shit” and racializes the situation by calling him “honky” to boot.

Whether female or male, the Authority Figure’s intended purpose was noble in theory but half-assed in execution. While it’s arguably the most positive stereotype on this list, it’s still just a Band-Aid on the bazooka-sized wound that the negative stereotypes have inflicted—the equivalent of “thoughts and prayers” for Black America.

EXAMPLES:


	Lloyd Hollar, The Crazies (1973)

	Louis Gossett Jr., Jaws 3-D (1983)

	Al Matthews, Aliens (1986)

	Angela Bassett, Innocent Blood (1992)

	Gilbert Lewis, Candyman (1992)

	Pam Grier, Ghosts of Mars (2001)

	Idris Elba, 28 Weeks Later (2007)

	CCH Pounder, Orphan (2009)

	Octavia Spencer, Halloween II (2009)

	Tichina Arnold, Countdown (2019)

	Michole Briana White, Malignant (2021)




THE MANY FACES OF THE BLACK AUTHORITY FIGURE
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The Authority Figure doesn’t need to have a ton of formal authority—just enough to stand in the way of our hero. This can take on many forms:

The camp counselor who refuses to believe our hero’s claim that a masked killer slaughtered everyone in the cabin and then somehow removed their bodies and cleaned up the crime scene

The police officer who responds to a distress call from an isolated house, and when our hero answers the door just a crack with disheveled clothes, a bloody nose, and eyes shifting nervously towards the area behind the door as if someone is standing there with a butcher knife, decides that there’s nothing to see here and leaves

The army colonel who traps our hero inside a small town by ordering a quarantine to cover up the experimental chemical weapon leak that’s turned all the residents into zombies or zombie-like infected people who aren’t technically dead but look and act like zombies so we don’t know what the hell to call them

The park ranger who warns our hero not to go venturing off-trail into the backwoods and stares into the distance, making vague references to the hills having eyes instead of just stating plainly that there’s a local family of inbred cannibals that likes to eat hikers al dente

The high school guidance counselor who ignores the class nerd’s complaints about being bullied, leading to the nerd’s accidental death during a prank gone wrong—a mystery our hero must solve when fellow students begin to die off one by one in oddly machete-centric “accidents”

The nurse working the front desk in a hospital who refuses to let our hero see their critically injured loved one but manages to let a seven-foot-tall “nurse” wearing an ill-fitting uniform and carrying a sledgehammer into the loved one’s room to finish them off

The judge who releases the spree killer, whom our hero captured, on their own recognizance because they had never spree killed before and they promised to never spree kill again

The psychotherapist who declares that the leader of the doomsday cult from which our hero escaped has been rehabilitated, ignoring their freshly carved forehead pentagram and their declaration that, upon release, they plan to “frolic in the steaming entrails of nonbelievers”

The FBI agent who disregards our hero’s “bad feeling about this,” insisting that the annual Slender Man Festival has nothing to do with the spate of recent child disappearances and thefts from men’s big and tall formal wear stores

The coroner who dismisses the hero’s claim that the decapitated jogger was the victim of homicide, insisting instead that it was an allergic reaction to a bad hair weave

The case worker from Child Protective Services who insists that it’s the “innocent” child our hero adopted from a sketchy orphanage near Chernobyl who’s the one in danger after fourteen classmates were found brutally murdered with Ukrainian power tools



The Voice of Reason

Unlike most people in horror movies, Voices of Reason actually know what they’re talking about. They’re one of the few characters who believe in whatever the protagonists are going through, because they’ve experienced it themselves. They’ve felt the cold breath of the pretentious ghost that haunts the abandoned Sharper Image; they’ve been viciously probed by the least gentle of alien invaders; they’ve witnessed their entire family slaughtered by mole people who dragged their bodies underground without leaving a shred of physical evidence behind… Seriously, did they use a wet vac to clean up or something?

Typically, the Voice of Reason is an old-timer who’s been around long enough to know trouble when they see it, so heed their warning: you do NOT want to go into those woods! They’re usually wise enough to avoid the danger themselves, but hey, it’s a horror movie, so they might somehow get pulled back in, Godfather III–style, and then end up disemboweled on a cement slab. Don’t cry for them, though; they’ve lived a full life.

Think of the Voice of Reason as a Magical Negro without the magic, or a Sacrificial Negro without the sacrifice—so basically, a Negro. Like the Magical and Sacrificial models, this Negro’s purpose is to help the hero, but lacking any apparent skills, they rely on their only available weapon: their words. They tell the hero what to do—or what not to do—typically from a safe distance, because they’re not trying to be caught up in your mess, okay? They’re kind of smart that way.
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Lil Rel Howery in Get Out (2017). Universal Pictures/Photofest.



A popular subject that the Voice of Reason is prone to elucidate is voodoo, as Hollywood has brought to light the fact that 95% of Black people either are a voodoo practitioner or have one on speed dial. The “I’m Black, so I must know all about this voodoo curse that you’re suffering from” friend is a handy Negro to have around, to say the least. Others, like Rod (Lil Rel Howery) in Get Out (2017), have no special knowledge or experience other than a healthy dose of race-based paranoia. Whatever works. Unfortunately, the Voice of Reason’s advice often falls on deaf ears, since a movie about people NOT going into a haunted mannequin factory would be pretty boring.

The Voice of Reason is an outgrowth of the belief in Black superstition that helped give rise to the Spook. The Voice of Reason is more reserved and worldly than the Spook, of course, and is more appropriately apprehensive than piss-pants scared, but as with all the stereotypes on this list, the lines between them can blur faster than Robin Thicke’s marital vows.

EXAMPLES:


	Prentiss Moulden, Nurse Sherri (1978)

	Moses Gunn, Bates Motel (1987)

	Bill Cobbs, I Still Know What You Did Last Summer (1998)

	Patricia Belcher, Jeepers Creepers (2001)

	Joy Bryant, The Skeleton Key (2005)

	Meagan Good, Venom (2005)

	Laurence Fishburne, Predators (2010)

	Danai Gurira and Shareeka Epps, My Soul to Take (2010)

	Lil Rel Howery, Get Out (2017)

	Michael Beach, Inheritance (2020)



The Sidekick

The Sidekick is ostensibly a slightly deeper, more nuanced role than superficial characters like the Authority Figure, Magical Negro, and Sacrificial Negro. In truth, though, while they might be more involved in the plot, any depth the Sidekick exhibits is more coincidental than intentional. Their entire existence in the film is inextricably tied to the main protagonist, and all of their actions revolve around the lead. They’re just along for the ride with the star, like a remora on a shark or a Garfunkel on a Simon.

A not-so-casual viewing of Stigmata (1999), for example, reveals that out of Donna’s (Nia Long) fifty-four lines of dialogue, a whopping fifty are about Frankie (Patricia Arquette). Donna spends practically all her screen time worrying about Frankie (understandably so, given she’s prone to spontaneous bleeding), rushing her to the hospital, and patiently enduring her ruining every ladies’ night with her Linda Blair routine. Midway through the film, the writers apparently felt that Donna had served her purpose—escorting Frankie into the arms of the other White lead, Father Kiernan (Gabriel Byrne)—and penned her a perfunctory, twelve-second final scene showing her trying to phone Frankie to find out how she’s doing and then hanging up when no one answers. We never see Donna again. Who are we to criticize Hollywood professionals, but clearly the solution to this thankless dismissal would’ve been to have Donna burst heroically into the climactic exorcism in full Black woman church attire, waving a Black Jesus church fan and uttering the line, “What’s stigmata with you?!?”

Like Donna, the Sidekick is typically the hero’s Black friend or co-worker, the latter of which tends towards the soldier, scientist, or police officer variety. However close they are to the star, though, the Sidekick still has a target on their back, because in horror movies, if you aren’t the lead, you bleed. This is where the Sidekick’s closeness to the hero comes in handy: the Sidekick’s death lends the movie instant gravitas. Just add some blood and a rising crane shot of the hero kneeling over their dead body, yelling to the skies, “NOOOOOOOOOOO!!!!!” and presto, it’s raining Blockbuster Entertainment Awards!

The Black Sidekick has a long history in horror movies, dating back to an age when “sidekick” was a euphemism for “servant” or, as the trailer for The Ghost Breakers (1940) so eloquently labeled Willie Best, “Bob Hope’s boy.” Back then, the default Sidekick was the Spook, delivering laughs by outwardly exuding the fear that the White star was manly enough to internalize. The modern Sidekick, while not restricted to Spook buffoonery, can still serve as comic relief, most likely complaining about being dragged into “White people shit.”
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Virginia Madsen and Kasi Lemmons in Candyman (1992). TriStar/Photofest.



In modern horror, while the White Final Girl has become the quintessential horror heroine, less cataloged is her frequent Black Sidekick, the Yeah Girl—as in, “Yeah girl, you should go out with that cute Patrick Bateman–looking guy” or some other hedonistic encouragement to get the prudish, virginal starlet to come out of her shell and into the clutches of a maniac, à la Brandy in I Still Know What You Did Last Summer (1998). Thanks, girl.

The Yeah Girl embodies the sort of untamed sassiness that comes with being a Black woman on the silver screen. A more playful spin on the Angry Black Woman, her sass tempers her underlying anger—she’s Black, after all—with sarcasm, humor, a desire for a good time, and a healthy dose of sexual innuendo. (She’s usually smart enough, though, to stop short of the sort of nude scenes that guarantee death.)

Regardless of the form, the Sidekick is and has always been a token, but given their closeness to the main protagonist, they’re granted a level of prominence and empathy that other Black stereotypes don’t enjoy. It’s not exactly high praise, but the Sidekick is probably the most full-fledged character on this list—a deluxe token with cheese.

EXAMPLES:


	Gregory Hines, Wolfen (1981)

	Mario Van Peebles, Jaws: The Revenge (1987)

	Kasi Lemmons, Candyman (1992)

	Rachel True, Embrace of the Vampire (1995)

	Brandy Norwood, I Still Know What You Did Last Summer (1998)

	Meagan Good, The Unborn (2009)

	Anthony Mackie, Abraham Lincoln: Vampire Hunter (2012)

	Michael Ealy, Underworld: Awakening (2012)

	Samuel L. Jackson, Cell (2016)

	Aldis Hodge, The Invisible Man (2020)

	Celeste O’Connor, Freaky (2020)



The Rapper

The newest entry on this list, the Rapper—which includes hip-hop-adjacent singers, the jiggier the better—is an odd duck whose star status outside the movie comes into play when evaluating their role in it. Because viewers have difficulty separating their stage persona from that of the performer on-screen, Rappers carry with them a certain cachet even before the cameras roll.

In order to avoid alienating their followers, Rappers tend to come into a film with a chance of survival proportional to their established fan base. Thus, LL Cool J and Ice Cube live; Coolio not so much. That said, LL Cool J has dispelled an urban legend that he has a “no death clause” written into his contracts, explaining his survival thusly: “A lot of times, what has happened is I’ve done the movies and died, but when they tested the movies, the people wanted me to live. If it’s what the people want, that’s what’s in the movie.”6

Rappers’ prominence in the acting world grew largely due to the timing of hip-hop’s transition into the mainstream, which coincided with the early ’90s wave of Black filmmaking that prompted a search for Black stars. Rappers, who came prepackaged with an image, a following, and an appearance on the soundtrack, were ideal candidates. While they were rarely the outright star of the movie—especially in horror—they were afforded a larger role than “common Black folk” and were less likely to die—not only because fans loved them so much, but also because their stage persona was built on toughness and an ability to survive the dangers of “hood life.”

By the late ’90s and early 2000s, Rappers flooded the horror marketplace, even finding spots in iconic franchises like Halloween, Child’s Play, Resident Evil, and Leprechaun. With so-called “gangsta rap” being the dominant sound of the era, Rapper roles at that time tended towards the Gangsta archetype, but they were rarely as easily discardable as the standard Gangsta. For the most part, though, in a testament to the power of their brand, characters the Rapper played fell within the wheelhouse of their stage personas. Ice-T trended Gangsta, for instance, while LL Cool J played a likable around-the-way guy, Queen Latifah had more middle-class, cerebral roles, and Redman in Seed of Chucky (2004) played… Redman.

The next generation of Rappers, perhaps because of new opportunities for income from social media, fashion, beauty, and reality TV, have seemed less interested in acting, so Rappers have taken a dip in prominence in horror cinema. Perhaps the most comparable celebrities today are online influencers, who likewise bring with them a large built-in following and hit-or-miss acting ability.
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LL Cool J in Deep Blue Sea (1999). Warner Bros./Photofest.



EXAMPLES:


	Ice Cube, Anaconda (1997)

	LL Cool J, Halloween H20 (1998)

	Queen Latifah, Sphere (1998)

	Snoop Dogg, Bones (2001)

	Busta Rhymes, Halloween: Resurrection (2002)

	Coolio, Dracula 3000 (2004)

	Method Man, Venom (2005)

	Ashanti, Resident Evil: Extinction (2007)

	Will Smith, I Am Legend (2007)

	Trey Songz, Texas Chainsaw (2013)

	Mary J. Blige, Body Cam (2020)



The Black Guy

In a non-Black movie, the Black Guy can be a catchall term for the Black character, regardless of gender or archetype, but the label also refers to a specific type of role. It represents the stock Black character who, as part of an ensemble cast, is identifiable only by their race. Other (White) characters tend to have particular traits—nerd, cheerleader, Goody Two-shoes, jock—or serve essential purposes like hero or villain, but the Black Guy is just… the Black Guy. They have no discernable quality other than the color of their skin or maybe their propensity for following White people into situations no Black person’s “Whitey Sense” should allow them to go.

The Black Guy is little more than a placeholder, and thus can be slipped into any number of standard horror setups that require group interaction:
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Shown from left: Harold Ramis, Ernie Hudson, Bill Murray, and Dan Aykroyd in Ghostbusters (1984). Columbia Pictures/Photofest.




	Scientists working on an experiment that laughs in the face of God but will absolutely, positively not backfire, mutating one of them into an abhorrent creature hell-bent on punishing them for their hubris

	A motley team of salvagers in space or on the ocean, whose response to a distress call makes it clear that they’ve never watched the movie Alien

	Kidnapped strangers who awaken inside a warehouse and are forced to watch every season of Love & Hip-Hop until someone agrees to shoot themselves in the head

	Hikers on the way to a campground who eschew the safety of the interstate for the scenic route through Purty Mouth, West Virginia

	Teens trying to conjure Tupac and Biggie with a Ouija board to settle this once and for all

	Military grunts on patrol in a foreign country who desecrate an ancient Mesopotamian tomb and incur the wrath of a vengeful spirit that doesn’t appreciate having dongs drawn on its eternal resting place

	Mall patrons forced to work together to survive a zombie apocalypse brought about by mankind’s insistence on eating convenience store sushi

	Anything airing on Syfy with a rampaging killer animal crossbred with another rampaging killer animal



Black Guys are solitary creatures who rarely appear together because that would threaten to turn the film into a “Black movie” that, by studio logic, would have limited appeal and could be advertised only on BET, OWN, and during 2:00 a.m. reruns of Soul Train. If more than one Black Guy were to appear in a movie, they’d have to fight to the death, Highlander-style.

The representation that comes with having a Black person in a horror movie is certainly welcome, but too often, that person embodies the emptiness of the Black Guy—or really, any stereotype on this list. While there are plenty of hollow White characters as well, they’re offset by the fact that a disproportionate majority of the films also feature White stars. When it comes time to incorporate a Black character, though, the powers that be, seemingly unfamiliar and/or uncomfortable with Blackness, resort to dusting off their handy Negro template, copyright 1619.

EXAMPLES:


	Yaphet Kotto, Alien (1979)

	Ernie Hudson, Ghostbusters (1984)

	Miguel A. Núñez Jr., The Return of the Living Dead (1985)

	Renée Jones, Friday the 13th Part VI: Jason Lives (1986)

	Samuel L. Jackson, Jurassic Park (1993)

	Anthony Anderson, Urban Legends: Final Cut (2000)

	Isaiah Washington, Ghost Ship (2002)

	TC Carson, Final Destination 2 (2003)

	Adewale Akinnuoye-Agbaje, The Thing (2011)

	Donald Glover, The Lazarus Effect (2015)

	Tayler Buck, Annabelle: Creation (2017)

	Mamoudou Athie, Underwater (2020)





[image: ] 3 [image: ] “Woke Horror”: Social Consciousness in Black Horror

The term “woke horror” emerged in early 2017 in the rush to categorize Jordan Peele’s Get Out, seemingly satisfying a desperate need to make sense of its existence. (The Golden Globes, after all, notoriously nominated the film in its Musical or Comedy category.) Slang for being informed on social issues—particularly those related to the Black struggle against institutional racism—“woke” rose to prominence as part of the Black Lives Matter–led social justice protests of the 2010s. However, haphazard, sometimes ironic use (One very real online article promised readers it will “get you woke about your personal finances.”) almost immediately undermined the impact of the rallying cry “Stay woke.”1 The phrase quickly grew into a term of derision by those who somehow viewed advocating for increased awareness, representation, and accountability as a negative, dismissing the push as “cancel culture”—the twenty-first-century equivalent of “politically correct.”

“Woke horror” has become similarly divisive. Some see it as forcing political narratives into what’s meant to be escapist entertainment. Others have argued that the woke horror nomenclature, which some describe as “elevated horror,” can be problematic in that it implies that “regular” horror is mindless fluff. Following Get Out, the label “woke horror” was slapped on any new genre film that dared to touch upon any topic deeper than “fast zombies versus slow zombies.” In truth, though, the horror genre—especially Black horror—has long been woke.
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Daniel Kaluuya in Get Out (2017). Universal Pictures/Photofest.



Horror has a lengthy history of addressing newsworthy topics, from the nuclear fallout of Godzilla (1954) and Them! (1955) to the McCarthyism in Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956), the gender roles in Rosemary’s Baby (1968) and The Stepford Wives (1975), the anti-war stance of Deathdream (1974), the eco-horror of Prophecy (1978), and the consumerism critique of Dawn of the Dead (1978) and The Stuff (1985). As a transgressive genre, horror has always questioned social norms, pushing boundaries with fantastic, often metaphoric storytelling. While drama tends to be more restricted by a sense of realism and straightforward storytelling that risks becoming “preachy,” horror is unencumbered, daring, free.

Black horror in particular has liberally exercised this freedom to address social—primarily race-related—issues as a reflection of the Black experience living in a country built on white supremacy. Because race in America informs every aspect of life, Black horror, in many ways, is our social syllabus. And, given America’s track record on race, Black history is, to quote Tananarive Due, Black horror.2


10 HORROR MOVIES ABOUT BLACK-WHITE RACE RELATIONS NOT NAMED GET OUT
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Jordan Peele’s 2017 hit Get Out gained notoriety and received near-universal praise (we see you, Armond White) for its inventive and insightful deconstruction of race relations, but other horror movies have tackled that thorny subject over the years as well. Here are some that dared to “go there,” with varying degrees of success.

THE THING WITH TWO HEADS (1972)

This gimmicky horror-comedy is light on horror, with the silly Frankenstein-inspired concept of a dying racist old White man (Ray Milland) who demands his head be transplanted onto a healthy body—only to find his head attached to a burly Black convict (Rosie Grier). *Sad trombone* If that’s not bad enough, the convict’s head is also still attached, leading to a constant dialogue between the two heads about race that amounts to little more than a clichéd stand-up act about “Did you ever notice that White people do this, and Black people do that?”

DR. BLACK, MR. HYDE (1976)

Despite the campy title, this is a serious-minded Blaxploitation film brimming with social consciousness and allegorical content. It stars Bernie Casey as the not-so-subtly named Dr. Pride, a Black physician serving the downtrodden Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles just a decade after the Watts Rebellion. When he injects himself with an experimental cell regeneration serum, he transforms into… A WHITE MAN. Well, at the very least, a white-skinned creature (think the Hulk by way of The Omega Man) who goes on a violent rampage through the community until he’s gunned down by police while making a King Kong–like dash up the Watts Towers. WARNING: SYMBOLISM OVERLOAD.

WHITE DOG (1982)

As much drama as horror, this is one of the few genre-slanted movies of the slasher-dominated ’80s to deal with heavy social issues like race. Its allegorical plot features Kristy McNichol as a young woman who discovers that her newly adopted dog had previously been trained to attack Black people, and ironically enough, only a Black man (Paul Winfield) can break it. Apparently, dogs aren’t color-blind after all.

THE PEOPLE UNDER THE STAIRS (1991)

Following Ronald Reagan’s two-term presidency in the ’80s, Wes Craven unleashed this gleefully dark fairy tale that satirizes Reagan- and Bush-era politics that prioritized the wealthy and White over the poor and Black. It revolves around a couple of White suburban slum lords (who call each other “Mommy” and “Daddy,” in Reagan-like fashion) who profit from exploiting mostly Black urban tenants and live a life of EXTREME family values despite a love of kidnapping and murder. Needless to say, they’re none too happy when a young, Black, would-be thief breaks into their home and befriends their pristine White daughter.

CANDYMAN (1992)

Candyman’s racial commentary deftly ranges from slavery and century-old violence to modern socioeconomics and de facto segregation, albeit through the eyes of a White female protagonist. Helen (Virginia Madsen) is a college student writing a paper on the urban legend of the Candyman, the ghost of a free Black man who was lynched in the 1800s for having consensual sex with a White woman. Much to Helen’s chagrin, Candyman turns out to be quite real, and much to the audience’s chagrin, he hasn’t lost his taste for White women. Man, didn’t you learn from the first time?!?

KRACKER JACK’D (2003)

As hip-hop culture became increasingly mainstream in the early twenty-first century, among its worst offshoots was Kracker Jack’d, a slasher-comedy about Black college students who are stalked by a masked killer after they beat up a White student who, in an overly eager attempt to be down with them, dropped the “N-word.” There’s a moral in there somewhere, but you probably won’t be able to sit through the whole thing to figure it out.

WHITE SKIN (2004)

This unsung Canadian film, inaccurately renamed Cannibal for its U.S. release, presents a thought-provoking spin on vampire lore in which pale-skinned vampires (or succubi) are drawn to feed on people with darker skin—perhaps due to some biological deficiency. Whatever the reason, it certainly makes them come off as hella racist.

LAKEVIEW TERRACE (2008)

This thriller reminds us that, hey, Black people can be prejudiced, too. Samuel L. Jackson, Hollywood’s go-to embodiment of Blackness, stars as a Los Angeles policeman who doesn’t approve of interracial relationships—at least, with a Black woman and a White man; we’d have to check his browser history to see how he feels about the other way around. Unfortunately for him, the newlywed couple who moves in next door is Kerry Washington and Patrick Wilson, so he embarks on a reign of terror in an effort to drive them out. Instead of Fatal Attraction, think of it as Fatal Repulsion.

HONKY HOLOCAUST (2014)

In this tasteless Troma horror-comedy, Charles Manson’s prediction of a race war comes to fruition, but when his followers emerge from their underground bunker years later, expecting to find Black victors who are incapable of running the country, they’re shocked to find Black-dominated America running quite smoothly. After all, once you go Black… your infrastructure stays intact? In this alternate reality, Whites are second-class citizens, segregated into slums and harassed by Black cops, and apparently, the only solution is to put them out of their misery. But hey, a little genocide never hurt anyone, right?

URBAN CANNIBAL MASSACRE (2016)

It’s time for some equal-opportunity murder, don’t you think? As the “urban” in its title indicates, Urban Cannibal Massacre features a family of Black cannibals, but here’s the kicker: they only eat White people! Are they racist for targeting Whites or are they self-hating for NOT targeting Blacks? You be the judge.



Get Out and the Woke Horror Explosion

Get Out was a perfect storm of wokeness. It was released in the midst of a string of high-profile deaths of Black Americans at the hands of police officers (and wannabe police officers) and arrived just one month after the presidential inauguration of Donald Trump, whose campaign emboldened the racist, sexist, homophobic, and xenophobic elements to crawl out of the swamp he claimed he wanted to drain. Exasperated Black audiences were hungry for a repudiation of the Obama-era lie of a post-racial America, while White audiences, disillusioned by the onslaught of headline-making racial injustices, were increasingly open to being schooled. Both groups got their wish in Jordan Peele’s satirical deconstruction of modern racial dynamics whose steady stream of does-it-mean-something-or-not symbolism tantalized wokeness addicts, conspiracy theorists, and underemployed English Lit majors alike.

Like Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner (1967) set in the Stepford Wives (1975) universe, Get Out follows a Black man named Chris (Daniel Kaluuya) as he travels with his White girlfriend, Rose (Allison Williams), to meet her family at their remote estate. Their interaction lays bare the nation’s racial schisms, but rather than focus on the easy target of overtly racist, working-class, cross-burning Southerners, Peele tackles the relationship between Black people and Whites who are “enlightened,” outwardly progressive types—they LOVE Black people!—but still harbor troublesome views about race that keep minorities at a safe distance.

Rose’s father greets Chris warmly with “My man!,” the sort of awkward stab at camaraderie that functions as an unconscious acknowledgment of Chris’s “otherness”—akin to greeting a Black man as “bro” or “dawg” or a Black woman as “girl” or “guuuuuurl.” Chris’s interactions with the family go steadily downhill from there, devolving into obsessive exoticism that feeds off long-standing perceptions of Black athletic superiority (Young people: google “Jimmy the Greek.”) and sexual prowess, plus general concepts of coolness, style, and being five years ahead of whatever White people are doing right now.

The desire to obtain the supposed benefits inherent in Blackness is so great, in fact, that Rose’s family and their acquaintances are willing to put aside the risk of type 2 diabetes, sickle cell anemia, and being shot by police to transplant their minds into Black people’s bodies against their will: the pinnacle of cultural appropriation. But Chris’s encounters with the family’s other Black victims reveal that taking Blackness without the history and experiences that come with it makes for a hollow, inauthentic product—like a Miley Cyrus twerk.

Get Out thus functions as a critique of White neoliberalism while simultaneously serving as a neoliberal text about race in America—one that has no doubt made more than one White viewer stop to wonder if their blackface Basquiat Halloween costume was truly complimentary after all.

As such a groundbreaking and uniquely incisive work, it would be unfair to compare subsequent Black horror movies to Get Out, but as soon as it struck box office gold (grossing $176 million in the U.S. on a sub–$5 million budget), that’s precisely what trend-thirsty Hollywood did. The mad dash to find the next Get Out triggered an avalanche of horror with Black leads over the next several years, including such blatant coattail riding as the retitling of the 2019 French thriller Furie (Fury) as Get In for its U.S. release. Many of them overtly touched upon social issues—Antebellum (2020), Body Cam (2020), Candyman (2021), Master (2022), Peele’s follow-up Us (2019)—while others downplayed them: Overlord (2018), Escape Room (2019), Ma (2019), The Intruder (2019). However, as Night of the Living Dead (1968) showed, the latter category could be open to interpretation, because the mere casting of Black performers often colors (no pun intended) the reading of a film.

Streaming services like Netflix, Hulu, and Amazon Prime played no small part in the spread of Black horror wokeness—an outgrowth of their strategy to green-light anything with a pulse in an effort to bolster their stable of original content and lessen their dependence on studios for programming. The result has been a string of remarkably high-quality, socially conscious pictures, including His House (2020), Bad Hair (2020), Sweetheart (2019), The Witches (2020), Vampires in the Bronx (2020), Spiral (2020), The Perfection (2019), and Hulu’s Into the Dark series of feature films, nearly half of which starred people of color, including Black-led pics like Pooka! (2018), Pure (2019), Pilgrim (2019), Delivered (2020), Crawlers (2020), and Blood Moon (2021). Joining them were streaming horror TV series like Lovecraft Country and Them, plus speculative fiction shows like the superhero adventure Watchmen and the alternate history drama The Underground Railroad, all of which mined material from the racial injustices of America’s past, from slavery to the Tulsa Massacre to police harassment, segregation, lynching, medical experimentation, and housing discrimination.

While the increase in the number of woke Black horror projects in the 2010s and 2020s reflects the Black Lives Matter–led movement for social justice, the messages these works espouse have long been present in Black horror—just as the problems they shed light on have long been present in Black history. The issues haven’t changed; America is just now starting to listen.

Blacula Is Beautiful

So-called “Blaxploitation” films represented the first widespread opportunity in the roughly seventy-year history of the American film industry for Black-centered stories to be presented to the mainstream public, and understandably, the cash-strapped industry ran with it, eying the Black market as an untapped gold mine. The movies were sometimes inane and at other times a radical release of pent-up frustration over the racial hierarchy in the U.S. as a whole—and in Hollywood in particular. Decades of one-step-forward, one-step-back “progress” had increased the militancy of the de facto Black social outlook. On the big screen, the unintimidating “good Negro” persona (personified by Sidney Poitier) to which Blacks were told to aspire had become little more than a placater of racial tensions. Blaxploitation redefined the standards of representation, and like Amish teens going buck wild on Rumspringa, Black cinema relished this newfound freedom. It espoused racial pride and took aim at racist power structures by positioning Black characters as heroic leads, frequently taking down an oppressive White force. These were Negroes Gone Wild.

Blacula (1972), the first and most popular Blaxploitation horror movie, was among the roughly 25% of Black films of the era to boast a Black director: William Crain. Perhaps because American International Pictures (AIP) was eager to replicate the success of other studios’ Black-helmed hits like Ossie Davis’s Cotton Comes to Harlem (1970), Gordon Parks’s Shaft (1971), and Melvin Van Peebles’s Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (1971), Blacula was unique in that it had a significant level of input from its Black creatives. AIP reluctantly allowed star William Marshall to alter the original script to craft a more elevated, racially conscious backstory for the titular character, as he reasoned that “it’s important that these people [Blacks] in particular have a right to see a demonstration of themselves in a very positive way.”3

In the original script, Blacula’s birth name was Andrew Brown (the same as the controversial character from Amos ’n Andy), a nondescript Black man who just happens to stumble upon Dracula’s castle.4 Under Marshall’s guidance, he became Mamuwalde, a cerebral Nigerian prince who travels to Transylvania to negotiate an end to the African slave trade, only to have racist Count Dracula and his homies jump him, turning him into the cursed Blacula.

The sequel, Scream Blacula Scream (1973), pumped up the racial pride by introducing Lisa (Pam Grier), a voodoo priestess, as the heroine and the only hope to end Blacula’s vampiric curse. Meanwhile, Blacula is again an admirable antihero who embodies the “Black is beautiful” aesthetic, flexing his knowledge of ancient African art during a show hosted by Lisa’s boyfriend, and afterward, giving a pre-asskicking scolding to a pair of Black pimps who try to mug him. “You made a slave of your sister,” he admonishes them, “and you’re still slaves, imitating your slave masters!”

In the rare instances (about 15% of Blaxploitation releases) when both Black writers and directors were involved, things could get downright revolutionary. Helmed by Bill Gunn, Ganja & Hess (1973) was one of only two horror movies in the ’70s to feature a Black writer and director (three if you count Rudy Ray Moore’s 1977 goofball supernatural comedy Petey Wheatstraw). Hired following the success of Blacula to create a similarly commercial Black vampire picture, the avant-garde Gunn had no intention of lending his name to safe Hollywood popcorn fare. Instead, what he presented to the interracial producing team of Quentin Kelly and Jack Jordan was a surreal vampire love story starring Duane Jones and Marlene Clark that played as a jazzy free flow of ideas and iconography. The intricate film touched upon, depending on one’s interpretation, everything from addiction to racial identity, cultural appropriation, religion, capitalism, materialism, sexuality, gender roles, and class exploitation.

Unsurprisingly, Kelly-Jordan Enterprises’ release of Gunn’s trippy vision lasted in theaters for only about a week. Early negative feedback and the sense that they could never market the film to gain a satisfactory box office return led the producers to sell the rights to Heritage Enterprises, which tried to make Ganja & Hess more commercial by shoehorning it into a generic Blaxploitation mold: chopping it down from 113 minutes to a scant 78 minutes, splicing in 15 minutes of outtakes, and retitling it Blood Couple. Not surprisingly, it was a messy flop, the Blaxploitation equivalent of Gigli (2003). Ganja & Hess would fade into obscurity for decades, Gunn’s version not receiving an official release on home video until 1998.

Revolutionary in its own right was the decade’s other horror feature with a Black writer and director, Welcome Home Brother Charles (1975), which put forth its unfiltered social commentary because it was a student film shot by writer-director Jamaa Fanaka while he was still enrolled at UCLA. A hybrid of horror, revenge thriller, crime drama, and soft-core pornographic snuff film, Brother Charles (also marketed as Soul Vengeance) uses satirical, supernatural elements—a Black man using his mystically elongated penis to strangle the corrupt officials who sent him to jail—to deal with matters of racism, mass incarceration, police brutality, and unemployment.

It unapologetically cosigned what Angela Davis had been preaching for years: that the prison system, racist policies, police brutality, unjust jail sentences, and unemployment-fueled recidivism have been killing Black communities more than, as Ibram Kendi put it, “the sensationalized ‘crises’ of Black single-parent households, welfare ‘queens,’ affirmative action, and violent rebels and criminals.”5

Ingeniously, the way Welcome Home Brother Charles makes these points is to turn a racial stereotype into a weapon against the society that perpetrated it. As Fanaka put it, “When the Black man was brought here as a slave, the White slave owners would try to intimidate their women to stay away from the Black men by saying that they had sexual equipment that dangles around their kneecaps. And that myth still kind of permeates society… The myth was invented by the White slave owners, but like any lie, it sometimes comes back to haunt its source. So I took a negative image and made it into a positive image by showing the ridiculousness of it.”6

Throughout the Blaxploitation era, horror movies from Black creatives addressed so many social issues pertinent to Black America that theaters distributed afro picks with paid admission.* Topics ranged from poverty, crime, and racial identity in Dr. Black, Mr. Hyde (1976) to Afrocentrism and spirituality in Lord Shango (1975) to lending discrimination, police corruption, and Black militancy in the horror-adjacent superhero flick Abar, the First Black Superman (1977). Even Black movies that didn’t feature writers, directors, or producers of color were more likely to address Black concerns—at least, until Hollywood found a cash cow even bigger than Blaxploitation: the summer blockbuster, which moved on from Black stories to focus on the escapism of killer sharks and galaxies far, far away.

Hood Horror

As the ’70s waned and slasher movies began to dominate horror, social consciousness within the genre proved more elusive, while Black wokeness in horror became all but extinct because, quite frankly, Black people in horror became all but extinct. One notable exception in the ’80s was the horror-skewed drama White Dog (1982), whose titular canine, trained by raggedy bigots to attack Black people, personified (caninified?) the film’s true villain: racism. But true to the decade’s lack of cinematic focus on Black issues outside of Gary Coleman’s cheek implants, White Dog was never even released in U.S. theaters (aside from a few test shows in Detroit), due to concerns by the NAACP and others that it would be inflammatory. Even plans to air it on NBC in 1984 were shelved because of the perception that it was, as journalist Michael London described, “an attempt to exploit TV viewers’ perceived hunger for movies dealing with controversial social issues.”7

Instead, horror followed White people into the Elm Street suburbs and Crystal Lake getaways, glancing back only briefly at the struggling Black and Brown inner cities in the rearview mirror with an out-of-sight, out-of-mind philosophy that mirrored the Reagan administration’s benign-neglect approach to Black concerns. Like Black people, Black horror in the 1980s was just an afterthought.

By the time the ’90s rolled around, however, the sensational images of “the hood”—drugs, crime, poverty—had become a bankable media commodity. As hip-hop music evolved from fringe party music to topic-driven poetry, it found a rapt audience of young White suburbanites with aspirations of def-dom who were fascinated by the dangerous gangsta personas of their favorite rappers. On the big screen, earlier lighthearted hip-hop musicals like Breakin’ (1984), Beat Street (1984), Rappin’ (1985), and Krush Groove (1985) gave way to gritty, more realistic dramas that dealt with social issues affecting inner-city Black residents: violence, drugs, racism, and injustice.

Hollywood saw untapped, Blaxploitation-y dollar signs from the success of “hip-hop cinema,” especially after Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing (1989) earned nearly $30 million in theaters—more than four times its modest budget. Reginald Hudlin’s House Party (1990), John Singleton’s Boyz n the Hood (1991), Mario Van Peebles’s New Jack City (1991), Ernest Dickerson’s Juice (1992), and the Hughes Brothers’ Menace II Society (1993) quickly followed suit, striking box office gold. These trailblazers helped spark a new wave of Black filmmaking that resulted in the production of more Black movies by the end of 1991 than in the entire decade of the ’80s, and after being held at bay for the better part of a decade, horror was eager to join the party.8

A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984) creator Wes Craven would help divert the Black film movement in the direction of horror with The People Under the Stairs (1991), a satirical modern fairy tale aimed squarely at American conservatism and its racial, political, and socioeconomic policies. Craven drew the plot from a news article about police responding to a report of suspicious Black men breaking into a home in the overwhelmingly White beach town of Santa Monica, California, only to find that the owners had been holding their own children captive there for years. “It was just one of those stories that struck me with such irony,” the director explained. “Everybody feeling that the Black people breaking into the house was the worst thing imaginable, and there you have this middle-class, perfect family with a terrible secret.”9

As he did with Elm Street, Craven sought to subvert the image of WASP-y suburban perfection, revealing the ugliness beneath the spotless veneer. Specifically, he built The People Under the Stairs on a foundation of racial prejudice and class division, with the hero a thirteen-year-old Black boy named (sigh) Fool (Brandon Quintin Adams) who lives in an inner-city tenement owned by a racist (and abusive… and homicidal… and cannibalistic) White slumlord couple (Everett McGill and Wendy Robie). Fool’s attempt to rob their suburban home to keep his family from being evicted uncovers the landlords’ dirty secret: in addition to hoarding money, they’ve been hoarding kidnapped “children” who, when they fail to live up to the couple’s impossibly high standards of “family values,” are disfigured and discarded into the basement, devolving into subhuman creatures living in darkness and feeding on scraps.

Labeled “affirmative-action horror” by one reviewer, The People Under the Stairs makes it clear that race is a motivating factor for Mommy and Daddy, who drop N-bombs like extras from a Tarantino movie.10 They’re greedy slumlords living high on the hog in the suburbs while exploiting urban, lower-class minorities, running liquor stores and unmaintained apartment buildings they hope to demolish and turn into condos for “clean people.” They hopped the White flight out of town as Reagan rewarded the Black and Brown citizens who stayed in the city by cutting social programs like Social Security, housing assistance, and food stamps while promoting “trickle-down economics” that benefited the rich. The hoarded treasure hidden deep inside Mommy and Daddy’s house, ill-gotten and inherited, is a tangible manifestation of the racial wealth gap that, during the movie’s climax, ends up raining down into the hands of the needy when the home is blown to smithereens.

Craven’s use of over-the-top satire could help excuse his portrayal of the inner-city tenement, whose residents—outside of Fool’s family—are nearly as inhuman as the people under the stairs. Fool’s trek up his own stairs to his apartment is like navigating “Night of the Living Baseheads,” with zombie-like dope fiends and feral dogs fighting over what is hopefully an animal carcass in the hallway. Even Fool’s family is a tragedy of stereotypes, from the absentee father to his prostitute sister (Kelly Jo Minter) who “got babies” and her abusive, criminal boyfriend (Ving Rhames). It’s a shallow, broadly drawn portrait of urban life that’s a reflection of the script being the brainchild of a White creative, even one as well intentioned as Craven.

A year later, the limits of White proficiency in “hood horror” would be put to the test once again. Candyman (1992) put the “urban” in urban legend, “urban” by this time having a racial connotation beyond the literal, location-based definition. Urban movies meant Black movies; urban music meant Black music (especially hip-hop and contemporary R&B); and Urban Outfitters meant convincing White people to pay eighty dollars for a Run-DMC pumice stone.

By transplanting Clive Barker’s short story “The Forbidden” from Liverpool, England, to Chicago’s Cabrini-Green housing projects, Candyman screenwriter/director Bernard Rose added race to the tale’s class dynamics. The ghostly urban legend of Candyman became a lynched nineteenth-century Black man who embodied the legacy of slavery, the brunt of which is felt by the poor Black inner-city residents who live in perpetual fear of his wrath. White grad student Helen’s (Virginia Madsen) decision to write a thesis on the legend brings to light the socioeconomic gulf that lies between the races and the sense of entitled spectatorship she internalizes as a result. Helen feels like she can just drive her 1990 GMC White Privilege into the ’hood, nab the scoop on the legend, and leave unscathed. Even though her Black Voice of Reason friend Bernadette (Kasi Lemmons) expresses concern about traipsing through the projects “dressed up like cops,” Helen scoffs and ends up being assaulted by a drug dealer using the Candyman moniker and then targeted by the actual Candyman (Tony Todd).
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Tony Todd and Virginia Madsen in Candyman (1992). TriStar/Photofest.



Rose has stated somewhat simplistically that he wanted to “show that the White fear of a place like Cabrini is irrational. It’s what’s at the heart of racism.”11 Granted, fear is a key ingredient of racism (along with ignorance and the inability to google), but in Cabrini-Green circa 1991, a healthy dose of fear was certainly advisable. After all, the film’s side story of Cabrini-Green resident Ruthie Jean being killed by an intruder who came through her medicine cabinet is based on the true tale of Ruthie Mae McCoy, who lived (and died) in the nearby ALBA projects. In places like this, fear—or at least cautious apprehension—can keep you alive, unlike Helen.

Rose’s comment reveals himself to be a bit of a “Helen” himself, exposing his own naïveté about race while betraying the fact that his film is about White fear and thus centered around Helen and not Candyman nor the residents of the projects who, on a daily basis, have to deal with the real, non-ghostly, corporeal world legacy of slavery: drugs, crime, violence, poverty, and the racist policies and enforcement that allow these social ills to proliferate. The Black characters in Candyman are thus largely one-dimensional, urbanized versions of the African villagers who were fodder for movie monsters in the ’40s and ’50s. Cabrini-Green is the African jungle, and Helen is the great White hunter pursuing the big game.

But Candyman turns the tables and becomes the pursuer, envisioning Helen as the reincarnation of his long-lost love—à la The Mummy (1932). This has caused some consternation among Black audiences, since the image of an ominous Black man lusting after a White woman comes with more baggage than an overbooked 747. However, unlike The Birth of a Nation, this attraction is born out of mutual love. Candyman is a monster created from vigilante justice, but his sin—being in a romantic relationship with a White woman—was deemed immoral by an immoral society founded on racial inequality.

He is thus the literal ghost of racism coming back to haunt future generations. Although he sets his sights on Helen, anyone can feel his wrath, regardless of race, class, age, gender, or sexuality. We all suffer. Hate breeds hate, and violence breeds violence. The legend of conjuring him by saying his name eerily parallels current calls to say the names of the victims of racial violence. Like Candyman, they need to be remembered in order to retain their power.

At the end of Candyman, though, it’s Helen who attains martyrdom. She culturally appropriates the Sacrificial Negro role, giving up her life to save a Black baby, a feat that transforms her into a Bloody Mary figure who can now also wreak supernatural vengeance from beyond the grave. Dammit, can’t Black people have anything?!? As if to hammer this Caucasian-centric point home, the two forgettable ’90s sequels replicate the film’s formula by each featuring a different White woman—descendants of Candyman and his lover—over whom he obsesses.

It took three decades for Nia DaCosta’s “spiritual sequel” Candyman (2021) to refocus the story on Black characters (having a Black writer and director helps). In a post–George Floyd world, her version couldn’t help but have a more “woke” take, jumping headlong into the “say their names” refrain for victims of police and racial violence. The remake introduces the concept of Candyman being a collective—a Wu-Tang Clan of Boogeymen—with a new one being born every generation or so from a different instance of a Black man (and problematically, seemingly only men) being unjustly murdered.

The movie starts with the most recent incident: the death of a conveniently hook-handed Cabrini-Green resident named Sherman Fields (Michael Hargrove) in the ’70s at the hands of overzealous police who incorrectly assume he’s guilty of placing a razor blade in a White girl’s candy. Granted, a maniacally grinning man handing out candy to children while humming what sounds like a funeral dirge is shady as hell, but he didn’t deserve to be beaten to death. His unjust demise turns Sherman into a martyr, and the subsequent rumor that you can conjure him by saying his name five times into a mirror transforms him into the legendary Candyman.

Fast-forward to the present day. When artist Anthony McCoy (Yahya Abdul-Mateen II) hears about Sherman’s story, it inspires his paintings and, unfortunately for him, inspires him to utter “Candyman” into a mirror five times. The conjured Candyman, rather than seducing Anthony into becoming his victim—the “Helen treatment”—begins to possess Anthony, slowly turning him into the new, twenty-first-century Candyman. Eager to hasten the transformation, longtime Cabrini-Green resident William Burke (Colman Domingo) knows that the tipping point is for Anthony to be wrongfully gunned down by racially profiling police—be THEIR victim—in order to attain immortality, so he makes a 911 call (cue up the “White voice”) warning of a Black man “waving a hook and talking crazy” and lets the chips fall where they may.

Burke’s reasoning for helping turn Anthony into Candyman revolves around another social ill that lies at the heart of DaCosta’s Candyman: gentrification. Burke is one of the last remaining tenants in the housing project, which is just a shell of its former self, most of its buildings having been torn down and replaced with more upscale residences for higher-income individuals. He recognizes that Cabrini-Green’s disintegration mirrors that of Candyman. Candyman has long been the community’s manifestation of the injustice to which it has been subjected over the years, and when Cabrini-Green was sanitized and swept under the rug, so was Candyman and the memories of all the wrongs perpetrated against the Black residents. By “rebooting” Candyman—courtesy of some gruesome amateur surgery—Burke (and DeCosta) wants to remind the world about what’s gone on and what continues to go on, regardless of the shiny new polish of gentrification. In the process, Candyman becomes less of a Boogeyman and more of a superhero (with all the collateral damage that entails) standing up for his people: your friendly neighborhood Candyman.

Interestingly, though, the new Candyman does little more than the original to portray the Cabrini-Green residents in a positive light. Anthony and Brianna are themselves gentrifiers, outsiders buying up property in the project’s former stomping grounds with little knowledge of what happened there before it hit Zillow. Is their suffering in the film punishment for this transgression, for not knowing their past? Should they have been taking African American studies courses in college instead of art appreciation? Candyman, for one, might think so.

Unlike The People Under the Stairs and Rose’s Candyman, Tales from the Hood (1995) is hood horror from Black creatives: writers-directors Rusty Cundieff and Darin Scott and executive producer Spike Lee. Their comfort level with Black social issues is apparent in their more pointed approach to woke topics that leaves little to interpretation. The horror anthology format, made famous by British productions like Dead of Night (1945) and the Amicus Productions releases of the ’60s and ’70s, typically features morality tales of evildoers who get their comeuppance, but Cundieff and Scott’s stories go beyond general life lessons like “Don’t steal” and “Don’t murder your spouse for life insurance while sleeping with their best friend and erasing all their recordings from the DVR” to target social ills, specifically those with resonance in the Black community: police brutality, drugs, gang life, domestic abuse, and good old-fashioned white supremacy.

By featuring Black stories from Black storytellers, Tales from the Hood has enough latitude to sermonize to Black audiences, pointing out punishable vices to which they might be susceptible. In the segment “Rogue Cop Revelation,” for instance, a sellout Black cop (Anthony Griffith) is driven insane for failing to report his White colleagues’ racist, abusive practices. “Hard-Core Convert,” meanwhile, is basically A Compton Christmas Carol, in which a hardened gangsta (Lamont Bentley) is forced to revisit those he’s killed—all of whom are Black, earning him the praise of a genocidal white supremacist. The target here is “black-on-black crime,” a mantra used prominently throughout the ’90s that was revived in response to the Black Lives Matter movement, proving how problematic it can be if used as a form of respectability politics or as a diversion away from police abuse and systemic racism. It would be hard to imagine a White writer broaching this thorny topic, especially in such an admonishing manner, unless they carried a Platinum Level Ghetto Pass—historically held by only three people: John Brown, Mr. Rogers, and Ice-T’s wife Coco.
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Clarence Williams III in Tales from the Hood (1995). Savoy Pictures/Photofest.





Other hood horror efforts throughout the ’90s and into the twenty-first century—like Bones (2001), Leprechaun in the Hood (2000), Hood Rat (2001), Snoop Dogg’s Hood of Horror (2007), and low-budget “Z”-grade movies with titles like Cryptz (2002), Vampiyaz (2004), Vampz (2004), Zombiez (2005), and Bloodz vs. Wolvez (2006)—took place against a backdrop of urban decay and social ills like crime and drugs but were less focused on social messages than on hip-hop-inspired imagery and star power.

Black cinema as a whole took a step back after the early ’90s gold rush. Buzz and profits leveled off, and during the latter half of the ’90s, the number of feature films from Black directors fell by almost half.12 Burnout from “hood cinema” meant that the films that were being made trended towards romance and comedy: safe, sanitized, middle-class fare that eschewed sociopolitical statements in favor of a Cosby Show–like showcase of Black success that, while it has its place, failed to move the needle of artistry, originality, and social discourse. But all of that was about to change.


TERRIBLE HIP-HOP THEME SONGS FROM HORROR MOVIES
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The expansion of hip-hop into mainstream America in the ’80s and ’90s subjected an unsuspecting public to rap songs by everyone from Rodney Dangerfield to the Chicago Bears. One unexpected breeding ground for hip-hop was horror movies, which frequently tapped the musical genre for theme songs, typically playing over the closing credits in some misguided attempt at “urban” hipness. Here’s a selection of some of the most noxious examples.

“DEEPEST BLUEST (SHARK’S FIN)” BY LL COOL J, DEEP BLUE SEA (1999)

Kool Moe Dee wins this round in his long-standing beef with LL Cool J, simply because he did NOT record the dopey chorus “Deepest, bluest, my hat is like a shark’s fin.”

Choice Lyrics: “I’m talking death at a moment’s notice. / You wasn’t focused. / Me and my crew strike / Like some underwater locusts.”

“ARE YOU READY FOR FREDDY?” BY THE FAT BOYS, A NIGHTMARE ON ELM STREET 4: THE DREAM MASTER (1988)

Unlike DJ Jazzy Jeff & the Fresh Prince’s superior “Nightmare on My Street,” this comedic rap-horror hybrid from gimmick rap specialists the Fat Boys was officially endorsed by the Elm Street franchise… which unfortunately means that Freddy himself (Robert Englund) raps for several verses.

Choice Lyrics: “Like a Ginsu blade / Like a blender, he’ll blitz. / Fred Krueger’s puttin’ on the ritz.”

“THE MONSTER SQUAD” BY THE MONSTER SQUAD?, THE MONSTER SQUAD (1987)

A song so bad that no artist would put their name on it, this tween-skewed rap pops up at the end of the ’80s cult hit The Monster Squad, which goes to prove that the best is not always saved for last.

Choice Lyrics: “Who can stop their deadly might? / Who will stand up for the right? / From the mouth of babes comes dynamite. / The Monster Squad gonna groove tonight.”

“GHOSTBUSTERS RAP” BY RUN-DMC, GHOSTBUSTERS II (1989)

A career nadir for hip-hop pioneers Run-DMC, this ill-fated attempt to update Ray Parker Jr.’s original anthem sounds more like a 2 Live Crew rump shaker with lyrics that must have been scribbled on a napkin two minutes before they entered the recording booth.

Choice Lyrics: “They walk through the wall / With no time to stall. / You call the Ghostbusters. / Well, that’s who you call!”

“MANIAC COP RAP” BY YESHWUA (JOSH) BARNES AND BRIAN “B.DUB” WOODS, MANIAC COP 2 (1990)

This New Jack Swing reject actually uses the word “jive” with a straight face before proceeding to rhyme “Uzi” with “Jacuzzi.”

Choice Lyrics: “Bullets won’t hurt him. / I know it sounds like jive / But we’re not sure if he’s dead or alive.”

“LEP IN THE HOOD” BY WARWICK DAVIS, LEPRECHAUN IN THE HOOD (2000)

Although actual rappers Ice-T and Coolio appear in Leprechaun in the Hood, the filmmakers decided to cap the movie with the Leprechaun himself (Warwick Davis) performing what sounds like a community center talent show entry over a preprogrammed 1990s Casio hip-hop beat.

Choice Lyrics: “I hate to resort so soon to magic. / Haven’t been laid so long, it’s tragic.”

“ADDAMS GROOVE” BY MC HAMMER, THE ADDAMS FAMILY (1991)

Even by MC Hammer’s poppy standards, this kitschy earworm is soul-crushingly corny, but perhaps the saddest thing is that within five years, he’d burned through all the money he was paid in exchange for his artistic integrity.

Choice Lyrics: “Now is the time to get in your mind. / It’s okay to be yourself. / Take foolish pride and put it aside. / Like the Addams, yo, they’re def!”

“GHOST FEVER” BY SHERMAN HEMSLEY, GHOST FEVER (1987)

The incomprehensible cheesiness of the family-friendly horror-comedy Ghost Fever tests the limits of the goodwill that Sherman Hemsley earned for his iconic performance as George Jefferson. The lack of judgment that reportedly led him to fund most of this cringe-fest’s budget also led him to decide to rap on the title song, which sounds a bit like James Brown… if James Brown was awful.

Choice Lyrics: “Thunder roars, lightning strikes / Things go bump up in the night / I’m uptight, I’m turnin’ white / With ghost fever.”

“SCARY SCARY MOVIES” BY OSSIE D & STEVIE G, POPCORN (1991)

If the rapper in this song from the cult film Popcorn didn’t sound like an adult, we’d assume it was a third grader, based on the simplistic lyrics performed over what sounds like a Halloween sound effects CD.

Choice Lyrics: “Scary scary movies, making me all tense. / Love those scary movies, scary scary movies are just the best.”



An American Tradition: The Purge Franchise

The 2010s were the Social Justice Decade, the most prominent era of sustained, widespread public protest since the 1960s. Movements like Occupy Wall Street, Black Lives Matter, and Me Too, plus ongoing pushes for gun control, LGBTQ+ rights, environmentalism, and more brought prickly social issues into the spotlight, making watercooler conversations at work disproportionately awkward.

Until the middle of the decade, though, mainstream horror was relatively silent on such matters. Apart from an occasional feature like George A. Romero’s Land of the Dead (2005), which revolved around the economic disparity between the haves and the have-nots—with racial implications inherent in Black zombie Big Daddy (Eugene Clark) leading a revolt against the elite survivors—twenty-first-century horror was content with trending from remakes and torture porn in the first decade to haunted house movies in the second.

The passing of the horror box office crown from the Saw franchise to the Paranormal Activity series and other similarly themed ghostly and demonic tales—Insidious (2010), Sinister (2012), The Woman in Black (2012), The Conjuring (2013), Mama (2013), Ouija (2014), Lights Out (2016), It (2017)—took scares out of the real world and ferried them into the supernatural. Perhaps this shift was a result of the American public’s need for escapist relief from increasingly volatile racial, political, class, and gender tensions. The end result was very suburban, and thus, by Hollywood logic, almost exclusively White. But one franchise bucked the trend: The Purge. Not only did these movies remain firmly planted in the earthly realm, but they chose to burrow deep into the seamy underbelly of America’s schisms for their inspiration, generating horror from true-life nightmares.

With The Strangers (2008) and You’re Next (2011) still fresh on our minds, The Purge (2013) seemed on the surface like just another home-invasion flick with masked intruders menacing a suburban family, but it added a couple of plot elements that made it atypical for this type of film. First, the reason for the invasion isn’t homicidal lunacy or familial squabbles; the intruders are hunting a person inside the house that the family is harboring, making it more of a siege tale like Attack on Precinct 13 (1976). Second, it’s set in a dystopian, yet still recognizable near-future in which one night a year is dedicated to “purging” one’s aggressive emotions without fear of punishment, because all crime (murder being especially preferred) is legal for a twelve-hour period.

This concept didn’t necessarily have to be a form of social critique; it could’ve been merely a way to ratchet up the fear and sense of desperation, since we know that the cops aren’t coming to save the day. But as you watched, you got the sense of an underlying social consciousness woven throughout writer-director James DeMonaco’s script. The man of the house, James (Ethan Hawke), recognizes the wealth gap between the haves and the have-nots and how the Purge exacerbates the disparity, telling his kids, “We can afford protection, so we’ll be fine.” Meanwhile, on TV, we hear a criminologist discussing whether the Purge is about releasing aggression or about removing the poorer, “non-contributing members of society,” thus unburdening the economy. Quite simply, the Purge is A Modest Proposal for the steroid era.

While race is never mentioned in the first movie, it’s hard to ignore the fact that the stranger (Edwin Hodge) the family is harboring is Black, while the family and all the lynch mob attackers are White. At the time, the non-explicit mentioning of race in the film mirrored the generally nonracial message of the Occupy movement’s protest against economic disparity, despite the glaring racial wealth gap between Blacks and Whites in America. You could interpret The Purge’s casting of a Black man as the lone “have-not” as a nod to this inequality, although the franchise would become much more pointed in its racial commentary as the series went on—and as racial schisms overtook class schisms at the forefront of the national news.

We also could see the film accurately foreshadow the rise of Trump’s America and the way in which extreme, reactive nationalism could lead the country into seemingly outrageous acts in the name of blind allegiance. In the world of The Purge, we see those of Trump’s ilk (elitists, money-grubbers, hyper-conservatives, Hitlers) establishing patriotism as religion in the prayer-like recitation “Blessed be the New Founding Fathers for letting us Purge and cleanse our souls. Blessed be America, a nation reborn.” The sense of a national rebirth and a return to past glory is certainly not far off base from Trump’s future campaign slogan “Make America Great Again.”

While The Purge is set entirely in an upscale gated community, the sequel, The Purge: Anarchy (2014), moves into the city, necessitating a shift in focus from the mostly White haves to the mostly non-White have-nots, who lack suburban fortresses for protection. While the first film’s primary Black character was an unnamed “stranger” who remained an undeveloped prop to further the plot, in Anarchy, an Afro-Latinx family, the Sanchezes, is established as central to the story, signaling a more overt racial connotation.

That awareness is reinforced by the appearance of Black Panther–like militant Carmelo Johns (Michael K. Williams), whose video broadcasts reassert the implications offered up in the first movie that the Purge is meant to be class genocide. The story goes all-in on the sort of power-hungry, prejudicial classists that would come to define Trump’s regime. Grotesque upper-crust caricatures clad in tweed jackets, polo boots, khakis, and inbreeding, these wannabe big-game hunters don’t venture into the dangerous fray of the city; they pay Black urban youth to round up victims so they can hunt them in the safety of a warehouse setting with an array of weaponry on hand and an audience to cheer them on. It’s an embodiment of not only U.S. gun fetishism, but also the dehumanization of the poor by the rich and the government policies that enable them. Is it any wonder why the tagline is “An American Tradition”?

By the time The Purge: Election Year was released in 2016, Donald Trump was the presumptive Republican nominee for president, and movie posters boldly and directly played up the parallels between his rhetoric and that of the franchise’s villainous political party, the New Founding Fathers of America (NFFA), by using the tagline “Keep America Great.” (Trump would later adopt this as his re-election slogan, Trumpily oblivious to its previous use here.) No doubt reflecting the racist rhetoric surrounding Trump’s campaign (and his tweets, and his family dinners, and his bedtime prayers), Election Year made more evident what was hinted at previously, showing the NFFA employing outright white nationalists to do their bidding—in this instance, attempting to assassinate a liberal presidential candidate, Senator Charlene “Charlie” Roan (Elizabeth Mitchell), who vows to outlaw the Purge.

When the assassination attempt leaves Senator Roan and her bodyguard Leo (Frank Grillo) to fend for themselves on the streets of Washington, D.C., several Black citizens—played by Mykelti Williamson, Betty Gabriel, and Edwin Hodge (returning from the first film), the latter of whom leads an underground Purge resistance group—help them survive the night. Black characters are thus thrust into actively heroic positions this time around—granted, that involves not one, but TWO Sacrificial Negroes, one of whom literally jumps in front of Roan to take a bullet. In another moment of life imitating art, the movie ends with a news report announcing that Roan has defeated the NFFA candidate but that hard-line NFFA supporters refuse to accept the election results and react violently, “burning cars, breaking windows, looting, attacking police officers…”

Wokeness, it seems, is subjective depending on the audience, and the reaction to the Purge films has underscored perhaps the most prevalent White privilege: obliviousness. While Black and Brown audiences have picked up on the intended social, political, and racial messages, White viewers conveniently have glossed over them. Per DeMonaco, “The people who respond most to the Purge films are the African American audience and the Latino audience. They were the people who saw the films for what I’d always meant them to be… which is this statement about the government’s treatment of the poor, about gun laws in America. There are other audiences that don’t see it.” It should be no surprise, then, that for the next movie, he’d go full-on dashiki and afro: “For the fourth film, it seemed natural to go to the audience that was understanding of the film the most.”13

The First Purge (2018), a prequel, seemed dead set on avoiding any misinterpretation of the franchise’s meaning, taking the series to its most radical heights, like an explosion of the collective id of America’s racial minorities, a grassroots fever dream of the pent-up emotions of the underserved and over-policed. It’s an unabashed statement against systemic racism that shows what the previous films implied: whether American issues are masked as class, political, or economic, at the core, they’re intrinsically tied to race.

The film returns to the origins of the Purge, when, in Tuskegee Experiment fashion, the government used Staten Island as the testing ground to determine the feasibility of the event. The residents are portrayed as almost exclusively Black and Brown (for the sake of artistic license, we’ll overlook the fact that Staten Island is by far the most Caucasian of the New York boroughs), while the feds are almost completely White. Thus, while all the previous films had major supporting Black characters, The First Purge is the first entry with Black characters as the outright stars. Not only that, but it’s also the first in the franchise to be helmed by a Black director, with DeMonaco stepping aside (although he wrote the script) in favor of Gerard McMurray, further ingraining a sense of Black identity within the fabric of the film.
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Lex Scott Davis and Joivan Wade in The First Purge (2018). Universal Pictures/Photofest.



If the racial connotations don’t jump out at you from the casting alone, the government’s racist motivations become almost comedically clear when they call in ringers to jump-start the violence—including Klansmen in full regalia, white supremacists, and assorted hired guns wearing blackface masks and dressed as policemen and something approaching Nazi chic. On top of this, the scenes of Black and Brown protestors rallying against the government echo the efforts of the Black Lives Matter movement, and a brief but potent scene of police-clad mercenaries surrounding a prone Black man mirrors the all-too-common incidents of police brutality that fueled the BLM movement. There’s even a mass shooting in a Black church by white supremacists that evokes the 2015 Dylann Roof massacre in South Carolina.

With little left unscorched by the rebellion against the Purge led by community activist Nya (Lex Scott Davis) and her ex-boyfriend, Dmitri (Y’lan Noel), a drug-running gangster with a heart of gold, there’s little wonder why the last film, The Forever Purge (2021), turned its attention away from specifically Black issues and towards immigration.

Looking back, the Purge films are perhaps the most sociopolitically radical movie franchise of all time, an urgent snapshot of history that’s as reflective—and in the case of Donald Trump’s rise to power, predictive—of our time as any film, regardless of genre. What could’ve been one-note exploitation fare about people going homicidal for one night a year instead explores the political, racial, psychological, economic, and moral implications of this government-sanctioned anarchy, not so subtly correlating the version of America on-screen with what’s going on in the country.




Stay Woke! Social Consciousness in Horror Movies
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Socially conscious messaging is far from new in horror movies, despite their reputation as shallow entertainment. Throughout past decades, horror cinema has tackled social issues both explicitly and implicitly, pushing its “woke quotient” far beyond more frivolous genres. Here’s a sampling of some of the topics most prominently featured over the years, along with examples of fright films that have brought these issues to light.

RACISM: Welcome Home Brother Charles (1975), White Dog (1981), Candyman (1992), The Skeleton Key (2005), Lakeview Terrace (2008), Get Out (2017), The First Purge (2018), Antebellum (2020), Body Cam (2020), Death Ranch (2021), Karen (2021)

LGBTQ+ RIGHTS: A Nightmare on Elm Street 2: Freddy’s Revenge (1985), Cthulhu (2007), Thelma (2017), Spiral (2020), Fear Street trilogy (2021)

WOMEN’S RIGHTS: Rosemary’s Baby (1968), The Stepford Wives (1975), Teeth (2007), Black Christmas (2019), Bit (2020), The Craft: Legacy (2020), The Invisible Man (2020), Shadow in the Cloud (2020), Lucky (2021), Held (2021)

NUCLEAR PROLIFERATION/WAR: Godzilla (1954), Them! (1954), Tarantula (1955), Deathdream (1974), Jacob’s Ladder (1990), Uncle Sam (1996), Under the Shadow (2016), La Llorona (2019)

CONSUMERISM/GREED: Dawn of the Dead (1978), The Stuff (1985), They Live (1988), Society (1989), American Psycho (2000), Slaxx (2020)

IMMIGRATION/XENOPHOBIA: Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956), Frontier(s) (2007), Undocumented (2010), Savageland (2015), Culture Shock (2019), Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark (2019), His House (2020), The Forever Purge (2021)

ENVIRONMENTALISM/CLIMATE CHANGE: Frogs (1972), Long Weekend (1978), Prophecy (1979), The Host (2006), The Last Winter (2007), The Thaw (2009), The Bay (2012), Antlers (2021)

INCOME INEQUALITY/CLASSISM: Land of the Dead (2005), The Purge (2013), Parasite (2019), Ready or Not (2019), Us (2019), The Platform (2020), The Hunt (2020)

MENTAL HEALTH: Baby Blues (2008), The Babadook (2014), Goodnight Mommy (2014), The Taking of Deborah Logan (2014), They Look Like People (2016), Hereditary (2018), Relic (2020)

SOCIAL MEDIA TOXICITY: Megan Is Missing (2011), The Den (2014), Unfriended (2014), Tragedy Girls (2017), Followed (2018), Searching (2018), The Columnist (2020), Spree (2020)




Chickens Coming Home to Roost: Racial-Reckoning Horror Movies

Within Black horror, as within life, an inordinate amount of “wokeness” is devoted to reacting to racism in its many forms. Living in a nation built on white supremacy will do that to you. It’s been so prevalent in horror for decades, in fact, that you could easily establish a subgenre called “racial reckoning,” in which racist characters (usually White) find out that payback is a mutha.

This formula can take a couple of different forms, the most straightforward of which features racists harassing and torturing Black characters who end up turning the tables and getting bloody revenge on their tormentors. Antebellum’s (2020) tale of slavery summer camp is a textbook example. The First Purge, meanwhile, replaces old-fashioned antebellum racism with modern, government-sponsored genocide. Get Out is less typical in that its racism isn’t of the hate-based, sheet-wearing variety, but it’s still oppressive enough to justify being stabbed with deer antlers. The People Under the Stairs would also qualify, even though the psycho couple’s racism tends to get drowned out by all the cannibalism, child abuse, and implied incest.

As People shows, despite the seriousness of racism, some racial retribution movies can get downright campy with their treatment. Schlockmeister Troma Entertainment’s Surf Nazis Must Die (1987), for example, follows a Black mother’s quest for justice when her son is murdered by a gang of neo-Nazi surfers. In Female Slaves Revenge (1997), B-movie director Ted V. Mikels, of The Astro-Zombies (1968) and The Corpse Grinders (1971) fame, plays a White landowner in an unnamed African country whose ruling White minority has been overthrown, leaving him at the mercy of female servants who stomp him to death in what can only be interpreted as a thinly veiled “trampling” fetish film. Fatima’s Revenge (2018) pits a female Liberian home healthcare worker against her new patient, a MAGA hat–wearing elderly man who turns out to be a racist, xenophobic serial killer who has no plans to let her leave his house alive. Blaxploitation homage Death Ranch (2021), meanwhile, apparently thinks the KKK needs an even more despicable makeover, turning them into cannibals with a preference for “dark meat.” Blackstock Boneyard (2021) even takes the real case of brothers Thomas and Meeks Griffin, wrongfully convicted of murdering a White man and executed in 1915, and turns them into zombies who hunt and kill modern-day descendants of the people who railroaded them.

Karen (2021), on the other hand, while seemingly tailor-made for camp, plays its tale of racism and just desserts surprisingly straightforward. The film is built around the “Karen” phenomenon, a slang term for a (typically White) woman whose sense of entitlement and sharp-angled hairstyle cannot be contained. Her hobbies include asking to speak to the manager, rage-posting on the Nextdoor app, and calling the cops for insignificant and typically refutable offenses, often against Black people she’s secretly hoping the police will eliminate. She’s basically Becky’s type A mother.
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Janelle Monáe in Antebellum (2020). Lionsgate/Photofest.



The thriller Karen exploited the wave of viral videos of Karens in action that inundated the public on a seemingly daily basis in the late 2010s, but it did so in a much more mundane manner than you think of when you hear the term “exploitation.” The story of a racist Karen (Taryn Manning) who doesn’t take kindly to a young Black couple (Jasmine Burke and Cory Hardrict) who move in next door, Karen spends most of its time on the title character’s microaggressions, complaints, mild vandalism (like kicking over a trash can), and most excruciating, discourse on race with her new neighbors. She goes back and forth with them, touching upon all the familiar race-baiting talking points, from “All lives matter” to “Slavery was so long ago” to “Why does everything have to be about race,” a tire-spinning regurgitation that feels like writer-director Coke Daniels based his script on a Twitter spat. Too migraine-inducingly realistic to enjoy, it’s hardly the escapist entertainment that racial-reckoning cinema tries to provide. At best, it’s a race-reversed reboot of Lakeview Terrace, the grim 2008 psycho-thriller starring Samuel L. Jackson that shed light on the scourge of racial terrorism committed by upper-middle-class Black suburbanites against interracial couples that plagues America today.

The degree to which a movie is classified as racial reckoning can be open to interpretation. Case in point: Ma (2019), which stars Octavia Spencer as a Black woman who gets revenge on former high school classmates who ostracized, bullied, and humiliated her during her teens. Did they do it because she was Black? The movie never specifies—perhaps because, like Night of the Living Dead, the lead role was originally written as White. Intended or not, this nagging suspicion highlights the malignant nature of everyday, casual racism: the subtle slights and the moments of exclusion that can’t be proven as racially motivated, but which leave you feeling paranoid and unwelcome. Similarly, in Vampires vs. the Bronx (2020), race is never overtly mentioned, but when a group of White vampires targets the mostly Black and Brown Bronx residents, you can’t help but wonder if they’re doing so because they’re racist or because they know that institutional racism will enable them to get away with their crimes. As one vampire explains, “It’s easier to live somewhere where no one cares when people disappear.”

Aside from straightforward revenge against racist villains, there’s another type of racial retribution that’s less direct but more insidious. This vengeance is born out of racism, but the people who feel the brunt of that backlash aren’t the ones who perpetrated the racial wrongs. Rather, it’s more a case of racism triggering a curse that mows down everyone in its path—a “Racial Grudge,” if you will. These tend to be supernatural tales, like the Candyman films, which include both Black and White victims. Likewise, The Skeleton Key (2005) and Jessabelle (2014) feature spirits of wronged Black murder victims from decades ago haunting modern residents of their property. Less obvious is a picture like The Ghost and the Darkness (1996), whose tale of man-eating lions derailing a British railroad project in 1890s Kenya could be interpreted as the legacy of the colonization of Third World, dark-skinned nations coming back to haunt the colonizers.

Slavery is a natural spark for the “curse” in Racial Grudge movies. The Civil War horror-western Grey Knight (1993), for instance, personifies slavery as a supernatural entity, “a terrible evil from Africa” brought to America by slave traders that turns Northern and Southern soldiers alike into murderous zombies. The story “KKK Comeuppance” in Tales from the Hood takes a more lighthearted approach: Lil’ Penny–looking killer dolls animated by the souls of slaves. The vampire curse in Black as Night (2021) begins with a slave, Babineaux (Keith David), who rises up and kills his White master but then spends the next century-plus focusing on Black residents of New Orleans—specifically, the poor, the homeless, the addicts, those who won’t be missed—to build a vampire army. Babineaux even goes so far as to organize community protests against gentrification, because he wants to keep as many poor Black residents in the city as possible to bolster his vampiric ranks.

Wading too deep into the ugliness of racial violence, however, runs the risk of a film being branded as “trauma porn” that exploits real-life racial trauma for profit—an accusation that mushroomed as caught-on-video incidents of police brutality against Black people proliferated in the 2010s. Applying this label to horror, however, can be a tricky balancing act, since the genre, by definition, is meant to horrify. Do some horror movies seem to go over the top with their depictions of violence against Black people without adequate justification? Sure. Does that mean movies should never show realistic violence against Black people? Of course not. However, Candyman (2021) is a notable example of a film that pointedly shied away from it, portraying its two scenes of Black murders at the hands of police off-screen, while showing Candyman’s kills in gory detail. In practice, the reaction to material that could potentially be deemed trauma porn is typically dictated simply by how good the movie is. By and large, acclaimed movies with the sort of script, cast, director, and viewpoint that resonates with viewers are given more slack than productions that play like ham-fisted snuff films.

Whether tagged trauma porn or not, though, racial-reckoning cinema rides the slippery slope that many Black movies, regardless of genre, find themselves navigating: victimization. That is, Black characters tend to be defined by victimhood rather than existing as fully-fledged human beings who do more with their lives than simply reacting to oppression. We like Etsy, too! With racism sullying every segment of society, however, it’s difficult to avoid the dark realities of Living While Black. But, as with trauma porn, the solution to “victim porn” is a continued broadening of portrayals of Black life. When there’s a wide variety of Black stories reflecting the spectrum of experiences, it’s less problematic to have trauma porn here or victim porn there. The real trauma arises when these are the only stories being told.

Bad Boys, Bad Boys: Cops as Villains

A great deal of the focus of the Black Lives Matter–led social justice movement has been on police brutality—and rightly so, given the high-profile deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Eric Garner, Freddie Gray, Botham Jean, Daunte Wright, Rayshard Brooks, Atatiana Jefferson, Tamir Rice, and many more that prompted calls to “defund the police.” Mistrust of police in the Black community, however, has been around long before the viral cell phone videos that propelled the issue into the spotlight, and that acrimony has been reflected in horror movies for decades.

In the ’50s and ’60s, nationally televised images of Southern police forces violently confronting peaceful protestors colored the public perception of police treatment of Black citizens, an uneasy relationship notably reflected on-screen in the Academy Award–winning In the Heat of the Night (1967). Just a few years later, the Blaxploitation era would be in full swing, and with Black performers taking on lead roles as heroes and antiheroes—often operating outside the law—cops became reliable villains.
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William Marshall in Blacula (1972). American International Pictures/Photofest.



Horror was no exception. In Blacula, Black hero/forensic pathologist Gordon Thomas (Thalmus Rasulala) acknowledges an undercurrent of racial bias within the force, deadpanning, “Strange how so many sloppy police jobs involve Black victims.” He later balks when a White detective floats the unsubstantiated theory that the vampire victims’ deaths were the work of the Black Panthers. At the end of the film, a White officer pursuing Mamuwalde and his reincarnated love, Tina (Vonetta McGee), shoots indiscriminately at the fleeing couple, hitting her in the back. Enraged, Blacula attacks and kills several cops, prompting a reviewer for San Francisco’s Black newspaper the Sun-Reporter to declare, “Those who enjoy seeing the establishment take a whipping will be interested in the number of LA police done in by this midnite creeper.”14 In fact, in both Blacula and its sequel Scream Blacula Scream, the vampiric antihero ends up throttling several cops, no doubt delighting Black audiences who relished the scenes of reverse police brutality.

Cops continued to play convenient heavies in Black horror throughout the ’70s. The entire plot of Welcome Home Brother Charles kicks into high gear when a corrupt officer castrates the titular hero, inexplicably imbuing his member with superpowers like a radioactive spider. In The Glove (1979), Rosie Grier plays Victor Hale, an ex-con who was abused by prison guards with a five-pound steel “riot glove” and gains violent revenge on the guards with his own glove upon his release. In the end, when a White bounty hunter hired by the guards shoots him dead, the Black residents of Victor’s apartment building beat the assassin to death as payback.

When Black horror returned from ’80s purgatory, cops likewise returned to their villainy, aided in no small part by the ubiquitous 1991 recording of the Rodney King beating at the hands—not to mention feet, batons, and Tasers—of the LAPD. In Tales from the Hood’s “Rogue Cop Revelation” segment, drug-dealing White officers murder a local Black politician who’s been campaigning against police corruption, only to have him rise from the grave for revenge. Backroad Diner (1997) plays like Deliverance as told by Spike Lee, with four friends from New York (three Black, one Latinx) on a trip through the middle of nowhere, who are racially profiled as drug dealers by local police and end up fleeing for their lives. Even the campy slasher Psycho Cop Returns (1993), which features nary a named Black character, climaxes with the serial-killing psycho cop attacking the White “Final Girl” in the middle of a city street, incurring the wrath of concerned citizens who come to her rescue and begin pummeling the officer in an inverted homage to the Rodney King incident. (A guy with a camcorder even shows up to videotape it.)

By the twenty-first century, films like Lakeview Terrace—in which Samuel L. Jackson plays a cop who terrorizes his neighbors because he doesn’t approve of their interracial marriage—showed that not even Black police were to be trusted. Quite often, though, Black actors and actresses portray “good apple” officers who must overcome police corruption from within the department. In Spiral: From the Book of Saw (2021), for instance, Chris Rock plays a homicide detective who’s shunned by his colleagues for turning in a dirty cop and then has to play whodunit when other dirty cops start turning up dead.

Similarly, Body Cam (2020) stars Mary J. Blige as a beat cop who discovers that a string of murders of police officers is ghostly vengeance for the wrongful shooting of a Black teen. Killer Among Us (2021) likewise features a Black female cop (Yasha Jackson) who has to deal with both racial and gender prejudice within her department to solve a series of murders. This time, though, the cops aren’t the ultimate bad guys (there’s a right-wing serial killer on the loose); they simply impede her progress, skeptical of her theories and dismissive of the victims, who are all Black female prostitutes. The Big Bad in Candyman (2021) is also not cops per se, but in the end, they come off as more monstrous than the titular homicidal ghost and are largely responsible for the cycle of violence that keeps Candyman rising from the ashes.

Well aware of the sordid history between police and Black citizens, Jordan Peele originally ended Get Out with a bleak yet realistic outcome, given that a Black man just killed every member of a rich White family. In it, Chris is arrested and, unable to convince the authorities that a Black body-snatching ring exists, ends up unjustly convicted, another Black man trapped in the wheels of the American penal system.

While he was shooting these final scenes, though, the public attention being paid to racial injustices caused Peele to rejigger his ending. “The world had shifted,” he explained. “Racism was being dealt with. People were woke, and people needed a release and a hero.”15 Thus, he shot a new final scene that slyly plays on viewers’ knowledge of how Chris would be perceived by police if they arrived to find him looming over a bloodied White woman. In the new ending, a car with flashing lights appears on the scene of carnage, but instead of police exiting the vehicle to arrest Chris, it ends up being Chris’s friend Rod (Lil Rel Howery) from the T.S.-motherfuckin’-A. Instead of a grim reminder of reality in which the Black hero survives the ordeal only to be wrongfully dispatched by police—à la Night of the Living Dead—Get Out exudes the hope of an ever-wokening world.


	* Not really.
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Religion has long been a driving force within Black populations in the New World. From the ancient African beliefs that slaves melded with Christianity to form an array of religions throughout the Americas to the Black Christian Church of the United States, faith has played a large, at times outsize, role in Black people’s ability to persevere, organize, and overcome unimaginable oppression. As such, religion has remained revered within Black communities to this day, as evidenced by a 2014 Pew Research Center study that found Black Americans to have the highest rate of belief in God of any racial demographic, with only 2% lacking such faith.1 These religious ties have often been reflected with sincerity in horror movies that have had significant Black creative input or have striven to appeal to Black audiences—which, as we’ve seen, hasn’t always been the case, too often resulting in a distorted vision of Black religion, particularly when it comes to African diaspora spirituality.

In Black horror films, Black belief systems tend to be treated with more reverence than in mainstream (“White”) films, particularly when dealing with Third World locations that are seen as at best “exotic” and at worst the root of all evil where White people go to die. Remember, in the prequel(s) to The Exorcist, Father Merrin first encounters his nemesis Pazuzu in Africa, where, as a White Savior, he brings God to the godless and takes demons away from the demon-superfluous. Pazuzu eventually makes its way to the U.S., besmirching the White pubescent innocence of twelve-year-old Regan (Linda Blair) with murder, mayhem, and masturbation until White religion prevails over foreign heathenism, bringing with it stasis and Academy Award recognition. But this was just the latest in a long line of cinematic maleficence associated with the dark-skinned religions of the world.

Just Voodoo It


To call up the dead. Go to a cemetery on a Friday night at midnight, one where shootings have taken place. Go to a man’s grave, taking along with you a white candle, one leaf of wild acacia, and a fully loaded gun. On arrival you will make this appeal: “I require of you dead that you come to me.” After saying these words you will hear a stormy noise. Do not take fright, and then fire one shot. The dead will appear to you. You must not run away, but walk backward three steps, saying these words: “I besprinkle you with incense and myrrh such as perfumed Astaroth’s tomb,” three times.

—William Seabrook, The Magic Island



This purported real-life, raising-the-dead Haitian spell comes from William Seabrook’s widely read, often-cited 1929 travelogue The Magic Island, best known for popularizing the concept of the zombie in the Western world and thus being indirectly responsible for the 2019 Ian Ziering vehicle Zombie Tidal Wave. Seabrook had the U.S. Marines, who occupied and terrorized Haiti between 1915 and 1934, as his creative wellspring. On a supposedly “stabilizing” mission ordered by ardent segregationist, Confederate apologist, and Birth of a Nation fanboy Woodrow Wilson, the marines boasted of the extreme violence and bitter racism they inflicted upon Haitians, whom they described as primitive—citing voodoo practices as proof of their inability to rule themselves—and whom they viewed as excessively not White.2

Seabrook’s book used both these repulsive sentiments and fictive stories to advance the notion of a monstrous Blackness that would serve as the foundation for depictions of voodoo in horror cinema for decades to come. Exhibit A was his claim to have witnessed genuine “savage” voodoo rituals: “… leaping, screaming, writhing Black bodies, blood-maddened, sex-maddened, god-maddened, drunken, whirled and danced their dark saturnalia, heads thrown weirdly back as if their necks were broken, white teeth and eyeballs gleaming.”3

Of course, this vulgarized form of voodoo has little to do with respected faiths such as Vodun, Santeria, Candomblé, or any other African diasporic religion—which, thanks largely to their portrayals in horror movies, are often confused and conflated into simply “voodoo.” Hollywood isn’t concerned with such distinctions; they don’t give Oscars for anthropological accuracy, after all. It’s all dark, mysterious, and used for fiendish purposes—even lumped together with Satanism, cannibalism, and Pizzagate conspiracy theories as the epitome of wickedness in modern society, making voodoo practitioners convenient antagonists for a genre built around the horrific.

This literal demonization goes beyond Seabrook, who didn’t introduce voodoo to film; he just made it all the more popular to depict. Not uncoincidentally, right around the time the U.S. Marines invaded Haiti, voodoo movies started to rise in popularity. Years before Seabrook even made it to Haiti, there were untamed Negroes (or some blackfaced approximation thereof) unleashing voodoo terror in films like VooDoo Fires (1913), Voodoo Vengeance (1913), Ghost of Twisted Oaks (1915), and Unconquered (1917). The release of The Witching Eyes (1929) in the same year that The Magic Island was published capped a decade of Hollywood’s morbid curiosity about voodoo, which Seabrook’s book would shift into overdrive. Films like White Zombie (1932) and I Walked with a Zombie (1943) would in turn propagate fallacies about the religion—such as the widespread use of so-called “voodoo dolls”—that would become accepted as canon by the public at large.

Although he wasn’t responsible for injecting voodoo into the medium of film, we can still see Seabrook’s crudely racist, fetishized primitivism in so many representations of Blacks in the horror genre. There is no decade untouched by horror films that cast Blacks as violent, bloodthirsty religious zealots under the hypnotic influence of voodoo:


	1930s: Black Moon

	1940s: I Walked with a Zombie

	1950s: Cry of the Bewitched

	1960s: Macumba Love

	1970s: The House on Skull Mountain

	1980s: The Believers

	1990s: Predator 2

	2000s: Ritual

	2010s: VooDoo

	2020s: Spell



Even the more benign portrayals of voodoo practitioners have tended to paint the religion itself as some sort of occult weapon, a fundamentally dangerous tool for vengeance, curses, and underhanded schemes.




Ridiculous Voodoo Movie Concepts
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There’s something about voodoo that makes filmmakers come up with the most outrageous plots, utilizing the faith in crazy, nonsensical ways. It’s almost as if they didn’t bother to learn anything about the religion. Go figure! Here are some of the most egregious offenders.

SHRUNKEN HEADS (1994): A voodoo priest decapitates the corpses of three teens and then reanimates the heads, turning them into disembodied flying superheroes, each with a special power: one can shoot beams of electricity, another can grow vampire-like fangs, and the lone Black kid… carries a switchblade in his mouth? WTF?

BLOWN (2005): A voodoo priestess animates a blow-up sex doll to kill her noisy neighbors. Maybe you should reconsider your options if your master plan can be stopped by a tack.

THE TALE OF THE VOODOO PROSTITUTE (2012): The titular voodoo prostitute turns a pimp’s penis into a rattlesnake, a much more distracting species than Sir Mix-a-Lot’s anaconda.

KILLER SOFA (2019): A stalker attempts to cast a voodoo spell on the object of his obsession but ends up opening a portal that allows an evil spirit to enter our realm and possess a recliner, making the film’s title all the more confusing.

SLEEPSTALKER (1995): A voodoo priest resurrects a serial killer as a supernatural being made of sand. Luckily, he can only murder people on playgrounds and at the beach.

THE OCCULTIST (1988): When voodoo practitioners menace a Caribbean president, there’s only one man who can protect him, and that man is a cyborg who can shoot bullets from his penis.

BUTTCRACK (1998): A woman uses voodoo to resurrect her dead brother, whose roommate wished him dead because of his perpetually exposed buttcrack. Fun fact: earned zero Oscar nominations.

MUSCLECAR (2017): A cash-strapped filmmaker who can’t afford to gas up her vintage muscle car performs a voodoo ritual that involves installing an ox heart into the vehicle and fueling it up with the blood of sacrificial victims. So basically, a Tesla.

VOODOO (1995): We’re not sure which is more ridiculous: the plot about a college fraternity sacrificing pledges in a voodoo ritual or the fact that the movie contains more Corey Feldmans (1) than Black people.




For Seabrook and his readers, Haiti was America’s own little slice of “darkest Africa” within arm’s reach, a curious land ruled by incompetence and full of ignorance, barbarity, and peril, worthy of objectification like one would study animals in the wild. The Magic Island was his safari, just as the voodoo movies he inspired would serve as a safari for American audiences interested more in spectacle than in substance.

All You Zombies

With many competing travelogues documenting Americans’ visits to Haiti—be they marines, ethnographers, or just rich White people with too much time on their hands—The Magic Island might have faded into obscurity were it not for one short chapter entitled “… Dead Men Working in the Cane Fields.” This is where Seabrook exposed mainstream America to zombies, and the world has never been the same. Hollywood immediately came calling and exposed the rest of the world to this Haitian creation, spreading it around the globe like a zombie virus decades before there was even such a thing as a zombie virus.

The concept of an honest-to-Damballa walking corpse was the perfect embodiment of the monstrous portrait of voodoo painted by Seabrook and his ilk. Never mind that deity worship appears in Catholicism and other European religions; in Blackness, such practices became anti-holy and magically malicious, bordering on devil worship.

All of this made it easy for voodoo to become a cinematic expression of all manner of U.S. anxieties represented through mindless, stumbling zombie iconography. As shown in countless African jungle adventure and Caribbean voodoo horror films during Hollywood’s Golden Age, nothing scared White America like being outnumbered by Negroes, and such worries about the loss of control over post-Reconstruction Blacks translated on-screen into helpless Whites falling victim to Black voodoo and being overrun by unstoppable Black tribesmen or zombies. In addition, a decomposing U.S. financial system birthed swarms of unemployed, shuffling, and downtrodden “zombies” during the Great Depression, disproportionately impacting Blacks with a jobless rate two to three times that of Whites.4 These symbolic zombies, formed not via voodoo but rather through the mismanagement of banking and the corruption of White men, personified elitist fears of a Communist-fueled race and class uprising. Zombies: the original 99%.

In early incarnations, zombies were actively raised from the dead: walking enslaved who, when they weren’t being put to dangerous, brutal work under the whip, were shambling around brutishly, mindlessly—as evidenced in what’s widely acknowledged to be the first zombie movie, the heavily Magic Island–inspired White Zombie (1932). Interestingly, the voodoo practitioner in White Zombie is White (Bela Lugosi)—though still evil because, you know, voodoo—a practice that would continue for decades. In fact, through the ’50s and even into the ’60s, films like The Dead One (1961), Sin You Sinners (1963), and Plague of the Zombies (1966) showed that “voodoo priests” were about as likely to be White as Black.

This White Witch Doctor phenomenon occurred for a couple of reasons. First, the Witch Doctor’s relationship to the zombie is that of a master to a slave, and American society naturally leans Caucasian when it comes to determining the (ahem) “master” race. The Witch Doctor role brings with it a level of cunning and foresight that Hollywood traditionally hasn’t attributed to Black characters, so in White Witch Doctor flicks, Blacks tend towards less cerebral parts: either throngs of gyrating, possessed voodoo worshippers on the verge of an orgy or hulking, wide-eyed zombies mindlessly heeding their White master’s commands like a production assistant on three hours’ sleep.

The second reason for the prevalence of White Witch Doctors is that central to many early voodoo film plots is the exploitation of native magic to ensure that a White man can forcibly seduce the White female love of his life. Sadly, there’s no #metoo outlet for these victims, who find themselves either under a hypnotic spell or, when zombies were involved, carried away in the arms of an undead Black slave. The zombies could touch the goods but couldn’t sample them, of course, unless the studio wanted all its theaters south of the Mason-Dixon line to be burned to the ground. Like King Kong (1933) and other monster movies featuring damsels in distress, these films perpetuated the entrenched notion of White womanhood as the preeminent prize to be fought for—or, if within arm’s reach of a Black man, to be defended.

George Romero changed the zombie game with 1968’s Night of the Living Dead, however, signaling two revolutionary shifts in Black representation within horror that, remarkably, were both quite unintentional. As previously discussed, his colorblind casting of Duane Jones as Ben made race a central theme in the story, causing Romero to later concede, “When Ben is a Black man, even I am forced to see the racial overtones.”5 But additionally, the film’s reinvention of zombie mythos by removing the voodoo link and making the zombies autonomous beings with a taste for human sushi thankfully severed the root of this undead evil that had been inextricably tied to Blackness for more than fifty years. Even when Whites had appropriated voodoo in movies, it had been done with the understanding that this was an inherently dark art originated by Black heathens that was being borrowed by the White man. You know, like the dab.

Night of the Living Dead didn’t set out to reboot zombie-dom because, quite frankly, the monsters weren’t conceived as zombies. They were simply ghouls or, as the original title labeled them, “flesheaters.” “We never thought of the creatures in our film as ‘zombies,’ ” Romero confessed, “because, like everyone else at the time, we believed ‘zombies’ to be those bug-eyed, soulless beings that wandered the fields in Haiti. Our monsters were flesh-eating corpses acting on their own, not commanded by a sorcerer.”6 Only after the public attributed the term “zombie” to the flesh-eaters did Romero call them such in his second “Dead” film, Dawn of the Dead (1978).

Romero’s zombies were different—a multicultural collective of the dead who were mysteriously reanimated. Were they created by toxic waste? The military? A virus? Whatever it was, it clearly wasn’t voodoo, and as Romero’s brand of undead took over horror, the malevolent, ethnic mysticism void left by voodoo would be filled for several years by “Indian burial ground” curses that propelled the terror of The Amityville Horror (1979), The Shining (1980), Poltergeist (1982), and Pet Semetary (1989).

From the ’70s on, traditional voodoo zombies largely took a back seat to Romero’s modern incarnation, but if we’ve learned anything from zombies, it’s that no matter how dead they seem, they will always rise from the grave. And so it was in 1988 that Wes Craven, between A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984) and The People Under the Stairs (1991), revived voodoo zombies in The Serpent and the Rainbow.

Taking a page right out of the Seabrook playbook, The Serpent and the Rainbow was similarly (very) loosely based on a nonfiction book about a White man’s purported exploration of Haitian voodoo and zombiism. This one, eponymously titled The Serpent and the Rainbow, was by Wade Davis, a Harvard-educated jack-of-all trades anthropologist, ethnobotanist, photographer, documentary filmmaker, and river guide who made the unsubstantiated claim that he obtained a “zombie powder” that was used to put people into a comatose state resembling death (no, not Idaho). The key ingredient was supposedly the pufferfish-derived poison tetrodotoxin, along with human remains, maybe an eye of newt or toe of frog, and a healthy dose of exoticized sensationalism.

Taking a cue from the book, the film tells the story of a White American anthropologist, Dennis Alan (the ever-vanilla Bill Pullman), who’s tasked with retrieving the zombie powder from Haiti in hopes of using it to develop a powerful anesthetic. Craven’s attempt to portray zombiism in a more realistic light than the literal walking corpses of horror cinema is admirable but quickly goes awry, giving way to predictable Hollywood tropes of a voodoo-practicing Black bogeyman. In this instance, it’s the sadistic chief Peytraud (Zakes Mokae) of the notorious Tonton Macoute paramilitary police and his voodoo tactics, which involve invading dreams like Freddy Krueger, possessing people’s bodies, and keeping a collection of souls in what look like decorative jelly jars.

The Serpent and the Rainbow is thus a zombie movie that’s less about zombies than about the voodoo practices that give rise to them, and as is standard with big-screen voodoo depictions, any attempt to show the good side of the religion is more than counteracted with over-the-top evil that reinforces it as a dark art. Although Craven’s film contains some exhilarating moments buoyed by his trademark dreamy visual flair, it treats voodoo with a reductive approach typical of the horror genre, particularly from White filmmakers.

While making Peytraud a leader of the Tonton Macoute sheds some light on the real-life humanitarian crimes committed under despotic presidents “Papa Doc” and “Baby Doc” Duvalier, The Serpent and the Rainbow is one of those movies that revolves around an issue in a Black community as seen through the eyes of its White protagonist—a subgenre we like to call “White Plight.” The script is more concerned about Alan’s attempts to find a zombification powder than the trauma of the citizens living under the Duvalier dictatorship. We see Alan experience the sort of torture that political dissidents no doubt suffer for voicing opposition to the regime, but rather than standing up for human rights, his objective is of the cushy, First World variety: scooping up a drug for Big Pharma. And he does so with a Karen-like persistence and sense of entitlement, overcoming capture and/or assault on four separate occasions, including being buried alive and experiencing the sort of scrotal trauma not seen outside of the Bobbitt household.
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The Serpent and the Rainbow (1988). Universal Pictures/Photofest.



A year before The Serpent and the Rainbow, Angel Heart (1987) trod similar waters as a film in which a White male lead traverses through dangerous, voodoo-strewn Black turf—in this case, 1950s Louisiana—and who proves his tolerance for Black people by sleeping with the lightest skinned mulatto in town (in this case, Lisa Bonet, back when the most controversial thing about the cast of The Cosby Show was her sex scene in this film).

In Angel Heart, Mickey Rourke stars as perpetually scuzzy New York private eye Harry Angel, whose missing persons case for mysterious client Louis Cyphre (Robert DeNiro) takes him to New Orleans, a magical land where Black folks do one of three things: (1) practice voodoo, (2) play the blues, or (3) tap dance on street corners. Bonet plays an unwed teen mom who moonlights as a voodoo priestess, dancing seductively to African drums in secret ceremonies where she slices open live chickens and bathes in their blood before simulating a sex act as her boobs pop out of her dress. You know, typical kid stuff.

Like The Serpent and the Rainbow, Angel Heart is an engaging artistic achievement, but again, the portrayal of voodoo here is ominous, perverse (the notorious blood-soaked sex scene between Rourke and Bonet initially earning the movie an X rating), and, given the not-so-subtly-foreshadowed twist ending (Louis Cyphre = Lucifer), disturbingly Satan-adjacent.

Rounding out the late ’80s voodoo revival were The Believers (1987) and Child’s Play (1988), which are both less about White tourism in Black communities than about importing voodoo into middle-class, White America. The Believers is a hodgepodge of religious diabolism, featuring a group of White elitists resembling a satanic cult who follow an evil Sudanese Witch Doctor practicing what is referred to as brujería, or Latin American witchcraft. Whatever it is, Martin Sheen ain’t having any of it! In Child’s Play, meanwhile, voodoo is simply a means to jump-start the ridiculous concept of a serial killer inhabiting a doll’s body, and there’s no more appropriate way to sell ridiculous cinematic concepts than the ridiculousness of cinematic voodoo.

The aforementioned films have issues but are still entertaining and (sadly) among the highest-quality horror representations of voodoo during the era. The majority of the movie landscape is littered with trashy, low-budget, low-IQ fare with titles like Shrunken Heads (1994), Zombie Island Massacre (1984), Headhunter (1988), Voodoo Dolls (1991), Curse III: Blood Sacrifice (1991), Zombie 4: After Death (1989), and Black Demons (1991)—the latter a misnomer, as the titular creatures are actually Black borderline narcoleptic zombies.

Since then, portrayals of voodoo have been uneven at best:


	Some have been shockingly noxious depictions of evil Blacks tormenting innocent Whites that equate voodoo with devil worship—like Shock ’Em Dead (1991), in which a voodoo priestess brokers a soul-selling deal between a wannabe rock star and Satan himself; Urban Nightmare (2003), in which Black Gangstas use Haitian black magic to sacrifice victims to “Natas” (Satan backwards); and VooDoo (2018), in which a child-sacrificing Black voodoo priestess is a cohort of the devil in hell.

	Some have been whitewashed affairs that, if they contain any Black cast members at all, use them as window dressing to legitimize the fact that only White people are shown as voodoo experts—like Voodoo Moon (2005), in which a trenchcoat-clad White voodoo exorcist uses Street Fighter II moves to battle a demon, and The Tale of the Voodoo Prostitute (2012), in which a White prostitute curses a pimp (also White) by turning his penis into a rattlesnake.

	Others use voodoo to put forth the classic Magical Negro/Sacrificial Negro tropes of “good voodoo” practitioners helping the White leads overcome “bad voodoo”—like Ritual (2001), a Tales from the Crypt reworking of I Walked with a Zombie (1943), and London Voodoo (2004), in which Black Londoners with a death wish put their lives on the line to exorcise a White American woman possessed by a vengeful African spirit.

	The best-case scenario has been voodoo used for malicious means that end up being somewhat justified—like Maniac Cop III: Badge of Silence (1991), in which a Black voo-dude raises a cop from the dead to clean up police and government corruption, or “racial reckoning” movies like The Skeleton Key (2005) and Jessabelle (2014), in which decades-old wrongs are avenged. That said, despite some justification for their actions, in none of these cases is the voodoo-er morally clean, thus doing little to help clean up voodoo stereotypes. They inflict collateral damage along their path to justice, with innocent (usually White) victims paying for the past sins of others.



Meanwhile, when it comes to zombie movies, voodoo is practically nonexistent nowadays, having long taken a back seat to “old-school” Romero-style zombies and “new-school” speedy zombies who would give Usain Bolt a run for his money—both of whom are typically the result of a virus, a toxic waste spill, or some rancid Chick-fil-A. Zombies’ voodoo origins have become so déclassé, in fact, that they’re often played for humor in zom-coms like Boy Eats Girl (2005), Night of the Living Dorks (2004), and Dead Men Don’t Die (1990).

Despite relinquishing the zombie crown, voodoo still persists in Hollywood horror, albeit as a catchall term for any sort of black magic or witchcraft from non-White people. These negative portrayals have one thing in common (aside from a dearth of ethnological research): they primarily come from White creatives in films with White leads that are targeted to White audiences. But what happens when that changes?


BLACK HEROES IN ZOMBIE MOVIES
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Maybe it’s because of the precedent set by Night of the Living Dead, maybe it’s a subconscious association of zombies with voodoo, but whatever the reason, zombie movies seem to feature Black heroes more frequently than other horror subgenres. They’re basically the antithesis of haunted house flicks, whose typically rural and suburban settings turn them into overwhelmingly Caucasian affairs. Here are some examples of films where Black folks lead the charge against the walking (or running) dead.

Night of the Living Dead (1968): The prototype for not only post-voodoo zombie movies but also for Black-led zombie movies, NOTLD showcases Duane Jones as Ben, whose Oxford shirt and slacks ensemble belies a fiery type A personality and penchant for putting the smackdown on those who can’t keep their shit together.

Dawn of the Dead (1978): We’re introduced to police officer Peter (Ken Foree) as he shoots a racist, out-of-control fellow SWAT team member in the back to prevent him from gunning down any more Black and Brown (and, thanks to some unfortunate makeup choices, brownfaced White) residents of a housing project. He adopts this sort of take-charge, pragmatic approach throughout the film, becoming the de facto leader of the group of survivors and making tough decisions to put down sympathetic zombies, including little kids. It almost becomes too much for him, as he contemplates suicide during the climax, but perhaps George Romero was wary of ending another zombie movie with the Black lead dying, so Peter ends up flying away with the White female protagonist.

28 Days Later (2002): For the sake of argument, let’s call the infected in 28 Days Later zombies, since the film is clearly going for a zombie aesthetic. As such, it’s not hard to envision Selena (Naomie Harris) as Ben’s daughter years after NOTLD: a no-nonsense, zombie-slaying warrior who’s lived for some time in the apocalypse and has the physical and emotional calluses to show for it.

Boy Eats Girl (2005): Samantha Mumba is Jessica, the “girl” in this Irish rom-zom-com, an atypical role for a Black actress—particularly in a country as White as Ireland. She’s not only the main love interest and heroine—saving her friends by mowing down a zombie horde with a tractor—but she’s portrayed as strong, smart, and sexy, yet still a “good girl.”

Day X (2005): In an interesting spin on zombie lore, Frank Chambers (Ken Edwards), a driver for the Institute for Disease Control and Prevention, is tasked with toting around a mute girl who’s sort of an “anti-zombie.” That is, her bite cures the virus that’s turning everyone into raving maniacs, a concept that leads to warped scenes of a little kid gleefully running towards rampaging zombies, trying to bite them.

Shadow: Dead Riot (2006): Nth-degree lunacy abounds in this combination of women’s penitentiary exploitation, kung fu action, and zombie gore, with Carla Greene starring as Solitaire, a supernaturally gifted ass-kicker whose jail sentence is interrupted by prison yard bullies, corrupt cops, and an undead cannibalistic serial killer (Tony Todd) who raises a zombie army that overruns the prison.

I Am Legend (2007): As with 28 Days Later, we’ll put aside the technicality that these “zombies” aren’t dead (and are distractingly CGI) and focus on Will Smith’s star turn as Robert Neville, an army doctor whose specialty in virology comes in handy when a virus turns most of the world’s population into hairless, light-sensitive, naked mole-rat creatures.

Gallowwalkers (2012): Wesley Snipes is Aman, a Wild West cowboy bounty hunter suffering from a supernatural curse that causes anyone he kills to rise from the dead, leading to his house being surrounded by a horde of zombie IRS agents.

Wasteland (2015): With its scenes of a lone Black man sifting through the ruins of a zombie apocalypse while he flashes back to memories of life before the outbreak, Wasteland could be described as a British I Am Legend… minus $149,999,000 of the $150 million budget.

Zoombies (2016): In what’s essentially a zombie Jurassic World setup, Lizzy (Ione Butler) is the Chris Pratt of Zoombies, a security expert at a state-of-the-art zoo that’s struck by a viral strain that turns the animals into undead man-eaters—even traditional herbivores like giraffes and koalas, resulting in some adorable maulings.

The Girl with All the Gifts (2017): In a rare case of a zombie hero in a zombie movie, second-generation “hungry” Melanie (Sennia Nanua) protects a group of soldiers making their way through an apocalyptic England. Granted, at the end, when it comes to a choice between her kind and theirs, she opts to preserve her hungry brethren—which, frankly, is still heroic in its own way.

Overlord (2018): On the eve of D-Day, American Private Boyce (Jovan Adepo) and his troop are dropped behind enemy lines in occupied France to take out a German radio tower, only to stumble upon Nazi experiments in reanimating the dead in order to build an army of super soldiers—as Nazis are apt to do.

Little Monsters (2019): Lupita Nyong’o stars in this Australian zom-com as Caroline, a primary school teacher who must ensure that her students do not pet the zombies when their field trip to a petting farm attracts the undead.



Oh No VooDidn’t! Black People to the Rescue

As you might expect, horror movies with either a Black protagonist or a Black writer/director tend to paint voodoo more sympathetically. Heck, even a Black caterer on set would probably help the doltish representations of voodoo that characterize the genre, which haven’t been able to let go of implicating Black people in religious madness.

Voodoo’s African roots and association with Blackness made it appealing as a force for good in Black cinema during the Afrocentric ’60s and ’70s. Scream Blacula Scream (1973), for instance, emphasizes voodoo’s healing properties. Although Mamuwalde is awakened by aspiring voodoo priest “Whatchoo talkin’ ’bout” Willis Daniels (Richard Lawson) for petty, vengeful purposes, it turns out that benevolent voodoo priestess Lisa (Pam Grier) has the power to perform a ritual to rid the sympathetic Mamuwalde of his vampirism, freeing him from his racist slave master Dracula’s curse—AKA the White Man’s Overbite.

Scream Blacula Scream treats voodoo with extreme reverence (even de-sexifying Grier with high necklines that ensure that no cleavage goes uncovered), perhaps to a fault, as evidenced in stiff dialogue like Mamuwalde telling Lisa, “I’ve been informed that you have exceptional powers in the exceedingly complex science of voodoo,” to which she replies, “To us, voodoo is simply a religion based on faith, a powerful, powerful faith.” By contrast, a know-it-all White police lieutenant accuses Lisa and her “voodoo freaks” of killing her friend and somehow draining all the blood from her body because, he insists, “You guys drink blood.” In the end, only when Mamuwalde’s Hyde-like Blacula rages out of control, threatening to kill Lisa’s boyfriend, does she resort to voodoo violence, stabbing the vampire’s effigy to stop his rampage.

Voodoo similarly saves the day in Nurse Sherri (1978), a film that, although originally marketed as a Carrie clone, features a Black heroine, Tara (Marilyn Joi), and subsequently received an ’80s VHS re-release with the Blaxploitation-y title Black Voodoo. Like Lisa in Scream Blacula Scream, Tara puts voodoo to good use by exorcising the possessed titular character, a White nurse in the hospital where she works. We actually get two Black heroes for the price of one here, as Tara teams up, Bone Collector–style, with bedridden patient Marcus (Prentiss Moulden), who provides her with his voodoo expertise (since his grandmother was conveniently a priestess). In their hands, voodoo is a protective force—he gives her a bracelet to ward off demons—as well as a curative one, unlike its typical representation as punitive and chaotic. While other films frequently associate voodoo with Satan, in Nurse Sherri, the heroes fight against a satanic entity: the spirit of a White devil-worshipping cult leader. The one Black character (J. C. Wells) who tries to battle the ghost without the benefit of voodoo wisdom whiffs and ends up as the movie’s requisite dead “Black Guy.”

Less altruistic but still a force for good—or whatever “they had it coming” homicidal vengeance is considered—is Diana “Sugar” Hill (Mari Bey) in Sugar Hill (1974). When her boyfriend is killed by “honky” gangsters, Sugar ventures into the Louisiana swamps to seek the aid of voodoo priestess Mama Maitresse (Zara “Mother Jefferson” Cully). Mama Maitresse conjures voodoo spirit of the dead Baron Samedi (Don Pedro Colley), who in turn raises a small army of shackled zombies who were presumably slaves when alive and are thus understandably eager to kill some White people.

With her new posse in tow, Sugar tracks down the thugs one by one and makes them pay in classic Blaxploitation crime thriller fashion—except she wields zombies instead of a sawed-off shotgun. Baron Samedi isn’t exactly a charitable do-gooder here, of course (although he does seem to enjoy his job). He demands payment for his services, and Sugar is more than happy to provide it in the form of what American society has taught us to be the most precious commodity known to man: White women! Specifically, in this case, it’s the villainous gangster’s racist girlfriend, with whom the baron gleefully absconds for reasons that are best left to the imagination. Unlike most horror movies with White protagonists, voodoo didn’t start this fire, but it sho’nuff finished it.

While Sugar Hill paints voodoo in a relatively positive light, its portrayal is still peppered with Hollywood silliness, from the zombies with disco ball eyes to the scenes of Baron Samedi dressed in disguises like Bugs Bunny trying to pull a fast one on Elmer Fudd. Before it was doctored, however, the original script reportedly stuck much more closely to the religion’s tenets and practices. According to White screenwriter Tim Kelly, the first draft, entitled Black Voodoo, was “loaded with historical stuff that was completely accurate.” Once it was sold to B-movie mavens American International Pictures, though, it was only a matter of time before it was rewritten “to make the concept fit the exploitable AIP mold.”7 Granted, it’s hard to blame the studio for wanting to jazz things up, “Full of historical stuff!” being a pretty lame tagline.

Less exploitive (Blaxploitive?) is Lord Shango (1975), which, like Sugar Hill, revolves around a desperate woman, Jenny (Marlene Clark), seeking aid from a backwoods Black religious source: in this instance, a sect that practices a voodoo-adjacent Yoruba religion that reveres a deity known as Shango. She needs help reuniting with her teen daughter, Billie (Avis McCarther, who was actually two years OLDER than Clark), who ran away after her boyfriend was involuntarily baptized (i.e., drowned) by some local church officials. The Yoruba clan agrees to assist but informs Jenny that a sacrifice is necessary, and before you can say, “Isn’t chicken blood enough?,” the murderous church folk start to keel over, dead.

Despite the sensationalistic tagline “Sacrifice your soul to Shango in the blood ritual of life and death!” Lord Shango is a low-key, thoughtful blend of melodrama and horror. Similar to the works of Black film pioneers Oscar Micheaux and Spencer Williams, it focuses on familial bonds, the power of religion, and the conflicts between those of differing social statuses. What makes Lord Shango interesting is that its conflicts arise not from differences of wealth and education, but rather differences of worship and faith.

While old-timey “race films” tended to affirm Christian ideals, Lord Shango paints the Yoruba sect in a better light than the traditional Christian clergy and worshippers. One thing that triggers the drowning of Billie’s boyfriend, in fact, is his Black Power–y denouncement of Christianity as the religion of their White oppressors. The filmmakers took the religious element so seriously, in fact, that they hired a Yoruba advisor to oversee the ritual ceremonies portrayed in the movie and went so far as to build a replica Yoruba village on the Tennessee shooting location. The script, penned by Afrocentric playwright Paul Carter Harrison, thus eschews typical Hollywood portrayals of evil savages practicing “black magic” (despite the marketing materials), even including a scene in which the Yoruba priest presiding over the boyfriend’s funeral instructs the spirit of the departed, “Unless it be for some worthy benefit, molest no one, nor allow yourself to be employed on any errand of malice.”

Like Lord Shango, Eve’s Bayou (1997) is a restrained and pensive tale of voodoo (or thereabouts) vengeance from a Black creative, writer-director Kasi Lemmons. It should be no surprise that the films that treat voodoo and other African diaspora religions more seriously have a more dramatic slant, and Eve’s Bayou is even less horror-skewed than Lord Shango. It’s more of a Southern Gothic coming-of-age drama with a tinge of mystery, revolving around the familial secrets of a well-to-do Black Louisiana family in the ’60s, as seen through the eyes of ten-year-old daughter and budding clairvoyant Eve (Jurnee Smollett).
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Jurnee Smollett in Eve’s Bayou (1997). Trimark/Photofest.



When her older sister, Cisely (Meagan Good), insinuates that their physician father, Louis (Samuel L. Jackson), touched her improperly, a pissed-off Eve seeks vengeance via voodoo, approaching local eccentric fortune teller and hoodoo-er Elzora (Diahann Carroll) to cast a deadly spell on him. Despite this weaponization of the religion, however, voodoo isn’t shown as a malevolent force; Elzora actually has an impish grandmotherly vibe, and it’s ambiguous as to whether her curse is truly to blame for Eve’s father’s death. (Certainly, Eve’s decision to insinuate to his sidechick’s gun-toting husband that they’re having an affair has something to do with it.)

Voodoo is just a folksy slice of life in the film, alongside zydeco and patricide. Eve’s “psychic counselor” aunt Mozelle (Debbi Morgan) doles out voodoo remedies as casually as Louis would write a prescription, but she isn’t a strict adherent to the religion, commenting that she doesn’t know if a spell she prescribed will work or not. She uses voodoo to help, not harm, dismissing Eve when she asks, “How do you kill someone with voodoo?” Rather than an ominous tool, voodoo is more like a quirky “sideshow attraction,” as Mozelle labels Elzora. Mozelle keeps her voodoo shenanigans on the down-low, only pulling them out for desperate customers. On the surface, at least, she’s more aligned with traditional Western culture, even beginning her psychic sessions with a Christian prayer.

Voodoo is woven into the fabric of the physical location of Eve’s Bayou, as the opening voice-over details the legend of how the town was named after a slave who used her “powerful medicine” to save a French general’s life, for which he granted her freedom and gave her the land that came to bear her name. Narratively, voodoo isn’t a Big Bad; it’s more of a tool to explore loss, guilt, and identity. Like the gift of “sight” that runs in Eve’s family, voodoo is a connection to her roots: her past and, given her gift, her future.

But of course, nothing is black-and-white, so to speak. Not all “White” voodoo movies are bad, and not all “Black” voodoo movies are good. Blaxploitation film The House on Skull Mountain (1974), for instance, was funded by Black businessmen in the Atlanta area, but while it presents some accurate factual background on the religion and its role in the Haitian Revolution, it ultimately undermines any serious approach by devolving into an antiquated (even by 1974 standards) showcase of Witch Doctor evildoing.

In the film, four cousins descended from Haitian king Henri Christophe are summoned to the titular house, located on a matte painting outside of Atlanta, for the reading of the will of their recently deceased great-grandmother. When the cousins start to drop like flies, it should be no surprise that it’s the work of the Haitian butler, Thomas (Jean Durand), who’s been giving everyone the side-eye. What is surprising is the fact that Thomas has exceeded all logistical logic by establishing a voodoo cult (for lack of a better word) in the bowels of his employer’s home, where they seem to regularly meet to commit ritual human sacrifices.

Despite early pandering to sticklers for historical and religious accuracy, The House on Skull Mountain falls back on outdated genre clichés of voodoo malevolence. Thomas is a cartoonish villain who places deadly spells on victims, literally raises the dead (with no powder chicanery), and can make machetes appear in his hand out of thin air, like some sort of Third World David Copperfield. All the horror elements in the movie are out of 1930s Hollywood fright flicks, from the voodoo portrayals to the “Old Dark House” setting to the copious use of skulls and snakes to the butler-y culprit.

Even more modern films like Spell (2020) can fall prey to antiquated notions of voodoo—or in this case, hoodoo, a differentiation that likely means little to viewers, especially when both are depicted as sources of wickedness wielded by Black people. Directed by Black UK filmmaker Mark Tonderai, Spell stars Omari Hardwick as Marquis “Marq” Woods, a successful lawyer who fled Appalachia after an abusive childhood and never looked back. When he’s notified that his estranged father has died, he flies his wife and teenage kids to the booniest of boonies along the West Virginia-Kentucky border to settle his affairs. But their plane crashes in the mountains after a lightning strike, and Marq awakens to find himself immobilized in the home of an old faith healer, Eloise (Loretta Devine), who swears she never found his family but promises that her hoodoo (Spare a “pinch of semen”?) conjuring can heal his injuries.

Spell uses hoodoo to represent Marq’s roots, something with which the script seems to imply he needs to get in touch, seeing as he’s become a bougie sellout who’s more than willing to appease his White boss by fighting a group of Black plaintiffs in a class-action lawsuit. But if his roots are in Appalachian hoodoo (Eloise says he has “old-time slave magic” inside him), he was right to tell his peeps to kick rocks, because they’re rotten to the core. Eloise and the mountain folk who come to her for healing are one-dimensional backwoods caricatures who are selfish, callous, and bloodthirsty, never thinking twice about sacrificing a perfectly healthy human being to cure someone else’s ailment. Like Scream Blacula Scream, this is a rare showcase of the healing power of hoodoo/voodoo, but cutting out a living person’s heart to prolong the life of someone else isn’t exactly upholding the Hippocratic Oath. Seeking immortality, Eloise and her husband are like the Black spirits in The Skeleton Key, except they have no moral foundation, no sense of justifiable vengeance. They’re just shitty people.

When Black creatives are behind smaller, independent productions, there’s typically less pressure to conform to horror’s exploitive expectations, but they can still present troublesome representations of voodoo. Dolls of Voodoo (2013), for instance, is a repackage of a film called Trapped: Haitian Nights (2010), whose subplot of a woman (former Miss USA and ubiquitous Real Housewife, Kenya Moore) being kidnapped was downplayed in favor of the main story line of a female cop (Vivica A. Fox) investigating the crime and succumbing to her own neurosis. Dolls of Voodoo, however, plays like a Moore vanity project, erasing the cop role altogether and pushing the voodoo plot to the forefront. It reuses footage of that story line from Trapped and splices in additional shots of Moore being told how beautiful she is and being menaced by her husband’s ex-jumpoff, whose father happens to be a hot-tempered voodoo priest (Obba Babatundé in Bond villain mode, breaking out kung fu moves in the campy climax). It should be no surprise to learn that Moore is credited with writing and directing Dolls of Voodoo.

Similarly problematic Black-led stories of evildoing spawned by voodoo and adjacent African diaspora religions propel films like:


	The Vault (2000), in which a Black Breakfast Club of teens release the ghost of an enslaved nineteenth-century African practitioner of “black magic”

	Voodoo Curse: The Giddeh (2006), in which… pretty much the same thing happens

	Now Eat (2000), in which a “voodoo witch” curses a gangsta rapper to eat anyone he kills (By gangsta rap logic, punishing the perpetrator of a string of murders and home invasions makes her a villain)

	Texas Voodoo Zombies (2016), in which a jealous ex-girlfriend’s hoodoo powder inadvertently triggers a zombie outbreak

	Rituals of Guilt (2018), in which a maniacal mother-in-law targets her son’s wife with voodoo and terrible acting



Voodoo movies from White filmmakers, meanwhile, can occasionally display rare respect and restraint for the subject matter. The French film Zombi Child (2019), from writer-director Bertrand Bonello, is a deliberately paced, somber blend of drama and horror inspired by the same case that inspired Wade Davis’s The Serpent and the Rainbow: that of Clairvius Narcisse, a Haitian man who claimed to have been turned into an enslaved zombie in the 1960s. Zombi Child takes place primarily in an elite all-girls’ boarding school in France, where an angsty, lovelorn White student named Fanny (Louise Labeque) befriends the new kid in school, Haitian émigré Mélissa (Wislanda Louimat), whose parents died in the 2010 earthquake and who lives with her aunt Katy (Katiana Milfort), a voodoo priestess (“mambo”).

Mélissa’s disclosure of her voodoo ties piques Fanny’s interest. Heartbroken that her long-distance boyfriend has dumped her, Fanny approaches Katy, asking naively if she can “exorcise” her depression. Katy initially dismisses her, telling the teen that she needs to know the culture, and taking the time to explain her closeness to the spirits of her dead relatives, who sometimes possess her: “When you belong to voodoo, you belong to a community.” Unfortunately, this gives Fanny the bright idea that she wants her boyfriend’s spirit to, um, “enter” her—never mind that the boy isn’t actually dead. Still, Katy takes pity on the suicidal Fanny… and takes the money she offers, agreeing to bond them in what smells like a bad teen spirit idea. Katy’s hubris at helping Fanny with such a trivial matter—on the anniversary of her father’s death, no less—incurs the wrath of Baron Samedi (Néhémy Pierre-Dahomey), who possesses Fanny and ends up causing Katy’s death.

Interspersed with the scenes of the teens’ budding friendship are flashbacks to Clairvius Narcisse (Mackenson Bijou), who turns out to be Mélissa’s grandfather. It’s an engrossing exploration of what the experience of a victimized Haitian “zombie” might be like: the daily drudgery of hard labor without free will—akin to living in Get Out’s “Sunken Place”—followed by an eventual escape to wander the countryside aimlessly without a sense of home. Mélissa is similarly a fish out of water in her lily-White school, embarrassed of her heritage in a fishbowl of adolescent judgment. To her surprise, though, when classmates stumble across her performing a ritual to commemorate her grandfather’s death, they’re accepting. She comes to be comfortable with expressing her belief in voodoo, which is part of her identity. She’s a “zombi child,” after all. Unfortunately, now that her aunt is dead, another part of her identity is being an orphan.

Much more hammy, but still unusually reverential to voodoo, is the American production Lwa: All Saints’ Eve (2020). Like Zombi Child, it involves White people trying to invoke voodoo spirits for their benefit without realizing the consequences. It takes pains to give historic background and even delves into specific entities (conveniently written into the story with a voodoo-themed tour). Interestingly, unlike many voodoo films, Lwa explicitly separates itself from Satanism by portraying the (White) villains who seek to use voodoo’s power for evil means in stereotypically satanic attire: black-clad, heavy makeup, all-around gothy. Although it paints the loa (spirit) that they conjure, Marinette (Aleta Myles), as malevolent, she’s shown to have a sense of justice about her, ultimately punishing the bad guys and resurrecting the good guys who die.

But, of course, voodoo isn’t the predominant religion in America. It’s Christianity, followed closely by pumpkin spice latte. While the general public’s misconceptions about voodoo and other “mysterious” African diaspora religions naturally align with the dark, enigmatic nature of horror, the much more familiar Christianity is nonetheless no stranger to the genre.


CARIBBEAN SCREAM: HORROR MOVIES SET IN THE CARIBBEAN
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When a horror movie takes place in the Caribbean, you can usually count on it featuring either: (a) Black people as Big Bads who menace/murder the mostly White characters through voodoo-y means or (b) ancillary and often anonymous Black people who themselves fall prey to a Big Bad, be it a human killer or some tropical creature, like a mutant mahi-mahi. Here’s a selection of modern horror movies set in the apparently very deadly tropical paradise of the Caribbean.

The Snake God (1970): In this early example of the type of tropical Euro-sleaze that would keep Black characters in the villainous voodoo mode for another decade-plus, an Italian woman who’s moved to an unnamed Haiti-like Caribbean island is drawn into a voodoo sect whose women seem obliged to disrobe frequently. When the snake god “Djamballa” takes a liking to her, he assumes human form and seduces her because… even Black gods can’t resist White women?

Death in Haiti (1972): Also known by the less exploitive title Tropic of Cancer, this Italian film about an American couple vacationing in Haiti who become embroiled in murder, voodoo, drugs, and seduction combines giallo violence with mondo-styled shockumentary scenes.

Papaya: Love Goddess of the Cannibals (1978): When White outsiders plan to build a nuclear reactor on an unspecified Caribbean island, they’re targeted for death by locals who dabble in voodoo, cannibalism, and getting naked.

Zombie (1979): On the fictional Caribbean island of Matul, the dead arise for unknown reasons (Voodoo? Boredom? Michael Jackson?), and while the distant voodoo drumming implies the locals have something to do with it, few of the zombies actually look Black. In fact, there’s only one Black local character of note… who, of course, dies.

Piranha II: The Spawning (1981): In an unidentified town in an unidentified Caribbean nation where Lance Henriksen is somehow the police chief, a government experiment unleashes swarms of flying piranha on the unsuspecting public—including both White American tourists and Black locals, the latter of whom pretty much all end up as fish food.

Zombie Island Massacre (1984): Despite the title, this is a slasher, not a zombie movie, about American tourists on the fictitious Caribbean island of San Marie who are hunted and murdered by a mystery killer who turns out to be… locals looking to rob them—a refreshingly pedestrian motive for a horror movie.

Jaws: The Revenge (1987): The ridiculous premise behind this sequel, which should’ve been called Jaws: Jump the Shark, has the shark (or maybe a sibling or cousin) reappearing with not only the ability to detect when members of the Brody family are around, but also with some sort of internal homing mechanism that allows it to track the family all the way from New York to the Bahamas. There, it’s pleased to find that Bahamian Black sidekick Jake (Mario Van Peebles) likes to tempt fate by regularly hanging off the bow of his boat like he’s in a Duran Duran video.

The Serpent and the Rainbow (1988): Anthropologist and part-time White Savior Dennis Alan (Bill Pullman) heads to Haiti in search of a “zombie drug” and ends up freeing the people from the grip of the voodoo-practicing police chief—granted, most of the locals who help him are killed in the process.

Zombie 4: After Death (1988): On an unspecified Caribbean island, a voodoo priest raises the dead to take revenge on a group of White scientists he blames for not saving his sick daughter’s life. Turns out they weren’t in his HMO network.

I Still Know What You Did Last Summer (1998): This slasher sequel follows Final Girl Julie (Jennifer Love Hewitt) and her Black friends Karla (Brandy) and Tyrell (Mekhi Phifer) as they vacation in the Bahamas, where several Black hotel workers fall prey to the killer, including veteran actor Bill “Ignored Voice of Reason” Cobbs.

Ritual (2001): This Serpent and the Rainbow–like tale of a White doctor (Jennifer Grey) getting wrapped up in zombified voodoo doodoo is actually a loose, Tales from the Crypt–branded remake of I Walked with a Zombie. It’s not set in IWWAZ’s fictional isle of Saint Sebastian, however, but rather in the very real Jamaica, making its depiction as a “Godforsaken place” in which babies are born with machetes in their hands a tad problematic.

Dolls of Voodoo (2013): A repackaged, re-edited version of a film called Trapped: Haitian Nights, Dolls manages to take a bad movie starring Vivica A. Fox and turn it into a worse movie starring Kenya Moore. Fox’s mostly America-set storyline in Trapped is jettisoned in favor of Moore’s mostly Haiti-set plot about a newly married woman (Moore) who’s kidnapped by the voodoo-practicing father of her husband’s crazy ex-girlfriend. Sadly, Moore is rescued in the end.

The Night Seekers (2016): A craptacular production of Birdemic proportions, this film is set in the fictitious Caribbean nation of Astro Island, whose goofy name gives an indication of the level of ineptitude involved. When a group of American tourists gets lost while sightseeing, they’re attacked by some Black vampire/zombie freaks who come out at night, Whodini-style.



Jesus, Take the Wheel

Lacking the ominous mystique of voodoo/hoodoo, the Black Christian church doesn’t have as prevalent a place in horror, but when it does play a significant role, it’s primarily in Black horror. In fact, Christianity and horror have made strange bedfellows since the early days of Black cinema. While Oscar Micheaux, the preeminent Black director of the first half of the twentieth century, focused largely on Black social class aspirations, other early Black filmmakers were more concerned with spiritual aspirations and used horror trappings to convey their point. Husband-and-wife team Eloyce and James Gist’s Hell-Bound Train (1930), for instance, is a cautionary tale in which Satan drives a train full of sinners straight to hell: robbers, gamblers, murderers, rapists, alcoholics, fornicators, false preachers, and worst of all, those degenerate jazz dancers. A decade later, Spencer Williams’s The Blood of Jesus (1941) and Go Down Death (1945) delivered similar horror-tinged scare tactics foretelling what stabby things the devil has in store for evildoers.

Def by Temptation (1990) is a direct descendent of those old-timey tales, taking its sermonizing to a literal level in what actor-director James Bond III termed “spiritual horror.”8 Bond stars as Joel, as aspiring preacher who finds himself targeted by a vampiric female succubus (Cynthia “No Relation” Bond) intent on tempting him into abandoning his faith. She almost succeeds in seducing him away from his calling, but when he’s reminded by his Bible-thumping granny (Minnie Gentry) that “the power is in the Word,” he’s able to cast out the demon with a killer left cross—that is, a cross in his left hand.

Like the pioneering Black films of yesteryear, Def by Temptation draws a line between “wholesome” rural and “wicked” urban values, as the virtuous, innocent Joel travels from small-town North Carolina to visit his childhood friend, playboy actor K (Kadeem Hardison), in New York City. Joel doesn’t cuss, drink, have sex, or, well, do anything fun, so he’s not the easy target for the temptress that other city men are. She zeroes in on her victims, it seems, to punish them for their “sins,” which sometimes adhere disturbingly close to conservative Christian dogma: not only promiscuity, but also adultery, abortion, and homosexuality.

Black filmmaker Joshua Coates’s But Deliver Us from Evil (2018) features a similar setup of a twerky succubus (Alice Rose) seducing and killing men, only to come upon a “chosen one” who resists her booty-shaking charms (BUTT Deliver Us from Evil?). Taking a deep dive into Biblical lore, the movie reveals the creature to be Lilith, Adam’s first wife, who balked at being subservient to him and was banished from the Garden of Eden, transforming into a man-hating demon. Despite its (many) faults, the film manages an appreciable level of religiosity without coming off as preachy or prudish and even delivers a rare denunciation of corruption among high-profile church leaders. (The less said about the troublesome scenario of the villain being an evil Black woman and the hero being a pure-hearted White man from a blessed bloodline, the better.)

Few films, regardless of genre, convey the importance of Christianity in the Black American experience like Beloved (1998). Directed by a White man, Jonathan Demme, but based on Toni Morrison’s Pulitzer Prize–winning novel and produced by Oprah Winfrey with a script by Akosua Busia, the period drama uses horror elements to underscore the horrors of slavery. Set shortly after the end of the Civil War, the story’s Black characters—especially Sethe (Winfrey)—are still coping with the trauma of their lives in bondage, and their worship services provide a community support system while showcasing the redemptive nature of faith. Particularly evocative is a series of scenes in which Sethe’s mother-in-law, Baby Suggs (Beah Richards), preaches to a ring of the formerly enslaved a rousing sermon of grief and survival.

In the climactic moments of the film, the women of the local Black church march like Christian soldiers to Sethe’s house to free her from Beloved (Thandiwe Newton), the parasitic spirit of the baby Sethe killed years earlier in order to prevent her from being raised as a slave. Singing hymns and wielding crosses and Bibles, they perform a sort of drive-by exorcism, smothering Sethe with Jesus as Beloved fades into the ether, thus bringing relief to not only the victims of the haunting but also to the ghost herself.

While religion saves the day in Beloved, the movie doesn’t shy away from the double-edged sword of faith. Whether she was right or wrong, Sethe’s unfathomable act of violence against her children was seeded in religious rationale: “I’d rather know they at peace in heaven than live in a hell here on earth,” she explains. She becomes a pariah for her actions among both Black and White community members, but given the sadism she experienced prior to her own personal “Sophie’s choice,” her decision is certainly understandable.

With a significantly smaller budget and a greater reliance on soft-focus lenses, Neema Barnette’s Spirit Lost (1996) likewise is a supernatural drama in which the protagonist becomes entwined in a codependent relationship with a ghostly presence. In this instance, the victim is an aspiring painter named John (Leon. Just Leon.) who moves with his wife, Willy (Regina Taylor), to a small coastal town to focus on his art. What he ends up focusing on, though, is the thirsty, oft-naked woman in his attic. Turns out she’s the lovelorn spirit of a slave woman named Arabella (Cynda Williams), who was spurned by her White owner/lover in favor of a “proper English woman.” She died of a broken heart—or possibly rickets, since vitamin D supplements were hard to come by in the eighteenth century.

Despite the lack of corporeality, Willy takes umbrage with her husband’s new sex toy—something about “infidelity” or “spectral gonorrhea,” or maybe just the fact that Arabella tries to kill her several times. Lucky for her, Willy’s Jamaican nurse/housekeeper Vera (Juanita Jennings) knows a thing or two about ridding houses of horny ghosts. She and her God squad come to the rescue at the end of the film, performing a cleansing ritual. Although they’re clearly not practicing traditional Christianity, Vera is clad in a cross necklace and matching earrings, and the group’s white dresses and headwraps appear to designate them as adherents to Pocomania, a Jamaican folk religion that’s an offshoot of Christian revivalism with elements of traditional African beliefs, like ancestor worship and spirit possession. They waste little time “spiriting” Arabella back into the Great Beyond before the throuple turns into an Iyanla Vanzant TV special.

Ganja & Hess (1973) also blends Christianity with African mysticism, albeit with less of a Black Shoe Diaries vibe than Spirit Lost. In the movie, a world-weary Dr. Hess Green (Duane Jones), afflicted with vampirism by an ancient African dagger, eventually turns to Jesus to cure his addiction to blood. Having slinked out of his well-to-do White neighborhood to feed off the largely Black residents of the inner city for months, he returns to his roots for redemption, seeking refuge in the heart of the Black community: the church.

In front of the congregation, Hess “gives his life to Jesus,” achieving a sense of rebirth. But he knows that the only way to truly end his thirst is to die, which he does by allowing the shadow of a cross to fall on him. His death ends his suffering, but does Christianity really provide salvation? The eccentric Bill Gunn peppers the film with iconography of a colorful, natural African identity that contrasts with scenes of the cold Whiteness of Western culture (literally, as in white marble); is the Christian church thus the return to his roots that Hess needs? Ganja (Marlene Clark) certainly doesn’t share his need for such deliverance; she’s content living her best, blood-soaked life—with a new boy toy to boot.

The Black church as a place of sanctuary is echoed in The First Purge (2018), the only film in the Purge series with a Black director and exclusively Black leads. In it, the church serves as a designated shelter when the proverbial shit hits the fan, opening its doors to peaceful residents who can’t resist the government’s offer of five thousand dollars to stay in the city during the Purge but who don’t want to actively participate in the killing. In no small way, the Black church’s role here reflects its role for centuries as not only a place of worship, but also a resource on secular matters affecting the community—most prominently the struggle for racial equality.
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Duane Jones and Sam Waymon in Ganja & Hess (1973). Kelly/Jordan Enterprises/Photofest.



The horror-comedy Vampire in Brooklyn (1995) is a much more traditional vampire tale than Ganja & Hess—perhaps to its detriment. Unlike the day-walking Hess, who voluntarily strolls into a church service to atone for his sins, Brooklyn’s vamp, Maximillian (Eddie Murphy), practically bursts into flames when he enters a church. He does so in pursuit of heroine Rita (Angela Bassett), an unwitting half vampire whom Max tries to seduce. He’s dismayed, however, to find that she’s a devout Christian who seeks advice from her minister, Preacher Pauly (also Murphy, trying to recapture the prosthetic magic of Coming to America by portraying a stock character in Black stories: the fire-and-brimstone preacher). Although Pauly is of little help (having been killed and replaced by Max), resident Voice of Reason Dr. Zeko (Zakes Mokae) notices the cross around Rita’s neck and advises her that the key to her survival is to “keep your faith.” After Max bites Rita and she begins to turn, she again heads to a church, reciting the Lord’s Prayer for deliverance from evil, but she ultimately defeats Max not by faith but by a big sharp stick.

Like Vampire in Brooklyn’s parody of Black preachers, Tyler Perry’s horror-comedy Boo! A Madea Halloween (2016) pokes fun at the quirks of church folk—or rather, in the case of Perry’s famed Madea character and her old cronies, “Christians in progress.” Although the playfully sinful senior citizens aren’t particularly devout, they’re nominally Christian, and religion is never far from their minds. Weedhead Bam (Cassi Davis) has a jack-o’-lantern carved with “I Heart Jesus” alongside one that says “420.” Hattie (Patrice Lovely) sees no issue with her handsy horniness but condemns a Ouija board–type game as “devilment.” Madea herself has a hair-trigger temper and has committed every crime known to man, but when chased by a horde of “zombies” (actually college kids pulling a prank, which should’ve been evident from the fact that they’re doing parkour), she yells, “Help me, Jesus!” and flees to a nearby church. As she runs inside, we find out that her faith is, shall we say, “strategic.” When the parishioners interpret her request to be saved as a spiritual desire, one asks, “Do you believe that Jesus is the son of God?” Madea responds, “If I have to, that’s what I’m gonna believe; I just need y’all to help me,” which is basically the opening prayer for any Scientology event.

In mainstream horror from White creatives, Black religiosity tends to be more of a character quirk than an actual plot point. In most horror movies, the Black church is basically invisible—merely an afterthought, since the myriad Black horror victims aren’t important enough to the story to warrant an actual funeral. (RIP, Homeless Guy #2. Your ashes will be urinated on by a stray dog.) One of the few White fright films to have a significant Black church presence is Angel Heart, which, in addition to all the voodoo doodoo, features scenes of Harry Angel (Mickey Rourke) running afoul of a Harlem preacher, Pastor John (Gerald Orange), who’s presented as a money-grubbing megalomaniac who may have literally sold his soul to attain his status. So, if nothing else, Angel Heart is an equal opportunity perverter of Black religious morality.

The supernatural elements of Christianity make it prime territory for Stephen King’s Magical Negro fetish. In the 1994 and 2020 miniseries adaptations of The Stand, “Mother Abagail” Freemantle (played by Ruby Dee and Whoopi Goldberg, respectively) is seemingly King’s embodiment of Black religiosity—kind, nurturing, and faithful, yet uneducated and uncultured, like a Super Mammy—the opposing force to the demonic Randall Flagg. She quotes the Bible, sings hymns, and talks to God, serving as the Moses of the story, leading pseudo-Israelites to the pseudo–Promised Land, which turns out to be… Colorado?

Taking things a step beyond mere prophethood, the film version of King’s The Green Mile (1999) paints big Black buck John Coffey (the terminally sweaty Michael Clarke Duncan) as something that descended directly from heaven. An angel? Or maybe something more? His initials are “J.C.,” after all. Wrongly convicted of killing two little White girls in 1930s Louisiana, the burly but gentle and simpleminded Coffey’s first miracle is not getting lynched before he makes it to death row. While there, he reveals a magical ability to heal people and, if they’re cute enough, animals.

Guard Paul Edgecomb (Tom Hanks) feels his power when an aggressive cup check ends up curing his bladder infection. Assuming that Coffey was sent to Earth to save only White people, Edgecomb puts him to work, curing the warden’s terminally ill wife. Coffey might have also previously saved some Black people, who—*checks Wikipedia*—were also in quite a bit of pain in 1930s Louisiana, but we never find out because the script is less interested in Coffey’s backstory than in Edgecomb’s pee stream. Although Coffey isn’t presented as religious himself, he’s certainly intimated to be a Christlike figure, but unlike the greatest cinematic Christ figure of all time—E.T.—he doesn’t return from the dead.

If Black filmmakers tend to convey a sincere reverence for Christianity, is there something to the notion that mainstream cinema tends to cast Blacks as excessively religious—an offshoot of the Spook stereotype who blindly believes in all things supernatural, trembling at their own shadow while mumbling a prayer to God to save them? Is religious faith a coded Hollywood sign of Black ignorance and superstition? It’s a thought that, like most racial undertones, can’t truly be proven, but given the history of Black portrayals in Hollywood, can’t be dismissed, either.

Rodger (Alvin Alexis) in Night of the Demons (1988) is a prime example. The son of a preacher man, he’s the only one of the oh-so-’80s group of adolescent partygoers to not participate in the séance at the abandoned mortuary, proclaiming, “I know better than to be in here foolin’ with this stuff.” He ends up being right, of course, as they inadvertently conjure an evil entity that possesses and/or kills each of them one by one. When things start to go south, he’s the first to suggest they leave and ends up surviving, against all odds, by running away and hiding, sniveling and complaining all along the way. When only Rodger and White Final Girl Judy (Cathy Podewell) are left alive, he suggests they pray, but she dismisses him, just as others have dismissed his hysterics throughout the film—praying being just another one of his “antics.”

Indeed, praying seems to be all he’s capable of doing. When they’re cornered by their possessed friends, Judy busies herself building a makeshift flamethrower (!) while punk-ass Rodger cowers in the corner, paralyzed with fear. Ungrateful to her for saving him on that occasion, he gets spooked again and leaves her behind to contend with their attackers not once, not twice, but THREE SEPARATE TIMES. He finally (and quite reluctantly) ends up lifting Judy over a wall to safety at the end—one of the rare ’80s instances of a Black character making it out alive, but frankly, even Black viewers are probably praying for his death by this point.

More compliant on the death front is microbiologist Calder (Jessie Lawrence Ferguson) in John Carpenter’s Prince of Darkness (1987). Part of a team of scientists investigating a satanic sentient liquid in the basement of a monastery, he apparently sees no conflict between science and religion because he wears a shiny cross necklace conspicuously dangling around the collar of his oxford shirt. Unlike most portrayals of Black religious belief, he’s very learned, but upon seeing the cylinder containing the devil’s Kool-Aid, he basically becomes a blubbering idiot. While one team member dismisses the concept of the liquid being evil as “bullshit,” Calder is the most visibly shaken of the group, walking away in a daze and panting as if he’s just finished a Peloton class.

Later, when another of the scientists recites a translation of an ancient text that explains the ooze and somehow ties it to Jesus being an extraterrestrial, he can be seen in the background gripping his necklace and making the sign of the cross on his head and shoulders. Then, when he’s possessed by the liquid, Calder walks through the hallway singing “Amazing Grace” like an old-timey convict on his way to the electric chair (Calder = Coffey?). Rather than spread the contagious devilment like the others have done, however, he has enough self-control to slice his own throat, so in some odd way, this time, the Black guy dying is a… win?

In the creature-feature The Devil Below (2021), “Black Guy” Shawn (Chinaza Uche) is also a reputable scientist—specifically, a geologist—and yet he’s the only one on a team of researchers who lends credence to the rumor that an abandoned mining site might have burrowed into actual hell. The resident person of faith in the expedition, Shawn argues with the resident skeptic about whether science and religion can coexist, explaining that a belief in God doesn’t preclude a belief in the Big Bang, for instance. Shawn is the most anxious of the bunch and soothes his nerves by rubbing a rock with a cross etched into it (the Black religious characters from other movies apparently having bought all the cross necklaces). When he’s captured by the subterranean beasts that they uncover—which are less demons than rubber-suited Power Ranger villains—he recites the Lord’s Prayer as he’s eaten alive. WHERE IS YOUR ROCK NOW?!?

The expectation of death is a running gag with Sherman “Preacher” Dudley (LL Cool J) in Deep Blue Sea (1999). So named because of his religious convictions, Preacher is actually a cook, not a minister, in an underwater research facility conducting genetic experiments on mako sharks. When the research team predictably “Jurassic Parks” the situation, the sharks are let loose, and Preacher begins to negotiate with God for mercy, saying, “No need to get all carried away, showing me your vengeful side. I know your wrath, Lord.” When he’s cornered by a shark in the flooded kitchen, he grabs his—you guessed it—crucifix necklace, but he also grabs a hatchet and chops his way out of the ordeal, sending one of the three killer fish to Shark hell.

As evidenced here, Preacher is no passive Christian. Although his fear is played for comedic effect like a Spook, he doesn’t resign his fate to the will of God; he fights back. He knows that he has some say in what happens to him—as indicated by his admonishment of investor Russell Franklin (Samuel L. Jackson, whose presence in both Jurassic Park and Deep Blue Sea opens up a wormhole of theories that he is in fact supervillain Mr. Glass, setting up disasters beyond the Unbreakable universe) for previously getting caught in an avalanche: “Like Black men don’t have enough ways to get killed without climbing up some stupid-ass mountain in the middle of God’s nowhere. You need to leave that to the White folks.”

To everyone’s shock, Preacher makes it all the way to the end of the movie, when, as he and the two White leads prepare for the final sharkdown, he has them hold hands while he recites Psalm 23, “urbanizing” the wording with his can-do attitude: “Because I carry a big stick, and I’m the meanest motherfucker in the valley. Two sharks down, Lord. One demon fish to go. Can I get an amen?” Preacher pep-talks them up to the surface, where he makes one final escape that embodies his practical approach to faith: relying on the tools of his reverence—his crucifix—not as a crutch, but as a tool, stabbing the last shark in the eye to avoid getting eaten. Jesus saves, after all.

It should be noted that there are occasional (albeit rare) instances of Black piety with other religions in horror movies. A notable example is Pitch Black (2000), in which Keith David plays a supporting role as a Muslim Imam, Abu al-Walid, one of a group of space travelers that crash-lands on an alien planet populated by what look like the spawn of Xenomorphs and pterodactyls. As a holy man, he’s devout: praying, chanting Muslim mantras, abstaining from alcohol, and serving as chaperone for three adolescent boys on their pilgrimage to New Mecca. (Granted, all three die, so don’t expect a five-star Yelp review from their parents.) He’s optimistic, insisting, “All deserts have water; it only waits to be found,” and contrary to many Hollywood portrayals of Muslims, he’s a peacemaker, trying to diffuse conflicts within the group.

As the group’s numbers dwindle and they find themselves surrounded by the man-eating creatures, Imam approaches resident bad-ass Riddick (Vin Diesel) and asks him if he wants to pray with him. Riddick, always on brand, says he hates God and calls the deity a “fucker,” so that would be a no. Imam has the last word on the topic, though; when Riddick rescues the others from a cave, Imam cites the act as a sign of God’s goodwill. (Side note: Riddick’s God-hating ways are pretty much irrelevant to this discussion of Black religiosity because, although Diesel probably has some Black in him, his characters are never explicitly Black. Except Groot. Groot is definitely Black.)

Perhaps because the importance of the church within the Black community is widely understood (or because being on Rev. Al Sharpton’s shit list is scarier than any horror movie), Black Christianity is rarely shown in horror movies with the perversions that propel genre depictions of White Christianity: the murderous cults, the maniacal preachers, the secret deals with the devil to steal Communion wafers. While White Christianity routinely plays the hero in demonic possession movies like The Exorcist (1973), there are just as many instances of White Christianity gone awry, from the ghost of a deranged doomsday preacher in Poltergeist II: The Other Side (1986) to the Jim Jonesian cult leader in The Sacrament (2013), the abusive zealot of a mother in Carrie (1976), the “Burn in Hell” moralists in The People Under the Stairs (1991), the God-inspired serial murders of Frailty (2001), the Westboro Baptist Church–inspired evangelistic extremists of Red State (2011), and the psychotic fanaticism of Saint Maud (2020). You might see Black preachers occasionally engaged in corruption for simple earthly pleasures like money, fame, or sex, like in But(t) Deliver Us from Evil, but(t) rarely is the corruption presented as deep-seated, intrinsic wickedness that presents a danger to others.

The closest thing to an exception might be the Blaxploitation Exorcist rip-off Abby (which somehow escaped being called The Blaxorcist), in which a Black preacher’s wife (Carol Speed) is possessed by a Nigerian sex demon. Her transgressions—sleeping with half the city, dropping the MF bomb on unsuspecting parishioners, and the occasional murder or two—are thus excusable, given they’re beyond her control… and hilarious. Interestingly, the movie’s exorcism begins with Christian iconography—the Christian preacher (an embarrassed William Marshall of Blacula fame) wielding a cross—but to finish Abby off, he dons a dashiki and kufi and prays to the Yoruba god Olorun to save her soul. It works presumably because the possessing entity is a Yoruba deity, Eshu, although who knows what that means for the whole “one Christian God” thing—just one of the many idiosyncrasies of this camp classic.

The miniseries Them (2021) explores the cinematic Christian racial schism in black-and-white terms—on multiple levels, as it not only presents perversions of White Christianity that justify the persecution of Black people, but its pivotal ninth episode, “Covenant II,” does so in actual black-and-white. “Covenant II” traces the origin of the evil that’s been haunting the Black Emory family in the 1950s all the way back to the Civil War era, a time that can be cited for originating many American evils, as if spread by a Johnny Evilseed. This particular evil begins when Hiram Epps (Christopher Heyerdahl), an elder in a small western community of Dutch settlers “devoted to God,” takes in Black couple Grafton and Martha (Cranston Johnson and Nona Parker Johnson), who find themselves without AAA coverage when their wagon breaks down.

The townsfolk are immediately hostile to the newcomers, claiming that Blacks are responsible for divisions in the country and even accusing the couple of black magic. Reluctantly, Epps begins to drift towards the town’s opinion, egged on by his Devil-in-disguise adopted son (Kai Richard), who points him towards passages in Leviticus that justify the enslavement of “sojourners living as aliens among you.” Mistreatment of the couple thus kicks into high gear, as does Epps’s insanity and delusions of grandeur. He claims to talk to God and insists that the Lord wants the entire Black race punished, which culminates with the couple’s brutal lynching. Even after finding out that he’s been manipulated by his satanic “son,” Epps willingly makes a deal with him to spend eternity “destroying” Black people, transforming himself into the demonic Black Hat Man.

The final episode of Them culminates with thoroughly fed-up family matriarch Lucky Emory (Deborah Ayorinde) snatching the cross necklace from Black Hat Man’s hand. Instead of clutching it like a helpless victim, however, she drops it to the ground in a fierce declaration that he isn’t worthy, signaling that his days of wielding it as a weapon of white supremacy are over. Indeed, the devil takes it as a sign that Epps has failed in his mission; Black people shall suffer no more from 1953 onward… Wait, what?
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On the surface, the nature of comedy—often raucous, bawdy, and concerned with earthly matters—seems to be the polar opposite of the serious-minded, moralistic, heavenly aim of religion. However, comedy and religion have played parallel roles for centuries in helping Black Americans persevere in the face of racial oppression. Serving not only as a coping mechanism, they are also cultural forms that have functioned as a means of subverting institutionalized white supremacy while also modeling tangible social progress. Laughter, after all, breeds happiness; happiness breeds hope; hope breeds ambition; ambition breeds advancement; and advancement breeds… Jaden Smith? Okay, maybe there is such a thing as too much progress.

Like religion, comedy can be a tool for both good and evil. American slaves relied on laughter as a salve for their literal and figurative wounds, as evidenced by the formerly enslaved John Little’s narrative that “at night, we would sing and dance and make others laugh at the rattling of our chains… We did it to keep down trouble, and to keep our hearts from being completely broken.”1 Unfortunately, such Black merriment was exploited to feed into pro-slavery narratives of happy slaves content with their station in life and racist stereotypes of the jovial infantilism of Blacks. These sentiments would in turn help birth nineteenth-century minstrel shows, in which White performers clad in blackface used comedy, song, and dance to mock Black people, enslaved and free alike. Even as minstrel shows died out in the twentieth century, the blackface tradition carried into vaudeville comedy routines and comedic motion pictures, with renowned comics like W. C. Fields, Mae West, and Bob Hope slathering burnt cork on their faces early in their careers.

Blackface was so ingrained in comedy, in fact, that its racist implication lost all meaning (at least, to White folks like Ted Danson). Comedians in particular used it as a uniform of sorts, a declaration that they were professional comics. More accurately, it was a crutch. According to vaudevillian Joe Laurie Jr., by the latter days of vaudeville, “It wasn’t like the old-time minstrels who tried to portray a character; these new minstrels just put on ‘black’ and talked ‘white.’ No dialect, didn’t even try… People figured you were an ‘actor’ when you had black on. And besides, working in white face demanded a personality, which many of the guys didn’t have.”2 It was such a part of comedy that even Black comedians “blackened up,” a ridiculous concept that, along with the reddened lips and exaggerated, bulging eyes, showcased the grotesqueness of the art form.

The crudely stereotyped portrayals of groups like the Irish, Italians, and Jews were largely eradicated during the heyday of vaudeville and thus were unable to make significant headway on the big screen. Per Laurie and longtime Variety editor Abel Green, “As each immigrant minority prospered during the boom years before World War I, it achieved a new economic and social dignity… Protests began to be heard from the most influential citizens of each minority.”3 Black social progress was curtailed, however, and thus Black concerns weren’t taken as seriously, meaning blackface prospered on film well into the talkie era, lingering like a hemorrhoid on Hollywood’s posterior into the 1940s. Thus, like everything else in the U.S., racism colored the Black approach to comedy from the start—even when Black people weren’t involved.

When Black comedians WERE involved, they knew they had to poke fun at themselves by adopting the persona of lovable losers, as with Stepin Fetchit’s unintelligible, molasses-in-his-veins routine. Despite being the highest-paid Black actor in Hollywood by the end of the 1920s, his humor had to be rooted in the misery of his life to reinforce the white supremacist social order. He was to be laughed at, not with. The same was the case with the de facto Black comic relief character in horror movies throughout Hollywood’s Golden Age, who, with some alterations, still persists today: the Spook.


BLACK HORROR-COMEDY MOVIES
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All-Black horror-comedies have a rich history dating back to 1940s farces featuring legendary comics like Mantan Moreland (Lucky Ghost, Professor Creeps, Mr. Washington Goes to Town) and Pigmeat Markham (Fight That Ghost, Mr. Smith Goes Ghost) and through fits and starts, they have continued well into the twenty-first century. Here’s a selection of modern horror-comedies with largely Black casts.

Petey Wheatstraw (1977): Rudy Ray Moore abandons his Dolemite alter ego for the very similar Petey Wheatstraw, a rhyme-talkin’, kung fu–fightin’ stand-up comedian who’s murdered by rival comics, then strikes a deal with the devil to return to Earth, taking revenge on his rivals using Lucifer’s magic cane (insert penis joke here).

Ghost Dad (1990): Maybe Ghost Dad’s blend of schmaltzy sentimentality and corny, dated humor seemed like a good idea after Leonard Part 6, but we now know that Bill Cosby wasn’t one for making good decisions. Unfortunately, this one also takes down Sidney Poitier, who directed the movie, in the process.

Vampire in Brooklyn (1995): Eddie Murphy plays it surprisingly straight in this vampiric Coming to America as a Caribbean vampire seeking a mate in New York City two decades before Tinder.

Bugged (1997): Like many Troma films, this dirt-cheap production about an exterminator battling mutant bugs never takes itself seriously. Unlike many Troma products, some of the attempts at humor actually work, such as when the bugs throw a frozen chicken tied to a rope into a house to go “people fishing.”

Scary Movie franchise (2000–13): The Wayans family created this hit franchise—which began spoofing Scream and ended up touching upon every other horror and sci-fi movie known to man—with Keenen directing and Shawn and Marlon co-writing the first two films. Parody specialist David Zucker (Airplane, The Naked Gun, Top Secret) then took over the reins, directing the third and fourth films and writing the fifth (directed by Malcolm Lee), which, despite the Wayans’ absence, maintained a Black presence with regulars like Regina Hall, Kevin Hart, Anthony Anderson, and a bunch of rappers for no apparent reason.

Creepin’ (2001): Fart jokes, crude ethnic and homosexual stereotypes, and clichéd characterizations (cops love donuts!) make up the sophomoric humor smorgasbord of this scattershot group of skits loosely tied together by a plot about a serial killer in the ’hood.

The Haunted Mansion (2003): Eddie Murphy’s transition to family-friendly fare goes peak “family” with this film based on the Disney attraction, as Murphy plays a real estate agent hired to sell a mansion that is—SPOILER ALERT—haunted.

Kracker Jack’d (2003): While there’s potential in the concept of a movie toying with the belief that all serial killers are White, Kracker Jack’d’s no-brow humor trafficking in fart jokes and misogyny is not that movie.

Redrum (2007): A boring suburban couple (Jill Marie Jones and Kenny Young) whose marriage is in a rut finds a hobby they can enjoy together: murder.

Frankenhood (2009): Charlie Murphy and J. B. Smoove give life to this goofball comedy about morgue attendants who recruit a reanimated corpse as the third member of their streetball team.

A Haunted House 1 and 2 (2013–14): Marlon Wayans mugs his way through these taste-optional spoofs of Paranormal Activity and other similar “found footage” horror movies.

Knock ’Em Dead (2014): Black female comedy talent abounds (Jackée Harry, Anne-Marie Johnson, Rae Dawn Chong, Debra Wilson, Omarosa…?) in this tale of a trio of washed-up horror movie starlets who must put aside their differences when a killer targets them.

Not Another Zombie Movie (2016): A rare Black zom-com, NAZM stands out despite being a generic story about a ragtag group of survivors during a zombie outbreak.

Boo! A Madea Halloween 1 and 2 (2016–17): Tyler Perry gives the Madea treatment to horror, as she and her posse of old-timers evade ghosts, zombies, evil clowns, and serial killers… none of which turns out to be real.

Meet the Blacks 1 and 2 (2016–21): The Black family’s misadventures include surviving the Purge, having vampires as neighbors, and having Mike Epps as a father.

Snake Outta Compton (2018): Charmingly goofy without the cringey forced campiness of Sharknado, this ’hood send-up answers the question of what would happen if you blend House Party, Training Day, and Friday with Snakes on a Plane.



To Spook or Not to Spook: Blacks as Comic Relief

Historically speaking, the Spook filled the designated Black comedic role—the butt of jokes—in horror movies while also helping to establish for the audience the scariness of the scene, be it in a haunted house, a haunted chicken farm, or a haunted watermelon patch. The possibilities were endless! Horror and humor go hand in hand—laughter being a release of pent-up fear—and the Spook served as a useful release valve.

Although the Spook has modernized, with more assertive and emancipated declarations of reluctance to get involved (“I’m not going in there; YOU go in there.”) the ghost of the Spook’s past still haunts us. Black America has a complicated history with comedy. The issue of playing a buffoon for a White audience’s pleasure can be a confounding one for Black comics’ psyche—something we like to term the “Chappelle Syndrome.”

Following Dave Chappelle’s 2005 decision to walk away from a $50 million contract for his wildly popular eponymous sketch comedy show, he spoke on The Oprah Winfrey Show about the racial dynamics of being a Black comedic performer. While he himself had a hand in writing most of the skits on his show, he began to question how the content was being interpreted by his largely White fan base. Chappelle’s Show mined humor out of drug use, sexual acts, crime, profanity, and “pimps ’n hoes”—vices that, when attached to Black characters, could cater to well-worn racial prejudices. Chappelle told Oprah about one of the incidents that sent him packing from his own series: “Somebody on the set [who] was White laughed in such a way—I know the difference of people laughing with me and people laughing at me—and it was the first time I had ever gotten a laugh that I was uncomfortable with… I don’t want Black people to be disappointed in me for putting that out there.”4

Although the Modern Spook does less skedaddling and fewer bug-eyed, stammering exclamations of “ghosteses” than the Classic Spook, the nature of playing their fear for humor comes with baggage. (Bless you, Ernie Hudson, for not falling into this trap in the glaringly White Ghostbusters movies.) So the question remains: to Spook or not to Spook?

Despite the drawbacks in representation, being funny in today’s more body count–dependent horror cinema increases one’s sympathy factor and thus one’s chances of survival. Look at Maggie (Rah Digga) in the inorganically spelled remake Thir13en Ghosts (2001), who’s basically a hip-hop version of Marla Gibbs’s Florence from The Jeffersons (a barely functioning maid whose lack of work ethic is excused because she’s become a part of the family). Just as Maggie avoids death with an engaging sense of humor, she also avoids work with comedic flair, declaring upon entering the family’s newly inherited glass house that she doesn’t do windows.

Maggie is a modest Spook, an example of the fact that Spooks don’t have to be offensive and can be likable enough that the audience roots for their survival. Her terror about being “stuck in… a glass house with a bunch of crazy White people” is fodder for laughs, but because the humor isn’t over the top and degrading, we don’t think less of her for it. Although she’s a maid, it’s not as problematic a role as the Black servants of Hollywood’s yesteryear. She’s more like a family member… who gets paid. (Granted, given all the past-due bills the family has strewn around their apartment, it might be advisable they save money and clean their own kitchen.) But since Maggie’s paycheck seems to clear each month, she’s willing to jump into action to save the day by single-handedly destroying the machine designed to open a portal to hell, or whatever, and freeing the ghosts trapped inside to justifiably homicide the villainous Uncle Cyrus (F. Murray Abraham, having given up all hope for that second Oscar).

On the other hand, there’s Jimmy (Leon) in the killer bat movie Bats (1999), who’s a grating, cowardly, worthless complainer whose survival proves that the Spook’s humor doesn’t have to be actually funny or good-natured to make it through. As opposed to the relative composure and dignity of Thir13en Ghosts’ Maggie, practically every one of Jimmy’s lines revolves around how scared he is of the bats or how much he hates caves, even though HIS JOB IS TO FIND BATS IN CAVES. So, he’s not only a coward, but he seriously needs to update his LinkedIn profile.

At one point, during an autopsy, “real man” Emmett (Lou Diamond Phillips) notices that Jimmy is becoming queasy, so he dismisses him as if he were a Southern belle with the vapors: “Hey Jimmy, I’d imagine nobody’d mind if you wanted to step outside and kept ol’ Doc Swanbeck company.” Later, when Jimmy has a chance to play the hero and save his co-worker Sheila (Dina Meyer), he does nothing, just watching as a lesser character goes to her aid and gets killed. Thus, by avoiding any and all danger, Jimmy doesn’t die, but anyone who watches Bats dies inside just a bit.

Speaking of dying, L.J. (Mike Epps) in Resident Evil: Apocalypse (2004)—AKA Exhibit A in the Argument Against Video Game Movies—is one of the preeminent M.W.D.s (Most Wished Dead) of Spook-dom. He’s a prototypical Modern Spook who masks his fear with machismo, profanity, and probably Depends undergarments. When the SWAT team he runs into confronts the Nemesis ’roid-rage zombie, he declares: “You motherfuckers is crazy! Look at that big motherfucker; got a rocket launcher!” As the team is being gunned down, L.J. freezes with fright while bullets rain down around him, screaming with his hands over his ears despite holding two gold-plated handguns. When Nemesis approaches, he simply drops his guns and surrenders. Cowardice keeps him alive, but really, should it??? L.J. does nothing to forward the plot and doesn’t even kill a single zombie; he plays no function other than unfunny comic relief.

As annoying as L.J. is, however, the horror gods deemed him worthy of survival, so you almost can’t blame him. In the far superior sequel, Resident Evil: Extinction (2007), however, the horror gods come up with a new idea: L.J. shakes off the comic relief moniker, tones down the shtick, and even steps up to kill a zombie while helping to rescue members of his convoy from infected birds. His reward? Death. Thus, we get the mantra that all Black horror characters must remember: sometimes you gotta shuck ’n jive to stay alive.

Tyler Perry’s Boo! A Madea Halloween movies take the Spook game to the next level, with practically an entire cast of Spooks plucked from 1930s central casting. Perry’s Madea character and her bumbling, scaredy-cat senior citizen crew—Bam (Cassi Davis), Hattie (Patrice Lovely), and, to a lesser extent, Joe (Perry again)—commit much of their screen time to wide-eyed reaction shots and hot-footing it away from zombies, ghosts, and psycho killers while screaming in fear. Granted, they also scream in joy, in anger, in horniness, and probably in their sleep, because they’re one-note characters who are constantly TURNED UP TO TEN. In separate scenes in Boo 2! (2017), the increasingly infantile Bam and Hattie actually have the piss scared out of them.

Perry’s much maligned approach to storytelling seems to mirror that of Black vaudevillian Dewey “Pigmeat” Markham—best known for his “Here Come the Judge” routine—who was forced to defend material that revolved around Black stereotypes like gambling, criminality, and alcoholism. His justification for his old-school methods (epitomized by his use of blackface all the way into 1943 after it had become passé with Black comedians) could very well have come out of Perry’s mouth: “A lot of people have pointed out that my comedy is not exactly high-class… I won’t argue with that. And a lot of others say my characters like the Judge… do not represent the modern Negro; that they are caricatures. Well, I won’t argue with that either, [as] long as we admit they’re funny… And how did I get to be funny? I was born and raised Black. I learned my comedy from Black comedians. The earliest skits and bits I did… were invented by Black men. The audiences I learned to please… they were mostly Black, too.”5

    Markham makes a salient point here, that the dismissal of “folksy” comedy can be seen as elitist “respectability politics” run amok. The controversy is certainly reflective of a culture and class schism within Black America that has developed as some have “moved on up to the East Side,” distancing themselves from their more prole skinfolk. Like Markham, Perry honed his craft on the so-called Chitlin’ Circuit, a loose network of Black theaters and clubs providing entertainment that has historically catered to “the commoner”: musically, down ’n dirty blues and jazz and, theatrically, melodrama and broad, farcical comedy, often with a healthy dose of Christian moralizing and titles like I’m Doing the Right Thing with the Wrong Man!* and Mama, That White Woman Asked Me to Bust Up Her Chiffarobe Again!†

Of course, it’s possible to craft well-made low-brow comedy and drama for the masses, and Perry has managed to carve some entertaining moments out of such critically derided devices, but the Boo! movies are far from his best works. With roughly 148,000 different plays, TV shows, and movies to his credit, it’s safe to say that he might be spreading his creative juices a bit thin. Maybe he can at least hold off on the holiday-themed films from now on; no A Madea Arbor Day or A Madea Ash Wednesday. Okay, maybe A Madea Juneteenth, but that’s it! There will always be an audience for this type of humor—just as, based on his TV series Ruthless, there is inexplicably an audience for shows about penis-sniffing sex cults—but there will also always be accompanying criticism, given America’s sordid backstory and the wounds that this sort of comedy reopens.

It should be noted, though, that it’s possible for Black characters to be comic relief without being Spooks. Rod (Lil Rey Howery) in Get Out (2017) is perhaps the consummate example. Although he tends towards paranoid conspiracy theories and thus has trepidation about the situation his friend Chris (Daniel Kaluuya) is getting himself into, he’s less a Spook than a Voice of Reason, as it turns out his theory of imminent danger is correct—even if the details of Chris becoming a sex slave for his girlfriend’s family are a bit off. To be fair, Rod never gets close enough to the action to reveal whether he would truly become a Spook when the chips are down, but he doesn’t flinch when Rose (Allison Williams) threatens him via cell phone and doesn’t hesitate to drive into enemy territory to rescue a spent Chris after everything goes down, earning himself the final, hilarious line of the film: “I mean, I told you not to go in that house…”

Cooper (Richard T. Jones) in the sci-fi shocker Event Horizon (1997) is another notable instance of non-Spook comic relief. The wisecracking member of a team of astronauts sent to investigate a missing spaceship, his humor is not of the scaredy-cat variety, but rather of the smart-ass, rapscallion variety. For instance, when he offers a female teammate a cup of coffee, he asks, “Would you like something hot and black inside you?” His macking skills aside, as the “rescue technician,” it’s Cooper’s job to leap into danger, so fear isn’t an option. When Justin (Jack Noseworthy) is injured by an interdimensional inkblot, Cooper springs into action, rescuing him. Later, he proves useful by helping to fix the ship, and he proves resourceful when he’s blasted into space and manages to MacGyver his way back on board. As a result, he’s one of only three crew members who survives the ordeal, while Captain Miller (Laurence Fishburne) goes full Sacrificial Negro to save the day.

In slashers Urban Legend (1998) and Urban Legends: Final Cut (2000), campus police officer Reece Wilson (Loretta Devine) brings levity to the serial killings with her folksy, no-nonsense, maternal charm and obsession with Pam Grier in Foxy Brown. In the first film, she not only lives but saves heroine Natalie (Alicia Witt) at the end… TWICE! In the sequel, she’s working at a different school that suffers a string of similar killings, which you’d think would make her a highly suspicious harbinger of death on the scale of John Wick. Unfortunately for Stan (Anthony Anderson), being a second Black comic relief character in Final Cut means there’s one too many comedians in the kitchen, and he ends up on the cutting room floor, so to speak.
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Rebecca Gayheart and Loretta Devine in Urban Legend (1998). TriStar Pictures/Photofest.



Brian Tyree Henry in Godzilla vs. Kong (2021) and Doug E. Doug in Eight Legged Freaks (2002) are sort of like Get Out’s Rod with too much access to online message boards: full-blown conspiracy theorists with underground broadcasts who are dismissed as rambling nutjobs until the things they predict actually start to happen. Then, their survival skills start to come in handy, and they’re not afraid to dive into the fray (if for no other reason than to bask in the fact that their doomsday prophecies are coming true), playing no small role in taking down the baddies.

As these examples show, being comic relief in horror movies is practically the best insurance a Black non-lead character has against dying. Heck, as Event Horizon shows, the Black comic relief might even have a better chance of surviving than the Black lead. The ability to make an audience laugh is a valuable commodity in horror and is frequently rewarded, even if the comedic roles aren’t exactly riotous. Preacher (LL Cool J) in Deep Blue Sea manages to make it out alive, although his God-fearing and shark-fearing act isn’t all that funny, while Spooner (DeRay Davis) in The Fog (2005) proves that you don’t have to be AT ALL funny or even likable to survive. Steven (Orlando Jones) in the killer crocodile flick Primeval (2007), however, shows that there are indeed limits to corny routines, as he’s eaten by a croc as punishment for lines like “I feel like a pork chop on Queen Latifah’s dinner plate!” Sometimes Mother Nature has to play Sandman from Showtime at the Apollo.

Spiral: From the Book of Saw (2021) is an unusual case in that it tries to make the hero into the comic relief. Or is it making the comic relief into the hero? Regardless, star Chris Rock succeeds in neither role, settling into a clumsy medium between the dramatic punch of his work in the Fargo TV series and the normally hilarious observational humor of his stand-up act. The Saw movies aren’t exactly lighthearted affairs, so it’s an inelegant fit, like Jerry Seinfeld starring in a Rob Zombie film.

Of course, the prevalence of even non-Spook comedic roles isn’t without its own set of problems. Repeated instances of comic relief have to make you wonder why Blacks are so frequently put in comedic situations as opposed to dramatic, romantic, or heroic ones. And non-Spook comic roles can still be rife with racial stereotypes other than superstitious cowardice. If L.J. in Resident Evil: Apocalypse didn’t display Spook tendencies, for instance, he’d still be a lascivious, potty-mouthed, braggadocious criminal. But the funny thing about comedy (no pun intended) is that it can undermine such conventions just as easily as it confirms them, and as horror’s racial conventions have become more and more ingrained in society, they’ve become ripe for parody.


A MADEA HALLOWEEN ORIGIN STORY
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Boo! A Madea Halloween (2016). Lionsgate/Photofest.



With all the writing credits to Tyler Perry’s name, it shouldn’t be surprising that it doesn’t take much to inspire a new movie idea, but the story behind how Boo! A Madea Halloween came to be is a particularly unique and fascinating one that, depending on your taste, could be funnier than anything in the actual film.

Our tale starts not with Tyler Perry, but with another famous Black celebrity: Chris Rock. In his 2014 movie Top Five, Rock stars as Andre Allen, a comic actor known for a series of corny movies called Hammy the Bear, in which he plays a cop who wears a bear suit. Wanting to be taken seriously, Andre decides to play the lead in Uprize, a period biopic about eighteenth-century Haitian revolutionary Dutty Boukman, much to the chagrin of his agent and everyone who has a stake in his success.

On opening night of Uprize, Andre shows up to a theater to see a line of patrons waiting to get in. He’s informed by the theater manager, however, that the line isn’t for Uprize, but rather for a movie called Boo, which the manager explains is a new Madea movie “where Madea gets trapped in a haunted house.” A banner in the theater shows a Madea lookalike with arms folded in front of her and a stern look on her face, standing in front of a spooky house above the tagline “She ain’t afraid of no ghost.”

While the low-brow Boo performs to sold-out crowds, Uprize attracts barely anyone, crushing Andre’s pretentious dream and ultimately pushing him back to his roots in stand-up comedy. The end. Or is it…?

While Tyler Perry was aware of the joke (Rock asked for his permission to use the character), he thought little of it, but when Lionsgate, the studio behind the Madea films, caught wind of the gag, they thought it would be a good idea for a real-life Madea movie. Perry himself needed little convincing and ran with the concept, finishing Boo! A Madea Halloween in time for a Halloween 2016 release, less than two years after Top Five. The fictional hit thus became a genuine hit and even generated a sequel a year later.

But the story doesn’t end there. Some time later, Rock ran into a Lionsgate exec and jokingly asked why he didn’t get a cut from the Boo! movies before suggesting another blend of comedy and horror: a sequel in the studio’s long-running Saw franchise that channeled humor. Within a few weeks, the project was a “go” with Rock as the star, and it would eventually develop into Spiral, a Saw offshoot that isn’t nearly as comedic as you might think. Digging yet another level into this case of art imitating life, Spiral, Rock’s stab at “serious” cinema, flatlined with $23 million at the U.S. box office, while the two Boo! movies combined to make $120 million.



Spoof Upside Your Head

Over the years, Black people have reclaimed the Spook in a sense by pointing out that the characters worthy of ridicule are actually the overly intrepid White folks who habitually split up and investigate strange noises inside of abandoned murder houses. The smart move, in truth, would be to just run, right? As Richard Pryor observes in his take on The Exorcist from his 1974 stand-up album That Nigger’s Crazy: “See, there wouldn’t have been no movie if there’d been niggas in it. The movie would’ve been about seven minutes long. Soon as the devil spoke: [demonic voice] ‘Hello…’ Goodbye!”6

Eddie Murphy echoes that sentiment in his 1983 stand-up special Delirious: “Why don’t White people just leave the house when there’s a ghost in the house?” Regarding Poltergeist, he says, “If I had a daughter, I’d be down to the priest saying, ‘Look, man, I went home and my fuckin’ daughter’s in the TV set, so I just left. You can have all that shit. I ain’t going back to the motherfucker.” And on Amityville Horror: “I woulda been in the house and said, ‘Oh, baby, this is beautiful. We got a chandelier hangin’ up here, kids outside playing. It’s a beautiful neighborhood… I really love this, this is really nice—’ [demonic voice] ‘GET OUT!’ ‘Too bad we can’t stay, baby.’ ”7

Even in Nia DaCosta’s Candyman (2021), there’s a rare moment of levity in which Brianna (Teyonah Parris) finds herself alone, peering down a flight of stairs leading to a dark, sinister basement. It’s a scene that in so many horror movies has led to a stubbornly curious character descending the steps, their wavering voice calling out, “Hello? Is anybody there?” before either being pipe wrenched to death or finding the lifeless body of someone who’s suffered a similar fate. But Brianna, in the hands of Black writer-director DaCosta and writer-producer Jordan Peele, takes one look into the unwelcome darkness and, foreshadowing Peele’s next directorial effort, deadpans, “Nope,” then closes the door and walks away.

Scary Movie (2000), a surprise hit that rekindled America’s love for spoof films after suffering through drek with dad-joke titles like The Silence of the Hams (1994), Spy Hard (1996), and Plump Fiction (1998), brought this gag to the big screen in a memorable scene early in the movie. When a murder brings a flood of TV news crews to town, we pan through a series of White reporters calmly relating the details of the case in front of their camerapersons. Then, we cut to a panicked Black reporter for “Black TV” who exclaims, “White folks are dead; we’re gettin’ the fuck outta here!” as his cameraman leaps into the news van and they screech away.
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Shown from left: Jon Abrahams, Shawn Wayans, and Marlon Wayans in Scary Movie (2000). Dimension Films/Photofest.



This acknowledgment of Black characters getting shafted in horror is in line with the Wayans family’s illustrious track record of parodies with Black themes. Scary Movie director Keenen Ivory Wayans created the star-making ’90s sketch comedy series In Living Color after starring in his Blaxploitation action spoof I’m Gonna Git You Sucka (1988) and co-writing the groundbreaking lampoon of Black movie stereotypes Hollywood Shuffle (1987) with director/star Robert Townshend. Younger brothers Shawn and Marlon Wayans, meanwhile, wrote and headlined the send-up of “hood dramas” Don’t Be a Menace to South Central While Drinking Your Juice in the Hood (1996), which has become a quotable cult favorite.

But Scary Movie illustrates the double-edged nature of comedy—spoofs, in particular. While jokes like the “Black TV” bit subvert Hollywood’s shoddy treatment of Black characters, its own portrayal of Black characters throughout the franchise’s five installments frequently traffics in racial stereotypes. Our introduction to the characters Brenda (Regina Hall) and her brother Shorty (Marlon Wayans) in the first movie plays like this:


	SHORTY: “Yo’ mutha.”

	BRENDA: “You my brother. That’s your mother, too, jackass.”

	SHORTY: “Oh yeah… Well then, yo’ father’s stupid!”

	BRENDA: “So? I don’t know him.”

	SHORTY: “Yeah, me neither.”



Brenda and Shorty’s stereotyped characterizations don’t stop at the absentee father. Shorty is a weedhead with a gold tooth, and Brenda is short-tempered, ratchet, and sexually promiscuous—so much so, she inadvertently halts an alien invasion in Scary Movie 4 by spreading venereal disease throughout the alien population. Does the nature of comedy—particularly parody movies specializing in low-brow humor about flatulence, obesity, sex, drugs, and bits about White people stiffly doing “Black things”—provide an easy excuse for using coarse stereotypes? After all, it’s “just a joke.” This is a popular refrain by decriers of “cancel culture” who fail to realize the power of comedy to shape public sentiment and the fact that what is deemed culturally acceptable fodder for jokes has always changed over time. This is why our kids aren’t sitting in front of the TV nowadays watching Coal Black and de Sebben Dwarfs.

Are the characters in comedies like Scary Movie undermining these stereotypes, like its skewering of the practice of killing off Black characters? That’s a hard sell, since there’s rarely anything smart or strategic about Black folks getting high or acting uncouth like there is about them logically getting the hell out of Dodge when bodies start to fall. Is the scene of Brenda being obnoxiously loud in a movie theater offensive, or is it just good-natured ribbing of an acknowledged cultural quirk? It’s up for debate, but since nothing in America happens in a vacuum, you shouldn’t be surprised if some people take offense, and you certainly shouldn’t use a negative response to rail against “cancel culture” when you know good and well the centuries of racial context involved. Indeed, the culmination of the theater scene, in which a dozen White audience members surround Brenda and stab her to death, is a jarring sight—even as a gag.

While the Scary Movie films by and large stay on the right side of the line between playfully crude and numbingly crass, two other Black horror parody franchises tromp back and forth across that line like a failed sobriety test: A Haunted House and Meet the Blacks. Marlon Wayans took the lessons learned from his family’s spoofy background and put them to good use in the ghost movie parodies A Haunted House (2013) and A Haunted House 2 (2014), forgoing any couth or self-restraint in favor of scatological and explicit sexual humor seemingly designed to generate laughs from sheer embarrassment. They mine humor from racism, misogyny, homophobia, child and spousal abuse, and rape, not to mention the inhumanity of having to watch Marlon Wayans having sex with stuffed animals and/or childlike dolls in both movies. A post-movie shower hasn’t been this mandatory since The Human Centipede (2010).

In the Purge send-up Meet the Blacks (2016), meanwhile, writer-director Deon Taylor scrapes the bottom of the comedy barrel with an ugly torrent of vitriol full of racial stereotypes, colorism, female objectification, xenophobia, fat-shaming, and homophobia. Within the first five minutes, there’s an exchange that sets a hateful tone for the film. When Carl (Mike Epps) is served papers by an African man (Michael Blackson), he insults him by remarking how dark his skin is, calling him Caesar from Planet of the Apes, claiming that he was smuggled into the country in a container, and saying that he has an “ebola finger.” The African responds by, among other things, threatening to rape Carl’s wife. Meet the Blacks not only dumbs down the Purge movies’ social commentary, but eviscerates it with its own intolerant humor.

This un-PC approach to comedy has long provided an easy excuse for stereotypes in movies. Even beyond the ’30s and ’40s heyday of the Classic Spook, horror comedies have relied on moments of crude racial humor that, taken individually, may seem harmless enough, but which add up to a death by a thousand jokes. Humor is supposed to be based in truth, after all, and if that’s the case, what “truth” are these representations portraying?

In the farcical take on the Dracula mythos Love at First Bite (1979), the coffin containing Count Dracula (George Hamilton) is mixed up with another coffin at the airport and ends up at a funeral service for a Black man. The deceased is lauded by fire-and-brimstone preacher Reverend Mike (Sherman Hemsley) as a lover of booze, women, and his Cadillac Seville, to which the Black attendees enthusiastically “Amen” and “Praise the Lord.” Although Hemsley was widely known at the time of the film’s release as the TV character George Jefferson, a successful businessman who “speaks well,” he dumbs down his vernacular here with lines like “When you is gone, you is gone!” The scene culminates with Dracula popping out of the coffin, causing all the Black attendees to flee in terror and “spooking” the rev so much that he screams and tosses himself through a stained-glass window. Amen?

In the very next scene, Dracula walks through the “wrong part of town” (signified by police sirens and blaring funk music in the background), where he’s ogled by a Black prostitute and then approached by four Black muggers who call him “honky” and try to assault him. He predictably throttles them, and after tossing one (Eric Laneuville) through the window of an electronics store, the mugger proceeds to steal a TV and run off, delivering the ironic line, “It’s dudes like you that give the neighborhood a bad name!” Not to be outdone, the movie later tosses in a bit in which a poor Latinx family—composed of a father wearing a wifebeater, a mother begging him to get a job because they have nothing to eat, and three kids—encounter Dracula in bat form and try to kill him so they can eat the “black chicken.”

Dead Men Don’t Die (1991) pokes fun at zombie mythology with shockingly outdated tropes, even for the early ’90s. Those who assumed that the classic mammy stereotype died with the 1989 redesign of Aunt Jemima’s pancake box overlooked this hammy tale of a cleaning lady and aspiring voodoo priestess named Chafuka (Mabel King), who raises murdered news anchorman Barry Barron (Elliott Gould) from the dead. Writer-director Malcolm Marmorstein’s sense of humor is much like his sense of racial dynamics: permanently trapped in the pre–Civil Rights era. Chafuka speaks in pidgin English, informing Barry, “You be my zombie. I be your high priestess.” She figures out a way to make him talk by using a voodoo doll that prompts him to repeat whatever she says, so when he gets back in front of the camera, OF COURSE he begins to speak in her ridiculous, semi-literate speech pattern, complete with neck-craning sass. It may not be blackface, but it’s certainly blackvoice.

Speaking of blackvoice, Charles Band’s stoner horror-comedy Evil Bong (2006) and its inexplicably numerous (SEVEN!) sequels show that a character doesn’t even have to be human to perpetrate racial stereotypes. The titular character is a sentient bong who speaks with a sassy, foul-mouthed Black woman’s voice (courtesy of Michelle Mais), calling White people “crackers” and “honkies” and delivering cringey lines like “Talk to the hand, jive-ass!” Evil Bong 2: King Bong (2009) even introduces her ex, a womanizing Black male–voiced, jungle-dwelling bong named King Bong who calls her a “bitch” and comes with a harem of topless White women in tow. The only saving grace is that anyone watching these movies is undoubtedly stoned and won’t remember anything beyond the opening credits.

Snakes on a Plane (2006) is a case study of the pitfalls of pandering to the racially charged expectations of the masses. When it was being developed, the script’s goofily self-explanatory title drew in not only star Samuel L. Jackson, but also droves of online fans who had meme-y dreams of a camp classic in the making. In truth, the title was just the movie’s working name—a placeholder until something more permanent came along, like Garter on a Charter or Copperhead in the Overhead—but popular demand online spurred the canonization of the temporary moniker.

After shooting was complete, in an effort to further placate an internet fandom that was growing without anyone having actually seen the movie, New Line Cinema ordered five days of reshoots to bump SoaP from a PG-13 to an R rating. The studio went so far as to take suggestions from the host of bloggers and neckbeards who had spurred the online buzz for the film, with screenwriter John Heffernan even crediting the fan base as the movie’s “co-creators.” The result was more graphic violence and additional “tits and asps,” all of which is embodied in the Oscar-worthy scene of a snake biting a woman’s bare breast while she’s in flagrante delicto in an airplane potty. Not stopping at general fixes like “more sex” or “pointier fangs,” though, the studio let fanboys dictate an actual line of dialogue. It turns out that the SoaPheads desperately wanted—nay, NEEDED—star Jackson to say, “I have had it with these motherfucking snakes on this motherfucking plane!”8

Beyond the assault on artistic integrity that arises from writing scripts via the body politic, as it pertains to Black characterizations, this approach portends a troublesome impact. Black actors like Jackson taking cues from a primarily White online (or for that matter, offline) community raises the inherent issue of racial representation. To his legion of testosterone-driven fans, every Jackson role should be a variant of Pulp Fiction’s foul-mouthed cool cat Jules Winnfield—a classic character, but one that feeds into the sort of stereotyped Black swagger and speech patterns that would make Ben Carson’s ears bleed.

Sure, Jackson has willingly selected his risqué roles—some of which were created by Black writers—and by all accounts, he encouraged fan input on SoaP, but when the words come from outside the realm of one’s own racial imagination, experience, and understanding, at some point you have to reconcile with yourself what lies behind them. Just ask Dave Chappelle. If Jackson, like Chappelle, had been performing in front of a live audience of mostly White guys yelling for him to drop the MF bomb, maybe he would’ve felt a similar visceral sense of being “laughed at,” and “I have had it with these motherfucking snakes on this motherfucking plane!” might have become his albatross, his own version of Chappelle’s “I’m Rick James, bitch!” And that would’ve been a motherfucking shame.

One horror-comedy that never really fell into the “laughed at” conundrum is the Eddie Murphy vehicle Vampire in Brooklyn (1995). Despite having a White director (Wes Craven), it was written by Murphy and his brother Charlie and features an almost exclusively Black cast, which insulates it against a sense of catering to White audiences, despite a few concerning characterizations. The supporting Black female roles in particular are troubling, like Seductress Nikki (Simbi Kali), the ultra-thirsty roommate of leading lady Rita (Angela Bassett) who throws herself at Rita’s obviously named partner, Justice (Allen Payne), and when he rebuffs her, immediately tosses her panties at vampire Maximillian (Murphy), a Jheri-curled stranger she invites up to her apartment literally twenty seconds after meeting him on the street. Eva (Messiri Freeman), the ex of Max’s Renfield, Julius (Kadeem Hardison), meanwhile, is a textbook browbeating Sapphire archetype (named after the domineering wife of George “Kingfish” Stevens from the long-problematic radio-turned-TV series Amos ’n Andy), loudly and publicly kicking Julius to the curb for falling asleep during sex and then later, pulling a double-barrel shotgun on Justice when he knocks on her door.

With Murphy playing a wealthy foreigner with a bad accent visiting New York City in search of his soul mate, Vampire in Brooklyn could be described as Coming to America plus horror… and minus the Murphy comedy we’ve come to know and love. Reportedly, there was a tug-of-war between Murphy and Craven in which the director wanted to play the film more as a comedy and the star wanted to play it more seriously, the middle-of-the-road result being as awkward as a Black Republican’s dap. Murphy ends up playing straight man for most of the run time, something no one wants to see. Supporting cast members Hardison and John Witherspoon thus end up providing most of the laughs, the latter’s signature crotchety old man routine, in particular, tapping into unapologetically Black humor with lines like:


	“Who the hell’s piloting this vessel? Stevie fucking Wonder?”

	“Ahoy, motherfucker!”

	“What’s wrong, baby? You look sick. Had too much pork today, huh? Bad pig’s feet, ate the bay leaf? Want some cod liver oil, baby? Tell me what you need.”

	“Don’t do it, baby! I got old, tired Grandpapa blood! I got high blood pressure, baby! High as the motherfuckin’ moon! You suck my blood, you gotta take three pills a day!”



But such gleeful moments are few and far between in a straightforward vampire narrative that could have actually benefited from a more spoof-like approach. It’s a rehash of vampire tropes whose main innovation is the race of its cast, but on the bright side, it serves as a marker that shows how much more innovative Black horror has grown in recent years, including contemporary horror-comedies with Black stars like:


	Tragedy Girls (2017), in which two death-obsessed high school cheerleaders (Alexandra Shipp and Brianna Hildebrand) become serial killers to boost their online following

	Slice (2018), in which a pizza delivery woman (Zazie Beetz) and a werewolf (Chance “the Rapper” Bennett) try to solve a series of murders being blamed on the ghostly residents of a small town

	Soft Matter (2018), in which a hipster (Ruby Lee Dove II) with a handlebar mustache tattoo above her lip tries to stage an art show in an abandoned nursing home where mad scientists conducting mutant-generating experiments incur the wrath of a sea god

	Little Monsters (2019), in which a kindergarten teacher (Lupita Nyong’o) must protect her students when a zombie outbreak occurs during a field trip, her dedication shielding them from Donner Party–level trauma

	Spree (2020), in which a stand-up comic (Sasheer Zamata) fights for her life when her rideshare driver turns out to be a wannabe social media star seeking to gain followers by killing his passengers

	Werewolves Within (2021), in which a forest ranger (Sam Richardson) arrives to his new assignment in a small, remote town at the same time a werewolf begins chewing up the locals



As Black horror and humor become more sophisticated, in fact, they can evolve into new and exciting formats, including satire aimed squarely at the absurdities of living in a society built on a racist foundation.


KEY & PEELE’S TOP 10 HORROR BITS
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Before he became a horror filmmaker, Jordan Peele was one half of the comedy duo Key & Peele, whose eponymous sketch series aired on Comedy Central from 2012 to 2015. Over the course of Key & Peele’s five-season, fifty-four-episode run, their love of horror movies came through in dozens of skits parodying the genre and poking fun at its conventions. Here’s a rundown of their funniest horror bits.


	10. “A Zombie Extra’s First Day On Set” (Season 3, Episode 7): Steve (Keegan-Michael Key), a veteran zombie extra who craves getting a featured “lunge” shot in a Walking Dead–like TV series, is dismayed when a first-timer (Peele) gets chosen for the scene and proceeds to awkwardly utter ridiculous, non-zombie phrases like “Whassup, Obama baby!”

	9. “Shining” (Season 2, Episode 6): An office worker (Key) on his first day on the job is being shown around the workplace by his White boss when his new Black co-worker (Peele) begins talking to him telepathically, informing him that, true to the Magical Negro trope, all Black people have “the shining.”

	8. “Sexy Vampires” (Season 3, Episode 7): Tyrell (Key), the newest member of a vampire den, resists adhering to stereotypical vampire chic—as the den leader (Peele) describes, “anything black… or pants with laces up the side of the leg.” Tyrell declares bluntly, “That’s not my style, so I ain’t got none of that in my closet,” before admonishing them for going overboard on vampire histrionics: “I just don’t understand why everything gotta be all sexual and licky.”

	7. “Roommate Meeting” (Season 3, Episode 7): A bunch of “bros” who live in a frat-like setting hold a roommate meeting to discuss who’s responsible for causing minor chaos in the house, like throwing food on the floor and pulling sheets off the bed. As they argue and accuse one another, we see the likely culprit in the background—a pale, ghostly figure straight out of an Asian horror movie—only to have the bros greet the figure as just another roommate, Ping, whom they never suspect as the bad apple.

	6. “Non-Scary Movie” (Season 4, Episode 6): A couple of friends (Key and Peele) emerge from a movie theater, scoffing at how unscary the horror movie they just saw was. As they walk to their car, they continue to dismiss the film’s impact, but their actions tell another story, as they evade objects that remind them of events in the movie, like a possessed trash can and a puddle that’s a portal to hell.

	5. “Psycho Clown” (Season 3, Episode 7): Two guys (Key and Peele) chained up in a dungy room straight out of Saw share an uncanny ability to see the bright side of things, much to the chagrin of their murderous clown captor.

	4. “An Unwelcome Reunion” (Season 2, Episode 6): While on a date at a restaurant, a man’s (Key) past trauma resurfaces when he’s approached by another man (Peele) who was part of a “human centipede” with him and is way too happy to reunite.

	3. “Gremlins 2 Brainstorm” (Season 5, Episode 8): Attempting to explain how the ridiculousness of Gremlins 2 came to be, this skit envisions a 1989 brainstorming session at Warner Brothers Studios where flamboyant “Hollywood sequel doctor” Star Magic Jackson Jr. (Peele) magically appears to coerce insane character concepts from a room full of writers.

	2. “Family Matters” (Season 4, Episode 4): Juggling references to Die Hard, the ’80s sitcom Family Matters, and The Twilight Zone, this skit reasons that the shift in focus of Family Matters from the Winslow family to neighbor Steve Urkel was due to actor Jaleel White’s psychic ability to control people’s actions, à la the classic Twilight Zone episode “It’s a Good Life.”

	1. “White Zombies” (Season 2, Episode 6): During a zombie outbreak, a pair of Black guys (Key and Peele) are offended that the White zombies don’t want to eat them.





Why So Serious? Black Social Satire

Despite being nominated in the Best Motion Picture—Musical or Comedy category at the 2018 Golden Globe Awards, Get Out is not a comedy, and unless there’s a deleted scene of the maid and groundskeeper doing the Milly Rock, it’s no musical, either. While it has comedic moments (via the character Rod), that’s not unusual for horror movies that DON’T get labeled as comedies. In truth, Get Out is social satire, a genre that has found new resonance within Black horror as Black stories have gained prominence in Hollywood and as the indignities that come with being Black in America have become daily headlines. Social satire functions to critique an element of society, and well, let’s just say that Black Americans have a lot to critique. It may or may not involve outright comedy, but social satire typically has a dark wit behind the message, often encompassed in a high-concept premise designed to undermine the target of its venom. Just call us Black folks the Children of the Scorn.

When it comes to Black horror, Get Out is now the standard by which all other social satires are judged. The success of Jordan Peele’s film helped reawaken the possibilities for horror as allegory, satire, and social commentary. Its plot most closely resembles the setup of the satirical thriller The Stepford Wives (1975), with racism substituting for that film’s target: sexism. Whereas Stepford revolves around the ludicrous concept of a group of elitist men replacing their wives with docile, obedient robots, Get Out features the equally ludicrous premise of a group of elitist White people transplanting their minds into the bodies of young, “hip” Black people.

The pointed satire in Get Out serves a purpose. It takes the subtle slights of modern race relations—from well-meaning objectification to condescending microaggressions—and makes them outlandishly identifiable. It turns racial fetishism into a cult of twenty-first-century slave masters who, like their forefathers, presume the innate physicality of Blacks makes them natural chattel for superior White minds to exploit. It’s a marvelous blend of the sort of social commentary and speculative fiction that made the original Twilight Zone such an enduring classic—and no doubt an indication of why Peele would jump at the opportunity to reboot that TV series in 2019.

Aside from influences like The Stepford Wives and The Twilight Zone, Peele’s own background in comedy certainly helped shape Get Out. After all, his work in the sketch comedy series Key & Peele and Mad TV was frequently grounded in social satire. Key & Peele’s most famous recurring sketch, for instance, features Peele as President Barack Obama and Keegan-Michael Key as an “anger translator” who yells the president’s less politically correct thoughts in a belligerent, profane, “urban” manner. The skit finds humor in Obama’s calm demeanor, which, by necessity, has to mask any semblance of “Angry Black Man,” even in the face of the hypercritical, often racially charged reactions of political opponents to the most innocuous comments or actions on his part—from wearing a tan suit to having a name that simply rhymes with “Osama.”

In his Mad TV days, one of Peele’s recurring sketches, “Inside Looking Out,” even foreshadowed Get Out’s interracial dynamics. His character, Dontel LaMontrose, is a folk singer who croons corny duets with his White wife, Pat-Beth (Nicole Parker), that promote racial tolerance. As they perform, however, she consistently manages to pepper her sentiments of love for Dontel with unwitting stereotypes and racially coded snobbery, such as the final lines of one song in which he sings, “You gathered my soul,” and she responds, “And you looted my heart.” When he explains the goal of their music—“We want the world to realize that the color of skin does not matter, whether it’s Black”—she finishes the thought with, “or normal.” Throughout, Dontel responds quizzically to her input but always reiterates, “I love this woman,” as if to remind himself why the hell he’s still married to her.

Following Get Out, Peele upped the satirical ante with his highly anticipated sophomore effort, Us (2019). Broader in scope—both physically and thematically—than Get Out, Us follows a Black family headed by Adelaide Wilson (Lupita Nyong’o) and her husband, Gabe (Winston Duke), who face off against a family of deprived doppelgängers (“the Tethered”) who seem dead set on killing them and taking their well-to-do place. Peele reaches beyond Get Out’s treatise on race and satirizes America’s class schisms by envisioning a world in which those unlucky enough to be born a “have-not” must suffer in a dimly lit underground government facility—living a painfully twisted semblance of the life being played out above ground, surviving on scraps while desperately, uncontrollably mimicking the “haves.” But it’s only a matter of time before a class uprising occurs. The Tethered murderously take on those who have been living free but are chained to materialism, thus revealing the ultimate moral of the story: Hands Across America was a terrible idea.
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Shown from left: Winston Duke, Shahadi Wright Joseph, Evan Alex, and Lupita Nyong’o in Us (2019). Universal Pictures/Photofest.



Peele’s third film, Nope (2022), continued his trajectory of widening the satirical sphere of his highly metaphorical work, this time using the guise of a sci-fi western monster movie to roast society’s infatuation with spectacle—both good and bad—particularly as it pertains to showbiz. OJ (Daniel Kaluuya) and Emerald (Keke Palmer) Haywood are sibling horse wranglers catering to Hollywood who find their family business pushed to the brink by an alien wreaking havoc in their California desert community. The dangers of clout (and cloud) chasing are highlighted as several characters seeking fame and fortune try to tame and capture, via film, the extraterrestrial (and, separately, Gordy the monkey), with fatal results. Such is the fickle nature of Hollywood, which has left many chewed up and spit out, much like the alien (and the monkey) does in the film. The siblings claim that their jockey great-great-great grandfather, arguably one of the first stars of a motion picture, was one such victim. Through the Haywoods, Peele recuperates the notability of the real-life heretofore nameless jockey riding a horse in Eadweard Muybridge’s groundbreaking nineteenth-century proto–motion picture chronophotographic experiment, his name lost in history—even though his horse’s moniker, Annie G., is well documented. As with Us’s underprivileged Tethered, there’s an underlying thread of racial significance here, as OJ and Emerald seek to reclaim the benefits of being a pioneer—this time in ufology rather than in motion pictures—that were denied to their ancestor.

The contemporary horror movies that most closely resemble Peele’s satirical approach are the Purge films. Like Get Out and Us, they utilize hyperbole based on the reality of social inequality. While the Purge franchise is more focused on economic divisions, such rifts are inextricably tied to race, and as such, each of the movies in the series—until the Latinx-centered final chapter, The Forever Purge (2021)—features major Black characters struggling to survive against rich White elitists who view them as expendable. You know, like the NFL.

Speaking of Black characters struggling to survive, Antebellum (2020) uses satirical elements to emphatically state the controversial opinion that racism is bad. STOP THE PRESSES! It postulates that not only could there be enough White people who are sufficiently racist, organized, and rich to successfully reinstate slavery in a Civil War reenactment-gone-horribly-awry scenario, but also that there are enough Black people who would put up with eighteenth-century-level physical, mental, and sexual abuse and not immediately go Haitian Revolution on their captors’ asses. It’s not like these White, musket-carrying traditionalists are wielding crowd-controlling AK-47s or something, and these aren’t Black folks who’ve grown up in slavery and thus don’t know any better. They’ve tasted freedom, and it tastes like chili cheese fries.

Granted, Get Out (whose success no doubt helped get Antebellum green-lit) also features a far-fetched plot, but the implausibilities of Peele’s film register more successfully as satire, with a smart edge that explores an intriguing brand of racism by way of fetishism, whereas Antebellum comes off as hollow as the dumbed-down, old-school white supremacy it portrays. Of course, you CAN make a good movie about straightforward racism and retribution, but it would have to be more eventful and entertaining than this blend of flat action and superficial characterizations that feels like 12 Years a Slave as directed by Michael Bay.

Karen (2021) is much less outrageous than Antebellum but similarly illustrates the shortcomings of satire in the wrong hands. Promoted as a “satirical racial-justice thriller,” its story of a racist suburban White woman trying to drive her new Black neighbors out of their home lacks a pointed sense of humor, irony, sarcasm, or, until the very end, exaggeration, making for a frustratingly realistic viewing experience, like watching security camera footage of your neighbors yelling at each other. Its inadequacy as satire leaves the audience with the sort of anxiousness and misery about the human experience that comes from watching a screaming “talking head” debate about race on Fox News.

The plot of Bad Hair (2020), in which a wannabe television VJ named Anna (Elle Lorraine) gets sentient, bloodthirsty hair extensions, is even more preposterous than Antebellum but is more convincing as satire. The extensions represent the lure of repressing one’s Blackness in order to succeed in a world dominated by standards of Whiteness—a pressure that, when it comes to beauty in particular, has historically fallen hardest on Black women. Anna ends up compromising not only her physical identity, but also her professional and moral standards, advocating for her boss’s plan to make the BET-like network more palatable (read: Whiter) to mainstream tastes. The underlying message isn’t subtle nor all that novel, but in these genre trappings, it stands out as a morbidly enticing precautionary fable.

For all the seriousness of its socially conscious subject matter, the fact that this is the story of a murderous wig ensures that Bad Hair maintains a campy appeal throughout. Still, writer-director Justin Simien opts for strangely sober, restrained storytelling that fails to buy into its own inherent comedic potency, only scratching the surface of its potential for absurdity during the climactic moments. Simien seems to suffer from “Get Out–itis,” wherein he feels the need, as a Black genre director, to deliver a mike-droppingly woke hot take on racism, so he ties in a connection to slave narratives and a vague, confusing semi-explanation of the source of the cursed hair that does more damage to the narrative than if it were just left a mystery.

Slice is more comedic in its approach but ends up vague in its message. Taking place in the small town of Kingfisher, in which ghosts coexist with humans, its allegory of race relations has promise. In the film, forty thousand ghosts who died from illegal experimentation are now second-class citizens whom the mayor has redlined into an abandoned area just outside city limits, dubbed Ghost Town. The upside: they get to hear “My Boo” on a loop twenty-four hours a day. (Not really, but that would’ve been fun.)

When someone begins killing pizza delivery drivers, the mayor insinuates that ghosts are to blame, stirring up anti-ghost sentiment that’s exacerbated by his Trumpian re-election slogan, “Keep Kingfisher Alive!” Slice addresses race in a metaphorical way, with creatures like ghosts and werewolves enduring prejudice and discrimination, but at some point, the racial aspect peters out, as if writer-director Austin Vesely either didn’t know what to do with it or was afraid of getting too serious. Interesting plot points that could’ve deepened the racial conceit—like the fact that all living people eventually become ghosts and a briefly mentioned plot to enslave ghosts—are never developed, causing the script to feel half-baked, with humor that’s safe and predictable—things that should never be attributed to satire.

Of course, all of these modern films owe a debt to earlier horror movies that used social satire to convey messages about America’s racial and social inequality, including The People Under the Stairs (1991), Tales from the Hood (1995), They Live (1988), and George Romero’s zombie films, particularly Night of the Living Dead (1968) and Land of the Dead (2005). These films served to hold a fun house mirror up to society to show a warped but vaguely familiar version of reality. But pointing the finger of blame is a tiring endeavor; at some point, Black people needed to point a finger of recognition at what they saw in the mirror. They needed to see a reflection of themselves, and thanks to the perseverance of creatives devoted to inclusiveness, that’s what they’ve gotten.


	* Real.

    	† Not real.
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A highlight of the documentary Horror Noire (2019) is Richard Lawson quoting his line from Scream Blacula Scream (1973) that “a man has got to see his face!” Lawson is recalling his Scream character speaking literally, bemoaning that, as a vampire, he has no reflection in the mirror and thus can’t check out his then-chic Barnum & Bailey Clown College ensemble. However, in the context of the documentary, Lawson is making a greater, more urgent point about the Black presence in Hollywood at large. In this sense, the declaration, “A man has got to see his face,” takes on a broader meaning: one of representation.

As this book has shown, the mostly White decision-makers in Hollywood don’t have a great track record of reaching outside their racial bubble, resulting in bit parts consisting of crude caricatures and flat stereotypes, or simply shrugging and giving the characters of color the oft-literal axe (RIP, Dick Hallorann). Even when people of color ARE cast in significant roles, the rationale isn’t necessarily for the purposes of increased representation. For instance, in a rare moment of transparency, director Kevin Tenney admitted that when filming Night of the Demons (1988), the production was so cash-strapped that he and the producers took advantage of an affirmative action clause that allowed it to be considered a SAG film without paying SAG wages if they cast a certain number of minorities—meaning resident “Black Guy” Alvin Alexis may as well have been credited as Alvin Alexi$.1

But following decades of forced obscurity and characterizations that range from benignly neglected to maliciously demonized, rays of hope have shone through. After the promise of the Blaxploitation ’70s and the New Jack Cinema ’90s came and went, Black horror has emerged as vibrant and popular as ever. Additionally, Black Lives Matter and other twenty-first-century social movements advocating for the rights of marginalized segments of society have compelled Hollywood into inclusiveness, with even mainstream horror, long a bastion of Whiteness, showing signs of not settling for segregated cinema and trending towards a commitment to increased representation.

The increase in horror movies featuring Black roles mirrors the spike in movies as a whole featuring Black roles in recent years. The 2021 Hollywood Diversity Report examined the top 185 English-language films released in 2020 via theaters and/or streaming subscription platforms and found that Black people were actually overrepresented in 2020, with 19.4% of roles allocated to them, despite Black folks accounting for 13.4% of the population. This was the third year in a row that Black representation exceeded the population demographics, a long overdue correction that, historically speaking, would need to last for, say, a century or so to even things out.2

Black people have, by far, the highest representation of all racial minorities in Hollywood. As a result, Black participation raises the overall average to the point that, for the first time since the Hollywood Diversity Report began in 2014, people of color (who accounted for approximately 40% of the U.S. population in 2020) approached or exceeded proportionate representation in film leads (39.7%) and primary cast (42%). Just a decade earlier, in 2011, only 10.5% of the top movies starred people of color.3

It should be noted that, like everything else related to 2020, the numbers for that year are off-kilter. Movies that were bumped from the 2020 release schedule—and thus not included in the study—tended to be big-budget blockbusters, and one of the study’s findings is that films with a budget of $100 million or more were more likely to have White directors and primarily White casts. Studios were thus more willing to gamble on releasing the lower budget, more minority-laden films into the Not-So-Great Unknown that was 2020.

Still, regardless of the reason, there was unprecedented cinematic representation for Black America in 2020. The growth in inclusion over the past decade resulted in ever-expanding resources and opportunities for Black stories to be told, which in turn translated into increased quality and recognition of the output. Despite the 2015 #OscarsSoWhite hashtag controversy, the number of Black actors and actresses who won Oscars in the four major acting categories in the first two decades of the twenty-first century doubled the number of wins in the entire twentieth century. Even recognition for Black creatives outside of acting trended upwards, with the second decade of the twenty-first century witnessing the first Black Oscar winners in categories like Best Picture, Best Original Screenplay, Best Animated Feature, Best Costume Design, Best Production Design, Best Makeup and Hairstyling, and Best Short (both animated and live action).
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Wesley Snipes in Blade (1998). New Line Cinema/Photofest.






Notable Black Horror Movie Directors

[image: Image]

While Black representation in front of the camera is crucial, representation behind the camera is likewise important, as it tends to translate into increased inclusion in casting because Black directors are more apt to tell stories featuring Black actors and actresses. Here’s a selection of some of the major Black directors who’ve helmed horror films over the past fifty years, whether they be all-Black Blaxploitation/“urban” or mainstream “White” fare.


	James Bond III: Def by Temptation (1990)

	Charlie Buhler: Before the Fire (2020)

	Xavier Burgin: Horror Noire: A History of Black Horror (2019)

	Gerard Bush: Antebellum (2020)

	William Crain: Blacula (1972), Dr. Black, Mr. Hyde (1976)

	Hanelle M. Culpepper: Within (2009), Murder on the 13th Floor (2012)

	Rusty Cundieff: Tales from the Hood (1995), American Nightmares (2018), Tales from the Hood 2 (2018), Tales from the Hood 3 (2020)

	Nia DaCosta: Candyman (2021)

	Coke Daniels: Karen (2021)

	Mariama Diallo: Master (2022)

	Ernest Dickerson: Demon Knight (1995), Bones (2001)

	J. D. Dillard: Sweetheart (2019)

	Jamaa Fanaka: Welcome Home Brother Charles (1975)

	Robin Givens: Haunted Trail (2021), Horror Noire (2021)

	Bill Gunn: Ganja & Hess (1973)

	Albert and Allen Hughes: From Hell (2001)

	Dallas Jackson: Thriller (2018)

	Spike Lee: Da Sweet Blood of Jesus (2014)

	Kasi Lemmons: Eve’s Bayou (1997)

	Flying Lotus: Kuso (2017)

	Gerard McMurray: The First Purge (2018)

	Julius Onah: The Cloverfield Paradox (2018)

	Emmanuel Osei-Kuffour: Black Box (2020)

	Olatunde Osunsanmi: The Cavern (2005), The Fourth Kind (2009), Evidence (2013)

	Jordan Peele: Get Out (2017), Us (2019), Nope (2022)

	Tyler Perry: Boo! A Madea Halloween (2016), Boo 2! A Madea Halloween (2017)

	Justin Powell: The Boy Behind the Door (2020), The Djinn (2021)

	Darin Scott: Dark House (2009), American Horror House (2012), Something Wicked (2014), Deep Blue Sea 2 (2018), Tales from the Hood 2 (2018), American Nightmares (2018), Tales from the Hood 3 (2020)

	Justin Simien: Bad Hair (2020)

	Chris Stokes: Somebody Help Me (2007), Somebody Help Me 2 (2010), No Vacancy (2012), Graduation Day (2015), Only for One Night (2016), Til Death Do Us Part (2017), We Belong Together (2018), Always and Forever (2020), The Stepmother (2022)

	Deon Taylor: Dead Tone (2007), Nite Tales: The Movie (2008), Chain Letter (2010), Meet the Blacks (2016), Traffik (2018), The Intruder (2019), Fatale (2020), The House Next Door: Meet the Blacks 2 (2021)

	Mark Tonderai: Hush (2008), House at the End of the Street (2012), Spell (2020)

	Chester Novell Turner: Black Devil Doll from Hell (1984), Tales from the QuadeaD Zone (1987)

	Malik Vitthal: Body Cam (2020)

	Keenen Ivory Wayans: Scary Movie (2000)

	Remi Weekes: His House (2020)

	Sylvain White: I’ll Always Know What You Did Last Summer (2006), Slender Man (2018)






Even outside the realm of the Academy Awards, in review aggregator Rotten Tomatoes’ list of best Black movies of the twenty-first century, 104 of the 123—including the entire top 50—come from 2010 and later. And two of the top four—Get Out (2017) and Us (2019)—are horror movies, a minor miracle for a long-derided genre not known for a significant Black presence.4 But such is the progress being made; even in horror, where Black characters have been known more for dying than anything else, Black people are taking their turn in the spotlight. We are finally seeing our face.

We Can Be Heroes

For decades, if a Black character in horror—or any genre, really—was to play a hero, it would have to be in an all-Black film, because a Black person saving White people could prove problematic for the social order. That is to say, there would be no order if White audiences saw Blacks celebrated as heroes at their expense.

Night of the Living Dead’s Ben, who was as heroic as a guy who slaps a woman and shoots an unarmed man can be, was such an outlier that even twenty years later, in 1988, it would’ve STILL been a revolutionary portrayal unlike any seen in the genre. Duane Jones couldn’t help but be more cognizant of the racial import of the role than George Romero, who hadn’t aimed for any sort of statement on race. Jones realized that even in death, Ben’s martyrdom could carry heroic weight, given the often tragic struggles for equality in the 1960s: “I convinced George that the Black community would rather see me dead than saved, after all that had gone on.”5 His unjust death thus became a powerful reflection upon the racial violence and assassinations of the Civil Rights era.

Even as America desegregated, horror was resistant to do so when it came to casting Black leads, who were primarily designated for Blaxploitation fare targeting Black audiences. The presence of these Black genre heroes—from vigilantes giving it to the Man in Sugar Hill (1974) and Welcome Home Brother Charles (1975) to the doomed lovers of Ganja & Hess (1973)—was important, of course, but their existence reinforced a contentment with Jim Crow cinema. Black heroes in mainstream “White” horror were needed. Hollywood simply needed convincing.

Jones was mainstream horror’s most prominent stab at a Sidney Poitier–ish “exceptional Negro,” whose heroism meant he could function as the genre’s “Black friend,” so to speak, warding off any sense of White guilt or accusations of exclusion. The major studios—which ventured into all-Black films during the Blaxploitation era, but not Black horror—were particularly hesitant to hand the reins of a horror project over to a Black star. Instead, they relegated them to supporting roles: sidekicks/love interests like Rosalind Cash in The Omega Man (1971) or doomed members of an ensemble, like Yaphet Kotto in Alien (1979) or Lincoln Kilpatrick and Gwenn Mitchell in Chosen Survivors (1974)—you know, the “Black Guy.”

Thankfully, independent productions picked up the major studios’ slack. Like Night of the Living Dead, these indies were less concerned with tailoring their content for mass appeal and thus didn’t fear losing viewership by casting Black protagonists in movies that weren’t predominantly Black. For example:


	The Thing with Two Heads (1972): Taking The Defiant Ones (1958) to places no one wanted to see, this gimmicky farce asks what would happen if a Black convict (Rosie Grier) volunteers for a medical experiment in which a rich White bigot’s (Ray Milland) head is attached to his body.

	Don’t Look in the Basement (1973): Sam (Bill McGhee), the lone Black patient in a mental hospital, is also the most docile—that is, until the inmates take over the asylum and threaten to kill a kindly new nurse, Charlotte (Rosie Holotik). At that point, he puts his lobotomized inhibitions aside and saves the day as few Black heroic characters have been allowed to: through homicidal rage.

	The Beast Must Die (1974): Not quite a hero but certainly the main protagonist, Calvin Lockhart stars in this British import as Tom Newcliffe, an eccentric millionaire and big-game hunter obsessed with killing a werewolf. To that end, he lures a group of suspected lycanthropes to his estate as a full moon approaches, in hopes that one of them will soon be in desperate need of an Epilady.

	Old Dracula (1974): When Dracula (David Niven) revives his dead love, Vampira, using the blood of a Black woman, she awakens with a newfound tan (as portrayed by Teresa “Christie Love” Graves), much to Drac’s despair. She, however, loves the new look and strives to get her man to loosen up and stop being a jive turkey, ultimately achieving her goal by biting him and turning him Black. If only we all had such power.

	The Zebra Killer (1974): From William Girdler, director of the Blaxploitation Exorcist rip-off Abby, comes this story of a White serial killer who disguises himself as Black to throw off the police. Luckily, badass cop Frank Savage (Austin Stoker) uses his keen detective skills to see past the maniac’s cutting-edge getup: shoe polish and an afro wig.

	Poor Pretty Eddie (1975): Leslie Uggams stars in this unseemly rape-and-revenge precursor to Misery as a famous Black singer who somehow decides it’s a good idea to take a relaxing drive through the back roads of the Deep South. When her car OF COURSE breaks down, she’s taken in by a White fan named Eddie (Michael Christian) who has no intention of letting her leave.



In the post-Blaxploitation ’80s, Hollywood’s attempt at integrating horror was basically the equivalent of a buddy cop movie in which the White lead cradles his Black partner’s dead body and yells to the skies. If the ’80s is known as the Greed Decade, then for Black people in horror, it was the Bleed Decade, with almost every major Black character in a major studio horror movie biting the bullet… or the axe… or the machete… or the impossibly sharp ceiling fan.

Typically, these were either sidekicks—like Gregory Hines in Wolfen (1981) or Keith David in They Live (1988) or just victims waiting to join the string of bodies strewn across the screen, like Glynn Turman in Gremlins (1984), Carl Weathers and Bill Duke in Predator (1987), and a BUNCH of Black folks in the Friday the 13th movies from Part 3 (1982) on. And, of course, the ’80s were the breeding ground for the Sacrificial Negro, who reached peak sacrifice with Scatman Crothers in The Shining (1980).

There were actually some notable Black survivors—Keith David in The Thing (1982), Terry Alexander in Day of the Dead (1985), Lou Gossett Jr. in Jaws 3-D (1983), Mario Van Peebles in Jaws: The Revenge (1987), and even Shavar “Dudley” Ross in Friday the 13th Part V: A New Beginning (1985)—but they were never the hero or the main protagonist; more like the “guy along for the ride who happens to not die.” One notable exception to the lack of Black horror protagonists is the Frankenstein reimagination The Bride (1985), starring Jennifer Beals, who, riding high off the 1983 sensation Flashdance, was racially enigmatic enough to be cast in the non-Black title role. Passing: what a feeling!

Smaller, independent horror films again provided the lead Black roles that the major studios lacked:


	Zombie Island Massacre (1984): In this nearly zombie-less slasher, Paul (David Broadnax), the “Black Guy” among a group of American tourists on a fictitious Caribbean island, appears to be the main hero of the bunch for the majority of the movie, taking charge of the group, putting himself in danger for the sake of the others, and fighting off the killer when attacked. Broadnax even gets top billing in the credits (although the fact that he’s the writer and producer, remarkable in its own right, may have had something to do with that), but despite his insider status, he still gets killed at the end in favor of the co–alpha male White co-star. How do you write yourself as the lead and STILL manage to die?!?

	Tenement (1985): Director Roberta Findlay proves that women can be sleazy too in this tale of a drugged-out, rat-eating South Bronx street gang that lays siege to an apartment building after residents “rat” them out to the cops for squatting in the basement. Although most of the tenants do their part in fighting back, the primary reluctant hero is Black saxophone player/swole Renaissance man Sam (Joe Lynn).

	Breeders (1986): Speaking of sleaze, this monster movie bordering on soft-core porn stars Theresa Farley as a Black doctor who uncovers an alien plot to reproduce with human virgins, who, conveniently enough, are always naked.

	Surf Nazis Must Die (1987): Eleanor “Mama” Washington (Gail Neely) ain’t nothin’ to F with when she seeks revenge for the murder of her son at the hands of a Nazi gang of surfers. The Nazis spend most of the movie throttling other rival surf gangs for dominance of the beach, but only Mama is smart enough to bring a gun (and grenades!) to a knife fight.

	Night of the Demons (1988): Hardly heroic, Rodger (Alvin Alexis) kinda sorta helps save the White “Final Girl” when he decides not to snivel in the corner, but he remains enough of a putz that there’s no possibility they will hook up, thus alleviating sensitive ’80s viewers’ fears of miscegenation.



Unlike the ’70s, there were practically no “all-Black” horror features targeted to Black audiences in the ’80s. Do-it-yourself filmmaker Chester Novell Turner almost single-handedly kept the concept of Black horror alive during the decade. Taking advantage of home video technology, he filmed a pair of “shot on video” (SOV) horror movies with the production quality of a D-list celebrity sex tape: the cult classic Black Devil Doll from Hell (1984), about a virginal woman who’s seduced by a sentient ventriloquist’s dummy with a prehensile tongue, and the much less outrageous anthology Tales From the QuadeaD Zone (1987).

As the late ’80s turned into the ’90s, Hollywood figured that, having survived the trauma of the Reagan era, Black people might have some interesting stories to tell, resulting in early major studio hits like Do the Right Thing (1989), Boyz n the Hood (1991), New Jack City (1991), Juice (1992), and “mini major” New Line Cinema’s House Party (1990), all of which were nearly negated by the hate crime upon humanity that was Vanilla Ice’s cinematic debut, Cool As Ice (1991). Hollywood found profit not only in Black stories, but also in bankable Black stars beyond ’80s mainstays Eddie Murphy and Whoopi Goldberg. Vehicles for Denzel Washington, Wesley Snipes, Will Smith, and Martin Lawrence became regular occurrences, at least partially allaying fears that Black stars couldn’t carry mainstream fare.

This openness naturally bled into the horror genre, where Black leads headlined films throughout the decade. After years of crawling through the arid ’80s desert, the sudden viability of Blacks in horror was like a faucet of opportunity that opened right as the ’90s dawned with the supernatural romance Ghost (1990), for which Whoopi Goldberg won an Oscar for Best Supporting Actress, and Predator 2 (1990), in which Danny Glover becomes the unlikely successor to Arnold Schwarzenegger’s action hero throne. These gave way to pint-sized Brandon Quintin Adams saving the day in The People Under the Stairs (1991), but it wasn’t until later in the decade that Black leads in major studio horror became more commonplace:


	Demon Knight (1995): Jada Pinkett finds out she’s the heir apparent to a nipple-pierced demon-slaying legacy.

	Se7en (1995): Morgan Freeman co-stars with Brad Pitt as homicide detectives investigating a series of murders inspired by the seven deadly sins. Just don’t look in the box.

	Virtuosity (1995): Denzel Washington stars in this ridiculously plotted techno thriller as a former cop hunting down a virtual reality serial killer (Russell Crowe) who’s manifested in the real world, like a reverse Lawnmower Man.

	The Fan (1996): In this psycho thriller, Wesley Snipes is a baseball player whose number one fan (Robert DeNiro, channeling middle-aged Travis Bickle) takes his obsession to dangerous extremes.

	Event Horizon (1997): Laurence Fishburne heads a crew of astronauts investigating a derelict spaceship that has literally been to hell and back and has brought something with it.

	Kiss the Girls (1997): Aside from Lean on Me (1989), Morgan Freeman, AKA Hollywood’s Wingman, has never been allowed to carry a movie on his own—even this serial killer mystery in which he stars as Alex Cross, James Patterson’s literary creation who’s starred in more than two dozen books. This time, the White person Freeman’s forced to share screen time with is Ashley Judd, playing a would-be victim who escapes the clutches of the killer.

	The Lost World: Jurassic Park (1997): It seems that every Jurassic Park film has to have a child in it, and it’s no small deal that in the second movie, the designated kid is a Black girl (Vanessa Lee Chester). The daughter of main protagonist Dr. Ian Malcolm (Jeff Goldblum), she stows away on her dad’s trip back to dinosaur-ville and is resourceful enough to discover velociraptors’ Achilles’ heel: gymnastics.

	Spawn (1997): Michael Jai White’s shoulda-been star-making vehicle, this basic cable–looking comic book adaptation finds him playing an assassin who’s sent to hell due to his crimes against humanity and makes a deal with the “Lord of Darkness” to return to Earth in exchange for leading hell’s army during the impending Armageddon.

	Beloved (1998): Oprah Winfrey adopts a poltergeist, which the Poltergeist family should’ve considered in order to avoid all the sequels.

	Blade (1998): Proving that Black people are always on the cutting edge of trends, Blade came a full decade before the Marvel Cinematic Universe made the superhero genre the go-to for blockbusters. Wesley Snipes picked up the horror-tinged ball that Spawn dropped and ran with it as a vampire slayer who came to wear black leather and kick vampire ass… and he’s all out of—no, actually, he seems to have quite a bit of black leather.

	Fallen (1998): Round 2 of Denzel versus a serial killer finds him playing a cop (again) investigating murders committed by a body-switching demon.

	The Bone Collector (1999): Round 3 of Denzel versus a serial killer—this time a normal human maniac—although Denzel has the disadvantage of being paralyzed from the neck down. Luckily, Queen Latifah is there to be his human shield against stabbings.

	House on Haunted Hill (1999): Taye Diggs adds some color to this remake of the black-and-white classic and ends up being one of the two surviving members of a group of people promised a cash prize for spending the night in a haunted house, his winnings allowing him to finally earn his keep while Stella gets her groove back.




THE BADDEST BLACK HORROR VILLAINS

[image: Image]

Black people originated the slang of “bad” meaning “good,” but that doesn’t mean they can’t also be “bad” meaning “bad.” In horror, in particular, there have been some memorable Black villains over the years, a phenomenon that in and of itself isn’t bad, since villains have long been the main draw in slashers, monster movies, haunted house flicks, and zombie films. Here are some of the baddest Black villains to grace a horror movie screen. Whatcha gonna do when they come for you?

Blacula (Blacula, Scream Blacula Scream): The Artist Formerly Known as Mamuwalde, vampiric African prince Blacula combines the ’70s virtues of swinging sex appeal and Afrocentrism, all wrapped up in a mack daddy cape.

Candyman (Candyman 1992/2021, Candyman 2 and 3): The James Brown of horror icons, Candyman is the hardest killin’ man in the ’biz, appearing all over the world to kill anyone who says his name five times into a mirror.

Katrina (Vamp): Grace Jones is intimidating in her own right, but put vampire fangs on her, and look out! Katrina is a stylish vampire strip club owner who wears a different Princess Amidala outfit in every scene and takes the stage to perform a weird interpretive dance that’s hardly strip club conventional, but we dare you to complain to her about it.

Jimmy Bones (Bones): Snoop Dogg headlines as Jimmy Bones, a slick, black leather–clad, ’70s-era gangster who’s killed for refusing to sell drugs to his community (granted, he has no problem taking all the community’s money as a numbers runner) and returns from the dead for vengeance, like a hip-hop Crow or a weeded-up J.D. from J.D.’s Revenge.

Red (Us): Lupita Nyong’o pulls double duty playing both heroine Adelaide and her raspy-voiced doppelgänger, Red, a social justice warrior who leads a revolution of underground dwellers against the privileged surface folk who’ve grown spoiled with all of their ample sunshine and air and whatnot.

Mr. Simms (Tales from the Hood): Clarence Williamson III steals the show in Tales from the Hood as loony mortician Mr. Simms, who serves as the Crypt Keeper–esque narrator for the stories in this anthology, building up to the climax where he delivers “the shit.”

Dargent Peytraud (The Serpent and the Rainbow): This voodoo creep would turn his own mother into a zombie… but not before turning your mother into one. Veteran actor Zakes Mokae portrays the character with enough sleaze that he even permeates your dreams. Hopefully, it’s not the one where you’re in high school with no pants.

Akasha (Queen of the Damned): The late, great Aaliyah portrays Queen Akasha, the original vampire, thirsty for both blood and power, whose few scenes are highlights in this music video disguised as a movie.

Baron Samedi (Sugar Hill): Baron Samedi is a traditional voodoo spirit that Don Pedro Colley gleefully portrays like a demented version of the 7-Up guy (Geoffrey Holder, who coincidentally played Baron Samedi in the James Bond film Live and Let Die).

Belle (Fright Night Part 2): Gender-fluid vampire Belle (Russell Clark) doesn’t say much—or really, anything at all—but words aren’t needed to convey the terror posed when they come rolling towards you on their skates, fangs bared like Tootie Nosferatu.

Big Daddy (Land of the Dead): The smartest Romero zombie on record, Big Daddy (Eugene Clark) makes Day of the Dead’s Bub look like a cone hat–wearing dunce. He develops the ability to use complex tools and automatic weapons, and like a great general, leads a horde of undead into the stronghold of the living and overthrows the elites, not unlike Us’s Red.

Zuni Fetish Doll (Trilogy of Terror, Trilogy of Terror 2): You remember near the end of Child’s Play when Chucky goes apeshit, shrieking and jumping all over Andy’s mom? This possessed African doll is like that ALL. THE. TIME. He’s beyond Red Bull; he’s on Red Stampede.

Palo (The Believers): A man of few words, Sudanese black magic man Palo (Malick Bowens) prefers to let his actions speak for him. For instance, when he puts a curse on your makeup kit that causes a pimple to appear on your face that grows larger and larger every day and finally bursts in an eruption of spiders crawling all over you, he’s saying, “I don’t like you.”

Private Mailer (28 Days Later): One of the memorable scenes in 28 Days Later is the shot of infected military man Mailer’s angry red eyes peering through a window. You wouldn’t like him when he’s angry! Unlike Land of the Dead’s Big Daddy, there’s no reasoning with Mailer (Marvin Campbell). He’s all about ripping you to shreds, when he’s not puking blood all over your face. Moist towelette, please!

The Doll, (Black Devil Doll from Hell): On the surface, this doll is the least scary of this bunch of baddies… that is, until you’ve seen it in fully erect tongue mode. Shudder.



Indies, of course, continued to put forth prominent Black roles during this time, headed by landmark Black horror productions Def by Temptation (1990) and Tales from the Hood (1995). But smaller, less influential projects also kept Black heroes in the limelight:


	The Borrower (1991): Rae Dawn Chong—who was racially ambiguous enough to play love interests for Black men in Beat Street (1984) and The Color Purple (1985), White men in Soul Man (1986) and American Flyers (1985), and cavemen in Quest for Fire (1981)—stars as a hard-boiled LA police officer on the trail of a murderous alien who disguises itself as human by periodically “borrowing” the heads of its victims.

	Dust Devil (1992): Veteran character actor Zakes Mokae is a burned-out cop tracking a shape-shifting demon serial killer while trying to balance the modern, scientific “White” world with the traditional, spiritual Black world—much like Arnold in Diff’rent Strokes.

	Back From Hell (1993): In this minimum opus, a Black priest (Shawn Scarbrough) uncovers a plot by the devil to take over Earth by possessing the bodies of society’s dregs: criminals, bums, and… ninjas? It all feels like an excuse for him to utter the line, “Tell Satan I said, ‘Kiss my Black ass!’ ”

	Full Eclipse (1993): Mario Van Peebles, in peak “dangly bangs” mode, parlayed the success of New Jack City into… a made-for-cable werewolf cop movie? What the howl?

	Ozone (1993): A police detective (James Black) discovers an underground world devoted to a new zombie-making street drug called ozone, and it’s gross.

	Mosquito (1994): Although he’s the third wheel to the White lead actor and actress, Black scientist Parks (Steve Dixon) is a take-charge, Ben from Night of the Living Dead–type Negro and ends up as the true hero, coming up with the plan to lure the giant mosquitoes into an exploding house and being resourceful enough to survive the blast by hiding in a refrigerator years before Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull proved that fridges can survive atomic explosions.



During the ’90s, all-Black horror returned with a vengeance and with the rebranded moniker “urban horror.” In a sign of things to come, even the established mainstream Children of the Corn franchise—conceptually as rural as it gets—went “urban” in its third entry, 1995’s Children of the Corn III: Urban Harvest. While there would be occasional “urban” horror releases from major studios, most were indies that varied wildly in production value and distribution, from wide theatrical releases like Def by Temptation and Tales from the Hood to mid-level, direct-to-video fare with professional casts and crews to stuff that looks like it was shot over a drunken weekend with a JVC camcorder.

It’s this latter category in particular that grew in leaps and bounds, thanks to advances in technology and increased avenues for independent distribution that made it possible for anyone to get their backyard barbecue video stocked on the shelves of the local Blockbuster. Select cheapies from this era include:


	Ax ’Em (1993): This slasher deserves credit for being perhaps the first all-Black horror feature following Chester Novell Turner’s brief ’80s run, but there’s little else you can credit it with—other than searing migraines and a loss of faith in humanity.

	Embalmer (1996): A mad surgeon compounds his bad decision to kill his wife and daughter by making an even worse decision to bring them back to life.

	House of the Damned (1996): The debut of filmmaker Sean Weathers—who would later inflict films with titles like Virgin Genocide (2018), Mandingo Sex Addict (2015), and Bill Huckstabelle: Serial Rapist (2015) on an unsuspecting public—answers the gnawing question: “How can a sixty-minute movie have fifty minutes of padding?”

	Bugged (1997): Troma Entertainment’s trademark goofiness is on display in this tale of exterminators whose pesticide is switched with a substance that creates Texas-sized roaches.

	Ragdoll (1999): The first venture into urban horror for Charles “Puppet Master” Band’s Full Moon Features unsurprisingly revolves around a puppet—well, technically a doll—which a wannabe rapper (Russell Richardson) conjures to get even with the gangster who hurt his grandmother. If that doesn’t work, his backup plan is to murder him with terrible music.

	Urban Menace (1999): This rapper-laden tale of vengeance from beyond the grave is basically a poor man’s The Crow (1994) starring Snoop Dogg, who delivers less martial arts and significantly more utterances of the phrase “bitch-ass nigga” than Brandon Lee’s character.



Urban horror mushroomed in the 2000s, but its growth came in relative obscurity, as Snoop Dogg’s supernatural revenge flick Bones (2001) was the only such release by a major studio (or mini major, as New Line was) during the first decade of the new millennium. Low-budget, direct-to-video fare playing on “hood” stereotypes and street swagger flooded the market, their often ridiculous, hip-hop’ified titles reflecting the low-quality nature of the work: Da Hip Hop Witch (2000), Hood Rat (2001), Kracker Jack’d (2003), Gangs of the Dead (2006), Hood of the Living Dead (2005), Mutant Vampire Zombies from the ’Hood (2008), Gold Digger Killer (2006), Frankenthug (2005), Frankenhood (2009), Frankenpimp (2009), Zombiez (2005), Vampiyaz (2004), Vampz (2004), Bloodz vs. Wolvez (2006), Cryptz (2002), Voodoo Tailz (2002), Shady Talez (2009), Neck of da Woodz (2006), Holla (2006), Holla If I Kill You (2003), Holla If You Hear Me (2006), ad nauseum. Even the once proud (okay, it was never proud) Leprechaun franchise rebranded itself with Leprechaun in the Hood (2000) and Leprechaun Back 2 tha Hood (2003).

Even amid the glut of “hood horror,” there were some small, independent productions with Black leads or even entire Black casts that eschewed the “urban” aesthetic for less stereotypical settings and conceits:


	Crazy as Hell (2002): Eriq La Salle directs and stars in this psychological thriller as a mental patient who claims to be Satan and plays a cat-and-mouse game with a cocky psychiatrist played by Michael Beach. Sinbad appears for no apparent reason.

	Arachnia (2003): This giant spider movie keeps one foot firmly planted in the 1950s with its use of stop-motion animation, but thankfully doesn’t take its casting cues from that decade, as its heroine is a Black woman (Irene Joseph), a take-charge type whom the White male lead seems less attracted to than afraid of.

	Frankenfish (2004): In this Syfy fare from the director of Spawn, a medical examiner (Tory Kittles) and his childhood friend (K. D. Aubert) team up to take down genetically engineered, amphibious snakehead fish that have been terrorizing their swampy hometown.

	Boy Eats Girl (2005): Samantha Mumba is the “girl” in question in this Irish zom-com in which she leads the fight against a zombie outbreak. Unfortunately for her, one of the zombies is her would-be boyfriend.

	Isolation (2005): Who knew there were so many Black people in Ireland? Ruth Negga plays a homeless woman staying in a camper parked near a dairy farm, whose owner has allowed the cows to undergo genetic testing—and believe it or not, the tests go awry!

	Shadow: Dead Riot (2006): When Shadow (Tony Todd), an undead serial killer/rapist/occasional satanist, unleashes an army of zombies in a women’s prison, it’s up to Black convict Solitaire (Carla Greene) to put her kung fu powers (!) to good use in this over-the-top, exploitive hoot best summed up by Solitaire’s triumphant finishing line when peering at a bloody Shadow: “I love the sight of red on Black.”

	Dead Heist (2007): In this siege tale, bank robbers—Hollywood’s go-to for lovable criminals—find themselves trapped inside the bank they just held up by a horde of what seem to be leftover creatures from I Am Legend. Looks like a job for… Big Daddy Kane! The rapper plays an ex-military official who worked on a government experiment that created the monsters, which travel in packs like zombies but come out at night like vampires and can be killed only by a bullet through the heart, like Lee Harvey Oswald.

	Ice Spiders (2007): Coupled with Arachnia, Ice Spiders proves that Black women are the natural enemies of giant spiders. In this instance, the spiders receive an upgrade from stop-motion animation to CGI graphics, and the Black woman receives an upgrade to Vanessa “No L” Williams, playing a scientist whose experiments have a hand in creating the creatures, thus compelling her to go “rock-a-bye baby” on their arachnid asses.

	Somebody Help Me (2007): You Got Served writer/director Chris Stokes and stars Marques Houston and Omari(on) Grandberry reunite for this assemblage of horror tropes, which somehow wasn’t titled You Got Stabbed.

	The Devil’s Tomb (2009): After a rough Snow Dogs–Boat Trip–Radio–Daddy Day Camp–Norbit stretch, Cuba Gooding Jr. was relegated to this direct-to-video fare in which he plays the leader of a military unit sent to rescue a scientist (Ron Perlman) from an underground lab infested with a demonic presence.



Since the 2010s, stereotyped “hood horror” has died down significantly, along with “hood films” in general, which have declined in favor of more nuanced and multifaceted cinematic portrayals of Black life. While there are still hood horror movies like Snake Out of Compton (2018) and Crack House of the Dead (2021), they’re few and far between, and, as those titles imply, they tend to be more parodic in nature.

Meanwhile, during the early 2000s, Black performers continued to play heroic, headlining roles in mainstream major horror releases, including:


	Pitch Black (2000): Although Vin Diesel’s characters are never explicitly Black, he himself definitely has some Black in him, so by America’s historical one-drop statute, he’s ours! We’ll gladly claim him for this sci-fi monster movie classic, in which he plays intergalactic antihero Richard Riddick, a prisoner who puts his night vision to good use helping fellow passengers when their spaceship crash lands on a planet overrun by hangry aliens.

	Supernova (2000): Angela Bassett stars in this “Dead Calm meets Alien” setup as a medic aboard a space ambulance that rescues a dangerous man (Peter Facinelli) who’s been genetically altered by an alien artifact. Genetic alteration might also explain the trajectories of how Bassett and co-star James Spader have aged since this film.

	Ghosts of Mars (2001): Ignoring the loud flopping sound of the previous year’s two Mars films—Red Planet and Mission to Mars—Ghosts of Mars chooses to boldly go where several have gone before, this time led by Ice Cube as a prisoner on Mars caught in a battle between cops and possessed Martian townspeople, in what’s basically John Carpenter’s sci-fi horror-skewed rip-off of his own Assault on Precinct 13 (1976).

	28 Days Later (2002): In this not-quite-dead-yet British zombie hit, Naomie Harris is leading lady Selena, one of the ballsiest, most take-charge heroines in horror history, who won’t think twice about sticking a machete in you if she senses that you’re infected.

	Blade II (2002): Director Guillermo del Toro spices up the second part of Wesley Snipes’s Blade trilogy, in which Blade battles mutants who are a threat to vampires and humans alike.

	Halloween: Resurrection (2002): For the longest time, Michael Myers’s mask wasn’t the only white thing in the Halloween movies; the cast was pretty much monochromatic through the first five entries. This eighth film, however, may as well be called Halloween n the Hood, since the three biggest names in the film—aside from Jamie Lee Curtis, who checks out in the first ten minutes—are Black actors: Sean Patrick Thomas, Tyra Banks, and Busta Rhymes. Surprisingly, it’s the latter who plays the hero by offing Michael Myers, saving the woefully inadequate White Final Girl and earning the right to deliver the triumphant line, “Trick or treat, motherfucker.”

	Gothika (2003): Jailed for murdering her husband (the perennially dead Charles S. Dutton), Halle Berry goes all Sixth Sense, spending her sentence helping an insistent ghost girl solve her murder—as if she doesn’t have problems of her own.

	Jeepers Creepers 2 (2003): Given this sequel revolves around a high school basketball team’s encounter with the demonic Creeper, it’s not surprising that it features several Black cast members—including Garikayi Mutambirwa as the lead, who must battle not only the Creeper, but also his creep of a White teammate who thinks he’s the victim of reverse racism because he doesn’t get as much playing time as his Black teammates.

	Alien vs. Predator (2004): Sanaa Lathan foregoes both love and basketball for aliens, playing Antarctic guide Alexa “Don’t Call Me Siri” Woods, who leads a team to the Great White South to investigate a heat source that turns out to be those wacky Predators on another one of their big-game hunts.

	Anacondas: The Hunt for the Blood Orchid (2004): Taking the Aliens approach to sequels by pumping up the number of snakes, Anacondas also pumps up the number of Black characters from Ice Cube’s lone “Black Guy” appearance in Anaconda (1997). Of the eight people who go trodding through the jungles of Borneo in search of a youth serum, three of them are Black: Morris Chestnut, Salli Richardson, and Eugene Byrd, the latter two of whom end up killing the monster snakes and saving their White teammates. Chestnut, sadly, ends up roasting on an open fire.

	I Am Legend (2007): Will Smith takes horror into rarified blockbuster territory with this adaptation of the Richard Matheson novel in which Smith struggles to survive as the seemingly last human on an Earth overrun by mutant-vampire-zombies who are much less pretentious than the hippy albino Luddites in The Omega Man (1971).



One of the newer genre avenues of Black representation that major studios—particularly Sony’s horror-centric Screen Gems—have found to be bankable is psycho thrillers. These films take the crazed stalker template of Fatal Attraction (1987), Single White Female (1992), and, going back a generation, Clint Eastwood’s ahead-of-its-time directorial debut, Play Misty for Me (1971), and apply their own formula: a recognizable Black star (typically female) + a modest budget + heaps of “Oh no she didn’t” drama. Screen Gems’s string of Black-led thrillers—Lakeview Terrace (2008), Obsessed (2009), No Good Deed (2014), The Perfect Guy (2015), When the Bough Breaks (2016), and The Intruder (2019)—consistently provided ample returns on the studio’s investment while propelling Black actresses like Kerry Washington, Beyoncé Knowles, Taraji P. Henson, Sanaa Lathan, Regina Hall, and Meagan Good into the spotlight.
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Will Smith in I Am Legend (2007). Warner Bros./Photofest.



Smaller releases like mini major Lionsgate’s Fatale (2020), starring Michael Ealy and Hilary Swank, and the Netflix original Fatal Affair (2020), with Nia Long and Omar Epps, similarly mined Fatal Attraction for inspiration (even down to their titles), their racial representation coming perhaps at the cost of originality. Karen (2021), meanwhile, tied the stalker scenario to headline-making current events, turning the obsessed villain into a raging, racist White woman determined to get rid of her new Black neighbors.

Black representation in wide theatrical horror releases from the major studios actually began to taper off a bit in the early 2010s, mirroring the dearth of representation at the Academy Awards that spawned the #OscarsSoWhite hashtag in 2015. Aside from horror-adjacent films A Haunted House (2013), the Halle Berry kidnap thriller The Call (2013), and Pitch Black sequel Riddick (2013), the studios provided few Black star vehicles in the genre.

Thankfully, once again, there were indie horror pics that maintained a Black presence that the studios were neglecting, including:


	The Inheritance (2011): The polar opposite of “urban horror,” this Afrocentric Wicker Man about a group of cousins lured to a remote locale by hosts with dark, ulterior motives takes place in a snowy, rural setting—the most unlikely location for Black folks to gather other than a Ron Howard film.

	Gallowwalkers (2012): Gallowcrawlers might have been a more accurate title for this horror-western about a gunslinger whose victims rise from the dead, since production dragged on for years due to star Wesley Snipes’s IRS problems.

	Repentance (2013): Forest Whitaker stars in this blend of horror and drama as a disturbed man who claims that his dead mother is haunting him and thinks that the solution to his problem is kidnapping and torturing a self-help guru (Anthony Mackie).

	Deep in the Darkness (2014): In an Arachnophobia-like setup, Sean Patrick Thomas plays a doctor who moves from the big city to take over a small-town practice, but he encounters not spiders but rather a clan of feral, subterranean humanoids who look like Cha-Ka from Land of the Lost.

	Da Sweet Blood of Jesus (2015): Spike Lee’s remake of Ganja & Hess (1973) adds little to the original aside from a new title and, well, Spike Lee.

	Unsullied (2015): Ex-footballer Simeon Rice wrote and directed this survival tale whose spin on the rape-revenge formula thankfully excises the rape—thus the title—as a Black female college sprinter (Murray Gray) puts her speed to use in evading her White backwoods captors.

	The Alchemist Cookbook (2016): Part horror, part drama, part comedy, and all quirky, this slow-burner finds a reclusive young man (Ty Hickson) moving to a trailer in the woods, where, using a mysterious book, he conducts alchemy experiments in an attempt to get rich by manufacturing gold, slowly losing his grasp on sanity in the process.

	A House Is Not a Home (2016): This rare instance of a haunted house movie featuring a Black family delivers the expected genre elements: a family moving into a new home with a dark past, things that go bump in the night, creepy antique dolls, a little girl ghost, a paranormal expert, and… Richard Grieco?

	The Invitation (2016): Emayatzy Corinealdi co-stars as a guest at a dinner party thrown by her White boyfriend’s ex-wife in this delightfully demented Karyn Kusama thriller that plays on the awkward social dynamics of such gatherings, from meeting new people to reuniting with estranged friends to getting murdered by a doomsday cult.

	Zoombies (2016): Coming from the Asylum, the company that brought you the Sharknado films, Zoombies is exactly what it sounds like—zombie zoo animals—who are stopped by the zoo’s Black female security expert (Ione Butler) when she realizes that they’re all completely CGI generated.



By the end of the decade, things took a decided turn to the Blackhand side, in part because of the public pressure of #OscarsSoWhite and social justice movements like Black Lives Matter, and in part because of the success of a little movie called Get Out (2017).

For all the strides that Black horror had made until 2017, it lacked a defining voice and a standard for excellence. Before Get Out, the two movies that the average person most associated with Black horror were probably Blacula (1972), which was too dated to feel relevant to many Black viewers, and Candyman (1992), which was largely White-centric and contained some problematic Black imagery. But Get Out came from a Black writer-director (Jordan Peele), featured a Black hero, and told a story brimming with contemporary racial commentary that resonated with Black audiences. Plus, as a horror movie, it was just fucking great: scary, tense, witty, and well paced, with memorable characters to root for and against. This entertainment factor is perhaps the easiest thing to overlook about Get Out; it could’ve made the most astute points and solved racism as we know it, but if it was wrapped in a tedious package that was a chore to sit through, no one would have cared. It would be like posting the cure for cancer on MySpace.

Get Out received near universal acclaim from audiences and critics alike, regardless of race. It was a landmark, a successful launch into the Blackmosphere that proved to Hollywood that Black horror can achieve the highest echelon of the genre, even garnering a rare Academy Award for a horror film with Peele’s win for Best Original Screenplay.

Get Out’s success helped reinvigorate the market for Black leads in horror from the major studios, leading to:


	The First Purge (2018): The fourth entry in the Purge saga goes Blackity Blackity Black y’all.

	Overlord (2018): This J. J. Abrams production goes out of its way to cast a Black lead (Jovan Adepo), eschewing historical accuracy by featuring an integrated team of American paratroopers who uncover supernatural Nazi hijinks in World War II. In press notes for the film, Abrams headed off the racist trolls at the pass with the disclaimer, “Although there might not have been Black soldiers mixed into a unit like this in real life, there weren’t any monsters lurking under churches either.”

	Doctor Sleep (2019): The big-screen adaptation of Stephen King’s sequel to The Shining turns the novel’s teen heroine Abra Stone from blond and blue-eyed to Black, played by Kyliegh Curran. Abby has a powerful “shining” ability coveted by a murderous cult, and she puts her powers to good use in fighting them off, bringing new meaning to the term “Black girl magic.”

	Us (2019): Jordan Peele’s second film delves more into class schisms than racial ones but still stars a Black family, headed by former Wakandans Lupita Nyong’o and Winston Duke.

	Escape Room (2019) and Escape Room: Tournament of Champions (2021): Taylor Russell leads a group of strangers forced to solve a series of deadly, time-sensitive puzzles in order to move to the safety of the next room—sort of like the Saw films with a better interior decorator.

	The Witches (2020): This updated adaptation of the classic yet morbid Roald Dahl children’s book makes the heroic boy and his kindly grandmother (Jahzir Kadeem Bruno and Octavia Spencer) Black and changes the setting from England to 1960s Alabama. As such, it’s not hard to read racial allusions into lines like “Witches only pray on the poor, the overlooked, the kids they think nobody’s gonna make a fuss about if they go missing.”

	Spiral: From the Book of Saw (2021): “Chris Rock, homicide detective” sounds like some alternate reality from the Spider-Verse, but here he is, solving Jigsaw-like serial murders targeting his corrupt cop cronies, with one-liners to spare.

	Candyman (2021): In Nia DaCosta’s “spiritual sequel,” Candyman is less a name than a title handed down from person to person in what’s got to be the least-desired inheritance outside of your great-grandfather’s Nazi memorabilia.



But to truly appreciate the extent to which Black representation in horror has exploded, you have to look at the independent productions, the limited theatrical releases, and the movies released on streaming platforms such as Netflix, Amazon Prime, and Hulu. Despite Jordan Peele’s accomplishments, until there is a consistent track record of Black horror success on the big screen, studios will be hesitant to trust these films with wide theatrical releases, leaving these other avenues as their primary mode of distribution. With the COVID shutdown of 2020–21, streaming in particular was the only way that many horror fans had available to watch movies, and Black faces were front and center in many of the most high-profile releases.

Notable smaller films from the post–Get Out deluge included:


	It Comes at Night (2017): ICaN is a tense, dramatic, and perhaps even prescient thriller about an interracial family, led by father Paul (Joel Edgerton) and mother Sarah (Carmen Ejogo), living in a cabin in the woods during a deadly pandemic who must decide whether to help a stranger seeking shelter.

	Traffik (2018): Paula Patton and Omar Epps star in this home invasion thriller with sex trafficking (or more precisely, fear of exposure of sex-trafficking crimes) tacked on as the motive behind the attack, and cheesecake shots of Patton tacked on to… call attention to the exploitation of women’s bodies?

	They Remain (2018): William Jackson Harper plays one of a pair of scientists on a field assignment investigating a wooded area where animals have disappeared in this tale that channels Lovecraft… minus the raging racism.

	Tales from the Hood 2 (2018) and Tales from the Hood 3 (2020): Rusty Cundieff and Darin Scott return to their seminal urban horror franchise after more than two decades to remind us that wokeness wasn’t invented by millennials.

	Karma (2018): Third-generation actor Mandela “Not Too Much Pressure from That Name” Van Peebles plays an evictor who discovers that Karma is actually a malevolent entity that attaches itself to people who do shitty things—the “asshole curse” we all wish was real.

	Into the Dark (2018–21): Horror megaproducer Jason Blum teamed with Hulu for this series of feature films, each revolving around a specific holiday and many revolving around a Black lead: Pooka (2018) and Pooka Lives (2020), about a killer toy mascot; Pilgrim (2019), about a Thanksgiving cult; Crawlers (2020), about a St. Patrick’s Day alien invasion; Delivered (2020), about a pregnant woman being held captive; and Blood Moon (2021), about a mother and her werewolf child.

	Every Time I Die (2019): In this dramatic supernatural thriller, a murdered Black man finds his soul transferred into the bodies of his friends and sets about trying to protect them from the killer.

	Boo! (2019): A Halloween chain letter triggers a supernatural curse on a suburban family that actually isn’t White for a change.

	Thriller (2019): This non–Michael Jackson–affiliated slasher is an “urban” retread of Prom Night (1980), with the perpetrators of a childhood prank that resulted in someone’s death falling prey to a mysterious killer years later.

	Rattlesnake (2019): Carmen Ejogo plays a single mother who makes a deal with the devil to save her snakebitten daughter’s life without asking what payment entails.

	Trick (2019): Omar Epps plays the Loomis to this slasher’s serial killer, dubbed Trick, who stabbed five high school classmates to death while playing a Halloween game of spin the knife and has returned every Halloween since to claim new victims—presumably ones dumb enough to play a game called “spin the knife.”

	Random Acts of Violence (2020): Jesse Williams stars as a comic book writer who based his hit horror comic on real-life murders, but in a case of life imitating art imitating life, a mystery killer begins committing crimes based on the book.

	Toys of Terror (2020): How’s this for a role reversal? A Black family has a White nanny who sacrifices herself to save the kids! Thanks, Obama!

	Welcome to the Blumhouse (2020–21): After Into the Dark, Jason Blum set up a similar series of feature films on Amazon Prime, which included the Black-led Black Box (2020) about an amnesiac (Mamoudou Athie) pursued by a shadowy ghoul as he tries to piece together his shards of memories, and Black as Night (2021), about a teenage girl (Asjha Cooper) hunting vampires in New Orleans.

	Blood Conscious (2021): Usually Black people go to a cabin in the woods only at the behest of their White friends, but this psychological thriller is one of the rare instances of Black folks deciding to do so on their own, and they suffer White people consequences when they’re confronted by a deranged man (Nick Damici) who’s killing anyone he perceives to be a demon in disguise.

	The Boy Behind the Door (2021): Lonnie Chavis from This Is Us plays a tween boy who’s kidnapped by strangers with disturbing intentions, and after freeing himself, must find a way to rescue his best friend, who was also taken.



One film released during this time period, however, illustrates the struggle for Black inclusion on the biggest stage. Paramount’s The Cloverfield Paradox (2018) was slated for a wide theatrical release in 2017 but instead became one of the first major studio movies to be “dumped” onto Netflix—Paramount lacking faith that the movie would earn more in theaters than the price Netflix was willing to pay for it (reportedly in the $40–50 million range).6

The studio felt that Paradox lacked significant commercial appeal, a familiar excuse—spoken or otherwise—that major studios have used for decades to avoid both casting Black leads and widely distributing films that do have Black leads. This is particularly the case with international distribution of American films, as studios have long reasoned that Black American culture doesn’t translate outside of the U.S.—an assumption that any basic research into the global spread of hip-hop music would debunk. The First Purge (2018), released the same year, would further disprove this sentiment by bringing in by far the highest international tally of the Purge franchise ($67.6 million, compared to $40 million for the next highest earner), despite being the only film in the series with a primarily Black cast.7

Paramount, of course, didn’t cite the race of its cast, headlined by Black stars Gugu Mbatha-Raw and David Oyelowo (not to mention Black director Julius Onah), as a reason for giving up on a theatrical release, but the optics are there. Of the studio’s ten wide theatrical releases in 2017, only two starred anything resembling a Black person—those being the racially ambiguous duo of Vin Diesel (in xXx: The Return of Xander Cage) and Duane “The Rock” Johnson (in Baywatch). Along with those two much-maligned films, Paramount’s 2017 wide-release slate was composed almost entirely of derided fare: Transformers: The Last Knight, Rings, Ghost in the Shell, Suburbicon, Monster Trucks, Downsizing, and Daddy’s Home 2. Only one of the studio’s ten major releases (Mother!) received a “Fresh” score on Rotten Tomatoes, and only three reached the $50 million mark in the U.S., yet the studio gave up on only The Cloverfield Paradox.

Despite studios’ long-standing insistence that there is little draw for Black faces in international markets, there have been a number of horror movies with Black stars emanating from those same foreign territories that have made a splash around the world:


	Attack the Block (2011): Probably the best received of the modern wave of Black-led foreign horror, this cult classic launched the career of John Boyega as the leader of a group of mostly Black London teenz ’n the hood defending their turf against an alien invasion.

	Retreat (2011): Thandiwe Newton stars in this Dead Calm–ish “third wheel” thriller as one half of a married couple (along with Cillian Murphy, once again down with the swirl after 28 Days Later) whose vacation on an island off Scotland is interrupted by a stranger (Jamie Bell) who claims there’s been an outbreak of a deadly airborne flu on the mainland.

	Storage 24 (2012): It’s Brits vs. aliens again, this time starring Noel Clarke as a heartbroken schlub who’s divvying up things with his ex-girlfriend in a storage facility when a nearby military plane crash unleashes a poor man’s Xenomorph into the building.

	The Innocents (2015): This period ghost story is set on a nineteenth-century Argentinian plantation whose brutal slave masters suffer retribution from the spirits of slaves they’ve killed.

	The Devil Lives Here (2016): Candyman (1992) meets The Evil Dead (1981) in this Brazilian tale of a group of White kids who conjure the ghost of a slave baby, the Black descendants of whom are charged with guarding the location of the baby’s remains to ensure the angry spirit doesn’t do harm. They’re a tad late.

	The Devil’s Knot (2018): Brazil’s prickly history with race is laid bare in this centuries-spanning anthology of five stories set in different points in history on the same farm, a site suffering from a seemingly supernatural curse of violence.

	Get In (2019): Despite the gimmicky American retitling of what was called Fury in its native France, this film revolves less around race (although it does tie Blackness to masculinity) and is more of a Straw Dogs–like thriller about a middle-class Black man experimenting with tapping into his primal “manly” side to stand up to squatters who’ve taken over his home.

	In Fabric (2019): From quirky British director Peter Strickland comes this comedy-horror in which Marianne Jean-Baptiste plays a mild-mannered single mother who gains new confidence when she buys a red dress that turns out to have a mind of its own—and a homicidal streak.

	The Tokoloshe (2019): One of several South African horror films revolving around a malevolent being from Zulu folklore called a Tokoloshe, this thoughtful chiller finds a female janitor in a hospital forming a protective relationship with a young patient menaced by the creature, a setup echoing great female-led foreign fright films like The Babadook (2014) and Under the Shadow (2016).

	His House (2020): In this gripping and timely BAFTA Award–winning haunted house tale, married South Sudanese refugees (Sope Dirisu and Wunmi Mosaku) flee to England, only to find themselves pursued by a supernatural entity from their homeland.

	The Soul Collector (2020): When a White South African family moves to an inherited farm, they take on a Black farmhand haunted by a deadly curse.

	Good Madam (2022): Charging headlong at the South African elephant in the room—the legacy of apartheid—this paranoid “woke horror” movie explores the relationship between Black domestic servants and the White families who employ them, depend on them, and have a unique affection for them… as they would with a beloved chaise longue.



As avenues for Black-led horror continue to widen, not only does the number of such films grow, so does the variety and the quality. Get Out signaled a jump in production value, popularity, and critical acclaim for Black horror, legitimizing the genre and setting a high bar of excellence, while reawakening the possibilities for allegory, satire, and social commentary, inspiring filmmakers of all races to look into a genre where the sky’s the limit and everyone is welcome.


INCOGNEGROES: BLACK ACTORS WHO PLAYED FAMOUS MOVIE MONSTERS

With all the makeup and prosthetics used to create the horror movie creatures that invade your nightmares, you often don’t know what the person underneath actually looks like, and you may be surprised—and depending on your political affiliation, dismayed—to find out that some of your favorite monsters are, underneath it all, Black.

KEVIN PETER HALL

Standing seven foot two, Kevin Peter Hall parlayed the height and athleticism that allowed him to briefly play professional basketball into a storied career under monster movie makeup. Most famously, he played the alien Predator in 1987’s Predator (taking over the role when a pre-fame Jean-Claude Van Damme, of all people, was let go) and Predator 2 (1990), as well as the much-less-bloodthirsty Sasquatch Harry in the family classic Harry and the Hendersons (1987). His track record in creature features stretches well beyond these roles, however, to include the mutant bear in John Frankenheimer’s environmental horror flick The Prophecy (1979), the alien in Without Warning (1980), and the monster in Monster in the Closet (1986). Contrary to his intimidating monster personas, Hall’s on-screen charisma without the makeup lent itself to comedy—notably in recurring roles in the ’80s TV series Misfits of Science and 227. Sadly, his career was cut short in 1991 when he died at age thirty-five from pneumonia after having contracted HIV from a blood transfusion.

[image: Image]
Shown at left: Kevin Peter Hall (as himself); at right: (as the Predator) in Predator (1987). 20th Century-Fox/Photofest.



BOLAJI BADEJO

Like Kevin Peter Hall, Bolaji Badejo was basketball player–tall—between six seven and six ten, depending on who you ask—and lanky, a frame that led to him being plucked from obscurity for the role of the alien Xenomorph in Ridley Scott’s Alien (1979). Badejo was a twenty-six-year-old Nigerian art student who was studying in England when he was approached by a member of Scott’s production team with the opportunity of a lifetime—literally, because unlike Hall, this would be Badejo’s only on-screen movie performance. He returned to Nigeria soon thereafter to pursue his true passion: art. Unfortunately, like Hall, he, too, died before the age of forty, from sickle cell anemia in 1992.
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Bolaji Badejo in Alien (1979). Mike Sibthorp.



TROY JAMES

Canadian contortionist “Twisty” Troy James has become a go-to creature performer since the late 2010s, his trademark writhing, creepy-crawly movements putting The Exorcist’s infamous “spider walk” scene to shame. He had long thought of his otherworldly flexibility as little more than a party trick, but when a friend posted a video of his act online, Hollywood came calling, casting him in TV shows like The Strain, The Flash, Shadowhunters, and even America’s Got Talent, as well as Channel Zero, which created the clown character Pretzel Jack specifically with him in mind. On an even larger scale, James has played nightmarish movie monsters like the Jangly Man in Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark (2019), Baba Yaga in Hellboy (2019), and Gabriel in Malignant (2021), in addition to featured creature roles in Separation (2021), Black Box (2020), Anything for Jackson (2020), The Void (2016), The Evil Next Door (2020), and Neverknock (2017).
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Scary Sistas: Black “Final Girls”

You can’t talk about heroes in horror movies without mentioning the “Final Girl.” Probably the most notable subset of the hero market in modern horror, the Final Girl was conceived by Carol J. Clover in her 1992 book Men, Women, and Chainsaws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film and originally applied specifically to slasher movies of the ’70s and ’80s, the term encompassing the phenomenon of the young, morally pure female protagonist who outlives all other characters and faces off against the killer at the climax, either defeating the villain or being rescued before he can kill her.8 As the trope has gained mainstream attention, however, the public at large has morphed it into a more general term encompassing basically any female protagonist in a horror movie.

Unspoken in Clover’s definition but conspicuous to anyone who watches the movies she referenced for her study is the fact that the Final Girl of the ’70s and ’80s was almost exclusively White. Slashers, after all, rely on high kill counts, and as we’ve established, Black characters have traditionally been more likely to boost those counts than White ones. The Final Girl is thus an embodiment of White privilege: the privilege of survival. But where there’s a will, there’s a way, and Black actresses found a way in the lean years to secure a foothold in the genre, building a foundation for the flowering of opportunities to come.

The Blaxploitation-fueled ’70s boasted a few examples that could meet Clover’s guidelines for Final Girl–dom, like Lorena (Janee Michelle) in The House on Skull Mountain (1974) and Tara (Marilyn Joi) in Nurse Sherri (1978), both of whom survive their voodoo ordeals along with a White co-star—highlighting the struggle that Black Final Girls have historically faced rising above the level of “Co–Final Girls” or “Sidekicks Who Survive” (S.W.S.).

Expanding the Final Girl definition to general Black female leads, the Blaxploitation era provided several others, whose roles tended to revolve around men. Marki Bey seeks vengeance for her boyfriend’s death in Sugar Hill (1973), for instance, while Pam Grier tries to end Mamuwalde’s curse while protecting her boyfriend from the vampire in Scream Blacula Scream (1973), and Leslie Uggams seeks to escape the clutches of her male captor in Poor Pretty Eddie (1975). Marlene Clark, meanwhile, gets entangled with her vampire lover in Ganja & Hess (1973) and then gets even with the men who drove her daughter to run away in Lord Shango (1975). And although Carol Speed plays the titular Abby (1974), the film hinges on how the men around her—her husband, brother, friend, and exorcist father-in-law—deal with her demonic possession.

Non-Blaxploitation, mainstream horror cinema offered Rosalind Cash in The Omega Man (1971) and Teresa Graves in Old Dracula (1974), but both play clear second fiddles to the geriatric White male lead after whom the movies are named. It’s hard to take the shine from Heston, after all, when he plays a Christlike figure who dies to save humanity.

In the ’80s, Black actresses suffered along with all Black aspirations for lead roles, Theresa Farley in Breeders (1986) being a ray of light and perhaps the decade’s only true Black Final Girl in the traditional sense, surviving the horny alien invasion with her White male co-star in part because she’s the only woman in the film who doesn’t get naked. Yvonne (Kelly Jo Minter) in A Nightmare on Elm Street 5: The Dream Child (1989) comes the closest to a Black Final Girl in the major slasher releases of the era, but despite contributing to Freddy’s demise, she’s a S.W.S., assisting White Final Girl Alice (Lisa Wilcox) from afar after spending almost the entire movie denying Freddy’s existence (and presumably not sleeping very much).

Other Black female protagonists—if not conventional Final Girls—include Jennifer Beals in The Bride (1985), Shirley L. Jones in Black Devil Doll From Hell (1984), Robin Givens in the made-for-TV thriller The Penthouse (1989), and Gail Neely in Surf Nazis Must Die (1987), the latter who is particularly unconventional as a horror lead: a gray-haired retirement home resident who goes on a vigilante rampage, spouting lines like, “I’m more interested in something that’ll take the head off a honky at twenty paces!”

The ’90s Black film movement that gave rise to female-led hits like Waiting to Exhale (1995), Set It Off (1996), and How Stella Got Her Groove Back (1998) helped normalize Black female leads not named Whoopi, opening the door for much greater representation—including perhaps the defining Black Final Girl of the decade: Jeryline (Jada Pinkett Smith) in Demon Knight (1995). Spunky Jeryline has endured as a cult favorite, a prisoner on work release who overcomes the odds to be the last one standing, finding her purpose as a demon hunter and proving that a Final Girl doesn’t have to be a squeaky-clean blonde… well, natural blonde.
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Jada Pinkett Smith in Tales from the Crypt: Demon Knight (1995). Universal Pictures/Photofest.



Anne (Alex Datcher) in the anthology Body Bags (1993) is perhaps the most by-the-book Black Final Girl of the era, since the segment in which she stars—“The Gas Station”—is a genuine slasher, albeit a short one. It’s even directed by Halloween’s John Carpenter, and the story is set in Michael Myers’s hometown of Haddonfield. Anne is a smart, pleasant “good girl” college student who works the graveyard shift in a gas station attendant booth, making her a sitting pheasant under glass when a maniac goes on a killing spree. But, using her wits and spunk, she proves herself to be a real Mary Tyler Moore: she’s gonna make it after all.

Maybe the most prominent slasher of the ’90s with a high-profile Black female survivor is I Still Know What You Did Last Summer (1998). Set in the Bahamas, with plenty of locals ripe for killing, it has a high Black body count—higher if you include Jack Black—but feisty “Yeah Girl” Karla (Brandy Norwood) doesn’t contribute to it. She’s not the primary protagonist, instead playing S.W.S. to White Final Girl Julie (Jennifer Love Hewitt) and isn’t even around when Julie offs the Gorton’s Fisherman.

The Black female S.W.S. was a common figure in the decade, reflective of the “cinematic caddy” status of Black roles—quantified by the fact that, despite a spike in Oscar recognition during the twenty-first century, historically, 75% of the Black Academy Award winners for acting have been in supporting categories, not lead. Notable Black girl Sidekicks Who Survive from the ’90s include: Reece (Loretta Devine) channeling Foxy Brown in Urban Legend (1998), Kelly (Vanessa Lee Chester) swinging on parallel bars in The Lost World: Jurassic Park (1997), Rochelle (Rachel True) casting spells on racist bullies in The Craft (1996), and Fran (Angela Bassett) battling alien porcupines in space in Critters 4 (1992).

More active than the typical S.W.S. is nunchuck-wielding Rocky (Gloria Lynne Henry) in Phantasm III: Lord of the Dead (1994), who puts her kung fu grip to good use as one of the trio that brings down the Tall Man (for now), but her role is tertiary at best—too marginal to be a textbook Final Girl. Larger horror roles for Black female lead protagonists occur with Rae Dawn Chong as an alien-hunting cop in The Borrower (1991), Jennifer Beals as an angel baby mama in The Prophecy II (1998)—granted, she plays a Latina who, based on her grandmother in the film, doesn’t seem to be of African descent—and Angela Bassett as a vampire in training in Vampire in Brooklyn (1995). Added to the mix are a pair of acclaimed horror-skewed dramas that helped raise the bar for Black female leads in Hollywood, regardless of genre: Oprah Winfrey as a haunted former slave in Beloved (1998) and Jurnee Smollett as a vengeful voodoo tween in Eve’s Bayou (1997).

Building on the shoulders of those that came before them, twenty-first-century Black horror actresses have increasingly broken through the Final Girl barrier. In the first decade of the century, the Black Final Girl is perhaps best embodied in Alexa (Sanaa Lathan) in Alien vs. Predator (2004). She’s smart (an environmental technician), morally upright (volunteering to guide the expedition so others don’t get hurt), sexually desirable yet unavailable (with just the right amount of cleavage buried under a stylish parka), businesslike yet empathetic, and is the story’s primary focus from the start. Bridging two legendary franchises, Alexa inherits the “last man/woman standing” mantle from both, balancing the no-nonsense aptitude and all-in bravery of Ripley (Sigourney Weaver) and the Everyman determination of Mike Harrigan (Danny Glover). In the end, she fights alongside the last remaining Predator to defeat the Xenomorph queen, earning the Predators’ respect just as Mike did in Predator 2. Xenomorphs, meanwhile, remain racist as fuck.
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Sanaa Lathan in Alien vs. Predator (2004). 20th Century-Fox/Photofest.



Other characters in major early releases of the century who could make a case for Black Final Girl status include Dr. Kaela Evers (Angela Bassett) in Supernova (2000) and Selena (Naomie Harris) in 28 Days Later (2002), both of whom survive their ordeals with their White male co-star. Kaela takes a more active role in felling the villain and is closer to being the main protagonist, but Selena is, well, just kick-ass.

Gothika (2003) stands out as a rare horror star vehicle for a Black woman, with Halle Berry the undisputed draw (as opposed to, say, the aliens in Alien vs. Predator). She appears in practically every scene and dominates the movie poster, with her name alone as the headliner. Although she’s not a Final Girl in the traditional sense—because Gothika is a supernatural whodunit along the lines of The Sixth Sense (1999) and thus doesn’t rack up kills—her character, Miranda Grey, displays the traits of a Final Girl and ends up slaying the villain and revealing the answer to the mystery: that men are trash.

Even if they weren’t the stars, Black women at least began to make it through horror movies alive, like Loretta Devine (again) in the sequel Urban Legends: Final Cut (2000), Rah Digga in Thir13en Ghosts (2001), Salli Richardson in Anacondas: The Hunt for the Blood Orchid (2004), Scream Queens TV series winner Tanedra Howard getting a contractually obligated amputation in Saw VI (2009), Pearl Thusi staving off both giant worms and Jamie Kennedy in Tremors 5: Bloodlines (2015), Meagan Holder trying not to get her hair wet in The Sand (2015), Reign Edwards Yeah Girling the White Final Girl into danger in Hell Fest (2018), Aleyse Shannon woking up the place in Black Christmas (2019), Sasha Lane trying to convince Patrick Schwarzenegger to use a soft A at the end of his name in Daniel Isn’t Real (2019), Naledi Majola awaiting a Five Nights at Freddy’s lawsuit in The Banana Splits Movie (2019), and Diveen Henry debating the merits of Snap versus Chill Rob G in The Power (2021).

The turn-of-the-century proliferation of direct-to-video, “urban” B-movies provided additional access for Black Final Girls to gain a foothold in horror outside the traditional Hollywood distribution channels. Although quality was an issue with these films, the quantity was welcome, with Black actresses leading the way in The Vault (2000), Cryptz (2002), The Evil One (2005), Zombiez (2005), Holla (2006), Voodoo Curse: The Giddeh (2006), April Fools (2007), and Sorority Sister Slaughter (2008). Almost none of these starred actresses anyone had heard of (or would hear of in the future), but a few featured recognizable names, like Tangi Miller in Leprechaun: Back 2 tha Hood (2003), a pre-fame Emayatzy Corinealdi in Vampz (2004), Erica “Coco” Gimpel in Machete Joe (2010), and Golden Brooks in The Inheritance (2011).

Even apart from all-Black urban fare, Black Final Girls began to pepper the direct-to-video landscape in the early twenty-first century. Familiar faces got the star treatment that Black actresses in the ’80s could only dream of, like Vanessa Williams in Ice Spiders, Samantha Mumba in Boy Eats Girl, K. D. Aubert in Frankenfish, Ruth Negga in Isolation, Karan “Yellow Power Ranger” Ashley in Devon’s Ghost: Legend of the Bloody Boy (2005), and Marjean Holden in the unabashed Predator clone Code Red: The Rubicon Conspiracy (2001).

Starting in the 2010s, prospects for Black leading ladies in horror—whether technically Final Girls or not—skyrocketed along with other Black horror roles, particularly in the post–Get Out years. Not surprisingly, Jordan Peele was responsible for one of the most iconic Black Final Girls of this era: Adelaide Wilson (Lupita Nyong’o) in Us. Adelaide is one of the most intriguing Final Girls in the annals of horror because, after spending the entire movie defending her family against the murderous doppelgängers determined to be all they can be, it’s revealed that she is, in fact, the doppelgänger, having forcibly traded places with the original Adelaide—now dubbed Red (also Nyong’o)—as a child. Her dichotomous nature puts a fascinating spin on the Final Girl formula that begs the question of whether a Final Girl can simultaneously be a villain.

Similarly straddling the hero-villain line is Melanie (Sennia Nanua) in the British zombie apocalypse movie The Girl with All the Gifts (2016). A tween second-generation zombie, Melanie shares the mindless first generation’s need to feed on raw flesh but has the ability to speak, reason, and emote—the latter being particularly impressive, given she’s British. She puts her “gifts” of being able to navigate through both worlds—living and dead (or more accurately, noninfected and infected)—to use helping a band of survivors evade the hordes of “hungries” that have overrun the country. In the end, though, when she has the chance to sacrifice herself for a vaccine that could save mankind—but at the cost of those like her—she instead pulls a Mookie from Do the Right Thing and releases the airborne fungus to spread her kind around the world. Realizing that she and the second generation hungries are the future, she reasons, “Why should it be us who die for you?”

Escape Room and Escape Room: Tournament of Champions are another rarity: a horror franchise featuring a Black lead in multiple films. Taylor Russell plays Final Girl Zoey Davis, a painfully shy quantum physics savant who puts her beautiful mind for puzzle solving to good use, not only surviving the original film, but successfully leading the charge through the sequel as well. “Science blerd” is certainly not the type that Black women are asked to play very often in Hollywood, particularly in horror, where characters have historically been painted with broad, conventional strokes.

One other rare instance of a Black Final Girl surviving across films occurs in the Fear Street trilogy, which received an unconventional release on Netflix over the course of three weeks in 2021. Loosely tied to the R. L. Stine series of young adult books, each movie takes place in a different year—1994, 1978, and 1666—as the mystery behind the murder magnet town of Shadyside is uncovered by Black high schooler Deena (Kiana Madeira) and her friends. While Deena stars in the overarching plot set in 1994, the second and third entries flash back to other eras in the town’s history before returning to her for the climax of the final film. Deena thus cedes Final Girl status to White girl Ziggy (Sadie Sink) in 1978, but Madeira returns in 1666 as Sarah Fier, the supposedly witchy source of the town’s centuries-old curse.

Even established horror franchises went Black during this time and, by rule, haven’t gone back, with Black female protagonists like: Abra (Kyliegh Curran) going mind over matter in The Shining sequel Doctor Sleep, Nya (Lex Scott Davis) putting the “warrior” in social justice warrior in The First Purge, Sasha (Corinne Foxx) helping poor blind sharks find food in 47 Meters Down: Uncaged (2019), Hamilton (Gugu Mbatha-Raw) trying to make sense of The Cloverfield Paradox, Grandmother (Octavia Spencer) discovering that child-eating witches are almost as evil as regular White citizens in 1960s Alabama in The Witches (2020), Drea (Tashiana Washington) finding her calling as a Crite-killing bounty hunter in Critters Attack! (2019), and Lacey (Olunike Adeliyi) as a man-eating immoral with a heart of gold in She Never Died (2020), the sequel to the Henry Rollins vehicle He Never Died (2015).

Practically all of these movies take a race-neutral approach to Black Final Girls; that is, race is rarely an explicit plot point. That said, a Final Girl’s Blackness inextricably colors her role, and even if unintentional, the implications of her race can come through. In Sweetheart, for instance, Jenn (Kiersey Clemons) washes ashore on a deserted tropical island after a shipwreck and uses her smarts, resourcefulness, and bravery to survive for days, even after it becomes apparent that the isle is the hunting ground for an amphibious sea creature that crawls out of its watery home onto land after sundown for a midnight snack. We see her go through one ordeal after another for the entire first half of the movie before she discovers her White boyfriend, Lucas (Emory Cohen), and their friend Mia (Hanna Mangan Lawrence) floating towards her in an escape raft. When they reach land, Jenn, well aware of their impending creature-from-a-black-lagoon peril, urges them to take the raft and leave, but Lucas and Mia dismiss the idea of there being a monster, questioning Jenn’s credibility.

The film’s title, in fact, is a reference to Lucas’s condescending, gaslighting use of the term “sweetheart” when shutting down her argument. It’s a subtle yet powerful conveyance of the abusive nature that can develop in relationships when one person has the power. In Lucas and Jenn’s case, he has the monetary wealth in the relationship and berates her for a pre-shipwreck argument they had in which she threatened to leave him. “I pay for your life,” he tells her, asking how she can afford to live without him. Extrapolating that to society as a whole, Jenn encompasses the struggle of all Black women—who, thanks to the double whammy of race and gender, traditionally wield the least power in American society—to be heard and believed.

Kindred (2020) likewise never overtly mentions race, but the optics of a Black woman, Charlotte (Tamara Lawrance), being manipulated, misled, and discounted through medical means by White people can’t help but raise the issue of racism within the healthcare industry, which studies have shown lead to Black patients receiving inadequate treatment because they are either not believed or, perhaps even more troubling, because medical professionals actually think that biological differences between races make Black people more resilient.9

Playing like Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner meets Rosemary’s Baby, this British thriller centers on pregnant Charlotte, who’s taken in by her White boyfriend’s family after he dies… and isn’t allowed to leave. Throughout the film, Charlotte’s concerns for herself and her unborn child are routinely dismissed by both her boyfriend’s family and their longtime doctor. Despite regular fainting spells, the doctor insists she doesn’t need to go to the hospital. “You need to start thinking about the baby” becomes a familiar refrain to squash her complaints about treatment. To make matters worse, they all use her late mother’s history of mental illness to discredit her. It culminates in a bleak ending in which Charlotte finally escapes to a hospital and gives birth, only to have the doctors take away the baby and give him to the boyfriend’s family, believing their claims of her mental instability.

In Candyman (2021), race becomes even more integral to the plot than the original film by shifting the focus from White protagonist and cultural interloper Helen (Virginia Madsen) to Black Final Girl Brianna (Teyonah Parris). In the sequel, Brianna survives to “tell everyone” about Candyman—and thus, the plight of Black victims of racial violence—unlike White Savior Helen, whose death in the original film serves to amplify her own legacy. Such a Helen. That said, Brianna still comes off as a second fiddle in her movie, a diligent girlfriend just reacting to boyfriend Anthony’s behavior. There are attempts to show the tribulations in her job and the trauma she suffered witnessing her father’s suicide as a child, but the latter in particular seem like a plot that was truncated in the editing room, making her feel like a Final Girl let down by the final cut.

His House presents a similar formula—a wife struggling with her husband’s supernaturally induced breakdown—but it more successfully explores the Black female lead’s plight dealing with the grief of a past tragedy. As hubby Bol (Sope Dirisu) is put through the wringer by a malevolent being whose reason for vengeance is unspooled throughout the film, we also go through the journey of wifey Rial (Wunmi Mosaku) as she herself must come to terms with the past. Neither deals with the trauma of their war-torn homeland in a healthy manner: Bol is too focused on moving forward and forgetting the past, while Rial is too focused on the past, unrealistically trying to recapture a lost moment in time. While the film’s title, like Candyman, implies that it centers on the male lead, Bol and Rial share equal focus, with each spouse needing the other to balance their shortcomings. In the end, it becomes an unexpectedly touching testament to the power of marriage.

In Black as Night, race is inextricably tied into the plot and is even reflected in the title, which refers not only to the darkness of nighttime—when the vampires in the story come out to feed—but also to the dark skin tone of Final Girl Shawna (Asjha Cooper). Throughout the story, she’s self-conscious about her color, teased by her brother for looking like “Wesley Snipes with braids,” and overshadowed in the high school pecking order by “light-skinned Creole girls with wavy hair.” However, it’s revealed that within vampire circles, dark skin is an enviable trait because the increased melanin protects them against the sun. The darkest vampires can even walk in broad daylight and not burn to a crisp (thus explaining Wesley Snipes in Blade), so Shawna is a desirable recruit. Like they say, the darker the berry, the sweeter the protection against solar immolation.

Similarly race conscious is Master (2022), the feature debut of Black writer-director Mariama Diallo, whose acclaimed 2018 horror-comedy short film Hair Wolf poked fun at the cultural appropriation of Black hairstyles. Master is much more somber in tone, its title indicative of the theme that, in many ways, slavery ain’t over, y’all. In the film, the vestiges of that “peculiar institution” haunt another peculiar institution: a predominantly white, Ivy League–esque fictional college where two Black women struggle to adjust to their new positions. Jasmine (Zoe Renee) is a naive freshman, while Gail (Regina Hall) is a professor recently awarded the role of “master” of a residence hall. Both are eager to excel, but against the backdrop of a legendary ghost who supposedly targets first-year students, the two women find that the most dangerous entity on campus is actually the school itself: its oppressive Whiteness, which poisons their thoughts and actions and hangs over them like the cold, dead eyes of the crusty portraits on the walls. The physical and emotional violence that the women endure are daily reminders that they are the Black adopted children in an ’80s sitcom: outsiders trying to find their place in this White world.

While horror has yet to allow Black Final Girls to meet their full potential on a consistent basis, the depth and breadth of roles available has improved tremendously since even previous high-water marks in the Blaxploitation ’70s and the Black film breakthrough of the ’90s. From major releases like The Call, Traffik, Antebellum (2020), Bad Hair (2020), Body Cam (2020), Corporate Animals (2019), Rattlesnake, Thriller, and a host of Fatal Attraction–styled psycho thrillers to smaller releases like Range Runners (2020), Spree (2020), Toys of Terror, Let’s Scare Julie (2020), Unsullied, Stickman (2017), Zoombies, Haunting of Cellblock 11 (2014), Black Holler (2017), and Don’t Look Back (2020), the power of Black girl magic has proven too great to contain.

Queer Noire: Black LGBTQ+ Representation

Freddy vs Jason (2003) features a scene that has lived in horror movie infamy for all the wrong reasons. Near the end of the highly anticipated matchup between two of the most iconic horror villains of all time, Black girl Kia (Kelly Rowland), in full Sacrificial Negro mode, distracts Freddy as he zeroes in on White Final Girl Lori (Monica Keena) by calling him the “F slur.” This out-of-the-blue insult was all the more jarring coming from a Beyoncé-adjacent Destiny Child, but it shouldn’t be that much of a surprise, as it’s a reflection of traditional cinematic attitudes towards: (a) Black women, (b) homosexuality, and (c) the Black community’s relationship with homosexuality.

The insult was meant to reflect Kia’s “tough Black girl” act while also undermining Freddy’s manhood (she also comments on the size of his knives versus Jason’s), an unfortunately common sentiment that arises when films—horror and otherwise—address the intersectionality of Blackness and queer identity.

While the prevailing narrative is that the Black community is more homophobic than America as a whole, the truth is more complicated—as generalities tied to race tend to be. Studies have found that Black people are more likely to view homosexuality as a sin and less likely to support same-sex marriage than White counterparts, but those issues have not shown in practice to be sticking points for Blacks. Those same studies found that Black people are actually much more likely to believe that homosexuals face widespread discrimination, such as refusal of marriage services, and are much more likely to support legal measures in opposition to such disparate treatment.10 Additionally, Black voters overwhelmingly cast their ballots for Barack Obama in 2012 after he advocated for same-sex marriage.

But as Alfred L. Martin Jr.’s study of gayness in Black sitcoms shows, assumptions of Black hostility towards homosexuality have colored media portrayals of Black gayness, which have often been tailored towards an imagined monolithic definition of Blackness with a “traditional” value system. As Martin puts it, “… Black people are not necessarily more antigay than White people but rather… are imagined as such. And the linkages between Blackness and antigayness are activated across a number of political, social, cultural, and entertainment discourses… In other words, if the epistemology of Blackness equals antigayness, then network executives feel content greenlighting programming that would conform to such ‘knowledge.’ ”11 Thus, these assumptions of Black homophobia color what’s shown on-screen, further ingraining those assumptions in the public’s perception—the most merciless circle this side of grade school Duck, Duck, Goose.

When it comes to horror movies, representations of Black queerness have similarly been erratic in quality, mirroring not only presumed Black attitudes but also the decidedly non-monolithic complexity of Black attitudes towards queerness in real life. There’s been good, bad, and ugly, but like most aspects of Black representation in horror, prospects are on the rise.

Throughout the early years of Hollywood, the prohibition of portrayals of “sex perversion” by the Hays Code and by prevailing social mores meant that queer representation on-screen was largely coded through suggestive, metaphorical, or aesthetic means in horror movies like Bride of Frankenstein (1935), Cat People (1942), and The Haunting (1963). Of course, Black roles in most of these films were negligible, so the plight of being a hidden minority within a hidden minority meant that you’d need an electron microscope to find Black queer representation during the Golden Age of Hollywood (one possible instance being Georgette Harvey as evil voodoo priestess/child kidnapper Mandy in 1934’s “White is right” tragic mulatto tale Chloe, Love Is Calling You, who dons a tux and top hat to seemingly transform into male loa Baron Samedi during a voodoo cookout, AKA a human sacrifice).

In 1968, the same year that Night of the Living Dead and Spider Baby were released, there was another groundbreaking Black role in a low-budget, black-and-white horror film that served as a breakthrough in Black representation: The Rape of the Vampire. The directorial debut of French filmmaker Jean Rollin, The Rape of the Vampire created a template for his brand of slow-boiling erotic surrealism, opening the door for several follow-up vampire films that served as foundational pieces for the modern lesbian vampire cinematic trope. But less acknowledged is the fact that the lesbian vampire queen who serves as the primary antagonist is played by a Black actress, Jacqueline Sieger.

The homosexuality here is more implied than in Rollin’s later films, but the queen’s close-cropped hair, man-spreading posture, scantily clad female subjects—one of whom she seductively “necks” in one scene—all code her as gay, although foreign films had less need for subtleties than Hays Code–restricted American productions.

The Hays Code was replaced by the MPAA ratings system just as the Blaxploitation era was beginning, allowing for more overt depictions of homosexuality in films like Blacula, whose portrayal of gayness exemplified the mehs and lows of Black queer representation that was to come. On one hand, the two gay men who appear early in the film to buy Blacula’s coffin are present. They exist. They’re out and open and proud, which is in itself an accomplishment given the previous decades’ clandestine representations of gayness and the practically nonexistent representations of Black gayness in horror. But the question is if this presence is doing more harm than good.

Business and romantic partners, Black Bobby (Ted Harris) and White Billy (Rick Metzler) travel to Transylvania to buy a castle’s worth of antiques—meaning they are pretty successful at what they do—shrewdly negotiating a discount on the notorious Count Dracula’s merch even though they’re aware it’ll fetch a nice price as the “creme de la creme of camp.” Part of their haul turns out to be Blacula’s coffin, which they ship back to Los Angeles and open, unleashing the ravenous vampire, who hasn’t had a bite in two hundred years. Of course, he immediately feeds on the couple, introducing the possibility that if “the Black Guy” is the low rung on the ladder who dies first in mainstream horror, then “the Black Gay” might be the lowest rung on the ladder within Black horror.

To be fair, Billy actually dies first, and both are treated equally in the film. Both are portrayed with exaggerated effeminate mannerisms characteristic of the era’s need to paint gayness in as glaringly obvious (read: homophobic) a light as possible to avoid any of the gray areas on the sexuality spectrum that would make your father rethink his appreciation for that Joe Namath pantyhose commercial. Bobby is the more colorful of the two—literally, as in you need sunglasses to fully appreciate his kaleidoscopic Jackson 5 shirt, and figuratively, as he laughs giddily and finger snaps to punctuate his declarations of excitement over buying Dracula’s antiques, honey.

They display painfully stereotyped affectations—when Billy cuts himself trying to open a crate, they both whine—but when attacked, they aren’t helpless victims. Bobby in particular fights back, defending Billy by cracking Blacula across the back with a two-by-four, but then he’s casually dispatched with a pimp slap before being drained.

Bobby’s death is the impetus for the rest of the story, as it introduces us to the film’s heroes, Bobby’s friend Tina (Vonetta McGee), her sister Michelle (Denise Nicholas), and Michelle’s boyfriend, Gordon (Thalmus Rasulala), who visit his body in the funeral home as mourners, showing that he was well liked and had a support system outside of the gay community. Such warm and fuzzies are soon dampened, however, when “good guy” Gordon, in the course of his heroic duty investigating Bobby and Billy’s deaths, refers to them as “two f*ggot interior decorators,” an offhand comment whose casualness from a character we’re supposed to root for gives an indication of the pervasive nature of homophobia within American society—even within a Black culture attuned to discrimination and prejudice. (Although no gay characters appear in the sequel Scream Blacula Scream, the slur is again used by a pair of pimps who try to mug Mamuwalde after he turns down their “merchandise.”)

But outside of Blacula, Black queer representation in American horror was hard to find through the ’70s and into the ’80s. Gay icon Grace Jones’s star turn as the owner of a vampire strip club in Vamp (1986) perhaps comes closest, although she tones down her trademark gender-bending look, and the only person she seduces is a man. For more recurring images of Black queerness, you had to venture to the more sexually open confines of European cinema, where sexploitation, which frequently mingled with horror, was particularly fond of amorous depictions of nubile, feminine “lipstick lesbians.” An entire cottage industry of lesbian vampire films developed, primarily from Italy, France, Spain, and England, emblematic of the prevailing function of female homosexuality in horror: sexual titillation.

Long marketed primarily to young, heterosexual males, horror movies found that they could double the T&A quotient by showcasing sex scenes between two women rather than a man and a woman, eschewing any sort of depth to the relationship and essentially turning lesbianism into a straight teenage boy’s wet dream. These characters are rarely the lead, of course, because homosexuality = otherness = marginalization = death.

One notable instance of this by a Black actress is Carla Brait, who plays Ursula in the Italian giallo film Torso (1973). Ursula is the “Black Girl” in a group of young women who are ogled by the slack-jawed male population of a small town as they pass through on their way to a country villa. One of the men ends up being a serial killer who holds a way-too-stubborn grudge against women and takes it out on them, but only after we get an eyeful of Ursula and her White girlfriend cavorting naked in bed and later going for a skinny dip, pure cheesecake scenes straight out of Hugh Hefner’s grotto.

A similar giallo, Slaughter Hotel (1971), also known by the more appropriate title Asylum Erotica, finds another group of clothing-impaired women stalked in an out-of-the way locale: this time a mental facility that makes the tragic mistake of decorating its walls with medieval weaponry. The asylum caters to wealthy female patients suffering from everything from depression to nymphomania; guess which one is featured more? Lone Black patient Mara (Jane Garret) receives personal attention from nurse Helen (Monica Strebel), who goes above and beyond by providing an ass-centric nude massage and a handsy bubble bath, because really, who can be expected to bathe themselves?

For the most part, though, White actresses cornered the European sexploitation market of the era—the lesbian vampire niche in particular—except for the segment set in tropical locations that depicted exotic, dark-skinned, often voodoo-practicing locals seducing and/or murdering White tourists. In these films, Black and Brown actresses gained steady work, playing into the Seductress stereotype of mysterious ethnic women luring not only men, but women, into their thirst trap.

A fascinating example is Spanish cult filmmaker Jesus Franco’s Macumba Sexual (1983), not because its content is so striking or, well, good, but because its Black Seductress is a trans woman, the pioneering Ajita Wilson. An American actress who gained fame working in European skin flicks and soft-core pornography, the statuesque Wilson wasn’t open about having had sexual reassignment surgery, but there are reports that some within in the industry were aware of it before her death from a car accident in 1987.12 Still, she was featured in Jet magazine as a Beauty of the Week in 1981—a stunning accomplishment at this time for a trans woman but one that made it clear that she was not generally acknowledged to be trans.

In Macumba Sexual, Wilson headlines as the mystical Princess Obongo, who haunts the dreams of White lead Alice (Lina Romay, Franco’s wife) while she’s vacationing in the Canary Islands, seducing the tourist with the voodoo-esque religion Macumba. The film exploits the taboo nature of both race and sexuality in no uncertain terms, with the princess at one point telling Alice, “I’m everything that’s forbidden, that’s shameful: a Black woman with an undefined sexuality, shameless and irresistible.” It’s not clear if Wilson’s trans status was known by the filmmakers (Franco claimed ignorance), but the film could be interpreted as inferring that she’s less than 100% woman when, during the climax (so to speak), she holds a small ivory statue between her legs and uses it as a phallus to penetrate Alice, transferring her magical powers to her before dying.13

The tradition of lesbian titillation continues to this day. In the very unnecessary sequel Wrong Turn 4: Bloody Beginnings (2011), for instance, our introduction to Black lesbian Sara (Tenika Davis) is witnessing her naked in bed writhing with Asian girlfriend Bridget (Kaitlyn Leeb) in a hotel room next to a White hetero couple having sex like some sort of key party. When White lead Kenia (Jenny Pudavick) enters the room and is embarrassed to see them all naked, shameless Sara not only doesn’t cover up, but she propositions Kenia: “Why don’t you just relax and jump underneath the covers for a bit?” Kenia balks, saying, “I don’t think Bridget would appreciate that very much,” but Bridget shrugs with, “I don’t really mind,” reinforcing the stereotype of those who are queer identified as overly sexual and noncommittal. Sara and Bridget even go back at it before Kenia has time to leave.

Later, when the group gets lost (horror cliché #1) on its way to a cabin in the woods (#2) and ends up spending a night in an abandoned sanitarium (#3) rumored to house inbred cannibals (#4), Sara and Bridget don’t let the lack of ambiance quell their horniness (#5), as they have sex on a ratty old bed with the door wide open for all to see. When one of the guys walks by and stops to gawk, Sara looks up at him and just smiles, because, you know, lesbians. In the end, Sara and Bridget both die, but on the bright side, so does everyone else, so they get no special punishment for their cinematic “sins.” Hooray…?

It is possible, however, to balance lesbian eroticism with actual character depth and a horror story that puts the women at the center—beyond the bedroom. The Perfection (2019) is a shining example, a twisty, twisted love story about two cello virtuosas, White Charlotte (Allison Williams) and Black Lizzie (Logan Browning), who meet when the former comes out of retirement to visit her old music teachers, who now count Lizzie as their star pupil. The two have immediate chemistry and engage in casual flirtation based not only on physical attraction, but also on respect for each other’s musical ability. They enjoy a steamy sexual tryst, but it’s not a one-night stand, as they make plans for a sightseeing tour the next day, where things… go wrong. While the couple goes through some violent ups and downs—with the occasional kidnapping, drugging, and/or amputation—they end up as kindred spirits who literally make each other whole, showcasing morbid storytelling nuances that go beyond what sexual positions they prefer.

It shouldn’t go unnoticed that in The Perfection, the Black woman is the aggressor in the relationship, pursuing the White girl with a sexual confidence that the other—presented as conservative and virginal—lacks. Although things in the movie frequently are not what they seem, it’s a Seductress-inclined portrayal that illustrates the tightrope that must be walked when tackling the intersectionality of sexuality, gender, and race. Similar interracial lesbian dynamics arise in films like Bit (2020)—in which Black vampire Izzy (Zolee Griggs) woos an inexperienced White trans teen (Nicole Maines)—and Thelma (2017), AKA Norwegian Carrie, in which a repressed, conservative Christian White college student named Thelma (Eili Harboe) is pursued by carefree Black schoolmate Anja (Kaya Wilkins), unaware that Thelma’s repressed telekinetic powers emerge uncontrollably when she feels guilt over her homosexual urges. Ultimately, like The Perfection, Bit and Thelma manage to balance the pitfalls of the Black Seductress trope with complex characterizations that focus as much on romance and human connectivity as on pure sexual magnetism.

Thankfully, the marked increase in Black lesbian representation—and lesbian representation as a whole—in twenty-first-century horror has allowed for a more far-reaching portrait, with positive portrayals balancing out the more questionable ones. A number of genre films have featured gay Black women in leading or primary supporting roles, including:


	Home (2016): Married, middle-aged interracial couple Samantha (Samantha Mumba) and Heather (Heather Langenkamp) have a refreshingly realistic (read: dull AF) relationship as new homeowners in this haunted house tale.

	Dark Beacon (2017): After her affair with White lover Amy (April Pearson) is revealed, Black woman Beth (Lynne Anne Rodgers) survives an attempt by her husband to take her with him on his suicidal plummet off a cliff. Scarred by the incident, Beth moves to a remote lighthouse (which apparently is a thing you can do in the UK) with her daughter, only to have both Amy and the ghost of her husband track her down.

	Good Manners (2018): In this Brazilian fable, Clara (Isabél Zuaa) takes a job as a live-in babysitter for single mother-to-be Ana (Marjorie Estiano). On the surface, Clara (a reserved, poor, Black lesbian) and Ana (a wealthy, White heterosexual socialite) seem to have little in common, but the two share a loneliness that draws them together, first as friends and then as lovers. Their bond is put to the test, however, when Ana begins exhibiting strange behavior every full moon that goes way beyond the usual pregnancy cravings.

	“New Year, New You” (2018): This entry in Hulu’s Into the Dark series finds four high school frenemies, including Black girl Kayla (Kirby Howell-Baptiste), reuniting to reminisce about good times (like how Kayla was bullied for being an “ugly lesbian”) and, if time permits, to kill each other.

	Unfriended: Dark Web (2018): A pre-COVID Skype gathering of friends—including pleasantly boring interracial lesbian couple Nari (Betty Gabriel) and Serena (Rebecca Rittenhouse), who announce their engagement on the call—takes a dark turn when one of the group realizes that the guy whose laptop they stole dabbles in snuff filmmaking.

	Writers Retreat (2018): Black novelist Zandra (Camilla Beeput), suffering from writer’s block, takes a gig teaching a multiday workshop for aspiring authors on a remote island with no internet or cell phone reception, so let the murders begin! She forms a budding romance with aspiring writer Jo (Poppy Drayton), but all the homicides hinder things from progressing past a kiss.

	Fear Street Trilogy (2021): While the plots in these three movies take detours into 1978 and 1666, the main thrust is in 1994, where Black high schooler Deena (Kiana Madeira) is salty that her on-again, off-again White girlfriend, Sam (Olivia Scott Welch), won’t be open about her sexuality. She must put aside her frustration, however, to save Sam from an ancient curse that turns their hometown’s residents into unstoppable killers.

	Seance (2021): White lead Camille (Suki Waterhouse) is the new student at a haunted all-girls’ boarding school, and Black schoolmate Helina (Ella-Rae Smith) is the only girl to befriend her. They grow closer as they try to unravel the mystery behind the ghostly activity, even spending a few snuggly nights in bed together, but they don’t act on their feelings until a farewell kiss at the end.

	Sound of Violence (2021): Formerly deaf girl Alexis (Jasmin Savoy Brown) has issues. Not only does she seem to be losing her hearing again, but she also realizes that the aural sensations she’s been craving like an addict—and which might keep her from going deaf—are the sound of extreme pain, preferably the throes of death. She also has a crush on her White roommate, Marie (Lili Simmons), the pursuit of whom has as much potential for disaster as her murderous pursuit of a musical high.

	Jurassic World: Dominion (2022): The third Jurassic World movie’s stunning awfulness can’t be blamed on DeWanda Wise, whose roguish pilot Kayla Watts is one of the few bright spots. If you blink, you might miss the fact that the character is a lesbian with a thing for redheads.

	Nope (2022): When she’s not busy macking on random women, the vivacious Emerald (Keke Palmer) steals the movie and ends up saving the town from an alien invader.



Within the confines of all-Black horror, lesbian representation has been spotty in both quantity and quality compared to mainstream fare. While the Blaxploitation era could be seen as reclaiming Black sexuality from yesteryear’s polarized depictions of both villainized hypersexuality and neutered asexuality, that newfound freedom didn’t extend to portrayals of homosexuality in horror beyond the interior decorating couple in Blacula. Lesbian representation was essentially nonexistent in Blaxploitation horror, perhaps because Blaxploitation tended to reserve lesbians for White villain roles in action films.14

Even during the ’90s Black film movement, lesbians weren’t prevalent in horror, one dubious example being the dirt-cheap indie House of the Damned (1996), in which supporting character Stacy (Kendra Ware) is teased for being a “dyke” by male friend Ben (Illa. Just Illa.) at a party. When Stacy tries to kiss her straight friend Liz (Valerie Alexander) and is rebuffed, she immediately switches teams and begins to have sex with Ben, playing into the perception that homosexuality is a choice.

Even since the turn of the century, when queer representation widened across genres, lesbian characters in modern “urban” horror have been few and far between. In Vampz (2004), Lillith (Serria Tawan), one of a trio of vampires operating a “happy ending” massage parlor, has sex with her male clientele but also kisses heretofore straight recruit Eve (Emayatzy Corinealdi) and tells her that she loves her, but when Eve remains hesitant to join the coven, all three vampires forcibly turn her, ending any hint of romance. In The Inheritance (2011), Lily (Rochelle Aytes) joins a group of her cousins gathered for a family reunion, her sexuality coming into play near the end when it turns out the family elders need the “blood of a virgin” for a sacrificial ceremony—thus implying that lesbian sex doesn’t count as “real” sex. In Da Sweet Blood of Jesus (2014), Spike Lee’s unnecessary remake of Ganja & Hess, newly vampiric Ganja (Zaraah Abrahams) seduces and kills a woman (Naté Bova), unlike the original film’s male victim (whose slow-mo, full-frontal return from the dead caps Ganja & Hess’s striking finale). Given Ganja has displayed no homosexual inclination until this point in the remake, this gender swap for the sultry sex scene may strike some as a lesbian titillation ploy (and a way to avoid a male genitalia–laden final scene), although given the film’s arthouse approach, it feels less exploitive than, say, Wrong Turn 4.

If sexual objectification is the default for depictions of gay women in horror, then comedic objectification would be the default for gay men. Most movies have historically been targeted to the male gaze (not the male gays), meaning that female characters tend to serve the male audience’s sexual gratification, and male characters tend to reinforce the male audience’s sense of manhood. The stereotypically effeminate gay man, who’s not into “macho” necessities like sports, stogies, and sex with women, doesn’t fit into that role, thus setting him up for ridicule. The interior designing couple in Blacula fills this role. Although they’re not abject buffoons played for comedy, their stereotypical mannerisms and flighty dialogue make them stand out as characters who carry little weight, especially in a Blaxploitation movement for which hypermasculine revenge action movies served as the poster child.

As with Black lesbians, gay Black men wouldn’t have a significant presence in ’70s or ’80s horror, one exception being Once Bitten (1985), whose status as a horror-comedy appropriately reflects the status of male homosexuality as the butt of jokes during this era. A typical ’80s sex romp with a vampiric twist, Once Bitten stars Lauren Hutton as Countess, a vampire searching for virgin blood, and Jim Carrey as Mark, a high school virgin looking for any opportunity to no longer be a virgin. Aiding in the Countess’s search is Sebastian (Cleavon Little), her foppish, prissy chauffeur/butler/makeup artist, who wears jodhpurs and a lace scarf, berates other vampires for their appearance, and delivers catty lines like, “Did we get up on the wrong side of the coffin this evening?” Sebastian elevates (if that’s the right word) the Black servant role from the anonymous subservience of yesteryear to one of the typical homosexual male roles in comedies: the “Sassy” Sidekick, a male Yeah Girl who dispenses finger-snapping one-liners and has nothing better to do with his life than help his female friend find love.

The Sassy Sidekick trope is a resilient one that continues to this day, even in well-respected fare like the 2021 Candyman sequel, in which Final Girl Brianna’s brother, Troy (Nathan Stewart-Jarrett), hands out meow-worthy put-downs and comedic one-liners like “Ain’t a dick on the planet good enough to offset a demonology hobby,” while Yeah Girling Brianna’s suspicion of Anthony’s sanity. Granted, Troy is certainly a step above Hollywood (Meshach Taylor) in Mannequin (1987)—perhaps the standard-bearer for ’80s Black gay male stereotypes—but he still traffics in an inherent silliness that continues to be attached to gay men in film.
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Nathan Stewart-Jarrett and Kyle Kaminsky in Candyman (2021). Universal Pictures/Photofest.



The silliness takes a darker turn in Def by Temptation (1990), however, whose treatment of its gay male characters highlights a disconnect between homosexuality and the Black church, a relationship that has long been essentially a “Don’t ask, don’t tell” affair.15 Unapologetically Christian in its messaging, Def by Temptation’s hero, Joel (James Bond III), is a pastor in training, while his foil is a succubus (Cynthia Bond) whose male victims are presented in an unsympathetic light, each embodying a prominent “sin.” The first is a womanizing bartender (John Canada Terrell) who pressures one of his jumpoffs into having an abortion. The second is a married man (Rony Clanton) who cheats on his wife. The third is a gay man (Michael Rivera) who… is gay. As if to underscore the fact that these men amount to little more than these surface characterizations, their roles are credited as “Bartender #1,” “Married Man,” and “Gay Guy.”

“Gay Guy” is actually not an over-the-top, flamboyant caricature, but when we first spot him in a bar, he’s approached by just such a character. When Gay Guy rebuffs the would-be paramour’s advances, the drama queen “reads” G.G. with the unholy trio of gay Black male clichés: (1) the term “honey,” (2) the neck crane, and (3) the snap for emphasis. As a bonus, he throws in an eye roll for free!

As expected, it’s all played for humor, but when G.G. finds himself drawn to the succubus, things become more ominous, with homophobic overtones that seem determined to emasculate him. When she hands G.G. her number at the bar, she grabs him by the scruff of the neck and forcibly pulls him towards her as he struggles. “With a woman,” she whispers menacingly, “it’s much better.” G.G. appears shaken but ends up following her home, where she immediately dominates the submissive suitor, yelling at him as soon as he enters the door.

During sex, she becomes frustrated, as he’s unable to satisfy her needs, so she flips positions and becomes the “top,” with G.G. facedown on the bed. We’re thankfully not privy to the specifics due to a well-placed semi-sheer curtain, but she proceeds to insert SOMETHING, prompting G.G. to exclaim, “Girlfriend, where did THAT come from?” At first he enjoys it, but soon he screams in pain (“Take it out!”) before she starts to rip him to shreds with her claws. It’s a hateful, homophobic moment in an otherwise entertaining and important film in Black horror history and is a testament to how ingrained homophobia is in even esteemed corners of American culture, from the cinema to the church.

Much of the comedic derision of gay men in Black horror—whether it be Black gay characters or Black straight characters deriding gay men—has come from, logically, horror-comedies. The Scary Movie franchise has been a tactless repeat offender, with a running gag throughout the first two films about Ray (Shawn Wayans) “acting gay” (from listening to “It’s Raining Men” to “accidentally” fondling his friend’s butt) but never acknowledging it. Later, in Scary Movie 4 (2006), Kevin Hart and Anthony Anderson play out a Brokeback Mountain parody, complete with double entendre–laden gags about grabbing (pea)nuts.

In A Haunted House, there are no gay Black characters, but protagonist Malcolm (Marlon Wayans) is placed into situations where he has to deal with unwanted sexual advances from gay men, because straight men who can’t even get women to sleep with them somehow think that all gay men want them. Malcolm is even plagued by a gay demon, an invisible force that rapes him while he sleeps—a heinous act that, because of the gay connotation, is treated as comedy, even by Malcolm’s wife, Kisha (Essence Atkins), who taunts him with, “You got altar boyed!” Elsewhere in the film, White psychic Chip (Nick Swardson) makes repeated passes at Malcolm, trying to recruit him for his “five-man wrestling league” and even convincing him that dressing up in leather S&M gear will somehow help exorcise the demon from Kisha.

Examples from smaller “urban” horror-comedies include the slasher spoof Creepin’ (2001), which commits multiple scenes to a flamboyantly gay Black man showcasing his gag reflex on both a popsicle and a lollipop before fellating the killer in order to survive (an act whose retelling prompts exclamations of disgust from police officers investigating the murders), and Now Eat: The Movie, in which a cannibal rapper gets cooking tips from the TV show Flaming with Georgio, whose White host enjoys stuffing a chicken WAY too much.

The typically effeminate cinematic image of the gay Black man runs counter to the predominant Black male stereotype in America: the macho, aggressive, dangerous mold that permeates hip-hop, sports, and episodes of Cops. But the two seemingly polar opposites aren’t mutually exclusive. In fact, several horror movies have merged the two into a “Gay Gangsta” type. Call it the “Omar Effect.”

In Ragdoll (1999), for instance, gangster Lil’ Mikey (James Black), shirtless with a tasseled vest and Gap Band cowboy hat, code-switches depending on his mood, from falsetto-voiced and jazz-handed when happy to butch and bass-heavy when mad. In Meet the Blacks, Key Flo (Charlie Murphy) is a tough, straight-faced hood (granted, with long, flowing, pressed hair) who intimidates protagonist Carl Black (Mike Epps) not just with his gun, but with hints of sexual violence, greeting Carl by walking uncomfortably close to him and saying in a low tone as he traces his comb seductively along Carl’s arm, “You look real good, Carl… real good, like a scoop of chocolate ice cream.” In the Saw retread The Killing Gene (2007), Daniel (Ashley Walters) is a career criminal whose secret life as a police informant masks an even more secret life as the down-low lover of a veteran homicide detective (Stellan Skarsgård). In The Midnight Man (2017), Ken Foree is an urbane (not urban) loan shark enforcer and cheese snob who mentions that he has a husband but is also cagey about whether he’d be dumb enough to tell any personal details about his life to someone whose legs he’s about to break.

Despite the shortcomings of undermining one stereotype with another, the Gay Gangsta is at least an attempt to break out of the tired, sissified gay man mold, but truly meaningful, well-rounded portraits of queerness in horror have typically required queer representation behind the camera. There have been few horror movies with Black gay male central protagonists, but the ones that exist tend to have prominent gay voices behind the scenes.

Gay filmmakers Michael J. Ahern, Christopher Dalpe, and Brandon Perras, for example, scraped together resources for the campy Death Drop Gorgeous (2021), which stars Wayne Gonsalves as Dwayne, a thirtysomething Black bartender navigating the perils of the gay dating scene in Providence, Rhode Island—perils that include a serial killer targeting gay men in and around the drag scene. While the film is full of over-the-top gay caricatures, because they come from the minds of gay creatives, they feel playful and not mean-spirited or homophobic. Wayne is the straight man (so to speak) to the comedic supporting cast, and while they’re busy providing laughs, he sets about solving the mystery and single-handedly taking down the killer.

The all-Black Immortal Kiss: Queen of the Night (2012) doesn’t include any explicitly gay characters, but it clearly caters to a gay male audience. The threadbare plot finds a vampire queen (Trina Parks) holding auditions for a mate in her home, which translates to a series of buff men arriving, being shown to their rooms, disrobing for one reason or another and… well, that’s pretty much it. Gay director David DeCoteau, the homoerotic horror B-movie king, makes it evident that the crux of the movie is the beefcake scenes: like, a ten-minute shower, a six-minute “Calgon take me away” dip in a hot tub, and an eleven-minute boxer brief stroll to nowhere in particular. It isn’t exactly great cinema—or cinema at all—but Blackness from a gay male point of view in horror is so rare, anything is refreshing.

The crème de la crème of Black-led gay horror, though, is Spiral (2020), a taut chiller that channels classic socially conscious “paranoid horror” like Rosemary’s Baby (1968), The Stepford Wives (1975), and yes, even Get Out. In some ways, Spiral is to gay horror what Get Out is to Black horror. Like Get Out, it revolves around a Black man scarred by childhood tragedy who’s in an interracial relationship and is struggling to fit into suburbia while secretly being targeted by sinister undercover forces with a prejudicial agenda. In Spiral’s case, the lead is Malik (Jeffrey Bowyer-Chapman), who moves with his White partner, Aaron (Ari Cohen), and Aaron’s teen daughter to a small town and immediately senses a chilly reception from the uptight residents.

As ominous events begin to pile up, Malik does research on the town and uncovers a dark history of people falling victim to violence. A stay-at-home writer, he plays the typical “housewife” role in this type of film: his paranoia ramping up as his oblivious, workaholic spouse “sweethearts” him with gaslighting dismissals of his fears. Although Malik wasn’t written as Black, his racial difference is magnified by his isolation from both the glaringly White community and Aaron, who feels more of a kinship with his new neighbors than Malik does.16

It’s presented as Aaron being able to assimilate as “straight” more successfully than Malik, but an unspoken angle is Aaron’s ability to assimilate racially as well. The closest the film gets to intimating this aspect is Malik’s snappy retort to Aaron when the latter expresses a desire to make more “normal” friends: “What’s the word for an ‘Uncle Tom’ but for gay people?” Co-writer John Poliquin is gay and set the film in the ’90s to heighten the sense of gay oppression, but the message of marginalized people being targeted as easy prey that no one cares about can certainly extend to race, religion, nationality, gender, ethnicity, and class, making Spiral more universally appealing than those who pooh-pooh gay horror might want to admit.17

One interesting pattern of gay Black representation that Spiral—and MANY other horror films—falls into is that of Black characters, regardless of gender, being in interracial relationships. Granted, showing love and lifelong commitments—or heck, even giblet-joining one-night stands—across racial boundaries is great, but in horror, the overwhelming majority of gay relationships involving a Black partner are interracial. The list is seemingly endless: Blacula, Slaughter Hotel, Torso, The Perfection, Good Manners, Thelma, Fear Street, Candyman (2021), Dark Beacon, Writer’s Retreat, Home, Seance, Bit, Unfriended: Dark Web, “New Year, New You,” Wrong Turn 4, Sound of Violence, The Killing Gene, Seance, The Ranger (2018), Knifecorp (2021), The Stairs (2021), and more. It’s as if Blackness is okay, and queerness is okay, but the “otherness quotient” that comes with seeing two Black queer people together has been deemed too much for audiences to handle.

Perhaps even more rare than Black gay couples in horror, however, is any sort of Black transgender inclusion. It’s so rare, in fact, that it’s hard to generalize. Trans representation in horror as a whole tends towards demonization—as something perverse that feeds into the dark and monstrous nature of horror. Trans as well as crossdressing characters in the genre have often been pigeonholed as deranged killers, epitomized by Norman Bates in Psycho (1960), Leatherface in The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974), Buffalo Bill in The Silence of the Lambs (1991), Angela in Sleepaway Camp (1983), and Bobbi in Dressed to Kill (1980).

While there’s a much smaller sample size of Black trans characters, a significant percentage of them have likewise been pegged as villains. Although Ajita Wilson’s malevolent seductress character in Macumba Sexual isn’t called out as trans, there is trans coding in her portrayal. Similar to Wilson’s Princess Obongo, vampire Belle (Russell Clark) in Fright Night Part 2 (1988) isn’t played for grotesqueness or perversion like Norman Bates, Leatherface, et al., but rather is seductive and—given the iconic gliding, slow-motion roller skate kill scene—pretty damn cool. Roxy (Kevin Smith Kirkwood) in the gross-out contagion film Condemned (2015), on the other hand, is pure sideshow objectification meant to disgust the audience: a squalor-dwelling, pill-popping trans prostitute who’s abused by her boyfriend and succumbs to a pathogen that turns her (and the other residents of her apartment building) into a homicidal, projectile-vomiting maniac. If there’s any doubt as to the attitude the film shows towards her, as well as a neighboring gay male couple who are portrayed as sadomasochistic neo-Nazis, the official film synopsis refers to their building as a “depraved hell hole” filled with “neighbors that are meth heads, junkies, and degenerates.”18
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Russell Clark in Fright Night Part 2 (1988). New Century Vista/Photofest.



Two of today’s leading trans actresses of color, Laverne Cox and Indya Moore, have had featured roles in high-profile horror movies, the former as the mysterious hairstylist whose extensions take control of her clients’ lives in Bad Hair and the latter as a contestant in the do-or-die puzzle-solving sequel Escape Room: Tournament of Champions. Neither character, however, is definitively identified as trans, highlighting one of the complications of LGBTQ+ representation: the fact that it’s more difficult to discern inclusion along the lines of sexuality and gender identification than along racial lines. It’s a bit of a “tree falling in the forest” dilemma: If a gay or trans person is cast in a role that doesn’t present as gay or trans, is it still representation? What if no one even knows that the performer is gay or trans? Of course, ANY sort of inclusion is valuable for the queer cause, but with Black trans characters being so scarce in front of the camera, there’s a particularly desperate need for more storylines featuring them in major horror productions… preferably ones where they don’t kill people and wear their skin.

The power of representation is that the more of it there is, the less weight the occasional negative image carries. As with Black heterosexual, cisgender representation, Black LGBTQ+ representation needs a broad range to reflect the range of humanity. Even “boring” reflections of gay or trans people just living life—like the couple in Unfriended: Dark Web or the Black girl in “New Year, New You”—are vital in normalizing LGBTQ+ people as, well, people. Some eat dinner with their cats, some exorcise demons in stilettos. It takes all kinds.

Conclusion

One measure of progress for Black people in horror that flies against what you would intuitively label as “advancement” is our capacity for villainy. Horror, after all, is arguably more about the villains than about the heroes; it’s Freddy vs. Jason, not Nancy vs. Alice. By this measure, the status of Blacks in horror has come a long way—from the nameless savages in King Kong (1933) to nuanced villains with sympathetic backstories like Candyman and Us’s Red, or even charismatic antiheroes like Blade, Mr. Simms from Tales from the Hood, and pint-sized zombie Melanie from The Girl with All the Gifts. We can be heroes, but we can be villains, too. It can be good to be bad, just as long as not all the Black roles are bad.

This broadening of Black roles in horror is intrinsically tied to the broadening of Black roles in cinema as a whole, which has seen marked progress just within the past decade. We have more Black representation behind the camera, which has intuitively led to an increase in both the quantity and quality of Black representation in front of the camera. As the 2021 Hollywood Diversity Report identified, “Films written or directed by people of color in 2020 had significantly more diverse casts than those written or directed by White men.”19

Horror in particular has played a leading role in this charge. Indeed, it says a lot about the impact that the genre has had on the state of Black film in general that the first-ever Black female–directed movie to finish at the top of the American box office was a horror flick: Nia DaCosta’s Candyman. Unfortunately, it also says a lot that it took until 2021 for this to happen.

This sobering fact should serve as a reminder that, despite a surge in representation, there are segments within the Black population that go underserved in horror. Black female filmmakers continue to be overlooked, and blind spots like the Black queer viewpoint have yet to be fully explored in the genre. Blackness isn’t monolithic, after all, and everyone deserves to have their stories told. So, let the cameras roll.



Epilogue

In a flash, the hordes had breached the building. Thousands of bodies swarmed over one another, pressing to get inside like sheep squeezing into a pen. Bodies flattened while blood oozed into cracking windows and twisted doorjambs, soon to give way. The expansive, pristine interior of sparkling marble, antique furniture, and carefully curated, priceless artworks became cramped and claustrophobic as the throngs forced their way inside in a rabid search for prey. The great hall, seized, was reduced to a thruway for insurmountable rage and bloodlust aimed at the few trapped and cowering behind an unprotected wooden door. Their only defense—a lone man, stick in hand, ready to take on all comers. To defend the Capitol Building.

Black horror is living its best life. The genre is experiencing a renaissance. Black image-makers are growing the genre, introducing imaginative FUBU narratives while inviting us all along for the ride. The output of Black horror on the big, small, and streaming screens is increasing exponentially, with more releases in the year 2020—during a pandemic—than in the entire decade of the 1980s. Production companies like Jordan Peele’s Monkeypaw and Shudder are working to keep pace to quench our horror hunger.

Still, if we must be honest, we hope that Black horror will be able to keep up. Because, while Tananarive Due is right that “Black history is Black horror,” we would add that the Black present is Black horror as well. Can Black horror compete with a real life that is so unimaginably horrific?

As it reflects on Black life and culture, Black horror must navigate some formidable competition. When white supremacists took over Washington, D.C., in January 2021, breaking into the Capitol Building in a quest to kidnap and kill congressional members in the deluded belief that they could somehow change the outcome of a presidential election, a lone Black man—Eugene Goodman—gripped his police baton and stood in their way. It was like the climactic scene of a zombie movie—that is, if zombies wore Viking hats and beaver skins and formed a Confederate flag–carrying lynch mob. Except we knew that Goodman’s heroics weren’t scripted. He didn’t have a safety net, and if he’d died, it would’ve been for real.

It was terrifying to watch, this role reversal of a Black police officer menaced by White citizenry. It was the latest wrinkle in a string of twenty-first-century scenes caught on video showing Black people in the U.S. imperiled. Viewing this unimaginable scenario, it leaves one questioning if fiction can ever best the terror of real life, with its pandemics, coups, traffic stop fatalities, failed levees, water crises, school shootings, and rabid Karens.

Black horror’s triumph is its ability to reflect more deeply on the ways in which Black history has been and continues to be Black horror. Black horror points a finger at evil because those who forget the past are doomed to repeat it, just like those who forget the rules of horror are just plain doomed. When the twenty-four-hour news cycle moves on to some Insta-influencer, and names like Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, Atatiana Jefferson, and Botham Jean become fading memories for some, Black horror steps up to remind us that, like the vengeful dolls in Tales from the Hood, the past is never “history.”
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Officer Eugene Goodman diverting an angry mob of rioters during the Capitol building invasion on January 6, 2021. Ashley Gilbertson/VII/Redux.



Everyone dies, but Black people do so at a higher rate in both horror and, sadly, real life. But Black horror reminds us that we have power over whether that death goes down easy or hard, or if we will (channeling Samuel L. Jackson) strike down upon thee with great vengeance and furious anger those who attempt to poison and destroy my brothers. The Black presence in horror, as in America, has always been about resilience. The Black Guy shows up, gets killed, and at the start of the next movie, he’s back for more, eager to accompany his White friends to the abandoned insane asylum they somehow think is the ideal place to party. What, you want us to split up? Sure! He plays his role film after film, knowing the odds are against him, that he’s started the race two steps behind, but he doesn’t give up, confident that one of these days, he’ll end up being the hero, or she’ll be the Final Girl. And who knows, someday they may round up other Black Guys, Black Girls, and Black Folx and have their own adventures, scripted by Black writers and lensed by Black directors, and no one will bat an eye when they earn the highest of accolades, because of course; it’s Black horror.

In Hollywood, trends come and go, but one thing we can be certain of is that there will be plenty of material, because our Black history and present are the wellspring of horror. Each has given the genre a lot, almost too much, to work with. And if history is any indication, we can expect to be enjoying Black horror for many years to come.





Top 10 Black Horror Movies

Okay, so we cheated and added some honorable mentions. You can’t expect us to limit ourselves to just ten, can you?

[image: ] MARK’S TOP 10

Honorable Mentions: Pooka!, Ma, The Girl With All the Gifts, Blade II, Alien vs. Predator, Tales from the Hood, Spiral (2020), Def by Temptation, Black Box, Nope


	10. Ganja & Hess

	9. Candyman (1992)

	8. Demon Knight

	7. The First Purge

	6. Night of the Living Dead (1968)

	5. Good Manners

	4. Us

	3. Attack the Block

	2. His House

	1. Get Out
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Honorable Mentions: Def by Temptation, Get Out, Ganja & Hess, The Thing (1982), Tales from the Hood, Blacula, Blade, Petey Wheatstraw


	10. Welcome Home Brother Charles

	9. J.D.’s Revenge

	8. Candyman (1992)

	7. Sweetheart

	6. Us

	5. Attack the Block

	4. Chloe, Love Is Calling You

	3. Night of the Living Dead (1968)

	2. Eve’s Bayou

	1. Horror Noire (2019)
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