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Contagion. Infection. Indoctrination. What thematic territory could possibly be more ripe for exploration after the past 18 
months of regional lockdowns, pandemic spikes, political riots and protests, and TikTok sea shanty memes?

The years 2020 and 2021 have served as a stark reminder of the ways in which germs, ideologies, and beliefs travel and 
proliferate throughout our society. From the Covid-19 pandemic to the brain-melting contamination of vulnerable minds by 
Fox News and QAnon, spreading diseases and ideas have served as cogent demonstrations of the ability of both tangible and 
intangible phenomena to rapidly alter the fabric of our world—for better or for worse.

And our writers have been taking notice.

This issue features a collection of essays from talented thinkers which tackle the theme of contagion from an assortment 
of astonishingly diverse approaches. You'll find pieces touching the Capitol riot, Trumpism, the #MeToo movement, Covid 
prevention, inceldom, dancing mania, cults, bullying, viral hauntings, zombie reproduction, and much more.

While we look forward to (knock on wood) the end of the Covid pandemic in the (hopefully near) future, it's important that 
we don't forget the lessons that we've learned about the nature of infection, both physical and mental, during these troubling 
times. 

It's also important that we don't forget the importance of taking care of one another.

Masking up isn't the only way that we protect ourselves and our community against dangerous infections. We also speak up 
when we see injustice. We voice our support when we hear survivors speak. We push back against the spread of misinformation. 
And we never grow complacent.

            Valeska Griffiths
            @bitchcraftTO

Editor’s Note



Alex Hall is a queer film writer based in Toronto. She is the creator of Lezzie Borden, an Instagram account 
that examines and archives depictions of queer women in horror. Her work specialises in the interplay of 
hauntings, queerness, and theory. Most recently, she has contributed a chapter to a forthcoming book of 
essays on queer horror. Find her on Instagram @lezzie_borden and on twitter @tinyspritizies.

Billie Walker is a London-based writer and host of the horror film podcast No Humans Involved on 
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Bryan Christopher is a contributor at Daily Dead, Rue Morgue, and Cinepunx. You can hear him talk horror 
as part of the Corpse Club podcast team, or catch him rambling incoherently on twitter @eviltaylorhicks.

CC Stapleton is an artist and writer from Atlanta, GA. Having studied art history in college, specifically 
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embedded into anything. She contributes to Bloody Good Horror and Anatomy of a Scream, co-hosts 
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different from our own. You can find her on twitter @danirat.

Jamie Alvey is a writer, educator, and actress who can be found waxing poetic about the works of Shirley 
Jackson and Daphne du Maurier. When she’s not writing about the macabre, she can be found reading or 
cuddling her multitude of animals. She’s the unofficial expert on Stephen King’s It. 

Jayson Drury has been horror-obsessed from a young age. Jayson has been writing about the genre for years, 
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Jenn Adams is a writer and podcaster from Nashville, TN. She co-hosts both Psychoanalysis: A Horror 
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Antagonist blog and will gladly talk your ear off about final girls, feminism, and Stephen King.

Jessica Parant is known as Spinster #1 of the Spinsters of Horror and the co-host for the podcast I Spit 
on Your Podcast. When not working her day job as a Security Compliance Specialist for an IT company, 
she is busy following her love and passion for horror with writing, researching, and podcasting. Find her 
on twitter and Instagram @SpectralJess07.
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dissect and analyse the films of the genre. As well as contributing articles for The Evolution of Horror, 
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“

What do small-town gossip and 
pandemic misinformation have in 
common? Once word gets out, it’s 
almost impossible to take it back. Even 
worse: it’s just as impossible whether 
the rumour was spread with gusto or 
whispered in supposed confidence. In 
Bruce McDonald’s Pontypool (2008), the 
eponymous small Ontario town gripped 
by a snowstorm also finds itself held 
hostage by spoken language. We are 
likewise trapped in a tiny radio station 
with faded radio host Grant Mazzy 
(Stephen McHattie), his producer Sydney 
Briar (Lisa Houle), and his technical 
assistant Laurel-Ann (Georgina Reilly) 
as they try to interpret audio clues that 

hint at the chaos exploding elsewhere 
in town. The infected—credited as 
“conversationalists”—turn into mimics, 
echoing the sounds and speech of others 
around them in an attempt to spread 
infected words to new hosts. We even 
see that conversationalists unable to 
spread the infected language are soon 
catastrophically destroyed by the virus. 
In Pontypool, it feels like the key to 
survival is cutting yourself off from other 
people, which, as we know from our own 
pandemic experiences, is easier said (pun 
intended) than done.

Part of the challenge of the Pontypool 
contagion is the novel nature of its virus 

and that virus’s transmission. The film is 
quick to supply us with coded meaning 
for the infection and how it spreads—
despite taking place almost entirely inside 
a small building, the narrative brings in 
suggestions of racism, nationalism, and 
xenophobia, and how exposure through 
repetition can inform and consolidate 
our values and tolerances around these 
issues. A community theatre group drops 
by to perform in brownface, a reporter 
speculates that separatist Québec 
“terror groups” might have caused the 
virus, Sydney makes reference to Laurel-
Ann’s tour in Afghanistan and, indirectly, 
her contribution to the so-called “war 
on terror.” The messages stack to form 
a criticism, even as the ensemble are 
largely uncritical. Pontypool is about all 
of these issues, but it specifically tackles 
how we form and communicate our ideas 
and values relating to them.

Words themselves aren’t the 
virus—they’re the vectors that 

deliver the infection. 

In their study of Pontypool through a 
sociological lens, Evelyn Deshane and 
R. Travis Morton (2018) readily identify 
that the contagion is ideological in 
nature. Words themselves aren’t the 
virus—they’re the vectors that deliver 
the infection. 

In their efforts to thwart the contagion, 
Grant and Sydney make it seem way 
easier to shift ideologies than it is in 
real life. On one hand, they effectively 
demonstrate how quickly one word can 
irreparably change our perspective: Ken 
the weather reporter (played in voice only 
by Rick Roberts) reads as an endearing, 
if pathetic, man who takes simple joy in 
pretending that he is delivering updates 
from a weather chopper (in reality, his 
pickup truck parked up on a hill with a 
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view of the town). When Sydney reveals 
that Ken, by then dead, was a suspected 
pedophile, that one word immediately 
shifts our perception. Sometimes, it is 
that easy. 

Later, when Sydney’s brain finally snags 
on an infected word—kill—we see a 
different sort of shift that shouldn’t be 
so simple. She manages to extinguish 
her infected word by giving kill new 
meaning—kill becomes kiss. To Grant, 
this revelation leads him to conclude 
that the cure is to boil language down 
to nonsense, a conclusion that moves 
him to transmit an impassioned but 
intentionally confusing speech over a 
radio broadcast. 

Grant misses the point by a mere hair: 
words only have the power that we grant 
them through meaning. If you think of the 
Pontypool virus (which causes a disease 
officially termed Acquired Metastructural 
Pediculosis in the book that serves as 
Pontypool’s source material—terminology 
that suggests a parasitic infection akin to 
a lice infestation rather than a viral one, 
but that’s just a quibble) as loaded words 
carrying viral loads, then the key to the 
cure isn’t to point the terms to new 
targets through manufactured confusion, 
but to unload the weapon completely. 

Here’s what I mean: 

In real life, it’s challenging to change 
ideologies. Even with the best intentions 

and conscious effort, it’s a lot of 
work. We all experience confirmation 
bias, by which we naturally seek out 
information that reinforces our beliefs 
and values. This phenomenon is mirrored 
by another phenomenon known as 
belief perseverance. When our beliefs 
are confronted, our instincts aren’t to 
integrate this new knowledge and rebuild 
the bones of what we believe; instead, 
we’re more likely to dig our heels in and 
advocate harder for our earlier stance—
even if evidence shows that it’s wrong. 
We see these phenomena unfold as 
Grant Mazzy and his colleagues struggle 
with the idea that words, their own 
language, can kill. 

As ground zero, Pontypool gives us an 
outbreak confined to a Petri dish of a 
town, with few opportunities to spread 
to the rest of the world. Even for 2008, 
when the film was released, this would be 
an unusual scenario. In 2021, we see how 
ideas can spread and be reinforced online.

For your safety, please avoid 
contact with close family members 
and restrain from the following: all 
terms of endearment such as honey
or sweetheart, baby-talk with young  
children, and rhetorical discourse. 
For greater safety, please avoid the 
English language. Please do not 
translate this message.

As far as warnings go, this one seems 
pretty clear, even if the whys aren’t 

articulated. But humans are really bad 
at assessing risk, and so these easy-to-
follow instructions are ignored wholesale 
by the occupants of the radio station. 

With every rewatch, I’m more 
certain that Sydney has signed 

her daughter’s death certificate 
with that single phone call. 

Sydney’s instinct is to check on her 
children and make sure they’re safe. No 
one can fault her for that, even though 
the action, which includes messages 
of comfort and pet names, obviously 
contradicts the recommendations for 
mitigating spread. This reminds me of 
how, during a pandemic with a stay-
at-home order, so many people made 
exceptions to visit their family or close 
friends. We can’t fault people for 
wanting to care for their loved ones, 
especially those whose mental health 
is at risk of deteriorating with isolation, 
but we also have to acknowledge the 
risks associated with putting yourself 
into situations where transmission 
is possible. Especially early in the 
pandemic, I had a lot of conversations 
with people who would frame exposure 
risk calculations in terms of trust—they 
would only set up hangouts with people 
whom they trusted were wearing masks 
in public and were only spending time 
with others taking similar precautions. 
It’s a sweet sentiment, but viruses don’t 
infect based on moral frameworks. If 
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Bruce McDonald’s 2008 film Pontypool, 
however, is that neither the humans nor 
the zombies are the true threat. Instead, 
McDonald explores a far more omniscient 
and insidious danger: language. 

As washed-up talk radio host Grant 
Mazzy (Stephen McHattie) kicks off his 
first day at a new station in Pontypool, 
Ontario, his rocky start only gets worse 
as the small town becomes ground zero 
for a virus spread through the English 

language that turns people into violent 
cannibals. We often talk about how 
horror exposes our real-world fears 
through use of exaggerated metaphor, 
but what makes Pontypool so terrifying 
is that it’s not actually that far from the 
truth in how language manifests violence.

Perhaps the most obvious recent example 
of rhetoric leading to violence is former 
United States President Donald Trump, 
who questioned the 2020 election 
results and urged his supporters to “fight 
like hell” at the Capitol where Joe Biden’s 
victory was being formalised (Byman, 
2021). The ensuing riot led to five 
deaths (Healy, 2021) as people swarmed 
the building while babbling pro-Trump 
propaganda, not unlike how the infected 
townspeople of Pontypool attack while 
spewing incoherent nonsense. 

Of course, the connection between 
hateful rhetoric and violent acts doesn’t 
stop with the Capitol. Trump’s anti-
Muslim discourse in 2016 correlated 

Zombie films often centre on the 
notion that the zombies themselves 
aren’t the true villains. From classic films 
like George A. Romero’s Night of the Living 
Dead (1968) to the long-running television 
series The Walking Dead (2010-), zombies 
are a mechanism through which to shine 
a light on humanity’s shortcomings, 
as human antagonists (and sometimes 
protagonists) reveal themselves to be 
just as dangerous as the hordes of flesh-
eating undead. What’s interesting about 

“ The r e  I s  a  Mons t e r  Lo o s e  &  I t ’ s  
Bounc ing  Thr ough  Our  Language ”   
The Violence of Rhetoric as Portrayed in Pontypool 

 by Bryan Christopher
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with a 32% spike in hate crimes that year. 
When he tweeted derogatory comments 
about U.S. Representative Ilhan Omar and 
Michigan Governor Gretchen Whitmer, 
both women saw increases in threats 
of violence from Trump’s supporters. 
Hateful rhetoric spreads from political 
leaders like a virus, amplified through 
social media, spread through lower-level 
leaders, and permeated through the 
community (Byman, 2021). 

What makes Pontypool such an effective 
symbol for the connection between 
language and violence is not only its 
use of metaphor, but in how it forces 
the audience to experience much of the 
brutality through the spoken word. Most 
of the film is spent in the confines of a 
radio station, so the horror spreading 
through the town is conveyed through 
description, from Grant’s reporting to 
the updates they receive from Ken Loney 
(Rick Roberts) “in the Sunshine Chopper.” 
It’s a rare exception to the “show, don’t 
tell” rule of storytelling as McDonald 

allows our imaginations to run wild, but 
also punctuates these descriptions with 
brief but savage visuals that remind us 
these events aren’t theoretical. 

Also important is that Pontypool reflects 
pop culture’s role in using language to 
incite conflict. Of course, we see this 
through Grant, a shock-jock whose 
half-cocked conspiracy theories are 
geared more toward stoking controversy 
than conveying the truth, but even 
more interesting is how it incorporates 
seemingly innocuous forms of rhetoric 
that can lead to violence. Early in the 
film, Grant interviews a small community 
theatre group putting on a production 
of Lawrence of Arabia. While the group 
seems jovial enough, several actors are 
in brown face, and in a more “modern” 
interpretation of the film, one of the cast 
members appears to be playing his role 
as a caricature of a terrorist. It’s within 
this microcosm of pop-culture caricature 
that we first see Pontypool’s virus take 
root, as a small girl in the group starts 

mumbling incoherently to herself and 
later attacks Grant.

Pontypool reflects pop 
culture’s role in using 

language to incite conflict .

In real life, we see popular culture 
perpetuate stereotypes and falsehoods, 
often hiding bigotry behind comedy. 
Jokes about trans people, for example, 
continually frame them as imposters 
and deviants, particularly trans women 
where popular culture “has successfully 
sustained the notion that trans people 
are not acceptable for cis men to interact 
with, romantically or sexually” (Davis, 
2021). It’s little wonder, then, that 2021 
is on track to be the deadliest year for 
trans people in the United States (Haug, 
2021), or that 47% of trans adults have 
been sexually assaulted in their lifetime 
(Human Rights Campaign, n.d.). In the film, 
Dr. Mendez (Hrant Alianak) figures out 
that “it is when the word is understood 
that the virus takes hold.” That doesn’t 

one person is making exceptions, you 
know that many others probably are, 
too, even if it’s for the best-intentioned 
reasons. Sydney is definitely not the only 
person in Pontypool who was spurred to 
check in on others after hearing about a 
cannibalistic riot downtown. 

We never see what’s happening on 
the other end of the phone call. Her 
daughter’s confusing request for the 
"Birthday Song" on Valentine’s Day might 
just be childish whimsy, but it could also 
be evidence that Sydney’s outpouring 
of affectionate speech may have been a 
vector for infection. With every rewatch, 
I’m more certain that Sydney has signed 
her daughter’s death certificate with that 
single phone call. 

If we come back to ideologies as a source 
of infection, then we can tease out the 
reason why conversation with loved 
ones, baby talk, and terms of endearment 
are deemed especially risky. In terms of 

how we understand language, this can 
play a huge role in fluency—or how easy 
it is for us to process a message. We are 
more likely to have developed familiar 
ways of communicating with people that 
we care about and converse with all the 
time. And if the message is delivered in a 
way that feels familiar, we are more likely 
to also feel that the message is true. In 
Pontypool, the warnings are delivered 
from an outside, unknown source, in a 
language that needs to be translated to 
be understood. 

There isn’t a tidy solution to the 
contagion that plagues Pontypool. In 
real life, science communicators and 
journalists feel like they are banging their 
heads against the wall when trying to 
find communication tools that can fight 
misinformation in ways that outcompete 
our natural biases, and ways to explain 
risk that are granted the same weight as 
the contact we crave with our friends 
and families. Grant’s idea to rail into the 

aether of his broadcast didn’t save the 
world, despite his best intentions, just 
as work to dispel myths often backfires 
by exposing more people to the myth 
through repetition. 

I guess what I’m trying to say is: if you 
ever try to make an exception for yourself 
in a situation where you’re choosing to 
contribute to spread because you have 
good intentions, maybe consider that 
good intentions aren’t the same thing as 
prevention.

REFERENCES
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mean, though, that the word needs to 
be understood correctly, just as in real 
life when people “understand” that trans 
people are fundamentally wrong and 
therefore acceptable targets for violence. 

Within this exploration of the relationship 
between language and violence, Grant 
Mazzy is an intriguing protagonist, as he’s 
best equipped to handle the situation 
not because of virtue, but rather because 
of his ability to exploit the paradox of 
language as both immensely powerful 
and also inherently meaningless beyond 
the understanding we ascribe to it. 
Plenty of people use that to their benefit, 
such as Tucker Carlson who, in reference 
to the death of one of the Capitol rioters 
at the hands of police, said, “Political 
violence begets political violence. That 
is always true. It is an iron law. It never 
changes. And we have to be against that. 
No matter who commits the violence or 
under what pretext” (Niemietz, 2021). 
Contrast that with his response to the 
news of Derek Chauvin’s conviction 
for the murder of George Floyd: “Well, 
yeah, but [Chauvin] looks like he’s going 
to spend the rest of his life in prison. So 
I’m kind of more worried about the rest 
of the country which, thanks to police 
inaction, in case you haven’t noticed, is, 
like, boarded up” (Owen, 2021).

Carlson regularly mangles and distorts 
language for personal gain, and while 
Grant does the same throughout much 
of the film, his best work in warping the 
English language is done in something 
of a heroic act as he looks to stop 

the infection from taking hold of his 
producer, Sydney (Lisa Houle). As she 
becomes fixated on the word “kill,” he 
frantically throws words at her in an 
attempt to get her to stop understanding 
it, ultimately finding an antidote of sorts 
in one of the film’s most memorable 
phrases, “kill is kiss.” 

But while he’s able to save the day on 
a small scale, the film offers us one last 
paradox in the closing moments. Grant’s 
attempts to broadcast the cure he’s 
discovered to the people of Pontypool 
are too late, as authorities have arrived to 
wipe out the town in hopes of eradicating 
the virus. In Grant’s final speech, the line 
“It’s not the end of the world, folks. It’s 
just the end of the day” has something 
of a Zen-like cynicism to it, particularly in 
light of the narration that plays over the 
credits where Pontypool’s destruction 
doesn’t appear to have stopped the 
virus, yet everyday life continues to chug 
along elsewhere in the world.

And that’s pretty much been the case 
throughout history. We use language 
to depict Jewish people as greedy and 
devious, and millions of them are killed 
in the Holocaust. Black people are 
depicted as aggressive beasts, and entire 
neighbourhoods are burned out while 
people are systematically murdered. 
Women are designated as objects of 
domesticity and sexual desire, and are 
brutally punished when they dare object. 
Throughout history, language has been 
used as a weapon capable of devastating 
entire communities, yet the world as a 

whole continues to spin. Indeed, it’s not the 
end of the world. It’s just the end of the day.

REFERENCES
Byman, D.L. (2021, April 9). How Hateful Rhetoric 
Connects to Real-World Violence. Brookings. 
brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2021/
04/09/how-hateful-rhetoric-connects-to-real-
world-violence.

Davis, C. (2021, February 15). Enough is 
Enough: A Condemnation of Comedy’s Abuse 
of the Trans Community. Hollywood Insider. 
hollywoodinsider.com/trans-community-
comedy-abuse.

Healy, J. (2021, January 11). These Are The Five 
People Who Died in the Capitol Riot. The New 
York Times. nytimes.com/2021/01/11/us/
who-died-in-capitol-building-attack.html.

Huag, O. (2021, May 12). 23 Trans People Have 
Already Been Killed in 2021. Them.  them.us/
story/23-trans-people-have-been-killed-
2021-whispering-wind-bear-spirit-sophie-
vasquez. 

Niemietz, B. (2021, April 21). Tucker Carlson 
Cackles At, Then Cuts Off an NYC Law Enforcement 
Expert Who Breaks with the Host’s Derek 
Chauvin Narrative. Daily News. nydailynews.
com/news/national/ny-tucker-carlson-
cackles-at-new-york-city-sheriff-20210421-
jydm3julyrczhjkinc7rjvkw3y-story.html. 

Owen, P. (2021, January 6). Tucker Carlson 
Says Dead Capitol Rioter Is Victim of ‘Political 
Violence.’ The Wrap. thewrap.com/tucker-
car lson-says-dead-r ioter- is-vict im-of-
political-violence-video.

Human Rights Campaign. (n.d.). Understanding 
the Trans Community. hrc.org/resources/
understanding-the-transgender-community. g



9

“

In 2007, the horror comedy Teeth 
was released. Directed by Mitchell 
Lichtenstein, it is a culmination of the 
vagina dentata myth whose origins span 
many cultures across the world. The myth 
was born out of fear of female sexuality. 
The fate of the canine abnormality 
befalls abstinence queen Dawn (Jessie 
Weixler), whose horrifying discovery 
comes with the ability to amputate the 
invading penises and fingers of her fellow 
abstinence buddy, her stepbrother, and 
the gynaecologist. Although the film 
reeks of castration anxiety, the end result 
is rather empowering. Teeth creates a 
gruesomely satisfying (albeit unrealistic) 
defence mechanism and solution for 
Dawn’s problem—one shared by all 
women—the inevitable threat of rape. 
The film demonstrates the insidious 
systemic nature of rape and the message 
is clear: assault makes you less of a man.
 
Emerald Fennell’s debut Promising Young 
Woman (2020) features another woman 
taking on a daring solo mission to single-
handedly defeat rapists. Although Cassie 
(Carey Mulligan) does not have a serrated 
set of gnashers between her legs, she 
does have great drunk-acting skills which 

matter, the soundtracks pop alongside the 
tacky palettes. Promising Young Woman 
is filled to bursting with catchy dance 
remixes, including Charli XCX and Paris 
Hilton, and ends with an orchestral cover 
of Britney Spears’s “Toxic.” The sneering 
grin of Teeth’s heroine Dawn that ends 
the film is met with rock singer Chuck 
Prophet’s “You Did,” a downright silly 
number filled with rhyming nonsensical 
lyrics. This is the tongue-in-cheek cherry 
to end the vagina dentata sundae. It is 
Fennell and Lichtenstein’s continuously 
camp choices that give the works their 
gravitas, as their trivial nature stands in 
such stark contrast with the brutal reality 
of rape culture addressed.
 

Although the movement 
garnered great support and 
has allowed more victims to 
speak on gendered violence, 

the awareness has not 
halted the problem.

Promising Young Woman was labelled by 
Vanity Fair as a “Thelma and Louise for the 
#MeToo Era” (Oswaks, 2021). Although 

she uses to scare men hoping to take 
advantage of the “wasted” woman they 
have taken home, making her a seduction 
nightmare to all of the vile men who try.
 
The rape-revenge narrative has been 
a controversial addition to the horror 
genre, dividing audiences and critics alike. 
Featuring brutal rape scenes and violent 
retaliations, many, such as The Nightingale 
(2018), stick to the dark hues telling of 
a horror palette and pay respect to the 
gruesome reality of the subject with these 
severe tones. Teeth and Promising Young 
Woman make the opposite decision. 
Teeth’s fluffy, pink bathroom towels and 
extreme teenage bedroom decoration—
adolescent interiors come in girly Christian, 
sk8erboi garage, and misunderstood punk 
editions—make the film a jolly mockery 
of the ‘00s suburbia. Whereas Cassie’s 
frequently changing looks are a flipbook 
of e-girl trends of the ‘20s, ranging from 
cottagecore to pastel goth wigs. Decades 
apart, these rape-revenge horrors are 
camp classics in their own right, wittily 
documenting their decades.
 
As well as humorous aesthetics 
suggestive of light-hearted subject 
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this is a well-intentioned epithet, the 
deeply cynical Cassie would not be 
impressed at the lazy definition already 
done to death by journalists in the four 
years since the hashtag’s birth. The 
problem with this tagline is its implication 
that rape-culture awareness only 
surfaced since the twitter phenomenon 
that was the #MeToo movement, and 
that, since then, we have been living in 
a rape-conscious society. Although the 
movement garnered great support and 
has allowed more victims to speak on 
gendered violence, the awareness has 
not halted the problem. Many men still 
rape and assault women, and their peers 
still protect their own, demonstrated 
by the succession of two rapists to the 
White House (from either party), because 
the crimes of a man should not impeach 
his promising future.
 
Any woman, trans, and non-binary 
person can attest to the fact that rape 
and harassment are an insidious part of 
patriarchal society. The mere existence 
of the rape-revenge category in film 
is telling of a consistent awareness of 
rape that is rife in our society. Another 
gem from the late ‘00s, Karyn Kusama’s 
Jennifer’s Body (2009), explicitly points 
at the behaviour of Hollywood’s men, as 
Jennifer (Megan Fox) is used as a virgin 
sacrifice by the Satan-worshipping band 
fronted by Nikolai (Adam Brody)—proving 
that women’s bodies are expendable for 
the sake of men’s fame and fortune.  

Gendered violence is still rife 
in society and yet many shy 

away from its glaring reality—
as well as the films that 

attempt to shine a light on it.  

The body of Cassie is a bloody example 
of the disrespect and disposable nature 
given to any body that is not white, cis, 
heterosexual, and male. As the murdered 
body of Sarah Everard was discovered 
in London on March 10th, 2021, the UK 
responded with protests filled with anger 
at the problem of gendered violence—
the crime for which a police officer now 
awaits trial. Everard is a recent addition to 
an ever-growing death toll, a fact which 
incites anger and grief from those whose 
safety is never guaranteed in society. 
With the question continuously being 
asked: why do tragic lessons keep having 
to be relearnt? As another preventable 
death incites protest, many have to live 
through their own trauma, feeling lucky 
for their survival and deeply hurt by the 
unjust nature in which their lives are 

treated, by men, by law enforcement, 
and by the governing forces. In 2021, it 
is clear that only the straight white man is 
afforded the privilege of safety.
 
Gendered violence is still rife in society 
and yet many shy away from its glaring 
reality—as well as the films that attempt 
to shine a light on it. Most rape-revenge 
narratives are poorly received by the 
public. Cult classic Jennifer’s Body 
received only 45% on Rotten Tomatoes. 
Teeth, while scoring highly on Rotten 
Tomatoes, received an IMDB score of 
5.4/10 and I Spit on Your Grave (1978) 
received 53%, with the 2010 remake 
earning 32%, making Promising Young 
Woman a standout in the genre, having 
received acclaim from male critics. 

...even male critics who praise 
these works still position 

themselves comfortably in 
empathy with their fellow 
male rapists, rather than 

victims of assault.

These ratings demonstrate that movie 
critics, 72% of which are men and 82% 
being white (Wiseman, 2018), do not 
appreciate a critical lens focusing on rape. 
Peter Bradshaw, in his Guardian review of 
Teeth, made his discomfort known as he 
“attempted to leave and catch a bus home 
while remaining at all times hunched over 
with my legs tightly crossed” (Bradshaw, 
2008). Demonstrating that even male 
critics who praise these works still 
position themselves comfortably in 
empathy with their fellow male rapists, 
rather than victims of assault.
 
The critical response hints at men’s implicit 
part in society’s infectious rape culture 
that prevails even with Weinstein behind 
bars. We need to acknowledge rape 
culture goes deeper than an individual, 
spreading throughout society. Both Teeth 
and Promising Young Woman go to lengths 
to demonstrate implicit harassment while 
detailing the explicit. Teeth shows that 
women are not safe from sexual assault in 
the hands of medical professionals or the 
men that have gained our trust. Promising 
Young Woman argues that even the best 
of men, such as Ryan (Bo Burnham) can 
claim no innocence when they stand by 
their rapist friends.
 
Both heroines are fantastically 
monstrous, however, they are not the 
horrific element of these films. The horror 
is rape culture, invisible to the naked eye, 
which spreads its malicious pathogen in 

western society. It is rape culture which 
determines that only 1.7% of reported 
rapes are prosecuted (Dearden, 2019) 
even though 97% of women have been 
sexually harassed (Choudhury, 2021). 
It is rape culture that teaches women 
to avoid being raped instead of men 
being taught not to rape. Teeth and 
Promising Young Woman create terrifying 
fantastical worlds where the rapists get 
caught and castrated, but they are stuck 
in a staunch reality in which, even in film, 
the burden still falls on women to seek 
and perpetrate revenge.
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the infectious nature of bullying and how 
bullying feeds into mental illness through 
action. Laura was continually told to kill 
herself and humiliated by her peers online 
before she actually completes suicide, 
an act that is filmed and subsequently 
becomes another viral video. A year after 
her death, Laura turns the exact means 
her tormentors used to torture her 
against them: the internet itself.

Blaire Lilly (Shelley Hennig) is presented 
as the film’s protagonist and a seemingly 
innocent party to Laura’s demise, but the 
plot reveals her to be an insidious and 
hateful person hiding behind the internet 
and a carefully created 'good girl ' façade. 
Blaire was supposed to be Laura’s friend 
but, in the end, it’s uncovered that, while 
the other teens in the film did play a 
hand in Laura’s abuse and subsequent 
suicide, it was Blaire herself who filmed 
the video and uploaded it with the intent 
to humiliate Laura. It’s not uncommon 
for bullies to try to shield themselves in 
any way they possibly can as a way to 
escape being held accountable for their 
actions. The internet is a perfect platform 
for bullies to spread their vitriol to the 
masses, and it allows them access to 
their victims in a way that is frighteningly 
personal. The bullies are able to target 
their victims at both school and home. 
The victim cannot possibly escape from 
the rampant onslaught of emotional 
turmoil. This creates a vacuum of despair.

Throughout the film, Laura plays with the 
idea of virality herself as a way to reveal 
to the world the true nature of those 
who played a hand in her death. Laura 
posts embarrassing drunken pictures 
of Val Rommel (Courtney Halverson) to 
Jess Felton’s (Renee Olstead) Facebook, 
causing Val to turn on Jess while Val 
is thoroughly lambasted online for the 
humiliating photos. This act shows just 
how weak this supposedly tight-knit 
friend group is—and that loyalty isn’t their 
strong suit. The photos are a symbol of 
their own hypocrisy. They were keen to 
attack Laura for her inebriated mishaps 
but kept their own secrets. Everyone 
in this film is out to save themselves. 
Laura does this once again by posting 
the unexpurgated video of Blaire filming 
her, showing the world that Blaire is 
a monster. Other students are quick 
to rightfully blame Blaire for Laura’s 
death. Laura harnesses the horrors of 
pack mentality and directs it at her key 
abusers, giving them a proverbial taste of 
their own medicine while watching their 
tenuous bonds with one another implode.

Laura’s life was permeated by the pack 
mentality of bullying. The film takes time 
to show the myriad nasty comments that 
Laura received on the video, most urging 
her to kill herself. It appeared that the 
majority of her supposed friends and 
peers were taking part in the bullying, 
thus leading to Laura’s fragile mental 
state. Bullying has a pack mentality 
mechanism behind it. Aggressors can 
defend their actions because everyone at 
the time is doing it. Some are genuinely 
cruel. Others just want to fit in so that 
they don’t become the next target. 
Bullying is one of the worst examples 
of the bandwagon fallacy out there, 
but it’s much better than most modern 
advertising. Everyone is bullying this poor 
girl, so you might as well, too.

Interestingly enough, over the course 
of the film, Blaire and the other teens 
attempt to justify what they did to Laura 
by claiming that Laura was a bitch herself. 
It’s an interesting choice because the 
audience does not know Laura as more 
than a vengeful ghost. Perhaps that’s all 
we need to know about Laura, that her 
pain became too great as the result of 
bullying. All that’s left of Laura is her pain, 
the void created by their cruelty. It’s easy 
for them to ignore that Laura’s suicidal 
ideation was directly caused by their 
own actions, because mental illness is an 
“invisible” illness. The film doesn’t provide 
clemency to the teens’ versions of Laura, 
but it does lend legitimacy to Laura as a 
victim of bullying whose life mattered—
regardless of her past choices.

Bullying is its own sort of epidemic; 
except in this case, it’s the cruelty of 
other people that is contagious and 
not viral. Bullying leaves mental scars 
that people must deal with for the 
rest of their lives. Sadly, the real world 
isn’t quite as cathartic as in Unfriended. 
There’s no gory ghostly revenge, but 
we can honour the lives that were lost 
to bullying and create a safer society 
for others while spreading compassion 
radically. While Unfriended is fiction, 
there are many real-life Lauras out there 
who are suffering the repercussions of 
this under-discussed outbreak.

Being a victim of bullying is treated as a 
rite of passage, something that everyone 
must go through in order to grow up. Our 
society normalises the idea that suffering 
builds character, bullying is just a joke, 
and victims are overly sensitive and need 
to “toughen up.” I can remember being 
in eighth grade and a teacher pulling me 
into the hall. I remember staring up at him 
through my tears. He looked more furious 
at me for crying than he did at the idea 
I was being tormented. He told me that 
if I didn’t toughen up, the other students 
were going to eat me alive. This was 
somehow almost as bad as the bullying 
itself. My pain was diminished every time 
I fought to be heard—the bullying was 
allowed to continue and seemed almost 
endorsed at that point.

I was lucky enough to have a savvy 
mother who made sure I got access to 
mental health resources and medication. 
However, I can’t say suicide didn’t cross 
my mind in that time of hellacious limbo 
known as adolescence. I often thought of 
how nice it would be for the pain to end. 
Even at home, I wasn’t able to escape 
my bullies’ wrath. They were always 
prank-calling, leaving comments on my 
pictures, and sending horrific instant 
messages. With nowhere to escape, it’s 
easy for me to understand why people in 
that situation would contemplate taking 
their own lives. I lived it, and far too many 
teens still do.

My story isn’t different from the tales of 
many others. I’ve heard countless stories 
of young people being mercilessly bullied 
and emotionally and mentally abused 
by their peers. I wish I could say it has 
changed since I was young, but here I am 
at twenty-seven and still wincing through 
the stories of teens dealing with any and 
all forms of harassment bullies can get 
away with. Bullies can and will weaponise 
anything—and I mean anything—as tools 
in their uniquely sadistic form of societally 
sanctioned torture. The internet is a 
popular weapon for bullies, which is, in 
part, why Levan Gabriadze’s 2014 found 
footage film Unfriended rings true when it 
comes to the absolutely contagious nature 
of teenage cruelty and the pack mentality 
that feeds the epidemic of bullying.

It’s no mistake that the film uses the viral 
nature of the internet to create a modern 
horror parable on bullying. Laura Barnes 
(Heather Sossaman) commits suicide after 
a video of her in an embarrassing position 
goes viral. Even the terminology “viral 
video” in the case of Unfriended connotes 
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When a new contagion enters the 
populace, epidemiologists first strive 
to figure out where it came from. If we 
can find the origin of a problem, it helps 
us to determine potential solutions. The 
same is true when the contagion is a little 
more lyrical in nature. In the season 6, 
episode 7 episode of Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer, “Once More, With Feeling,” there 
is something in the air in Sunnydale, 
and it is making everyone share all their 
deepest darkest secrets—by singing 
them. The Scoobies turn immediately to 
sussing out the source:

Giles: I’ve got a theory that it’s a demon! 
A dancing demon? No, something isn’t 
right there.

Willow: I’ve got a theory some kid is 
dreaming, and we’re all stuck inside 
his wacky Broadway nightmare.

Xander: I’ve got a theory we should 
work this out.

Anya, Tara & Willow: It’s getting 
eerie, what’s this cheery singing all 
about?

Xander: It could be witches, some evil 
witches! Which is ridiculous 'cause 
witches, they were persecuted. Wicca 
good and love the earth and women 
power and I'll be over here.

 
All of this may seem entirely fantastical, 
but the town of Sunnydale was not the 
first to be full of people screaming, “Look 
at me, I’m dancing crazy!” In 1518, in 
the small town of Strasbourg, Alsace—
now located in France—a young woman 
named Frau Troffea wandered out into 
the street in front of her home and began 
to dance as a small crowd gathered 
around her. This was not your average 
celebratory dance, however. The woman 
danced for two consecutive days, as her 
feet became bruised and bloody and she 
wailed in pain. She seemed unable to 
stop herself. 

And she wasn’t alone. 
 
The longer she danced, the more people 
joined in. By some reports, the number of 

folks cutting a rug reached four hundred 
at one time. Onlookers observed that the 
dancers were visibly injuring themselves 
and seemed to be in a great deal of pain. 
Some collapsed from exhaustion, some 
even died. 

As is always the case, 
another possible explanation 
was to blame the woman.

 
Desperate for answers, those in power 
sought to find what was causing 
these people to dance themselves to 
death. They initially thought that the 
obligatory boogie was caused by “hot 
blood” or an imbalance in the humours. 
The typical treatment for this would be 
bloodletting, but with all the miserable 
revelers unable to stay still, that was 
not a workable solution. They decided 
instead to let the crowds tire themselves 
out, hiring musicians to play music and 
unafflicted townspeople to join the 
dance. Unfortunately, this did little to 
help and may have made the contagion 
spread faster. As is always the case, 
another possible explanation was to 
blame the woman. A famous Swiss 
physician named Paracelsus theorised 
that Frau Troffea first began dancing to 
avoid her housework, and that it was her 
rebellious nature that caused the stir. Of 
course, religious explanations abounded. 
Dancers were sometimes exorcised in 
hopes of forcing the dancing spirit out 
of them. Finally, the desperate residents 
decided to make their plea to Saint Vitus, 
the patron saint of dance, in hopes that 
perhaps it was a curse from him that 
had caused the madness. Dancers made 
pilgrimages to sites that were dedicated 
to him. These solutions were often the 
only ones that would work.
 
Strasbourg was not the only place to 
suffer such an outbreak, and we still 
don’t have a clear answer as to why this 
happened. Some have hypothesised that 
it could have been ergot poisoning or 
epilepsy, but neither would account for 
the host of specific symptoms seen there. 
Still others suspect that these episodes of 
mania and hysteria were entirely staged, 

though this too feels like an unsatisfactory 
answer. However, there are those who 
believe that this mass hysteria could have 
been caused by shared stress. Coming 
on the heels of the Black Plague and 
numerous natural disasters, “People may 
have danced to relieve themselves of the 
stress and poverty of the day, and in so 
doing, attempted to become ecstatic and 
see visions” (Wikimedia, 2021).
 
In a way, this is just what is happening to 
our Scoobies, too. At this point in the Buffy 
series, everyone is hiding something...
and their secrets are starting to eat them 
up inside. Through their songs, they are 
forced to share it all, no matter how much 
it hurts. As Sweet (Hinton Battle) sings 
in his final song, “What a lot of fun/You 
guys have been real swell/And there’s not 
a one who can say/This ended well/All 
those secrets/You’ve been concealing/
Say you’re happy now/Once more with 
feeling.” Our heroes are used to having a 
monster to fight and an easy answer. It’s 
like Xander says after singing a bickering 
duet with Anya, “Gimme an axe and tell 
me where to point it.” They regularly put 
their bodily safety on the line but rarely 
have to make themselves this open and 
vulnerable. 
 
When a widespread contagion takes hold, 
it can be tempting to blame marginalised 
groups or pretend it isn’t happening. 
Sometimes, we just want something to 
swing an axe at, but it isn’t that simple. 
We have to be able to make ourselves 
vulnerable, to think about those around 
us, and to make tough choices if it 
means keeping others safe. We have all 
been bruised by the recent past and the 
continued spread of Covid-19, but in the 
words of my favorite Buffyverse pod, 
Buffering the Vampire Slayer, “Just keep 
fighting.”
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We love the internet. In fact, we’re 
obsessed with it and the infinite amount 
of information at our fingertips. To quote 
Bo Burnham’s comedy special, Inside, 
“Welcome to the internet, have a look 
around. Anything that brain of yours can 
think of can be found.” But with great 
power comes great responsibility, and 
access to the digital world opens us up 
to the dangerous corners of an unknown 
place. Horror films such as Unfriended 
(2014) and Host (2020) deal with a 
new reality where physical contact 
isn’t necessary to infect others with a 
haunting or possession. Instead, the 
paranormal can travel through internet 
connections instantaneously, spreading 
evil in the blink of an eye.

But there was a film that predicted 
the horrors of the internet just as it 
was starting to rapidly grow: Kiyoshi 
Kurosawa’s 2001 film Pulse. Not only 
is it the precursor to the boom of 
digital horror films, it also predicted the 
popularity of sites such as Creepypasta, 
and digital folklore figures such as 
Slenderman and The Rake that spread 
like a virus and seem to move from the 
screen into reality. This was one of the 

that of engineering student Ryosuke 
(Haruhiko Katô), whose new computer is 
automatically connecting to the internet 
to show disturbing images and videos. 
Unable to figure out the cause, Ryosuke 
seeks help from a fellow student Harue 
(Koyuki), who has a theory: the afterlife 
is overcrowded, so ghosts are using the 
internet as a portal to come into our 
world. As Michi, Ryosuke, and Harue 
navigate their way through the rapidly 
emptying Tokyo, they find one another, 
comparing notes on their experiences 
and trying to find a way to live in this 
new, horrifying world.

While the idea of virality connotes the 
virus spreading rapidly, this isn’t about the 
scale of the contagion, but the individual 
hellscape that comes with the digital-
turned-tangible malady spread through 
ghosts with an internet connection. 
These are not zombies ripping flesh or 
charging after survivors; these are slow 
descents into madness brought on by 
relentless torment executed by lonely 
ghosts stuck in the afterlife. Kurosawa 
doesn’t want to focus on the scale of 
the contagion, but rather the individual 
experiences of those “infected” and the 

first films to tackle what happens when 
fear and the internet intersect. With 
a virus spread through disks, hacked 
computers, and grainy video, these 
ghosts infect the minds of those who 
are unfortunate enough to download 
the haunted program.

Pulse tells two separate stories about 
two sets of friends as the virus begins 
creeping into the city. The first group are 
co-workers Michi (Kumiko Asô), Junko 
(Kurume Arisaka), and Yabe (Masatoshi 
Matsuo) who are trying to understand 
the strange circumstances around the 
suicide of their colleague Taguchi (Kenji 
Mizahashi). As they investigate his home, 
they discover a disk in his computer, one 
full of disturbing images that confirm 
the existence of ‘Forbidden Rooms,’ or 
haunted spaces in reality that are marked 
off by red tape. Junko and Yabe wander 
into one of these spaces and they leave 
with an emotional infection; all they can 
think about is their own loneliness and 
isolation in the world. The despair is so 
intense that their bodies break down 
into black, mould-like stains. 

Running parallel to their own story is 

13

Pulse Reading: 
Digital Legends & Viral Infections 

by Mary Beth McAndrews

“
hell they slowly descend into as they’re 
enveloped in oppressive sadness. 

Kurosawa doesn’t just look 
at the technological side of 
contagion, but also how it 

becomes a reality at the cold, 
creeping hands of the dead. 

Such high stakes are reminiscent of 
societal anxieties around Y2K just one 
year prior and the idea that a reliance 
on technology would lead to the fiery 
demise of the world’s infrastructure. 
But Kurosawa doesn’t just look at the 
technological side of contagion, but 
also how it becomes a reality at the 
cold, creeping hands of the dead. This is 
not only about the collapse of societal 
infrastructure, but a complete decimation 
of the human psyche in the face of what 
the internet can offer us. In our current 
world, a virus is either digital or tangible, 
it cannot be both. But in Pulse, sadness 
is spread as quickly as a computer 
can connect to the internet; it is an 
instantaneous transmission that infects a 
person quicker than they can stop it. 

figures who manifest not only online, 
but eventually in person and in the 
form of Forbidden Rooms, which only 
start appearing as the dead begin to 
pour into Tokyo. Moreover, the nature 
of the program evolves, as it is initially 
being spread through a disk which must 
be manually put in a computer. As the 
story progresses, the paranormal virus 
moves from being contained on a piece 
of physical technology to inhabiting 
the internet as whole, taking control 
of computers and showing disturbing 
images to random people, such as 
Ryosuke. 

The concept of digital tulpas has only 
grown with sites such as Creepypasta 
popularising stories about creatures 
such as Slenderman and The Rake. 
Slenderman was a purely digital creation, 
a figure photoshopped into an image as 
part of a horror photo contest on the 
Something Awful forum. Just as the 
ghosts of Pulse begin to exponentially 
proliferate and ooze into reality to cause 
harm to humanity, Slenderman took 
on a whole new life as people claimed 
to actually see him and experience his 
horror; the more people learned and 

Kurosawa’s work in the horror genre 
is obsessed with the responsibility of 
spreading information and the infectious 
power of ideas. In his 1997 film Cure, 
Kurosawa examines a serial killer who 
can hypnotise people into commiting 
murder, again looking at how easily and 
quickly the average person’s mind can 
be influenced. In Pulse and Cure, the 
human mind is shown as something so 
delicate and malleable that even the 
smallest amount of outside influence 
can completely change a person and 
how they value human life. Ideas are 
a virus, the deadliest one, and much 
harder to stop...especially with the 
advent of the internet. 

This is also the first film to really 
address the concept of digital tulpas, 
or manifestations that become real-
life objects through the passing of 
information. Tulpas, a part of paranormal 
mysticism, are often manifested via 
spiritual and mental powers. In Pulse, 
while these spirits are brought to life 
through the internet, the obsession 
and virality of the ghosts only makes 
them more real. Those who have seen 
them can’t stop thinking about these 
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Kurosawa's work in the horror genre 
is obsessed with the responsibility 
of spreading information and the 

infectious power of ideas.



Many things make the zombie 
a popular movie monster and a 
fascinating symbolic representation 
of society. The mindless throngs of 
undead may be read as commentary 
on consumer society or a deadly 
pathogen given physical form. But the 
most interesting aspect of the zombie 
mythos is its bite. 

Sure, other things bite. See: vampires 
and werewolves. But these are creatures 
with some level of higher thinking, and 
victims are often specifically chosen 
or pursued for personal reasons. The 
zombie bites for one reason only: an 
instinct to feed.

Ironically, that’s also how they 
reproduce. As established in the 
first modern zombie film, George 
A. Romero’s Night of the Living Dead 
(1968), a zombie-bitten human will 
soon succumb to its disease, die, and 
then eventually rise from the dead.

The fact that zombies feed and 
procreate through a single act is 
literally the most important element of 
the zombie mythos, because it unravels 
all the arbitrary systems and divisions 
that humanity has placed on itself.

The popular conception of the zombie 
bite—with very few exceptions such as 
television series like Z Nation (2014–
2018) and In the Flesh (2013–2014)—is 
that no one is immune; they all turn 
eventually. Translate that the other way 
around: every time a zombie bites a 
person, it has reproduced. There is no 
such thing as an infertile zombie.

There's also no such thing as zombie sexes. 
While humans have sexes and genders, 
these distinctions become meaningless 
and irrelevant once they’ve transformed 
into zombies. Because there is no higher 
being, no awareness of self, there can be 
no understanding of gender for zombies. 
And, since a zombie that was once either 
male or female can equally reproduce with 
either a male or female human to create 
another zombie through its bite, sex has 
no meaning to zombies either.

The traditional family structure is 
also gone. Though zombies travel in 
hordes, there is no hierarchy and no 
leader, no mother or father or child, no 
special treatment or protection for their 
“young.” They operate as a large single 
entity or pieces in a machine.

In truth, what the zombie bite ultimately 
does is shatter the framework of human 

society by doing away with the strictures 
that categorise and divide us. Zombies 
don’t respect or even understand borders, 
wealth, race, gender, sex, or any number 
of other things we have fabricated to 
keep ourselves separated, and which 
allow for certain ideals and classes to be 
placed above or below another. 

And that’s the dark psychological truth 
behind the fear of the zombie horde and 
its transformative bite. While many of us 
fear becoming a zombie because of our 
loss of individuality or lack of free will, 
there is an unspoken fear from some 
about the truth that zombies are their 
own unique society—and it’s one whose 
ideals frighten them.

The resistance to a world of zombies 
is also resistance to a world of total 
equality. Zombies carry in their bite the 
power to turn you to their way of thinking 
against your will. If they get their teeth 
into you, you will eventually join them 
and participate in their worldview.

Next time you see a white man battling 
a horde of zombies, remember what he's 
actually scared of and what he’s fighting 
to protect. 

That is the truly scary part.

Always Hungry, Always Horny
The Zombie Bite’s Effect on Sex & Society

by Chris Vander Kaay
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created about him, the more real he 
became. This collective obsession 
seemed to bring him to life, to the 
point that two young girls attempted 
to murder their friend in order to prove 
their dedication to Slenderman. Pulse 
predicted such a consequence through 
its exploration of how the internet 
isolates us from one another and feeds 
into our obsession; it thrives on that 
addiction for more information, more 
scares, more everything.   

Kurosawa’s image of literal 
ghosts in the machine kickstarted 
the examination of the internet 

as a portal where the paranormal 
meets digital virality. 

On top of Pulse’s predictions about the 
creation of digital legendry and how 
it can leach into real life, the film also 
paved the way for second-screen horror 
films such as Unfriended and Host.  
Kurosawa’s image of literal ghosts in the 
machine kickstarted the examination 
of the internet as a portal where the 
paranormal meets digital virality. Pulse’s 
influence is especially on display in Rob 
Savage’s 2020 film Host, wherein an 
online séance goes wrong and a demonic 
presence travels simultaneously 
between all of the participants. Just as 
an internet connection is the ghostly 
portal in Pulse, a Zoom call is an even 
more specific portal, called upon by 
a medium. Host can be seen as an 
evolution of Pulse’s central idea, as we 
have become more familiar with how 
to use the internet and how, despite 

the dangers we know it poses, we still 
continue to push those boundaries. 

While people are not crumbling into dust 
and planes are not crashing into cities en 
masse, there is something apocalyptic 
about our current relationship with the 
digital world and what it has made us. 
We have become simultaneously more 
isolated and more connected than ever 
before, stretching us into a realm of 
digital anxiety that feels impossible to 
escape. With Pulse, Kurosawa offers 
a glimpse into our present, taken to a 
horrific extreme where isolation and 
fixation on the digital world leads to 
the total degradation and destruction 
of society. Going viral has a whole 
new meaning as sadness, isolation, 
loneliness, and ghosts are all surfing the 
web, looking for their newest victims. 
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Ideas are a virus, the deadliest one, 
and much harder to stop...especially 

with the advent of the internet. 
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contradict what the male aggressor had 
previously said about the woman’s looks 
or because rejecting sexual advances 
is the opposite of "slutty." The insults 
are not meant to be rational critiques; 
they are meant to undercut the control 
women exhibited in the interaction. In 
more harrowing instances, women’s 
rejection of men can lead to their rape, 
murder, battery, or stalking. While many 
of the people who do these things have 
never been incels, they all subscribe to 
the feeling that women exercising their 
freedom of choice in the dating world 
must be punished or ridiculed in order 
to restore power to men. 

As mentioned, both Nicolas Cage and 
portions of Vampire’s Kiss support the 
idea that Peter Loew’s actions are 
caused by a grim descent into insanity 
induced by romantic loneliness. This 
take on the film implies that all of the 
events in the movie could have been 
prevented if only Peter had found a 
stable relationship. Could a locked-down 
Loew have prevented Alva’s (María 
Conchita Alonso) rape and the nightclub 
woman’s murder? Perhaps he wouldn’t 
have fallen victim to a toxic vampire if a 
good woman had already been in his life. 
While women are not blamed for Peter’s 
lack of relationship, the assumption that 
women ultimately caused his actions 
is still lurking in the vampire’s female 
form. After telling his delusion-conjured 
therapist that love is the solution to 
his problems, Peter is introduced to 
the imaginary love of his life, Sharon 
(Jessica Lundy). It only takes walking a 
few blocks with his new partner before 
Peter is berating her, yelling in her face, 
and calling her gendered slurs. Sharon 
was supposed to be Peter’s cure, yet 
even imaginary women can’t escape the 
effects of his disease. 
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conviction that a man needs a woman 
and a woman needs a man. If either sex 
can be complete on their own, then 
heteronomativity falls apart, because 
there is no longer an innate reason for 
men and women to be paired.

As implied by its name 
and basic description, 
the heteronormative 

institution is detrimental 
to queer identities, but 
it is also damaging to 

straight people. 
  
On the surface, the symptoms of Peter 
Loew’s love-based loneliness are his 
vampiric delusions, which produce 
erratic behaviour. However, the more 
concrete manifestations of his insanity 
are seen in how he treats women 
throughout the film. It starts slowly, 
with him being a jerk to a woman he 
casually dated, but quickly escalates 
to prolonged emotional abuse of a 
secretary at his job, and culminates in 
the sexual assault of this secretary and 
the murder of a woman in a nightclub. 
His strange behaviour throughout the 
film has almost no impact on the men 
around him. As implied by its name and 
basic description, the heteronormative 
institution is detrimental to queer 
identities, but it is also damaging to 
straight people. In its more innocuous 
form, pushing the notion that you must 
have a romantic partner to be complete 
leads to a lot of unhappy people. On 
the other—dangerous, knife-wielding—
hand, when combined with misogyny, 
heteronormativity leads to an entitled 
form of loneliness. Heteronormativity 
requires strict gender roles and, in a 
misogynistic society, those gender roles 
will favour the rights and power of men. 
Suddenly, the narrative isn’t just that 
sexual relationships between men and 
women are the most instinctive, it's 
that men have a nature-given right to 
a sexual relationship with women. This 
is easily seen in Christianity, where it 
is taught that Eve was made for Adam, 
however, religious doctrine is just 
one brick in the skyscraper of societal 
norms that build a culture of entitled 
loneliness. 

Incels, a shortened form of 'involuntarily 
celibate,' are an extremist group formed 
around entitled loneliness. A pillar of 
their ideology is that feminism, birth 
control, and the sexual revolution have 
given women control of the sexual 

and romantic jurisdiction, and have 
therefore oppressed incels’ right to a 
sexual relationship (Tomkinson, Attwell 
& Harper, 2020). Some incels claim 
that denying them sex is "reverse rape," 
which they allege is as damaging as 
rape (Anti-Defamation League, n.d.). 
The idea of reverse rape implies that, 
by not having sex with men, women are 
forcefully taking something from men 
that is rightfully theirs. Regardless of 
whether or not it's called reverse rape, 
the notion that women’s increasing 
equality equals the removal of men’s 
sexual birthrights is central to incel 
philosophy—and many of them are 
willing to react violently. Because incels 
see this violence as a defensive reaction 
to their oppression by women rather 
than an offensive attack, they place the 
blame for their violence on women and 
their solution to it is the restoration 
of male supremacy. In 2018, Alek 
Minassian posted “The Incel Rebellion 
has already begun!” on his Facebook 
before killing ten pedestrians with a 
rented van in Toronto, Ontario. After the 
attack, incels on twitter declared that 
his violence would have been prevented 
if the Canadian government had state-
mandated girlfriends for men. Incel Elliot 
Rodger said the motivation behind his 
2014 killing spree in California was to 
punish women for not being attracted 
to him (Wright, 2018). The implication 
of this statement is that, if a woman had 
dated him, he would not have had to kill 
people in punishment. 

It can be tempting to divorce the views 
of extremists from the values of our 
community. However, there are flashes 
of incel culture in what many consider 
common consequences of women 
rejecting men. The ‘friendzone’ is a 
derogatory term for a relationship where 
one person is romantically attracted 
while the other only has platonic 
feelings. While the friendzone can be 
gender-neutral, it is most commonly 
used to describe relationships where 
a man has a romantic interest that a 
woman has either explicitly or implicitly 
rejected. There are books, articles, and 
videos dedicated to advice on how to 
leave the friendzone, as well as many 
that demonise women who reject their 
'nice guy' friends. Opinions supporting 
the existence of—and denouncing—the 
friendzone align with women being 
pigeonholed as romantic partners 
for men. Women who reject men on 
dating sites are frequently berated with 
messages about how fat, unattractive, 
and/or "slutty" they are. Often, these 
insults don’t make sense, because they g

binary, because it assumes an instinctive 
sexual relationship is between men and 
women. If heterosexuality is a law of 
nature, then man and woman must be, 
too. Heteronormativity also relies on 
gender roles because it assumes men 
and women are the ideal partnership 
because they complete each other. If 
men and women can have the same 
strengths, weaknesses, personalities, 
and talents, then there is no reason why 
mixed-gender relationships are superior 
to same-gender relationships. There 
must be a belief in distinct differences 
between men and women to uphold the 

There comes a time when we all 
must face one of life’s most enduring 
mysteries. Peter Loew, the main 
character in Robert Bierman's 1988 film 
Vampire’s Kiss, was most certainly ill, but 
was his sickness mental or vampiric? 

Most agree that Vampire’s Kiss is about 
a man’s rapid descent into madness, but 
is Loew’s deteriorating mental health 
the sickness or the symptom? Were 
his mental health issues caused by the 
otherworldly—or by something even 
more sinister? Nicolas Cage, the actor 
behind Loew’s meme-tastic energy, 
kindly bestowed upon us the answer 
to this burning question with his god-
like wisdom during the 2002 DVD 
commentary for the film. Cage said: 

"I always saw the movie as a story 
of a man whose loneliness and 
inability to find love literally drives 
him insane.” 

Loneliness is an illness as common as 
a cold, however, despite the rampant 
loneliness in the world, harassing, 
raping, and murdering women are rare 
symptoms of it. Yet there are people, 
like Mr. Loew, who claim their specific 
strain of loneliness is to blame for their 
social misconduct, especially towards 
women. Perhaps there is an epidemic 
of super-loneliness out there, but who 
does it infect...and who does it affect? 
 
A case study of Peter Loew may reveal 
what this superbug strain of loneliness 
looks like. Mr. Loew has a good job in a 
big city filled with potential companions. 
He is well-liked by his peers at work and 
he has an active nightlife. Of course, 
a seemingly great life cannot prevent 
one from catching loneliness, especially 
since its causes are often internal; 
however, as implied in Cage’s quote, all 
indications of Peter Loew’s debilitating 
case of loneliness revolve around his 
inability to find romantic love. Early in 
the film, he is seen longingly watching 
a couple kiss from his office window. In 
his therapy sessions, there is no mention 
of strained family relationships, a lack 
of family or friends, peer ostracisation, 
or self-induced isolation due to poor 
self-esteem or depression. No scenes 
establish him as one often rejected by 
others or as a person who struggles to 
fit in. An obvious sign of the film’s focus 
on specifically romantic loneliness is 
Peter’s attempted treatment for his 
illness near the end of the film. During 
the height of his breakdown, Peter 
suffers from a delusion in which he 
tells his therapist that the solution to 
all his problems is finding love. There 
are no attempts throughout the film 

to solve Peter’s loneliness with non-
romantic relationships. In one of the 
few scenes where Peter interacts with 
potential platonic companions—in the 
form of male work colleagues—he is 
wholeheartedly embraced by them. 
Perhaps if they too had rejected Peter, 
his loneliness would have seemed less 
romance-based. 

It is not uncommon for people with 
great platonic social lives to still yearn 
for a romantic relationship, but on a 
larger, cultural scale, the narrative that 
romantic—which also implies sexual—
relationships are superior and more 
necessary for fulfilment than platonic 
ones does have negative consequences. 
When mixed with gender roles and a 
misogynistic society, the idolisation 
of romantic relationships becomes 
a toxic cocktail. In its most simple 
definition, heteronormativity is the 
belief that heterosexuality is the 
default or most natural form of 
sexuality, however, this ideology 
relies on a large structure of 
sub-beliefs to support it. 
Heteronormativity requires 
the belief in a gender 

Entitled Loneliness
The Social Plague of Inceldom

by Vincent Bec
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condition worsens, she works at keeping 
her life together. A male acquaintance, 
Riley (Matt Mercer), is interested in her 
but overly persistent. Sam is too kind 
to tell him to take a hike. She is also 
frustrated; Nikki won’t be vulnerable 
with her, and her mom is on her ass to 
keep her life together and not “mess up” 
again. Sam has battled with self-injury 
as evidenced by the scars on her wrist, 
and her mom (who alludes to her “falling 
in with the wrong crowd”) is worried as 
her symptoms hint that she has gotten 
back into drugs. It seems she cannot 
be trusted to make her own decisions, 
and being constantly interrogated 
dampens her ability to trust herself. Sam 
suppresses her feelings while trying to 
balance everything. As she attempts to 
maintain—and placate—her relationships, 
she continues to fall apart.

As women are expected 
to show that they have 

everything together, 
Sam’s inner turmoil 

becomes a literal 
visceral experience.  

Within 48 hours, Sam has become a 
living infection: her teeth rot, both 
her eyes become red, and her skin is 
pale and discoloured. As she declines 
further, she is rejected from the flower 
competition because she looks like 

For centuries, women’s bodies have 
been relegated to the private sphere, 
where they are expected to fulfil the 
gendered expectations created by 
society. In this place, if women fall ill, 
menstruate, or are pregnant, birthing, 
or lactating, they can do this without 
being seen. Natural aspects of a 
woman’s humanity are shielded from the 
public to remain shrouded in secrecy. 
Women’s bodies are the centre of what 
is considered monstrous and abject, 
inhuman and grotesque. But what 
happens if, by being loathsome, women 
are at their most free? 

In Eric England’s Contracted (2013) 
and Éric Falardeau’s Thanatomorphose 
(2012), Samantha (Najarra Townsend) 
and Laura (Kayden Rose) deteriorate in 
both mind and body after experiencing 
negative sexual encounters with men. 
As their bodies slowly disintegrate from 
a mysterious cause, they gain control 
over their lives by standing up to those 
who harmed them. And even though 
their physical forms are dissolving, 
their sexualities remain intact and their 
desires unhindered. 

Contracted’s Sam is a kind young woman 
who loves flowers and is enthusiastic 
about the positive changes she has 
made in her life, such as moving in with 
her mom (Caroline Williams) to get her 
life together after years of struggle 
with mental illness and drug addiction. 
Sam grows beautiful orchids that 
are accepted into a competition, and 

she hopes this will be her fresh start. 
Unfortunately, after attending a party 
at her friend Alice’s (Alice Macdonald) 
place, this new stability starts to unravel 
and her road to recovery is brought to a 
grinding halt. 

While at the party, an intoxicated 
Sam is drugged by a man named BJ 
(Simon Barrett) and raped in the back 
of his car. Conveniently (for BJ), the 
details are hazy. What furthers Sam’s 
disorientation and distress post-assault 
is that she recently came out as a lesbian 
and is in a tumultuous relationship with 
her girlfriend Nikki (Katie Stegeman). 
This “relapse” of having sex with a 
man is something of which she is 
ashamed. Sam is self-conscious in her 
newfound queerness, and forcing her 
into certain labels without allowing 
fluidity in her sexuality is discouraging. 
Her mom, though worried about her 
daughter, is quick to blame Nikki as 
the problem and exhibits signs of being 
homophobic, calling Nikki a “roommate” 
and their relationship a rebellion against 
conformity. 

Soon after the assault, Sam’s eye turns 
red, she becomes veiny, and she urinates 
blood. She also loses fingernails in a 
customer’s salad at the restaurant at 
which she works. She is unable to say 
no to her boss when asked to work extra 
shifts and is in denial about how serious 
her condition is. Sam exhibits traits of 
codependency and creating boundaries 
for herself is a challenge. As her 
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Death Becomes Her
Finding Freedom in 
the Grotesque
  by Kelly Gredner
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and, through her wheezes, she demands 
that he have sex with her. He refuses 
and insists again to have her taken to 
the hospital. She shouts at him that 
he is a coward who doesn’t think she 
is attractive anymore based on this 
rejection. Laura cries and shouts that no 
one loves her and all she is is a cheap lay. 
In her anger, she ends his life. 

On her final day, Laura pokes out her 
eyes so she can't witness who or what 
she has become or how others might see 
her. Before her mandible falls off in the 
final stages of death and rot, she lets out 
the most primal screams of female rage.

In Contracted, Sam becomes a physical 
manifestation of her anger and, as she 
crumbles, her emotions literally ooze 
out of her. She becomes a zombie—
strictly id, no ego—driven purely by 
instinct. In Thanatomorphose, Laura 
moves inward and putrefies alone. 
She tries to keep her body together by 
stitches and duct tape, but it fails. Sam 
and Laura were abused by a patriarchal 
system that would prefer they stay 
quiet. Their abusive relationships, and 
the violence that has been perpetuated 
towards them, turns them into corpses—
shadows of their living selves. Both are 
repressed by societal norms that want 
to silence their screams, but as they 
come to terms with their disease, they 
finally embrace their fury...and let the 
world feel their wrath. 

unless we are being taken apart, piece 
by piece. Laura experiences little joy 
in life, as evident in the fact that she 
hasn’t unpacked her apartment, and also 
struggles with worsening depression.

When Julian (Émile Beaudry), who had 
groped Laura in the kitchen at her party 
(which she enjoyed), comes by for a visit, 
he attempts to get her to a hospital after 
seeing her condition. Laura believes he 
came for sex and, instead of taking his 
desire to help her as a kind gesture, she 
assumes a sexual position. She gives 
him a blowjob in an attempt to distract 
him, but he leaves abruptly and she spits 
out the aftermath. Laura deteriorates 
further: her body is moist, flies buzz 
around, and she vomits maggots. She 
puts on makeup to cover up her ghastly 
visage, but, sadly, she can no longer pass 
as “okay” or “normal”; her sickness is too 
obvious now, and people will see who 
she is. Laura screams at the mirror. 

As parts of her body start falling off—
fingers, toes, ears—she keeps them 
in labelled jars as a reminder that she 
was once a human being, something 
that others have forgotten. She also 
begins to sculpt again. On day six of 
her decomposition, Antoine shows 
up. He calls her a “whore” and she kills 
him. Laura masturbates to this later on, 
as finally she is taking back control and 
getting what she desires, emotionally 
and sexually. Julian is invited back over 

hell—and so do her prized orchids. This 
is the turning point of her downward 
spiral, because she had worked so hard 
and they gave her life meaning. The 
orchids represented the blooming of 
her new life, and now all that remains 
are wilted leaves. 

Sam tries to get help from Nikki, but 
Nikki turns her away, saying that Sam is 
confused about her orientation (as Alice 
told her about the BJ incident). Nikki is 
condescending, and Sam kills her. Alice is 
confronted by Sam, who discovers that 
Alice is in love with her. Alice being all 
that she has left, they kiss each other 
lovingly. After regurgitating blood onto 
Alice’s face, Sam is once again rejected 
and Alice is killed. In a last-ditch effort 
to gain back control, Sam paints her 
face, invites Riley over, and seduces 
him.  As they have sex, mealworms fall 
out of her vagina and he is disgusted. 
He runs off and she drives away crying, 
calling her mom for comfort. With Sam 
visibly a mess, and everyone she cares 
about turning on her, she becomes a 
newly formed self; a zombie. She is now 
fully exposed to the world. As women 
are expected to show that they have 
everything together, Sam’s inner turmoil 
becomes a literal visceral experience.  

Thanatomorphose’s Laura is also in a 
bad state; she has fallen deep into 
depression and feels trapped in an 
abusive relationship with her boyfriend 
Antoine (Davyd Tousignant), which 
makes her lack the motivation to sculpt 
and create art. He has no regard for her 
mental or emotional wellbeing and barely 
acknowledges her existence, except for 
when sex is involved. He shows signs of 
possessive jealousy after a house party 
by threatening violence against a male 
friend who attended. He even hits her 
afterwards when she rejects his sexual 
advances. Laura wears bruises from him 
as signs of his physical acknowledgment 
gained only through sex and abuse. After 
another evening of fulfilling her sexual 
obligations, she describes how empty 
she feels and wonders why she is even 
with him. Laura expresses a lack of self 
worth, and he dismisses her. She feels 
nothing and that no one cares about her. 

This is when her physical death begins 
to correlate with her emotional death: 
her body is covered in bruises and welts, 
and she urinates and vomits blood. 
She dreams of being cut up and fed to 
men, one of them being Antoine. In life, 
women are meant to sacrifice everything 
for others—their time, energy, and 
especially their bodies. We are not alive g
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People within cults often do not 
realise they are in one. They join these 
communities because they are attracted 
to illusions of comfort, peace of mind, 
health, financial security, etc. People 
from all walks of life are attracted to 
these ideals, but what links them is 
how they are recruited. Cults recruit 
people who have low-self esteem, are 
emotionally vulnerable (experiencing 
grief, for example), socially isolated 
(such as students away from home), 
stressed, or dealing with childhood 
trauma. These candidates are easier to 
break, indoctrinate, and build back up 
as a disciple or believer (Davis, 2018).
 
Pelle is sent out into the world to find 
new members for their community, in 
order to provide the genetic materials to 

we see how years of indoctrination 
can change people and make them 
dangerous despite their secular beliefs.
 
When I first watched Midsommar, I 
was compelled by the pagan storyline 
wrapping itself around Dani’s journey 
towards healing and perceived self-
empowerment. However, I recognised 
the sinister undertones of the film, a folk 
horror tale of having been unknowingly 
guided and indoctrinated into a cult. The 
sudden and traumatic loss of her family 
and living in an emotionally manipulative 
relationship left Dani in a vulnerable 
state, allowing her to become easy prey 
for the ‘liberated’ mind of Pelle (Vilhelm 
Blomgren) and his ‘family’ of the Swedish 
commune. In her grief, Dani was the 
perfect candidate for their cult.

repopulate and diversify their families. 
The commune uses words and small 
actions of care to manipulate their new 
friends. Pelle strategically uses words 
associated with academic opportunity, 
splendour, beautiful women, and drugs 
to get Christian (Jack Reynor) and his 
friends to travel to Sweden. When it is 
discovered that Dani will also join them, 
he uses the language of empathy to 
facilitate trust, and the women include 
her in their activities, fostering sistership. 
Pelle uses the tactics of love-bombing, 
isolation, and brainwashing to ease Dani 
into the group's strange practices.
 
The tactics used to recruit and control 
cult followers include love-bombing: 
the act of making that person feel loved 
and special. Cults censor a recruit’s 

criticism or question” (Cambridge 
Dictionary, n.d.). It is a method that is 
employed by many religious, political, 
and ideological organisations and, 
under the right circumstances, it can 
spread like a contagious disease. 
Indoctrination is one of the main tools 
used for constructing a cult. The term 
cult is used by sociologists of the 
20th century to describe groups with 
‘socially deviant’ beliefs and practices 
that are often led by charismatic 
people. Under these circumstances, the 
ideas of absolute indoctrination have 
led to horrific practices and devastating 
situations for everyone involved. In 
Midsommar, we see the grooming 
process of indoctrination as Dani 
(Florence Pugh) enters the fold of the 
pagan cult, whereas in The Invitation, 

the group mentality. While Midsommar 
shows this in the context of an isolated 
pagan community, The Invitation exhibits 
this in an urban cosmopolitan setting, 
demonstrating how these ‘New Age’ 
principles can infiltrate even our most 
seemingly secular groups.
 
Indoctrination is defined as “the 
process of repeating an idea or belief 
to someone until they accept it without 

Ari Aster’s Midsommar (2019) and 
Karyn Kusama’s The Invitation (2015), 
while different in their presentation, 
share the same DNA when it comes to 
secluded organisations indoctrinating 
people to their way of ‘enlightenment.’ 
These groups claim to support the 
growth and recovery of the individual 
but, in reality, their approach is to 
ensure that individuals can only exist 
if they fall in line with the ideals of 

Feel Like Home:Feel Like Home:
The Vulnerability of the Grieving Heart

    by Jessica Parant



“

23

leader, Dr. Joseph (Toby Huss) holds a 
dying woman’s hand, and speaks about 
how everyone is connected and that 
there is reunion and safety in death.
 
It becomes apparent that Eden and 
David are followers of a cult, despite 
their protests that it was only a “change 
in narrative.” They claim that the group 
saved them and gave them their lives 
back. This is especially important for 
Eden, since she tried to kill herself after 
her son’s death. She was at the prime 
point in her life to be recruited into a 
group that could help her heal from her 
pain. She already felt isolated from her 
friends and family as a mother who had 
lost her child, and her ex-husband who 
couldn’t understand that pain. Eden 
left her marriage to be with David, a 
member of her support group, who was 
already an affluent member of the new 
spiritual group. By taking her to Mexico 
and removing her from her friends and 
family for over two years, David led 
Eden to become a cult member. 

Anyone can join a cult 
and it has nothing to do 

with intelligence.
 
In secular society, cults are formed 
out of political, business, and lifestyle 
groups, and often many of the leading 
figures involved claim a new way of 
living life in our busy and consumeristic 
world. While their friends joke that they 
might be in a cult, Will confronts them 
with his actual fears and evidence that 
this could be true, but he is told that 
Eden and David are “too smart” and 
“just found something to help them 
through their tough times.” Anyone can 
join a cult and it has nothing to do with 
intelligence. Emotional states, such as 
grief, make cults appear attractive to 
people. Women are more likely to join 
cults and they comprise up to 70% of 

media intake, replace their current 
relationships with relationships with 
other cult members, and force them 
to become fully removed from their 
old lives (Online Psychology, n.d.). Cult 
leaders are masters of mind control 
through their use of fear. Once the 
love-bombing is over, members are 
consistently kept off balance to foster 
codependency. Escaping a cult is not an 
easy affair and, once one does, they are 
left to deal with the long-lasting mental 
and emotional damage.
 
Dani’s initiation into their community 
reminds me of the dangers of the cult 
hive-mind and how all-encompassing 
and dangerous it can be. I was with 
Dani throughout her journey in the 
film. I initially cheered her on when she 
made the decision to break away from 
her toxic relationship and watched as 
Christian and her "friends" burned in the 
sacrificial fire. She found a new family 
to love and to “hold” her, replacing the 
one that she had so tragically lost. Dani 
found sisters with whom to share her joy 
and anguish, something she more than 
likely did not have with her own sister. 
She was her sister’s caretaker, whereas, 
in the frightening, idyllic Swedish village, 
she was now the one being taken care 
of. However, it comes at the price of 
entering into a cult, where her story now 
truly begins.
 
In The Invitation, Will (Logan Marshall-
Green) attends a reunion with his ex-
wife Eden (Tammy Blanchard) at their 
former home, along with her new 
husband David (Michiel Huisman) and a 
group of their shared friends. As the film 
progresses and Will relives the trauma 
of losing his son in the house’s backyard, 
he realises that Eden and David’s dinner 
invitation has ulterior motives. The air is 
charged with apprehension as David’s 
friends Sadie (Lindsay Burdge) and Pruitt 
(John Carroll Lynch), people they met 
at a spiritual retreat in Mexico, join the 
dinner party. 

Eden starts sounding like a pamphlet as 
she explains how she has changed and 
discovered that “pain is optional”. It is 
soon revealed that she, David, Pruitt, and 
Sadie are part of a spiritual group called 
The Invitation. The friends think of it as 
just another harmless lifestyle cult, but 
aren’t interested in being converted. 
The hosts proceed to show the group 
a recruitment video describing how this 
new spiritual community helps people 
find themselves—especially those who 
have been lost to grief. In the video, the 

memberships (Online Psychology, n.d.). 
The reasoning given is that these cults 
present an opportunity for women to be 
able to “seize their own destiny” that has 
been denied to them through centuries 
of oppression (Online Psychology, n.d.).
 
Cults prey on vulnerable women 
looking for answers or relief in life, 
particularly those in toxic relationships. 
This is seen in both Midsommar and 
The Invitation, as Dani and Eden are 
emotionally vulnerable women who 
have experienced the traumatic deaths 
of family members. Dani, in an extremely 
volatile state, is in a toxic relationship 
with Christian, who gaslights and 
ignores her; this makes her open to 
Pelle and his community giving her the 
support she so desperately craves. Eden 
was in a loving marriage with Will, but 
the loss of a child and their conflicting 
grieving methods led them to divorce, 
and left her vulnerable to David and 
the promise of peace offered by his 
spiritual community. While Dani's story 
ends with her initiation into the cult’s 
fold as a new beginning,  Eden’s story 
ends in tragedy as a result of the cult’s 
indoctrination and hold on her.  
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A n t i - Fu t u r i s m  &  t h e  Q u e e r  D e a t h  D r i v e 

i n  S h e  D i e s  To m o r r o w
by Alex Hall

“

our proximity to cinema’s death-driven 
queers. Through subsequent viewings, 
these films present destinies that 
remain as fatal and no less cataclysmic 
than those in She Dies Tomorrow. 
Because of this, apocalyptic impulses 
in cinema feel inherently queer while 
affirming my survived gay girlhood.
 
She Dies Tomorrow depicts a virus that 
condemns characters into believing 
they are about to die, severing ties 
to heterosexual temporality. For Jack 
Halberstam (2003), “Queer uses of time 
and space develop in opposition to the 
institutions of family, heterosexuality, 
and reproduction” (para. 1). Through 
contagion, the belief of imminent death 
depicted in the film infects the nature of 

‘And so what is queerest about us, 
queerest within us, and queerest 
despite us, is this willingness to 
insist intransitively – to insist 

that the future stop here’  
- Lee Edelman (2005, p. 35).

 
Historically coded as a social contagion, 
queerness is bound to transmissible 
death. The spectre often pervades gay 
communities—consider the psychological 
epidemic that affected HIV-negative 
men at the height of the AIDS crisis. As 
a film that renders a psychic infection, 
Amy Seimetz’s She Dies Tomorrow (2020) 
invokes the queered impulse of the death 
drive. Coined by theorist Lee Edelman 
(2011), the queer death drive rails 
against procreative intent and a horizon 
of biological kin, boldly declaring, “fuck 
the future!” As a death-driven identity, 
queerness resides as an outlier, fatal 
force dissociated from heterocentric 
concerns. Seimetz’s film declares a 
similar anti-futurist sentiment by not 
merely reordering heteronormativity, but 
dismantling it infinitely.
 
Homosexuality in cinema often engages 
with narratives of loss and death, 
becoming a contagion of visuality within 
film archives. By considering certain 
theories of spectatorship and coming-of-
age during a particular era of the “bury 
your gays” trope, so many films felt like 
premonitions. I came out at thirteen to 
the fatal gays I felt drawn to investigate 
on-screen. Before having named my 
queerness, I felt the influence of an 
apocalyptic identity. I eventually came 
into community with others who felt 
similarly prone to an anti-future through 

the family, dissolving tethers to kinship 
and queering normative imperatives; 
characters abandon partners, families, 
homes, and ultimately, their lives 
and bodies. The film opens with a 
queered revolt and the destruction of 
the heterosexual couple. As the virus 
passes from protagonist Amy’s (Kate 
Lyn Sheil) boyfriend (Kentucker Audley) 
onto her, heteronormativity is abolished. 
As he succumbs, Angel Olsen croons 
in the background. Olsen’s known 
homosexuality is an augury as gay art 
initiates the death drive, pronouncing 
the termination of the archetypal 
“couple” from the outset. There is no 
tomorrow for heterosexuality in She Dies 
Tomorrow and Olsen’s “Sweet Dreams” 
is as poignant a requiem as Mozart’s 
“Lacrimosa.”

Th e  o n s e t  o f  c i n e m a t i c  d e a t h 
m a n i f e s t s  l i k e  a  c i r c u i t  p a r t y 
o f  c o n t a g i o n ;  t h e  d e a t h  d r i v e 

c r u i s i n g  i d y l l i c  s u b u r b i a .
 
Seimetz’s version of anti-futurism is 
queer, but not entirely in the ways that 
Edelman posits. The potential posed 
in the film is less nihilistic and more 
euphoric, exposing the queer jouissance 
integral to dismantling hegemony. 
Queer aesthetics become viral and vital, 
infecting the diegesis through ecstatic 
bursts. As the infection spreads, the 
moment of transmission is depicted 
through prismatic colours. The film’s 
use of pink, purple, and blue (bisexual) 
lighting subverts the act of dying into 
a flamboyant process of kaleidoscopic 
transmission. Facial expressions teeter 
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Jane abandons her family in favour of 
locating queered connections, displaying 
a preoccupation to retreat towards 
women through death. The communal 
setting of Erin’s (Olivia Taylor Dudley) and 
Sky’s (Michelle Rodriguez) homosocial 
dwelling provides refuge for Jane in ways 
her brother’s (Chris Messina) private 
home could not. As private households 
expand into communal domains, death 
becomes a shared destiny amongst 
women renouncing a future of offspring.

Th e r e  i s  e m a n c i p a t i v e 
d e f i a n c e  t h r o u g h  t h e  f i l m ’ s 

d e a t h  s e n t e n c e ,  a l l o w i n g 
w o m e n  t o  r e j e c t  t i e s  t o 

b i o l o g i c a l  e s s e n t i a l i s m .
 
The film disavows heteronormativity 
as a life-sustaining force; it is full of 
cis-women who will never procreate. 
However, these women birth alternate 
forms of vitality. For instance, as Erin 
announces her final menses, she delights 
in the irony of a fertile body that is 
dying. There is emancipative defiance 
through the film’s death sentence, 
allowing women to reject ties to 
biological essentialism. Overlapping the 
declaration is the image of Jane bleeding 
to death into Erin’s swimming pool, 
visually unifying menses with mortality. 
As Aviva Briefel (2005) argues, menarche 
in horror films precedes violence enacted 
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between erotically charged and dreadful. 
The onset of cinematic death manifests 
like a circuit party of contagion; the 
death drive cruising idyllic suburbia.

I n f e c t i o n ,  l i k e  q u e e r n e s s , 
u n d o e s  l a w f u l  b o u n d a r i e s  a n d 
a t t a c ks  t h e  s a n i t i s e d  s e t t i n g 

o f  s u b u r b i a  t h r o u g h  a n t i -
a s s i m i l a t i o n i s t  i m p u l s e s .

 
The film’s heteronormative order 
becomes anarchic as the contagion 
infiltrates domesticity. Gender roles 
dissolve as domestic functions are 
revealed as arbitrary signifiers. Consider 
how, at the moment of infection, 
Susan (Katie Aselton) is unable to wash 
dishes, failing at domiciliary duties. Or 
how domestic objects like house keys 
become irrelevant. Jane (Jane Adams) 
is seen abandoning her home only to 
intrude into Amy’s—literally rupturing 
a hole in the house and her body. 
The abrupt departure from her home 
leaves the space agape, obliterating the 
threshold between private and public 
domains. Infection, like queerness, 
undoes lawful boundaries and attacks 
the sanitised setting of suburbia through 
anti-assimilationist impulses.
 
In order to prioritise variant social 
intimacy, the nuclear family is neglected. 

by a female monster (p. 21). In Seimetz’s 
film, menstruation triggers finality by 
foretelling the leaky carcass to come. 
Menstruation signifies the end of life 
and initiates a communal death ritual 
between women.
 
Ultimately, the film presents a mode 
of cis-femininity that self-destructs. 
Halberstam’s (2011) concept of “anti-
social feminism” (p. 129) showcases the 
pull towards a conscious “evacuation” of 
womanhood that encourages resistance 
to heteronormativity. Consider the 
abortion that Amy confesses to. She 
likens the pregnancy to an invasive 
occupation of her body, describing it 
akin to contamination: “a bunch of cells.” 
Both queerness and Halberstam’s idea of 
antisocial feminism are preoccupied with 
“a sense of abandonment,” both identifiers 
laying claim to sterility, unproductiveness, 
and emptiness. In disavowing procreation, 
Amy literally empties herself, abandoning 
the productive preoccupation of cis-
womanhood and instead embracing 
queer temporality.
 
It remains clear that Amy’s destiny is 
marked by the death drive far preceding 
the film. She locates purpose in her 
desire to be “useful in death,” forging 
an alternate route to fulfilment. This 
speaks to Halberstam’s (2011) idea 
of the queered, libratory potential 
of failure. The utility of Amy’s body 
expands beyond maternal, domiciliary “

Queered erotics permeate the film’s 
cosmic disorder. In one sequence, Amy 
immerses herself in a thicket, her body 
penetrating a blackhole of vegetal 
matter. Later in the film, she finally 
faces death as she is sprawled across 
a rock formation. Jane’s confrontation 
with death is similar, as she submerges 
herself in a wet, cold pool. Eroticising rot 
brings the corporeal body into hyper-
focus; disappearing into the sublime 
muck of stratum becomes a tactile 
attempt to reckon with decomposition. 
As both women fail at tepid attempts 
of gratification with men, their final 
pleasures are queered through 
ecological communion. In describing 
her filmography’s repetition of bodies 

obligations, and, instead, productivity 
is located in self-destructive impulses 
encouraging feminist and queer 
possibility. She desires a body that is 
a costume, an adornment of another’s 
expression of gender. Contagion de-
territorialises the cis-female body into a 
non-procreative fertile object, queering 
its utility until it is anatomically obsolete.
 

Wo m e n  s e l f - b a p t i s e  t h r o u g h 
a  s h a r e d  d e s i r e  t o  e r o t i c a l l y 

c o n n e c t  t o  t h e  n a t u r a l 
w o r l d ,  e m b r a c i n g  t h e i r  s e l f -

d e s t r u c t i v e  m a t e r i a l i t y .
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of water, Seimetz notes that “they’re 
a baptism of sorts, a metamorphosis 
or transformation for the character” 
(Crawford, 2020, para. 23). Women 
self-baptise through a shared desire 
to erotically connect to the natural 
world, embracing their self-destructive 
materiality.
 
Edelman’s sentiment of “fuck[ing] the 
future” becomes literalised through 
embodied rebellion. The women locate 
catharsis in abject sensuality. The film’s 
death drive encourages the ultimate 
evacuation of gender roles, allowing 
characters to revel in a failure to survive 
heteronormativity. Through death—and 
subsequent decomposition—the body 
transforms into a life-sustaining source 
indistinct of its origin anatomy. If it were 
not already rendered obsolete, gender 
and sex ceremoniously combust in death.
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“The last few years have been difficult 
for many, with a swath of destruction, 
both physical and emotional, plaguing 
the United States and world at large. 
Donald Trump’s divisive rhetoric 
has catered to extremists, white 
supremacists, and online conspiracy 
theorists. His presidency has pushed 
a contagion of negative and harmful 
thought through our psyches—infecting 
people and turning those susceptible 
into monsters with ill intent to do harm.
Those immune to his entreaties have 
fallen prey to the trauma of diseased 
words cultivated by social media. Even 
during an actual pandemic, there’s a 
sickness brought on by words alone, and 
two underappreciated films released in 
the tumult that was 2020 creatively 
show the ways in which we use what we 

say to spread a different kind of disease.
David Prior’s cosmic horror The Empty 
Man (2020) portrays the horrific power 
of words to create paths to horror and 
destruction. Ex-cop James Lasombra 
(James Badge Dale) is tasked by family 
friend Nora Quail (Marin Ireland) to 
find her teenage daughter Amanda 
(Sasha Frolova), who has gone missing 
after leaving a cryptic message on a 
bathroom mirror: “the empty man made 
me do it.” Lasombra’s search brings 
him to both the titular urban legend—a 
spectre rumoured to be manifested 
by the act of blowing into an empty 
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bottle on a bridge—and a nihilistic cult, 
the Pontifex Institute, that believes 
nothing is true and everything is 
meaningless. The case also leads him 
to the shattering discovery that he is 
not real. Lasombra is a tulpa, a being 
created by thought and thought alone. 
The Pontifex Institute have used their 
thoughts to conjure Lasombra, in order 
to use him as a vessel for the rebirth of 
the Empty Man—a being that in turn 
uses obsessive thought to plague his 
victims. Lasombra was never real. 
He is a figment of the imagination, a 
creation built from the belief of others.

Dangerous Minds
Contagious Thoughts in The Empty 
Man & The Cleansing Hour

by Johnny Donaldson

In a culture in which statements and ideas can be 
communicated and disseminated immediately to large 

audiences, a film like The Empty Man feels eerily prescient. 

Throughout The Empty Man, there 
is philosophical talk about the 
meaning(lessness) of words and how 
they can spread ideas, much like how 
disease is spread during a plague. The 
Empty Man is a being that only exists 
through belief, and James himself is 
a being that only exists because the 
members of Pontifex willed him into 
reality. He is a truth that never existed 
until a group of people decided he was 
real, and the Empty Man is a boogeyman 
that exists only to infect thought. 
Everything about James, whose last 
name not so coincidentally means “the 
shadow,” is a lie, a fraud, a made-up story 
that is nonetheless believed by many to 
be real. The Empty Man, meanwhile, is a 
dark spectral being from another realm 
that only exists in the minds of those 
who call him into their lives, ceaselessly 
haunting them and occupying more and 
more space in their psyche until it is 
filled completely.

The existential terror wrought in 
the plot of The Empty 
Man offers 
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a powerful analogue to the ways 
conspiracy theories on the order of 
QAnon and Biden’s “stealing” of the 
election began to rot and infect the 
minds of Trump’s followers. In a culture 
in which statements and ideas can 
be communicated and disseminated 
immediately to large audiences, a 
film like The Empty Man feels eerily 
prescient. As the idea of “fake news” 
began to promulgate in society, more 
and more people became susceptible 
to toxic ideas, fomenting a deadly 
perceived “truth” that ultimately 
resulted in the Capitol Insurrection of 
January 6th, 2021. This is not unlike how 
the members of Pontifex—as cultishly 
devoted to their ideals as Trump’s 
supporters—created a being, a tulpa, to 
act as a carrier for a destructive cosmic 
force to descend upon our world. 
The way both real and fictional cults 
disperse the idea of an “empty man” 
is uncannily the same. They promote 
the spread of ideas so deeply and so 
thoroughly that anyone who comes into 
contact is somehow blighted.

The way both real and 
fictional cults disperse the 
idea of an “empty man” is 

uncannily the same. 

Damien LeVeck’s The Cleansing Hour 
(2020) similarly tells a tale of how ideas 
can infect those exposed to them, 
though it more directly deals with the 
internet’s complicity than the more 
metaphorical The Empty Man. LeVeck’s 
film is a tale of how popular influencers 
can affect their audiences, leading to 
irrevocable damage and ultimately 
destruction.

“The Cleansing Hour” is a popular online 
program in which Father Max (Ryan 
Guzman) streams weekly exorcisms of 
the demonic to a loyal fanbase. The 
events depicted in the program are 
fake, cooked up by lothario and failed 
seminarian Max and his best friend, 
producer Drew (Kyle Gallner). However, 
when Drew is forced to use his fiancée 
Lane (Alix Angelis) as a last-minute 
possessee, a real demon is called forth, 
challenging Drew and Max to exorcise 
her for real in front of a live audience. 

The Cleansing Hour culminates in a 
shocking twist climax. After an hour 
of heaping horror upon horror on 
Max, Drew, Lane, and their crew, all 
witnessed by an increasing number 
of viewers glued to their screens, our 

heroes are finally able to identify the 
demon and exorcise it. They soon 
discover that the online database they 
are using was actually corrupted, and 
they exorcised the wrong demon. 
The foe they are facing is none other 
than Satan himself, who manipulated 
them in order to use their broadcast 
to attract a wide audience for him to 
possess through the airwaves, leading 
to a rampant apocalypse of murderous 
violence.

They soon discover that the 
online database they are 

using was actually corrupted, 
and they exorcised the 

wrong demon. 

The titular program of The Cleansing 
Hour is phony, demonstrating the false 
pretenses underlying the quest for self-
made viral fame. It also shows how, in 
the wrong hands, such fame can lead 
to negative real-world consequences. 
Max and Drew are often left at the 
mercy of their audience and are forced 
to reveal their true selves in ways 
influencers rarely do. But ultimately 
they fail; all they do is attract further 
viewers, padding their audience, and 
allowing Lucifer to burst through 
the screen to possess the unwitting 
viewers. Beelzebub takes them over 
and, in the final scenes, we see these 
newly zombified folks murdering those 
around them in heinously gruesome 
ways all over the world. 

Dangerous ideals held by a monstrous 
entity that inspire violence via the 
internet? Where have we heard that 
before? 

Max is exposed as a hypocrite and 
fraud, as have many an internet 
celebrity, but, in the end, he is just 
a tool used to expose his audience 
to a bigger threat. It’s a contagion of 
violent thought that spreads through 
the screens. The Cleansing Hour is 
ultimately a story about how we build 
audiences just to send them out to 
destroy, not unlike how people like 
Trump were able to court a fanbase 
designed to carry out acts of sedition 
in the name of their heroes. Like The 
Empty Man, The Cleansing Hour builds 
a compelling narrative in its own right, 
but the source of horror in both films 
bears a striking resemblance to our 
own modern viral landscape, and the 
ways our words and thoughts can 
create a different kind of plague. g
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It has often been said by horror lovers that 
they can remember their lives before and 
after a certain film. With Lars Von Trier’s 
Antichrist (2009), I came to understand 
that this is no mere throwaway statement 
but an affirmation of a deep connection 
with something that is essentially, utterly 
beautiful and totally unexplainable. 
Viewing Antichrist was a truly all-
encompassing and profound experience; 
it seemed to carve out my own emotions 
and hand them back to me like a small 
and delicate trinket that was stirringly 
reassuring.  From the disturbingly brooding 
title card that screams destruction and 
despair to the watery hues of the dream 
sequences, this film pierced my heart 
and hit me hard right from the beginning. 
I can still recall seeing the trailer and 
feeling pulled towards it by an unknown 
and (perhaps) higher power. The images 
lingered in my mind long after watching, 
and the expression of something dark and 
forbidden felt oddly relatable.

I’m fully aware of how strange this 
might sound, but, to me, Antichrist was a 
sanctuary, a place of calm and safety; in 
truth, it felt like home. Nothing was able to 
keep me from retreating to it repeatedly, 
fluttering willingly toward its call to rest 
inside the cave of its beguiling darkness. 
With reflection comes clarity and 
recognition, and at the time of Antichrist’s 
release I had been struggling with anxiety. 
It had slowly taken away each bit of my life 
that felt like belonging, that felt authentic 
to who I was, and had left me with so little 
sense of self that I remember describing 
it to a friend as feeling “insignificantly 
small in a forest of trees that are covering 
me in a canopy of darkness.” One look at 
that sentence now and it seems clear why 

 A totally sensory and aesthetically breath-
taking scene, its wordlessness adds to its 
ambiguity. The first scream we hear from 
She is completely silent (unlike others 
that will follow), which can be just how it 
feels when anxiety becomes debilitating; 
a silent scream into the endless abyss.

When in an anxious state, it can When in an anxious state, it can 
often seem as though there is often seem as though there is 

no way to measure the passing no way to measure the passing 
of time whilst simultaneously of time whilst simultaneously 

feeling that time is being repeated feeling that time is being repeated 
over and over.over and over.

The first chapter in the film, "Grief," 
shows She as being too weak to stand 
anymore whilst also feeling emotionally 
numb, both of which often present 
as manifestations of anxiety. Coupled 
with the physical obstacles that anxiety 
imposes on the body, there is also the 
psychological impact. When in an anxious 
state, it can often seem as though there 
is no way to measure the passing of time 
whilst simultaneously feeling that time is 
being repeated over and over. This can 
be seen when He tries to progress with 
her therapy, and She responds with the 
question, “Didn’t we just talk about this?” 
It becomes apparent early on that He is a 
somewhat oppressive force who tries to 
isolate his wife from her doctor and stops 
her from taking prescribed medication. 
When discussing her feelings and 
experiences, he talks rather than listens. 
This notion of other people thinking 
they know what is best can be effective 
for those coping with anxiety, but what 
it also speaks to is the loneliness that 
comes with anxiety by reflecting that, no 
matter how much people may think they 

Antichrist  appealed to me.

The film tells the story of a middle-aged 
couple (known only as He and She and 
played by Willem Dafoe and Charlotte 
Gainsbourg)) who are processing their 
grief following the loss of their son. She 
is struggling more acutely since their loss 
while He, a therapist, is preoccupied with 
treating his wife by employing a variety 
of different methods and techniques as 
though she were his patient. They retreat 
to the isolation of a cabin situated in the 
heart of a woodland where He continues 
to put her through a series of exercises 
in an attempt to cure her. As the tension 
builds, things come to a violent and 
emotional head, which results in a chaotic 
nightmare of Pollock-style splatterings of 
blood, sex, and genital mutilation.

The film’s prologue plunges us into a 
black-and-white orgasmic euphoria 
whilst the strings of Handel’s “Lascia ch’io 
pianga” evoke a profound melancholy. 
As the couple make love, we see their 
infant son fall from a bedroom window to 
his death and the lavish scene fades to 
black. This transition from enjoyment and 
pleasure to a black nothingness reminded 
me of how life had been before anxiety: 
full of joy and self-fulfilment followed 
by numbness. Some research into the 
lyrics of “Lascia Ch’io Piagna” seemed 
to perfectly summarise the enveloping 
sadness instigated by anxiety:
                                                    

Let me weep
My cruel fate,

And sigh for my lost freedom.

May the pain shatter the chains
Of my torments, just out of mercy.
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The final chapter, "Despair," builds on 
the falling motif (their son, the chick, 
the acorns) as we watch trees topple 
down in the surrounding woodland. 
While this can be seen as an extension 
of feeling helpless, in this context it might 
also be read as a shedding of burden 
or a stripping away of the constraints 
that have been holding She in place. 
He creates a pyramid of her fears and 
at the top He places ‘me’ or ‘herself’—a 
reflection on the notion that what scares 
us most (or what is capable of creating 
a constant state of fear) is, inevitably, 
ourselves. She becomes a force to be 
reckoned with and, after being subjected 
to persistently oppressive behaviour 
from her husband, She finally releases her 
inner scream which echoes piercingly and 
cathartically throughout the woods. Her 
complexity is refreshing, heartening, and 
identifiable—she is not merely one thing 
or another, but a whole host of emotions 
and feelings.

...I am no longer reluctant I am no longer reluctant 
to admit that, for me, to admit that, for me, 

horror is in many ways horror is in many ways 
a therapeutic passion.a therapeutic passion.

Reflecting upon my relationship with the 
film almost 12 years later, Antichrist was 
the horror film that rescued me, making 
me feel less isolated in my anxiety. 
Furthermore, it provided me with an 
experience I could relive time and time 
again. It has constantly remained precious 
for its honest and unflinching look at 
the horror of anxiety and the wall that 
it can build between a life of fear and a 
life of fulfilment and happiness. Through 
revisiting the film and consolidating 
my thoughts, I have concluded that the 
reason it called to me in such a strong, 
clear, and comforting voice is owing to its 
portrayal of anxiety, and I am no longer 
reluctant to admit that, for me, horror 
is in many ways a therapeutic passion. I 
will be forever grateful to Antichrist for its 
onscreen representation of anxiety and 
for making me feel less lonely, at a time 
when I often felt incredibly alone.

Significantly, it is only when they arrive 
at the woods that she finds her power 
and will be able to scream out loud. As 
their journey continues, He takes her 
through a guided visualisation exercise 
and, through her imagination, we are 
given insight into the dark nature of her 
innermost thoughts. We see her moving 
through an atmospheric landscape which 
she describes as having ferns with tears, 
before passing a fox den which is “like 
walking through mud”—a confession 
telling us She is wary that whatever is 
hiding in the hole is to be feared.

The second chapter, "Pain (Chaos 
Reigns)," explores the theme of nature as 
a soothing, threatening, and ultimately 
chaotic presence. He sets up another 
exercise to take She through, which 
involves walking from one stone to 
another, touching the ground while she 
does so. Her self-talk, which is comprised 
of negatives (“I can’t do this”) is entirely 
familiar as an anxiety sufferer, as is the fact 
that small tasks (such as walking from one 
stone to another) take up great amounts 
of energy. After She completes the task, 
She embraces her husband with relief, but 
a young chick drops from its mother’s nest 
before them and is soon eaten. This acts 
as a tragic reminder that while it might 
begin to feel as though progress is being 
made, this can all change in an instant due 
to events outside of our control which can, 
as a result, set us off balance.
  
While in bed one evening, the sound 
of objects hitting the roof is heard. She 
describes the noise as “falling acorns” 
that signify “the cry of all the things that 
are to die.” She begins to see the hideous 
and the temporary nature in everything, 
even in things that are beautiful, and 
this melancholy outlook is one that can 
occupy the mind when trying to cope 
with anxiety. The chapter ends with 
the discovery of a menacing-looking 
fox which speaks the words “chaos 
reigns,” gesturing towards an inevitability 
that, regardless of our actions, chaos 
and the universe remain powerfully 
unpredictable.

understand, they can never really know 
(or feel) the extent of what you are going 
through.

As He attempts to treat his wife, they 
discuss her relationship with fear and 
although He tries to push her on an 
answer, She remarks honestly, “Can’t I 
just be afraid without a definite object?” 
This idea of being afraid, of feeling 
perpetually scared and not knowing 
why, is familiar as I frequently have been 
scared of nothing in particular but instead 
often felt an overwhelming, constant fear. 
She also describes feeling distant from 
her husband but is not sure if this can be 
discussed: “Perhaps I’m not supposed to 
talk about these things.” Despite lots of 
good progress being made in this area, 
the fear of what we are safe and free to 
share can also be applied to discussions 
about anxiety, a topic that in many ways 
continues to remain taboo.

Nothing more accurately and Nothing more accurately and 
directly conveys the symptoms directly conveys the symptoms 
and the consuming exhaustion and the consuming exhaustion 

of anxiety. of anxiety. 

Within this first chapter is a montage that 
represents the closest depiction of anxiety 
I have seen on film. The focus begins on 
the eyes of She and then moves to her 
ears, chest, shaking hands, racing pulse, 
and breath, before ending at the back of 
her head. Nothing more accurately and 
directly conveys the symptoms and the 
consuming exhaustion of anxiety. These 
are all physical signs that we become 
acutely aware of when anxiety rises, 
which can make us feel that we have 
lost control and can subsequently create 
an uncomfortable sense of standing out 
from the crowd. One evening, we witness 
She having a panic attack which she 
describes as “dangerous” and “physical.” 
This perfectly encapsulates the thought 
processes that have occurred in my mind 
during similar attacks, often (as in She’s 
case), late at night or into the early hours 
of the morning.

After some probing, it is revealed that 
“the woods” are what She is afraid of 
above all else and what make her feel 
most exposed. However, crucially, we 
learn that it was also She who wanted to 
go into the woods in the first instance, 
which seems to signal a simultaneous 
attraction and fear. As they travel by 
train (and car) to the cabin, the screaming 
face of She is seen in the reflection 
of the window. The image is a blur, 
indicative of how she feels inside, and 
her scream is, once again, totally silent. 

Reflecting upon my relationship with the film almost 12 Reflecting upon my relationship with the film almost 12 
years later, Antichrist was the horror film that rescued me, years later, Antichrist was the horror film that rescued me, 

making me feel less isolated in my anxiety. making me feel less isolated in my anxiety. 
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Assassination NationAssassination Nation  & the Spread 
of Violent Patriarchy 
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Not only is her privacy invaded, but 
she is now physically in danger as 
this feeling of entitlement to private 
images of her body spreads through 
the community. Strangers chase her 
on the street, demanding the same 
intimacy she shared with Nick. They 
view Lily’s act of photographing herself 
as implied consent for everyone who 
sees the photos and the impersonal 
lens of the camera allows them to 
rationalise invading her privacy. When 
they are denied the access to which 
they believe themselves entitled, the 
rapidly spreading misogyny escalates 
to physical violence. 

Over the next week, citizens commit 
horrific acts of bullying and aggression 
in the name of avenging some perceived 
injustice—and in everyone’s hand is a 
cell phone. A brawl in a grocery store 
parking lot is filmed by a crowd of 
people, none of them intervening. A 
cheerleader violently attacks another 
girl, then plays to an online crowd 
that glorifies her dominance. The 
camera filters reality and the small 
screen diminishes the impact of this 
violence, dehumanising victims and 

has cast these men as villains, they are 
being punished for simply being human. 
Yes, Mayor Bartlett’s political actions 
are wrong and Principal Turrell’s porn 
history is questionable. But they are not 
perverts and pedophiles. Agents of the 
patriarchy maintain power by creating 
rigid codes of morality that can be used 
against anyone who threatens their 
authority. Because they see the world 
as an endless struggle for dominance, 
they keep their position at the top by 
vilifying others and, by contrast, painting 
themselves as either victims or heroes.

After a massive third hack, the secrets 
of half the town are exposed. Lily’s 
(Odessa Young) anonymous nudes 
and sexual messages to married father 
Nick (Joel McHale) are released and 
his wife leaves him, taking their young 
daughter. Lily’s boyfriend, Mark (Bill 
Skarsgård), also sees these photos and 
realises that she has been unfaithful. 
The embarrassment and hurt they feel 
is valid, but the way they respond to 
it is inexcusable. Nick claims he’s lost 
everything, but he’s simply suffering 
the consequences of his infidelity and 
has lost his status as a family man in 

the community. Because he’s grown 
up equating this status with his overall 
worth as a human being, he feels like 
his life is over.

Mark also sees himself as a victim. 
He can’t accept that his own actions, 
including drunkenly berating his 
girlfriend, might have something to do 
with the fact that she cheated on him. 
So he decides that she’s a slut and solely 
to blame. Cloaked in righteousness, 
he convinces his friends to help him 
assault Lily, holding her down and taking 
pictures to prove she’s the girl Nick has 
been messaging. His fragile ego has been 
damaged and—because he was raised in 
a society that tells him that as a white, 
cis man his pain is more important than 
anyone else’s—he sees this humiliation 
as the greatest possible injustice. And 
the town supports his warped view. 

Once Lily is identified, she becomes 
a target. No one seems to care that 
she, a teenager, was exploited and 
manipulated by a much older man. She 
is kicked out of her house and branded 
a whore. Her photos and online persona 
go viral as strangers swarm the scandal. 
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connected, but his wilfully ignorant 
supporters conflate these images with 
sex they consider deviant and now 
view him as a part of the community 
he’s taught them to despise. 

This is the story of a 
spark that ignites a town 
with hate and violence 
that spreads rapidly out 
of control.

The town leans into self-righteousness. 
Citizens decide they’re entitled to know 
everything about his life, rationalising 
their curiosity as a duty to find out 
what else he’s been hiding. They 
eventually bully and shame him until 
he completes suicide during a press 
conference, an act that is even then 
mercilessly mocked and shared. And 
now the crowd has a taste for blood. 

The hacker’s next victim is Principal 
Turrell (Colman Domingo). Though he 
seems to be generally kind and well-
meaning, the crowd wants another 
villain. They’ve become addicted 
to outrage and the feeling of moral 

Every fire begins with a spark. A 
seemingly innocuous incident begins a 
chain reaction that grows in intensity. 
Sometimes, the spark can be contained 
before it spreads, but if given enough 
fuel, even the tiniest flame can grow 
into a raging wildfire. Writer/director 
Sam Levinson’s version of Salem 
in Assassination Nation (2018) is a 
town full of kindling. It sits on a bed 
of patriarchal rage and masculine 
dominance that has been present in the 
United States for hundreds of years. 
It’s what the country was founded on. 
This is the story of a spark that ignites 
a town with hate and violence that 
spreads rapidly out of control.

The initial spark in Salem is a hack. 
Mayor Bartlett’s (Cullen Moss) personal 
information is leaked online and quickly 
becomes fodder for his constituents. 
Though his privacy is invaded, the 
hypocrisy the leak exposes leaves 
him perfectly positioned to ignite 
a flame of righteous fury bubbling 
beneath the surface. Mayor Bartlett 
ran on a platform of family values 
and created policy that perpetuated 
bigoted ideation harmful to the queer 
community. But the leak reveals photos 
of him wearing women’s lingerie. These 
aspects of his life are not necessarily 

superiority they exerted over Mayor 
Bartlett. Convinced that Principal 
Turrell must also be hiding something, 
they feel justified in ransacking his data, 
casting self-righteous judgement on 
every aspect of his life and laying the 
groundwork for the spread of hateful 
condemnation. But, as a basically good 
man, Principal Turrell is a much less 
convenient villain. They must dig deeper 
to vilify him, normalising the violation 
of privacy in search of a scandalous 
narrative. Private conversations with 
his wife about a miscarriage and the 
death of his father become fodder for 
public scorn and ridicule.

The crowd discovers private pictures of 
his six-year-old daughter in the bathtub 
and at last have a hook to hang their 
outrage on. Though there is nothing 
indecent about these images, they 
exploit this child by sexualising her and 
casting her father as a pedophile. The 
townspeople attempt the same tactics 
that drove Mayor Bartlett to take his 
life. They bully and harass him, even 
threatening his job and the safety of 
his family, all to reclaim the feeling of 
power and moral superiority to which 
they’ve become addicted.

It must be noted that, though the crowd 

“Agents of the patriarchy maintain power by 
creating rigid codes of morality that can be used 
against anyone who threatens their authority. 



minimising their suffering. Viewed as 
entertainment, each new post adds to 
the permissive structure the crowd is 
building to enable more crimes. Each 
like, share, or retweet perpetuates the 
idea that their actions are justified. 

The mob begins to take over. Civil 
order breaks down and once-friendly 
neighbours become violent terrorists. 
While proclaiming their righteousness, 
they assault, kidnap, and murder 
anyone they see as a threat to their ego. 
The culture of righteousness allows 
acts of violence to spread through the 
town. Anyone who would hold them 
accountable for their actions becomes 
a threat that must be destroyed by any 
means necessary. The viral hate spirals 
out of control and the town descends 
into chaos. 

It’s impossible to escape Assassination 
Nation’s nationalist symbolism. This 
is a story about America. Based on 
one of our oldest tales of horror, the 
Salem witch trials, Levinson reveals the 
deep undercurrent of fear, hate, and 
hypocrisy we live with every day. On 
my first watch, I found this escalating 
violence far-fetched. I couldn’t believe 
a modern American town could break 
down so rapidly. But, now, this vision of 
Salem looks very much like the America 

to protect itself. Other girls hear her 
words and join her. Girls who are tired 
of being controlled, tired of being told 
that who they are makes them bad, 
and most of all tired of being hurt by 
men who see themselves as inherently 
more valuable. 

Lily’s final frame is chilling in its lack 
of resolution. She doesn’t know if 
everyone will survive the battle, and 
she’s right to be afraid. The patriarchy's 
roots are deep and its defenses are 
woven into every fibre of our lives. But 
there are more of us every day. Each 
time someone speaks out against 
systemic oppression, another voice is 
inspired to join the fight. They can’t 
silence us forever and our message of 
empowerment will continue to grow. 

Though the odds often seem 
insurmountable, I believe that, one 
by one, people will realise that true 
power lies in the freedom to be who 
we are, not the cruelty to dominate 
someone else. The fight has been 
raging for centuries and we will likely 
not see victory in our lifetimes. But we 
keep fighting because the alternative 
is to give up our right to exist as we 
choose. Maybe our victory lies in 
refusing to be cast as villains and 
demanding to be seen as ourselves.

of 2021. Seemingly half of the country 
has internalised the constant messaging 
from Fox News and the Trump 
Administration that it has become 
their patriotic duty to hate anyone who 
doesn’t conform to their values. 

I watch Assassination Nation now and, 
in the citizens of Salem, I see people 
who endanger others by refusing a 
Covid vaccine because they don’t 
like who created it. I see people who 
attack store employees for asking 
them to wear a mask. I see people who 
stormed the Capitol on January 6th, 
2021, because their candidate lost the 
presidential election and perpetuated 
lies that positioned him as a victim. The 
election of the Trump Administration 
was the spark that allowed them to get 
away with their bigotry. The kindling 
is a lifetime of being told their pride is 
more important than someone else’s 
life. This need for dominance over 
others has spread through the nation, 
ravaging communities and costing 
countless lives. 

But also contagious is our resistance. 
The film concludes as Lily makes her own 
video. She challenges the patriarchal 
code that tells her who she should be. 
Lily refuses to give up her autonomy in 
service of a system that will turn on her 
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Gender, Paranoia & the Self
When Contagion Changes Our Identities

by Danielle Ryan

Contagion, by its very nature, is an 
agent of change. Simple bacterial 
infections can throw our bodies out 
of whack, but viruses invade on the 
cellular level. A virus can only reproduce 
within a living host cell, modifying the 
host on the molecular level. Even if the 
host manages to kill the invading virus, 
it continues to build new antibody 
proteins to fight off future infections. 
The host is changed forever.

It’s a terrifying concept, the idea that 
we can be changed by an invader in 
our own bodies. It’s a concept that’s 
fascinated science fiction and horror 
writers for as long as those genres have 
been around: what if a contagion could 
make you someone else entirely?

Fiction has given us a wide variety of 
horrifying self-erasing contagions, from 
zombie infections to extraterrestrial 

“
parasites. Perhaps the most common 
type of personality-changing fictional 
viruses are those that turn their hosts 
into zombies. While our concept of 
“the dead have risen” style zombies 
comes from George A. Romero’s 
Night of the Living Dead (1968), there 
are also iterations where the cause 
is an infection. There are quite a few 
variations: The Resident Evil video 
game and film series have the dreaded 
T-virus, which turns its hosts into 
violent, raging zombies and worse. The 
fungal infections of The Last of Us game 
series create the cannibalistic Infected. 
In every version of these zombie 
contagions, however, the sense of self 
is completely lost. The host becomes 
a mindless, ravening beast functioning 
purely on instinct. That’s scary enough 
on its own, but what if the infected 
host still looked and acted like their 
original selves? It could be possible if 

a contagion were more subtle, creating 
change the host themselves didn’t 
notice until it was too late.

Fears of those identities 
being copied or co-opted 
by foreign invaders has 

been a long-running trope 
in genre fiction. 

Our identities are complex things, 
formed by both ourselves and how 
other people in the world react to us. 
Fears of those identities being copied or 
co-opted by foreign invaders has been 
a long-running trope in genre fiction. 
Usually, it’s a complete replacement 
job, like in Ira Levin’s novel The Stepford 
Wives (1972), where unruly housewives 
are swapped for robots in their image. 
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The alien pods in both the novel (The 
Body Snatchers,1954) and film versions 
of Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956; 
1978) do something similar, creating 
perfect mirror versions of the people 
they will replace. Pathogens are 
different, invading the body itself and 
taking over.
 
Director David Nutter has toyed with 
identity in his film and television work. 
His film Disturbing Behavior (1998) 
follows a group of rebellious teens 
who discover the popular kids in their 
school have had medical enhancements 
to “fix” their behaviour. His crowning 
work in the subgenre, however, is the 
1993 episode of The X-Files that he 
directed, “Ice.” The episode is loosely 
based on John W. Campbell’s 1938 
novella, Who Goes There?, which also 
served as inspiration for the films The 
Thing From Another World (1951), The 
Thing (1982), and The Thing (2011). In 
the episode, Agents Mulder and Scully 
travel to a remote outpost in Alaska 
to investigate the murder-suicide of a 
group of geophysicists. They discover 

that the team unearthed an ancient 
meteorite, and within it was an alien 
worm. The worm can attach itself to 
the host’s brain, controlling them like a 
human puppet.

“Ice” marks one of the first episodes 
where the skeptical Scully, played by 
Gillian Anderson, actually starts to 
believe in extraterrestrial life. It’s an 
incredibly tense episode filled with 
paranoia, because no one knows who 
is really themselves. The episode was 
lauded by critics and fans alike, in part 
because of the interactions between 
Scully and her partner, Mulder, played 
by David Duchovny. Mulder and 
Scully’s dynamic is one that’s become 
a procedural television trope, with the 
male character following his gut and his 
heart, and his female partner serving 
as the more rational viewpoint. Scully 
can sometimes come across as a bit 
of a buzzkill, but it gives weight to the 
moments where she actually begins to 
believe in the impossible. In the end, 

she and Mulder are both forced to 
reconcile with the unexplained. Their 
previous beliefs, their experiences, even 
their personal identities don’t matter, 
because the pathogen erases all.

The most famous adaptation of Who 
Goes There? is John Carpenter’s 1982 
film The Thing. An all-male team of 
American researchers in Antarctica are 
beset upon by an ancient alien threat 
when an infected sled dog arrives at 
their camp. The dog was infected at 
its own camp, run by a now-deceased 
team of Norwegian scientists, when 
they dug up an alien ship containing 
an ancient parasitic organism. The dog 
appears and acts like a normal dog, until 
it sprouts extra legs and tentacles and 
consumes the other dogs it’s kennelled 
with. The parasite soon moves onto 
humans, infecting and assimilating 
members of the team one by one. 

The men begin distrusting one another 
as soon as they realise the creature’s 
potential for mimicry. There’s no 
established understanding of Otherness 

like what exists between Mulder and 
Scully, because they are all men who 
should “behave like men.” The Thing has 
been read as a commentary on Cold 
War-type paranoia, but there’s a layer 
of gendered critique as well. In his essay 
“What ‘The Thing’ Loses by Adding 
Women,” critic Noah Berlatsky (2011) 
explains that part of The Thing’s brilliance 
is its commentary on homosexual panic 
and fear of femininity. He points out 
the horrifying mockery of birth when 
one of the scientists has his own head 
pop through his stomach, and notes 
the homoerotic tension and bondage 
imagery evoked by the various Things.

“[...] The Thing can be read as being 
obsessed with the fear of failing to 
be a man—and, concurrently, with 
homosexual panic. [...] The men in [the 
1982 version] are constantly examining 
each other for evidence of the Thing, 
the spreading contagion that may 
make them not-men,” he writes. This is 
evidenced further by MacReady’s blood 

test, where he sticks a hot needle into 
samples from his teammates to see if it 
reacts. After all, he says, “when a man 
bleeds, it’s just tissue.” Contaminated 
blood is dangerous blood, and serves as 
a powerful allegory for the AIDS crisis.

Berlatsky goes on to explain that 
the men’s inability to connect with 
one another ends up being their 
downfall. MacReady (played by Kurt 
Russell) is the hero because he’s able 
to emotionally separate himself and 
is the most distrustful, but that very 
distrust ends up allowing the contagion 
to succeed. They are so afraid of 
Otherness in everyone that they only 
rely on themselves. Berlatsky details 
the exact cost of that fear in his essay 
when he explains that “MacReady ends 
his film locked in paranoid tryst with a 
rival/colleague, freezing together in a 
cold tableau of mistrust.”

If The Thing is a commentary on 
masculinity and contagion as a deviation 
from societal norms, then what should 
we make of Annihilation (2018), a film 

that puts a team of all-female scientists 
into a very similar situation? 

In Annihilation, directed by Alex Garland 
and based on the 2014 novel of the 
same name by Jeff VanderMeer, a team 
of women are sent into “The Shimmer,” 
a zone surrounding a crashed meteorite 
that changes everything in its radius. 
Numerous previous missions had been 
sent in, and only one man ever made it 
out—Kane, played by Oscar Issac. Kane’s 
wife Lena (played by Natalie Portman) is 
questioned by the people at the top-
secret government facility near the 
Shimmer, and she soon volunteers to 
join the next team going in for research. 

We soon learn that each of the brilliant 
women have their own reasons for 
going on what amounts to a suicide 
mission. The leader, Dr. Ventress, played 
by Jennifer Jason Leigh, has terminal 
cancer and is looking to speed up her 
date with death. Josie, played by Tessa 
Thompson, is suicidal and self-harms to 

“If The Thing is a commentary on masculinity and contagion as a deviation 
from societal norms, then what should we make of Annihilation, a film that 

puts a team of all-female scientists into a very similar situation? 
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feel anything besides the nothingness. 
Anya, played by Gina Rodriguez, is 
sober and must struggle daily to keep 
her demons at bay. Cass, played by Tuva 
Novotny, lost her daughter to cancer. 
When she shares her story with Lena, 
she says that her daughter’s death 
caused two bereavements, one for her 
daughter, and one for the person she 
once was. Lena mourns her marriage, for 
she and her husband had grown apart 
long before he took the mission to the 
Shimmer. She mourns the identity she 
had built for herself as a wife, former 
soldier, and scholar, because she isn’t 
sure who she is without those things. 

Like the men of The Thing, the women in 
Annihilation grow increasingly paranoid 
about one another when they realise the 
pathogen is already inside all of them. 
Unlike MacReady and his team, there’s 
no chance of preventing infection once 
they’ve stepped inside the contaminated 
zone. Lena looks at her own cells under 
a microscope and watches them change, 
even though she still feels like “herself.” 
In time, each of the women succumbs 
to the Shimmer. Several are killed by 
its mutated creatures, but Cass simply 
gives into her suicidal desires, allowing 
her body to become one with the 
mutant plants. 

Lena eventually makes it to the meteor, 
where she finds the remains of her 
husband Kane, along with a tape he 
made telling everyone goodbye. She 
discovers that the man behind the 
camera is an alien doppelgänger, having 
assimilated enough with Kane to 
recreate him. She then meets her own 
doppelgänger, a shimmering metallic 
creature that mimics her every move. 
The creature even shifts to mimic 
her features, and Lena must stare 
herself in the face as she ignites the 
phosphorous grenade that will kill her 
double. She wipes out the Shimmer, but 
we as the audience know that Kane is 
otherworldly. Lena, too, still bears some 
of the effects of the contamination. 

Like the men of The Thing, 
the women in Annihilation 
grow increasingly paranoid 

about one another when 
they realise the pathogen is 
already inside all of them. 

Lena visits Kane and asks him if he is 
really himself, to which he replies “I 
don’t think so.” He asks her the same 
question and she does not respond, but 

they embrace and her eyes shimmer. 
No matter what happens, they have 
both been permanently altered. 

The women in Annihilation failed like 
the men of The Thing failed because 
they were unable to reconcile the 
Other. Only Lena, who was willing to let 
go of her sense of self completely, was 
able to make it out alive. Attachment 
to the self, whether it’s represented by 
their grief or their masculinity, is what 
prevents them from surviving an assault 
on it.

Annihilation and The Thing are both 
bleak, nihilistic looks at how contagion 
can wreak havoc on identity. In order to 
survive something that changes us, we 
must learn to adapt.
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one with sometimes questionable 
sensibilities and ideas really worth 
critiquing.
 
No doubt this film would be a slam-
dunk setup if you want to have yourself 
a trashy old time at the movies. 
There’s boundless opportunities to 
shoe-horn in exploitive sex scenes. 
But this is not that film. In fact, 
most of the sex scenes are all but 
implied and ultimately never progress 
into full-blown intercourse. This 
isn’t titillation; this is meant to be 
revelatory. It’s a space to transgress 
the normal film experience. We are 
meant to be taken out of our comfort 
zone and plumb the depths of our 
own worst nature. This is not a space 
intended to arouse. It’s what isn’t in 
the film that tells us what it wants 
to be, and, in that way, this is a film 
worth seeing. This is not some relic 
of a creative stuck so far in the past 
that their style is unrecognisable. This 
is unmistakably a David Cronenberg 
film—his voice is perfectly solidified, 
even in his debut. For a first attempt 
at creating a major film, Shivers 
undeniably accomplishes a fair 
number of its transgressive goals.
 
From the very first frame, Shivers 
wants to be gritty, grimy, shocking, 
and, most of all, an exploitation film 
that thinks—a “Night of the Living 
Dead with a libido,” as Cronenberg 
would call it in a DVD commentary.  
 
Of course, Night of the Living Dead 
(1968) is a critique of social and 
power structures culminating with 
exclamatory police violence. It is an 
inescapably political film that drives 
home its message with a sledge 

We are not ten minutes into David 
Cronenberg’s 1975 mainstream 
debut Shivers before we are treated to 
a grisly scene. A school girl, Annabelle. 
A doctor. A scalpel, a murder, and a 
horrific if incredibly well-shot autopsy 
scene in an apartment. It’s a terrifying, 
effective scene, especially if you 
aren’t acquainted with the likes of 
Cronenberg or the premise of the film.
 
The girl is, of course, topless. We get 
scandalous panty shots and a stone-
faced doctor choking her to death. His 
mission is to uncover the truth about a 
parasitic, lab-created mutant capable 
of taking people over and turning 
them into unrestrained monsters. This 
is accomplished by cutting her open 
and pouring acid in the wound. From a 
filmmaking standpoint, the intent here 
is to shock the audience right out the 
gate. After all, the original title, Orgy of 
the Blood Parasite, should confirm the 
intent to set the audience up to have 
certain expectations.
 
And it worked. Immediately, scathing 
reviews described the film as “sick” 
and “garbage” (Sornberger, 1976). 
Moreover, it created a greater outcry 
against the Canadian Film Development 
Corporation for using public money to 
fund such a film. For many critics at the 
time, the problem with Shivers was that 
it tread in these sexually deviant waters 
at all. It had pushed past common 
decency into bad taste practically 
within the first few frames. Not that all 
critics felt the same way—Roger Ebert 
went out of his way in 1976 to note 
that much of the violence had been left 
to our imagination, in stark contrast to 
Michael Findlay, Horacio Fredriksson, 
and Simon Nuchtern's Snuff (1975).

Ultimately, Shivers is a zombie film of 
a different origin than we are used 
to, and one that wants to deliver on 
a simple but effective premise: what 
if zombism wasn’t spread by bite, but 
through intercourse? What proceeds 
is an 87-minute-long, undeniably ‘70s 
cinematic experience that seeks to 
twist the idea of venereal disease and 
zombie together into a grindhouse 
film with some wit and purpose.
 
The youth of the girl, the grim doctor 
committing violent post-mortis 
surgery...these are intentional actions 
with a greater purpose than simply 
just to make us feel nausea. The 
shocking combination of boundary-
pushing sexual imagery and bone-
chilling violence on display would 

become a staple of Cronenberg films 
for years to come.

Ultimately, Shivers is a zombie 
film of a different origin than 
we are used to, and one that 
wants to deliver on a simple 

but effective premise: what if 
zombism wasn’t spread by bite, 

but through intercourse? 
 
This imagery is designed and intended 
to shock us into a space where we 
can mentally explore these concepts. 
We witness the blood gush from a 
wound, then watch a horny, slimy 
slugbeast emerge, an invader that 
drives us, through the possession of 
our body, to do what perhaps nature 
intended all along: become a cluster 
of thrusting, sex-crazed, braindead 
animals, capable of horrific violence.
 
This is where we see the bulk of the 
discussion and critique around Shivers 
and Cronenberg in general: it’s too 
violent and sexual. It’s  “damaging,” 
“too far,” or “past the bounds of good 
taste.” These are petty, reactionary, 
and mostly outdated quibbles, as far 
as I’m concerned. After all, if we are 
to show violence, is it truly wrong 
to show that violence as repugnant? 
Shouldn’t it repulse us, instead of draw 
us in? 
 
This doesn’t mean that there isn’t 
room for concern, especially around 
the ideas and how they are employed. 
In fact, if we look at this a little bit 
differently, we may find ourselves 
looking at a different Cronenberg, 
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hammer. There is no chance that would 
have been revelatory to Cronenberg. Nor 
is it likely a man like David Cronenberg 
wouldn’t have some inkling that his 
foray into zombiedom would carry with 
it its own political messaging...or that he 
would shy away from that idea.
 

So what happens to that 
power structure when we 
add into it a desperate, 

clawing, thrusting libido? 

“The movie, at its heart, knows 
about the libido. A clever venereal 
disease knows about the sexual urge,” 
Cronenberg stated in the same DVD 
commentary. But this isn’t meant to be 
a sexy movie. It’s a movie about sex and 
what it means to us, how it drives our 
desires, and ultimately the social and 
power structures that, in part, create 
the hierarchy of our society. This is a 
theme Cronenberg returns to again 
and again in his subsequent films, and 
in different ways.
 
So what happens to that power 
structure when we add into it a 
desperate, clawing, thrusting libido? 
Who now wields that power? These 
are the questions one must ask 
themselves and there is a lot to unpack. 
Unfortunately, for every decision 
Cronenberg makes, the film spirals 
and splits into its own cavalcade of 

implications—for better or worse.
 
Watching Shivers with this in mind is 
a dizzying affair, and ultimately it’s 
possible that anyone looking to talk 
about this subject could make the 
argument that the flaws within are 
driven by a fledgling writer and director 
who just hasn’t nailed down his themes 
quite yet. Nevertheless, the film exists, 
and talking about how these themes 
and messages are employed by one of 
the oft-crowned masters of horror is a 
discussion worth having. 
 
At the midpoint of the film, one of our 
main characters, Nicholas Tudor (Alan 
Migicovsky), is in bed, feeling ill. His 
wife, Janine (Susan Petrie), is there to 
comfort him but doesn’t know he is 
infected with the parasite. Gently at 
first, he tries to coerce her into a sexual 
situation, which she declines. He forces 
himself on her, the incident turning 
increasingly furious and unhinged.
 
The implications of husband-on-wife 
sexual violence is very clear. In 1975, 
coding this scene as assault is powerful, 
regardless of the parasitic infection. 
This is a monstrous act and perhaps the 
scariest moment in the film, one where 
we are introduced to the body horror 
that would become synonymous with 
the name Cronenberg. 

Ultimately, however, this scene does 
more to illustrate missed opportunities 
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than it does address the politics of 
the sexual power structure. It occurs 
after Nicholas endures a long series 
of disgusting stomach convulsions, 
presumably caused by his sexual 
interaction with Annabelle and 
subsequent "STI"—at least, that’s what 
the doctor tells him.
 
It’s important to remember that 
Annabelle is a school girl, even wearing 
the uniform when she is choked to 
death and dissected. But it is Nicholas 
who endures the sustained horror. 
A good 30 minutes of this film is 
dedicated to the horrific changes his 
body undergoes. He spits blood on the 
bathroom floor and his body mutates 
in strange and uncontrollable ways, 
sending him into terrifying seizures.
 
We are meant to be horrified by what 
happens to Nicholas, without further 
investigation into a grown man having 
an “affair” with a minor. She is simply 
the inciting incident: the Typhoid Mary 
of sexual chaotic depravity that will 
likely and ultimately take over the world. 
There is little to no evidence or attention 
spent on the horrific issues she must 
have been facing leading up to her 
untimely demise. She is without agency 
or sympathy. 
 
In a scene that serves as exposition for 
this ongoing madness, we learn that 
the doctor who invented the parasite 
wanted to create a “combination of 
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aphrodisiac and venereal disease that 
will, hopefully, turn the world into one 
beautiful mindless orgy.” This is because 
the doctor, much like some horny 
Ted Kaczynski, felt we lost our more 
primitive nature and needed to return 
to our natural selves. As we proceed 
further into the film, it becomes less 
clear whether David Cronenberg feels 
that our parasite-creating doctor (who 
has presumably entrapped a young girl 
with the intention of infecting her with 
a parasite against her will) is a hero...or 
a villain. 
 
And certainly the murkiness is likely 
to be at least somewhat intentional, 
though obfuscation in the pursuit of 
artistry simply doesn’t work when your 
ideas are simply this underdeveloped. 
Especially when they deal with 
concerns of this nature.
 
This is a film made 16 years after the 
beginning of the sexual revolution. A 
film that ends with laughing, infected 
couples driving away from Starliner 
apartments preparing to fuck the world 
into chaotic oblivion.
 
This is where we find ourselves, at the 
crux of the issue of the messaging of 
Shivers. This is a film where the violence 
is the libido, a film that primarily sees 
women as the originators of violence 
and as sultry and devious succubi, 
employing the type of strategies you 
might expect a misogynist to list as 
women’s methods to achieve their 
goals. They trap, seduce, and mislead 
their way into infecting their prey.
 
It’s even worse if they do not present 
as "proper," straight, young, thin, or 
traditionally appealing.
 
Nurse Forsythe (Lynn Lowry), one of 
our "good" ladies, is in a relationship 
with our hero, the buttoned-up and do-
right Roger St. Luc (Paul Hampton). She 
fights off an attack before immediately 
returning to the kitchen to ensure that 
his dinner isn’t burnt. This might be read 
as satire, a knock at the expectations 
of women. But when put in context 
alongside other moments on screen, 
this interpretation simply fails to add up.
 
In shot after shot, we see lustful, wide-
eyed women trying to coax people into 
sexual situations, luring unsuspecting 
men into pools and inside rooms for 
sinful affairs. The doe-eyed and sultry 
Betts (Barbara Steele) tries to seduce 
Janine on her couch. “I’ve never done 
this before. Have you?” she asks, 

suggesting that the parasite has caused 
her lust for the same sex.

As we proceed further into 
the film, it becomes less clear 

whether David Cronenberg feels 
that our parasite-creating 

doctor (who has presumably 
entrapped a young girl with 

the intention of infecting her 
with a parasite against her 
will) is a hero...or a villain. 

An older, bigger woman declares “I’m 
hungry for love,” an obvious fat joke, 
after being attacked in the laundry room 
by our terrible slug—this one sans body, 
as apparently even a possessed person 
would be foolish to try to seduce a 
woman of her stature and age.
 
Straight men, on the other hand, are 
primarily shown as violent attackers. 
Forceful, mindless, these figures are more 
in line with traditional zombies than sex-
obsessed, parasitised monsters. Perhaps 
this speaks to what Cronenberg considers 
man’s violent nature: piling into hallways, 
breaking through apartment doors, 
violently forcing their way into scenarios 
where they may spread their parasite. 
However, they simply are braindead, and 
therefore present as an inherently lesser 
threat than their seductive and more 

dangerous female counterparts.
 
What’s worse, two men coded as gay 
leer in the hallway at anyone passing by, 
making sexually suggestive remarks at 
the young doctor running past. They are 
clearly meant to be deviants: infected 
and dangerous. They purposely do not 
act like the straight men, ripping down 
walls to get at whatever they can thrust 
into. Instead, they seem more interested 
in luring, creating an intentional rift 
between how male homosexuals may 
act versus their straight counterparts. 
Not worse, but perhaps more dangerous.
 
Maybe, if we are to be charitable, it 
could be said there is room for the 
interpretation that Cronenberg is 
ultimately on the side of the parasite. 
After all, our whirling, unhinged sex 
demons in motor vehicles laugh as they 
drive off into the night. Perhaps, at the 
centre of this film, deviancy is really the 
ultimate good. Yet the only way you may 
take this position is if you believe that 
pain and suffering is good.
 
As we see with Nicholas, the parasite 
causes gruesome suffering. He spits 
blood, convulses, and ultimately dies in 
a horrific fashion when he fails to spread 
his disease. This doesn’t seem to be 
a liberating parasite, one that frees us 
from our restrained nature, but an actual 
threat to our wellbeing. This takeover 
doesn’t just yank at the threads that hold 
our societal norms together, collapsing 
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hierarchical norms, but actually rips our 
flesh apart.
 
We are left to believe that this sexual 
liberation is, in fact, a terrible and 
world-breaking thing. Our heroes, 
Nurse Forsythe, Roger St. Luc, and 
Janine, find themselves the last alive 
due to their purity. Their affinity for the 
norm and avoidance of the pleasures 
that drive the beast into our blood 
is their saving grace. They are our 
heroes, the role models with whom 
we should align ourselves, even if they 
ultimately lose, trapped in the maze 
of the Starliner apartment complex—a 
place designated as the new standard 
of living.
 

Society simply can’t withstand 
the pressures of liberation.

As we find out immediately, the 
Starliner apartment complex is a 
modern masterpiece of new age 
sophisticated living after the changes 
brought on by the ‘60s, an idea of hope 
leaking into the future before bedlam 
ultimately ensues. Sure, bottling the 
action into one location is a clever 
device for filmmaking on a budget, but 
it also serves as a thematic element. 
The glossy hallways and fancy digs of 
the Starliner serve as a metaphor for 
progress in an isolated, sophisticated, 
and safe society. The sort of modern 
environment that, in the eye of a more 

conservative mind, sets into motion 
its own perilous pendulum swing, one 
that will inevitably swing aggressively 
back into violent, regressive, sexual 
lawlessness. You see, if you push too 
hard, you get too much, and the wheels 
begin to come off. Society simply can’t 
withstand the pressures of liberation.
 
This rhetoric is practically routine in 
today’s discourse. Everything with 
the potential to change the power 
dynamic is a slippery slope to a worse 
fate. It’s doomsaying, with the intent to 
concern-troll ourselves into the status 
quo. Much of Shivers serves to deliver 
that warning, if you are to believe that 
the parasite is its intended villain.
 
It has been said that perhaps the 
Starliner apartments are an intentional 
attack on false, shimmering, upper-
middle-class civility. A metaphor that 
avers that, deep down, behind those 
shiny metallic desks, we are all just 
beasts a heartbeat away from breaking 
into a carnal sexual fury, much like in 
J.G. Ballard’s 1975 novel High-Rise. The 
difference being that the book’s villain 
is the stratifying hierarchical nature 
that drives us apart. The same nature 
that leads us to build the high-rise 
leads to the disintegration.

With Shivers, we are instead left with 
the suggestion that the façade is good—
the veneer is what holds us together. 
After all, the other option is to have a  
parasite burst forth from your body. If 
David Cronenberg is on the side of the 
parasite, then truly the message here is 
that society is, or should be, doomed 
because of its carnal nature. This is 
ultimately where I find myself with a 
sinking, cold feeling about the politics 
of Shivers.
 
Where Cronenberg seems to see the 
dismantling of sexual hierarchy as an 
apocalypse, I see it as long past due. 
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I knew Ausra—yes, that Ausra—in 
another life, back when she was 
Ossy. Before her TED Talks and hair 
extensions and cheekbone implants, 
the promotional partnerships with 
twelve-step Korean skincare lines and 
five-star Fijian resorts and neo-paleo 
chefs. When my friend Sophie told me 
that Ossy had become famous, I stayed 
up all night creeping her Instagram 
account. Over ten million followers. 
Photo after photo of her powdered 
and prepped, naked and wide-eyed 
on magazine covers, lounging on 
yachts with a collection of pasty, 
wrinkly Fortune 500 CEOs. (Her “angel 
investors,” she gushingly claimed.) I 
couldn’t figure out what she did for a 
living, if she was a model or an escort. 
But I saw no trace of the greasy-haired 
lowlife from my childhood and teenage 
years, who’d shuffle into homeroom 
refusing to look anyone in the eye, 
smelling of stale bread.

Her legs. I couldn’t stop staring at them. 
They were light-years long now, pin thin 
and shiny, perfectly complementing 
facial features that she’d sucked and 
plumped into CGI alien perfection. Ossy 
had had her mother’s figure in high 
school, slim-waisted and bottom-heavy 
with peasant calves and thighs and no 
ankles to speak of. Now, her joints were 
bony, practically jumping out of each 
picture. Me personally, I never exercised 

more than walking to the grocery store 
once a week, and there was no way I’d 
think of surgically futzing with the body 
that God gave me. But even I knew 
that lipo and personal trainers and 
contouring couldn’t work those kind of 
miracles. You can’t fight genetics. 

I followed Ossy’s fame as it grew, reading 
each interview, every Marie Claire and 
Cosmopolitan spread. All flattering, no 
better than PR fluff. From indie feminist 
blogs to libertarian and republican rags, 
they hailed her as the new face of social 
media. Even stranger, none of them 
covered her early years in my hometown, 
or her family, or how she started out as 
an influencer. It was like she’d been born 
at thirty, fully grown and famous.  

Until a year ago, when the local 
newspaper profiled her. It mentioned 
how her mother and stepfather died 
in a car crash a decade earlier, with a 
few juicy pull-quotes from people who 
knew Ossy when we were kids. Jana 
Kucevic, my friend since preschool, 
remarked that Ossy had been “nerdy,” 
adding that she was “real sorry” for the 
time she invited Ossy to her sixth-grade 
birthday party on a dare and gave her 
the wrong home address, which she still 
clearly found funny.

The article disappeared in a day. 
You couldn’t find it anywhere on the 
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“Well, shit.” 

She stubbed out her cigarette in one swift, irritated motion, 
extinguishing the embers roughly in the small glass ashtray 
that had taken up perpetual residence on a stack of half-
forgotten, half-finished poetry resting on her desk. 

Much like the poetry, the task before her was unable to 
penetrate the fog of her now ever-present exhaustion—which 
is precisely why she had made such a foolish mistake.

Groaning internally, she stabbed at the delete button an 
interminable number of times, finding perverse and defiant 
satisfaction in excising her blunder character by character, 
rather than erasing it cleanly in one fell swoop.

She’d always had a yen for self-flagellation.

Not to mention a flair for the dramatic.

Once she’d cleared her clumsy misstep (the revised screen 
glowing benignly at her, as though her memory of the error 
were merely a figment of her overtired imagination), she 
leaned back in her worn leather chair and closed her eyes.

She was getting too old for this type of work. 

Too old…and too soft.

It wasn’t that the work was intellectually difficult. She’d held 
far more challenging jobs and excelled at them. Up until a 
couple of months back, she’d excelled at this one, too.

And she had to be honest with herself: she hadn’t minded the 
work when she first agreed to take on the role, years ago.

In fact, she had to admit (because, if you’re going to be honest, 
you may as well take that train all the way to its last stop) that, 
in the beginning, there had been a part of her that had actually 
enjoyed it.

And had continued to enjoy it for quite some time.

The thought made her wince unconsciously, turning her face 
slightly to the side. It wasn’t a pretty realisation. 

It wasn’t that she’d enjoyed the real-world consequences of 
her daily efforts—of course, she hadn’t relished those. Who 
the hell would? No, what she’d enjoyed was slipping on the 
soft, heartening mantle of competence; the professional pride 
she’d derived from solving puzzles that no one else had been 
able to work out, from hitting targets that had initially seemed 
so out of reach that she’d scoffed at the possibility.

She had been so good at it. That is what had pulled her in so 
deeply.
 
And, anyway, she was so disconnected from the material 
impacts of her work that they existed in her mind in only the 
most rudimentary abstract. 

Up until recently, that is.

She’d begun revisiting the work of Hannah Arendt, forcing 
herself to consume every word of the theorist’s observations 
on the banality of evil in those dim twilight hours just before 
she crawled into bed (yet another testament to her ever-
present streak of masochism). 

And these self-imposed, penitential study sessions were 
hitting hard.

In earlier years, she’d been able to look past the more unsavoury 
implications of her work—after all, she’d reasoned, if she didn’t 
do the job, someone else would.  

She supposed that was still true, at any rate, but somehow the 
rationale was no longer the soothing balm it had been. Instead, 
it felt hollow, cold, and more than a little disingenuous. 

Well, shit indeed.

She opened her eyes and glanced once more at the screen 
before her. The words, numbers, and images looked harmless 
enough—just simple, inert pixels—but she found that she 
could no longer deny their grim consequence. She choked out 
something between a laugh and a sob. 

“One more month,” she murmured to herself. One more month 
and she’d give her notice, cut all ties, and move on to an 
occupation that didn’t drive her to contemplate uncomfortable 
questions about culpability and complicity. 

One that would let her sleep more soundly at night. Wouldn’t 
that be a treat?

In the meantime, however, she would earn her daily bread.

She fixed her gaze on an area of the screen just above dead 
centre. Moving her hands back to the sleek black keyboard, she 
tapped out the final touches to her unfortunate masterpiece:

Cant Let them Destroy ARE Country!                          Pedephile Biden 

Worships DEVIL & his Son is a CRiminal!     Proud #MAGA 

Mom supporting MY President #USA        #STOPTHESTEAL 

#TRUSTTHEPLAN #4MOREYEARS #NOMASK   

With defeated eyes, she looked at the text and its lurid 
smattering of emojis for several more seconds, then sighed. 
She reached for the mouse and, gripping it perhaps more 
tightly than was warranted, twitched the cursor across the 
expanse of her screen until it floated directly above that cursed 
directive that she had grown to hate. Her finger hovered for 
just a moment over the left mouse button before depressing 
it roughly. 

Send tweet.
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As Ossy’s star kept rising.

After ending her contract with Balmain, 
she signed with Bottega Veneta 
and popped up in magazine spreads 
directed by Carine Roitfeld, who made 
Ossy replace her “bronde” balayage 
and spray tan with a ballerina bun and 
messy brows, her girl boss attitude 
with elegance, the aura of someone 
who’d seen it all and had nothing to 
prove. I read in Forbes that Ossy was 
in talks with Elon Musk to market his 
latest gimmick, a “bio-friendly” smart 
home. Her Twitter and Instagram feed 
streamlined. Gone were the cutesy 
memes, the selfies with Ariana Grande 
and Kim Kardashian. Each of Ossy’s 
pictures looked straight out of Italian 
Vogue, with white borders and vintage 
filters and no less than 500K “likes.” 

Soon, Ossy would come for me. One of 
the last links to her old life.

I accepted my fate. Why fight what I 
couldn’t control? 

I made arrangements. I gave my cat to 
my neighbour. I had a will drafted that 
left my savings to my sister. Night after 
night, I sat in my kitchen, watching the 
front door. Waiting. How would Ossy 
do it? Would she electrocute me with 
a fork in the toaster? A hairdryer in a 
bathtub? Maybe she’d infect me with 
late-stage cancer. Would I, too, quit the 
internet and join a hippie cult?

Three years after Jana’s funeral 
passed. I figured Ossy was playing 
the long game, that she’d planned 
something horrible to wait this 
long. My anxiety grew along with 
Ossy’s riches and influence. 

Three more years. Ossy 
developed her social media 
brand into a corporation, 
something to do with 
STEM research and 
cryptocurrency. She 
dropped her vocal 

fry and spoke in short sentences, her 
voice low and booming. Her trademark 
outfit, a J. Crew top, baggy Theory 
pants, and Jimmy Choo heels, had 
become as iconic as Mark Zuckerberg’s 
hoodies, as Steve Jobs’s turtlenecks. No 
more fashion magazine covers. These 
days, interviews with Wired and Time, 
The Harvard Business Review and The 
Economist. Bloomberg Businessweek 
predicted that she’d outdo Elon as the 
richest person in the world.

One rainy evening while watching 
That 70s Show reruns, it occurred to 
me that Ossy would never give me my 
comeuppance. Had she forgiven me for 
knowing her before she went viral? Or, 
more likely, she didn’t see me as a threat. 
Which I found more insulting, really, 
than any deadly disease or accident 
she could have cooked up. She, who’d 
always been front row and centre, even 
in the early days at the bottom of the 
food chain. All eyes on her, always. As 
I continued to live. All my friends gone 
or dead. Working, watching TV at night, 
eating and sleeping. Below her radar.

She had decided that I was invisible.  

I guess that’s how she wound up killing 
me. In her eyes, and the whole world 
that she influenced, I didn’t exist. 

internet: the link showed an “error” page. 
Every print copy of the paper–gone. I 
hunted for it in convenience stores, the 
recycling bins at my office and at friends’ 
and relatives' homes. Nothing.

Later that week, when Jana’s husband 
was picking up their son from hockey 
practice, she died alone at home of an 
aneurysm. I was sad but didn’t think 
much of it until Carson Faisal, Jana’s 
BFF, died as well. Accidental carbon 
monoxide poisoning while driving, on 
her way to her cottage up north.  

Adrian Horwood was next. A pothead 
and a skater who’d slept with Ossy in 
our senior year and probably taken her 
virginity at a house party she’d shown 
up to uninvited. He’d told everyone at 
school that she begged for it, that he 
did it because he felt sorry for her. We 
knew he was lying but went along with 
it. Twelve years later, he was crushed by 
a beam at the construction site where 
he worked, spending the next few 
weeks in a coma until doctors removed 
him from life support. That week, 
Ossy posted a line from Shakespeare 
on Twitter, something about a great 
reckoning in a little room. Her smile in 
pictures seemed sharper, triumphant. 

I knew that she’d killed Jana and Carson 
and Adrian, one way or other. 

The giggling, glowing woman-girl whose 
motivational videos on empowerment 
and mindfulness had racked up billions 
of views, who smized in Balmain ads 
with Hadids and Jenners. She’d become 
an expert at editing her present life. To 
me, it made sense that she’d learned to 
edit her past as well, to delete anyone 
and anything that threatened her brand.
I told Sophie what I thought. She 
listened. And then, with no warning, 
she deleted her social media profiles 
and quit answering my texts. Other 
school friends followed. People who 
picked Ossy last in gym class, who hung 
tampons soaked with ketchup on her 
locker and threw pennies at her in study 
hall. Even others like me, who never 
really talked to her but made fun of 
her just the same. Teachers, everyone 
on her old bus route. They all faded 
from the Interweb with the excuse 
that they’d found God or wanted to 
protect their children’s privacy or were 
moving off the grid to Australia or the 
Appalachians. And those who knew 
Ossy well continued to die. Prescription 
drug overdoses, pulmonary embolisms, 
car crashes. 
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INVASION OF THE 
POD PEOPLE

For readers who haven’t yet heard The 
Scream Teens, what’s the elevator 
pitch?
  
Cory: The Scream Teens is a podcast 
about our experience with horror as 
Gen-Z teens.

Léna: We're teens who started a 
podcast to allow people to get a view 
on our Gen-Z and queer perspective on horror. 

What was your inspiration or mission in starting the podcast?

C: We really wanted to add the teen perspective on horror 
because it feels like most horror podcasts are made by adults, but 
horror itself is a genre with a majority of teen audience members.  

L: We really wanted to give our insight on horror and the 
genre's personal significance to us and have some teen voices 
in a community that is very diverse in terms of audience. 

You take an exploratory approach to your subject matter. How 
long does it take to do the research for each episode?

C: We usually take two to three weeks to research for each 
episode, though we both usually have a good amount of prior 
knowledge when it comes to the topics we’re talking about. 

L: We write down what we know and go from there; it's really 
fun because we get to learn from each other and discover 
completely new things. We still make a bunch of mistakes 
because there are so many things to take in sometimes, but 
that doesn't discourage us in the least bit. 

What’s the most interesting thing that you've discovered while 
researching an episode?

C: I learned about the origins of werewolves, which can be 
traced back to Greek mythology when Zeus turned a man into 
a wolf. They can also be found in tons of classic works like in 
Vigril’s Eclogues and Gilgamesh. 

L: The first thing that comes to mind is everything related to 
demons and witch history. I love anything related to medieval 
folklore, and I've learned so many new facts about the books 
that supposedly were used to summon demons for instance. I 
always love some good historical research.

You’ve covered a number of movie monster archetypes, including 
werewolves, witches, and vampires, and the way that they may be 
utilised as metaphors for social concerns. Which movie monster 
do you think best symbolises the fears of our current time?

C: I think zombies probably best symbolise current fears, 
because they represent this brainless, unstoppable force of 
nature that just wipes out everything. Zombie apocalypses 
usually happen because of a government’s inability to make 
effective decisions, which we’re certainly seeing is a very real 
issue—especially when it comes to pandemics. Additionally, 
climate change has made the apocalypse seem much more 
likely. 

L:  It's hard to say, it depends on where and who you are—
there are many things people and society fear nowadays. With 
the whole Covid-19 pandemic, you could think the zombie 
virus trope would be the best fitting but, again, there are so 
many things like being afraid of change and adaptation, the 
unknown, etc.

47

When we’re not enjoying spooky things, we’re listening to women 
talk about them! This month, we’re spotlighting Cory McCullough 

and Léna Ibarra of The Scream Teens!
Listen: aoaspodsquad.podbean.com

Horror Podcast Showcase
by Valeska Griffiths

Which other horror podcasts have you been listening to lately?

C: I love theNecronomi.com, Horror In Session, Nightmare University, 
The Nightlight Pod, and The Beauty of Horror. 

L: I don't listen to a lot of podcasts, but I've been loving the 
Monstrous Feminine podcast recently. I think their perspective on 
certain movies is really interesting and inspiring, and it certainly 
motivates me to continue our podcast. Not sure if this one counts, 
but I also listen to The Resident Evil podcast, which explores the 
horror game's lore in depth and honestly I love it! 

That totally counts! Which episodes of The Scream Teens would 
you recommend to curious readers who want to check it out?

C:  The "Zombies" episode is super fun and we really do a deep 
dive into what zombies represent and why they’re so effective. 
Our vampires, werewolves, and witches episodes kind of go hand 
-in-hand, and those are some of Léna and my absolute favourite 
histories to research, so we had a blast recording those. I also love 
the psychological/medical horror episode because we get really 
personal about our own experiences with gaslighting and abuse 
and talk a lot about mental health. 

L: Definitely the zombie one, it's not too heavy in content and 
is pretty fun to listen to overall. I find the psychological/medical 
horror episode also quite good, if you ever want a more serious 
and personal take. 

You’ve both discussed your love of exploring different eras of 
cinema, such as 1970s zombie films or giallo. Which era do you 
most wish you could have experienced in theatres?

C: I definitely wish I could’ve experienced the '70s-'80s slasher 
boom in theatres; I think that would be an incredible experience. 
I think it would also be so surreal to witness the classic 1930s 
creature features, because they were such impactful films in 
horror history that changed the genre forever. 

L: It would 100% be the '70s for me. Watching Dario Argento's 
movies (especially Suspiria), The Exorcist, The Texas Chain Saw 
Massacre, or even Star Wars in theatres would just be the 
greatest experience. What would also be great to witness is 
being around when cinema was still a very new type of media, 
around the end of the 1800s and beginning of the 1900s.

I'm obsessed with early film, so co-sign on that. Apart from 
horror, what else can we find in your Netflix lists?

C: I watch a ton of comedy and teen shows, I love them. 
Community, stand-up, and Twilight are my go-tos right now. 

L: Anything that's fantasy, like The Lord of the Rings or The 
Neverending Story. I'm in love with magical movies about epic 
quests and adventures. I also do have a weak spot for historical 
documentaries.

What gear and software do you use to produce the pod?

C:  We record on Zencastr (it’s amazing, I love Zencastr so much), 
and I use a Blue Yeti mic. I use Final Cut Pro to edit. 

L: I also own a Blue Yeti. I use Adobe Premiere Pro to edit even 
though my computer has trouble running it at times. 
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Cory McCullough
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Dear Countess
The Countess is a certified Gothic therapist, an interior decorator with a soft 
spot for spooky, and a 6000-year-old Vampire-Canadian with more opinions 

than she knows what to do with. In each issue of Grim, her advice column 
tackles timeless dilemmas and dishes out practical solutions.

I'm the leader of a werewolf pack. How can I stay 
in touch with my emotional side when they keep 
telling me to be the alpha male?

Ah, this is a great question. I applaud you for 
resisting the peer pressure to embody toxic 
lupininity (and masculinity). For far too long, 
werewolf packs have been known for their 
hostility, malevolence, and lack of control.

It's beyond time that we recognise and affirm 
a softer, more nurturing style of were-pack 
leadership. 

I recommend guiding your pack in harmonious 
moon-howl sessions and encouraging them 
to not only bark and growl in their day-to-day 
lives but allow themselves to whimper and sigh, 
too. All were-emotions are valid and should be 
supported by the rest of the pack. Follow by 
example and call out pack members who mock 
the emotions of their lycanthropic peers. Best 
of luck!

Have a question for the Countess?  Need advice about the spookier side of life? 
Submit your queries via the contact form at anatomyofascream.com.

5049

How do you spot a zombie? Their 
makeup, of course. The definition of 
“zombie” can be controversial. There 
are those who ask, “bio or chemical?” 
Voudon purists may exclude anything 
beyond a pure reanimated corpse. The 
definition is fluid, and the only sure-fire 
way to spot one in the wild is by their 
appearance, as created by their makeup.

Makeup doesn’t just highlight our best 
features—it’s a storytelling device. And 
no list of qualifications for a beast will 
do a better job identifying a zombie 
than clever aesthetic choices that tell 
audiences everything they need to know.

The very first feature-length zombie 
flick, 1932's White Zombie, gave us a 
woman transforming into the undead 
as a result of Voudon (Walsh, 2016). 
Madeline (Madge Bellamy) is killed 
and reanimated by a potion. This early 
version of the monster was a mindless 
shell lacking free will. The appearance 
relied heavily on sunken features and 
pale skin, seen in black-and-white.

Later, George A. Romero’s Night of 
the Living Dead (1968) morphed the 
appearance of zombies. This time, the 
undead were flesh-eating ghouls. Many 
of the qualities of a zombie emerged 
organically on set—actors wore hacked-
up vampire fangs and walked like they 
had rigor mortis (Whalen, 2018). Makeup 
artists Marilyn Eastman and Karl Hardman 
gave the zombies sunken eyes and rotting 
skin. Many were decorated with the 
remains of their prey: human flesh made 
from ham, chocolate syrup, and offal 
(Whalen, 2018). To sell their menacing 
appearance, features were exaggerated. 
To kill them, you had to “shoot ‘em in the 
head,” laying the groundwork for later 
zombies donning unhealed injuries that 
might otherwise be mortal. 

Romero later finely tuned the zombie, 
with Tom Savini taking over the makeup 

Spirit Gum
by Lindsay Traves

Named for a popular cosmetic adhesive, Spirit Gum explores the intersection of horror and beauty. Painterly people 
often go from well-shaped lips to well-placed blood drips. Here, we examine those of us who are always red-handed!

Bad Skin & Wicked Contour: The Zombie Evolution

for Dawn of the Dead (1978). Flesh 
was more sunken, features further 
protruding. Dead flesh became pale 
and blue, featuring teeth marks and 
severed limbs. This sensibility was 
further exaggerated in Day of the Dead 
(1985) where further jutting brows 
and darkened eyes decorated zombie 
faces. Savini leaned into the aesthetic 
of decomposition, trying to make each 
zombie unique.

From there, signature elements of a 
“hungry” or “walker” included everything 
rancid and rotting, often with the 
remnants of their last meal on their face. 
Zombies wear not just the guts of their 
victims but often their own, as they 
remain animated with unhealed wounds. 
Their makeup became all about feeding, 
usually dripping blood from their mouths 
with meat between their teeth. 

The creature design of these baddies 
is unique to each piece of media, but 
certain elements are shared amongst 
each iteration. They’re  haggard, 
hollow, and often hungry. Shadows 
are emphasised to show the sickly 
appearance of a faded life. They’re 
often lacking blood flow, so are painted 
a hazy shade of white, sometimes with 
screaming blue veins. Or maybe their 
blood is pumping, spilling over out of 
their eyes and mouths. They’re rotting. 
Anything from paint mixed with oats 
to sophisticated prosthetics is used to 
show the failing flesh of an animated 
but empty body. Brows, cheekbones, 

and noses are often exaggerated and 
protruding, teeth often blackened and 
filled with bits of meat.

No newscast or exposition will do a better 
job warning you of the impending threat 
than zombie makeup will. You don’t need 
to know the source of the hazard; these 
signature monstrous elements, as created 
by their makeup, serve as sufficient 
warning. 

So if you need to hide amongst the 
hordes like the pals in Shaun of the Dead 
(2004), consider skipping the acting 
workshop and picking up a brush. 
You’re but a bucket of instant oats and 
some clever contour away from passing 
as member of the undead squad. 
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My best friend hooked up with a skeezy band 
member and now local boys are disappearing. Do I 
need to murder my bestie?

Well, I'll give you the benefit of the doubt that 
you haven't just watched Jennifer's Body and are 
looking to live out your own Needy fantasy! 

If your bestie truly has succumbed to the 
charms of a Satan-worshipping, wannabe punk-
pop four-piece, then the situation is dire indeed. 
First, I urge you to check in on your friend and 
see what sort of support you can offer her: does 
she need a therapist? Would she benefit from a 
leave of absence from school or work?

Next, assess the characters of the young men 
who've been disappearing. Are they kind, 
upstanding, innocent victims? Or is this a Dexter 
type of situation where real justice is being 
done in a convoluted way? You may decide that 
your friend deserves a care package rather than 
an untimely end. 



   Commercial & Residential
   Real Estate

Rockin' coffin showroom available 
September 1st. The room is spacious 
and lined with sumptuous purple silk, 
just like our goods. (Yes, the coffins 
are included.) Great for enterprising 
casket retailers looking for a brick-
and-mortar shop or vampires with 
multiple roommates looking for new 
digs. If interested, please contact 
Xavier: (666) 931-7395. I'm available 
day and night.

  Services - Offering

You haven't had a real exorcism until 
you've had one from me! I'm the best 
there is, baby! Lemme come through & 
expel that spirit! M: (666) 541-0700. 

Accomplished spectre offering pro 
residential haunting. Can provide 
references from past clients. Just whisper  
"Yul" into a closet to summon me.

Experienced theremin player available 
to perform anywhere in the tri-city 
area. Make your next party, séance, or 
alien autopsy 100% spookier! Contact 
Ji-yeon at (666) 828-6289.

  Services - Seeking

Seeking Rick, the so-called monster-
hunter listed in the classifieds of Issue 
No. 4. My girlfriend died, I’ve been 
hunting him ever since. Call James: 
(666) 865-2833.

Crime scene clean-up needed! Timing 
of crimes negotiable. Call Priyanka or 
Lita: (666) 455-8123. Rates still v fair!!

  Jobs

Are you plagued by nightmares? Are 
they accompanied by synth music, neon 
lighting, and Canadian content? If so, 
please contact Dr. Meyer at (666) 272-
3114 to join our exclusive sleep study. 
We pay cash.

  Buying & Selling

MOTIVATED SELLER: Possessed 
robot available CHEAP. Turns out I'm 
bad at science. Text G: (666) 857-
3644.

LOOKING TO BUY! Do you own a 
1958, four-door, red Plymouth Fury? 
Willing to pay BIG. Contact Arnie (666) 
737-1141.

  Romantic Encounters

Former children's show host recently 
out of a long-term relationship and 
looking to explore my options. Into 
working out, spending time in nature, 
and collecting belts. Let me know if 
you'd like to stroll in a humid swamp 
sometime! Text TF: (666) 342-2332.

  Humans for Humans

What happened? We used to spend 
hours every night, sorting our tooth 
collections and sharpening our knives. 
Is the spark really gone? Do I no longer 
have a literal partner in crime? The 
uncertainty is killing me, and not in 
that fun way that we love. Don't leave 
me hanging! Leave me a note in my 
trophy box and tell me how you feel!

CLASSIFIEDS

PLACE YOUR FREE ‘HUMANS FOR HUMANS’ AD via the Contact Form at anatomyofascream.com. 

“Every once in a while, I encounter a book, or even the rumor of one, that feels 
like it was written just for me: Scared Sacred: Idolatry, Religion and Worship in 
the Horror Film, an anthology of critical essays published by House of Leaves 
Publishing, more than lives up to the beautiful promise of its name. [...]  With my 
previous book reviews, I tried to exercise some kind of professional restraint in 
expressing my enthusiasm for a particular work, but I’ll make no such pretenses 
here: So far, Scared Sacred is very much the book I wish I’d had when I was first 
getting into horror a few years ago. We are perpetually haunted by old symbols 
and old ideas, and this book is a beautiful reminder of that.” 

     - Laura Kemmerer, What Sleeps Beneath 

Scared Sacred: Idolatry, Religion and 
Worship in the Horror Film

Visit holpublishing.com

Edited by Rebecca Booth, Valeska Griffiths,
and Erin Thompson. Curated by  RF Todd.
Foreword by Doug Bradley.

“Alexandra West is one of the most brilliant minds working in the 
field of film studies today. The fact that she devotes her considerable 
intellect to our little bloody corner of the film world is truly a gift...”

- Jeff Schmidt, Nightmarish Conjurings

Available from McFarland Books.

1176 Bloor St W, Toronto, ON1176 Bloor St W, Toronto, ON
facebook.com/groups/25019851877facebook.com/groups/25019851877



haunt us:
twitter & instagram: @aoas_xx

facebook.com/anatomyofascream
youtube: anatomy of a scream

podcasts: anatomy of a scream pod squad

a female-founded, queer-positive horror 
entertainment site with moxie to spare!

featuring reviews, essays, festival coverage, 
analyses, interviews, podcasts + videos.


