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From Paranoia to Postmodernism?
The Horror Movie in Late Modern Society

e

Andrew Tudor

Even the most eager advocates of the claim that we live in ‘postmodern’ times would
have to concede that the currency of the term itself has become somewhat devalued over
the past couple of decades. What may have seemed a reasonably concise expression in,
say, Lyotard's early use of it! has been spread ever more thinly across & wider and wider
range of social and cultural circumstances. This is as true in film studies as elsewhere,
where it has become almost de riguenr 1o invake postmaodernity in seeking to characterise
the state of the cinema at the turn of the century. Quite what the term suggests about
contemporary film {or, indeed, about contemposary society} is far from agreed, and T+
shall try 1o clarify some its range of meanings later in this discussion. For the moment,
however, 1 want to look at the term ‘postmodern’ as it is.invoked in application to con-
temporary | horror movies.

It is not clear qu:te ‘when critical discussion began to talk of late-century horror as
somehow ‘postmodern’. Certainly by 1986 Tania Modleski felt able 1o make a caselink: "
ing current developments in the horror movie and postmodern thc:ory2 In 1989, almost
as an afterthought to my study Monsters and Mad Scientisss, T suggested that certain
aspects-of modem horror related to at least some of the socia! and culiural changes that
had been characterised as postmodern.’ A year later, Noél Carroll made a similar
although rather more subtle point, arguing that *the contemporary horror genre is the
exoteric expression of the same feelings that are expressed in the esoteric discussions of
the intelligentsia with respect. to-postmodernism’# Neither Carroll nor 1 was overly
enthusiastic about using the term itself, about so-called ‘postmeodern theory’, or about
the desire to diagnose our times as a social condition of postmodernity, but the parallels
were too obvious to resist and the cultural resonance too rich to ignore. Since then there
has been a proliferation in use of the expression ‘postmadern horror” as an apparently
unproblematic descriptive term and rather fewer attempts to examine the proposition
that there is indeed something about the modern horror movie which merits the desig-
nation. A good instance of the latter, and one to which I shall retumn, is Pinedo’s 1997
volume.® But for the most part, recent horror movies have been dubbed 'postmodern’
with little or no discussion of what that involves or implies.

In this chapter 1 want to explore the implications of that tendency by pursuing two
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{ marketing, are. off::red as prec:seiy that, does appear to be a genvinely distinctive fea-.
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' modern’ and how that relates — if at all ~ to the larger social context of the so-calle
| postmodern world.

GENRE AND CONTEMPORARY HOLLYWOO

related lines of argument, First, I shall examine late twentieth-century horror movies wit
a view to establishing their distinctive characteristics, In this I shall build upon th
account of horror movie history kaid out in Monsters and Mad Scientists, seeking to exten
that analysis from 1985 to the century's end. Note, however, that I have not. Attemptes
to replicate the kind of detailed statistical analysis found in the original srudy, The.
increasing tendency to distribute horror direct 1o \udeo hm;ts the representativeness of!
such figures when based solely on theatrical distribution, Instead, I have be
cemed to sec if the horror discourse that 1 called garanmd hgng(, M&Qﬂglnalst _
has mutated into som e Mofe dlstancuvcly postmodern form or

my paranmd hottor’ simply. equates to what-she. calls ‘postmodern

examined the recent histoty of the horror movie, my second line of argumf.nt ‘then | goe
~on to ask what, if anything, is to be gained by describing contemporary horror as ‘post

The horror film since 1985
What, then, has happened to the horror moviesince 19852 If one were to advang
naive description, that is to say one without the benefit of detailed historical compi
son, several features would be immediately apparent. Perhaps most obvious would
the growing dependence of the genre on clearly defined cycles in which one sequel’
lows liot on the heels of nnother. The Friday the 13th franchise ~ the tenm seé
appropriate in a consumerist culture ~ which had already reached its alleged ‘final chi
ter’ with the fourth film in 1984, was revived in 1985 in Friday the 13th Burt V2 AN
Beginning and ran through three more sequels before reaching an apparent apotheo
in 1993 with Jason Goes to Hell: The Final Friday. Needless to say, there is now a J4
X (2001}, in which he is revived in the future. The enormous success of A Nightmare
Elnt Street (1984) meant that it was speedily followed in 1985 by Part 2 and then _g'
erated another four sequels, five if you include the elegantly reflexive Wes Crapen’s N
Nightrmare (1994), Scattered among the rest, and now choosing examples almost at rap
dom, we find three sequels to Alfen (1979); House (1986) and Howse IT: The Second St
(1987); Psycho IIT (1986) and an almost shot-hy-shot remake of Pycho (1998); a couplels
of Fright Nights; three each in the Hellraiser and Child’s Play cycles; a couple
Candyntans; no less than Halloween 8 (2001); and a string of one-off sequels ang
remakes. And, in addition, there are those films thar follow both directly and indireet}
in the wake of the hugely influential Scream (1996}, of which more later. L

In a historical perspective, of course, one might wonder whether any of this is really
new? There is a sense in which I think that it might be. While it is true that the horro
movie has always worked with clearly marked cycles {consider, most obviously, th
Frankenstein, Dracula, werewolf and murmy cycles which have recurred throughou
the genre's history), the recent reliance on rapid sequences of sequels whigh, in their

ture of 1980s and 1990s horror. Tt is as if the concept of a “sequel’ — or, if you like, the
peocess of ‘sequelling’ — has itself become a major convention of the genre, a phenom
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enon fully understood and, more important, expected and embraced by a generically
competent horeor audience. As a character observes in Screan, ‘these days you've got to
have a sequel’ — the quality of which phenomenon, appropriately enough, then tarns up
as 4 Lopic for classroom discussion eatly in Screanz 2 (1997).

A second aspect of contemporary horror which would be as immediately apparent 1o
the naive viewer as 1o the sophisticate is the prominence of comedy. Around thitty or so

of the films I viewed for consideration here would merit the description_‘comedy-

hormz' while a substan’;t ally larper group repwlarly introduce comic elements into what
ave otherwise ‘serious’ narratives. Apain, hismncaliy this is not new, There has always
been a thread of comedy rurmmg 1hrough the genre, espcuaily at the low-budget end,
hut the ubiquity of co ents in recent horror is striking, as is the character of the
comedy itself. Twg féatu
In 19805 films such as_Re-Animator (1985), Brain Damage (1987} and Evil Dead 1T
{1987), much of the comic fun to be had derives from the excess of gory detail. The
other aspect, in this case more a development characteristic of the 1990s than the 1980,

is the tendency to reﬁexwely genetate | humaur by openly appealing to a knowing audi- % 6&‘* o

ence’s famllmmy wzti{ the genre convennons There are some quite subtle variations on
this — the delightful Tremors (1989}, for examplc, has half an eye on 19505 horror - but
the real focus classicas is Screans, succeeded by its own two sequels as well as by the likes
of The Faculty {1998}, Scary Movie (2000) and Cherry Falls (2000). Tt is such films as
these that have so often attracted the designation postmodcm if only superﬁuaiiy,
because of their studied self-consciousness and their use of pastiche,

Apart from sequelling and comedy, an accourit of 1ate-c -centiaty horror would have little
clse to acid that had not been already apparent by the 1980s. A continuation of the trend
towards the youth market, seen in the constant use of American high school and college
environments a5 a setting and source of typical characters. A further extension of highly
skilled, goty special effects, with 2 concomitant emphasis on the spectacle of splattet and
on ‘body-horror’, The familiar return of classical horror stories in the form of big-bud-
get films from ‘respectable’ directors, such as Coppola’s Dracula (1992) or Branagh's
Mary Shelley's Frankenstein {1994). Proof, if proof were needed, that it is still possible
for the occasional low-budget horror film such as The Blair Witch Project (1999) to make
the jump from the genre ghetto into more general commercial success, in this case made

197

f that stand out. One is the linking of comeds to ‘splater’~

-«

interesting because of the role played by the World Wide Web in selling the project direct!
to the public. And, sadly, precious few Alms with the power to disturb found in, say, thbtj
of the Living Dead (1968}, The Last House on the Left (1972}, The Texas Cbamsawg
Massacre (1974), or Shivers (1973); perhaps only Henry, Portrait of a Sevial Killer (1986),
Man Bites Dog (1992), or, in a rather different mode, Tetsuo: The Iron Man (1991}, even'

aspires to that kind of assault on horror movie sensibilities,

None of these features — apart from the role of the Internet in selling The Blair Witch
Project - is significantly new. To appreciate what might be genuinely innovative or !

Unusual, it is necessary to frame the historical context a little more systematicatly. To do
50 [ shall return 10 the central ideas of Mousters and Mad Scientists and look again at my

characterisation of modern (i.e. post-1960s} ‘parancid’ hotror as being qualitatively

B

\
f.
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ﬁd:ffm the ‘secure’ horror discourse that preceded it,” This contrast can usefully be:
e

fntroduced in the schematic form of a 1ablé & summarising g the main contrasting compos;
nents of the two discourses:

Paranoid Hotror

failed human intervention
ineffective expertise
authorities as unrelfable
escalating disorder
‘internal’ threats

victim groups organisation
diffuse boundaries

open narratives

Secure Hotror

successful human intervention
effective expertise

authorities as legitimate
sustainable order

‘external’ threats
centre-petiphery organisation
defined boundaries

closed narratives

Table 8.1 The Discourses of Secure and Paranoid Herror

ke TSR

supposed an ultimately secure world in which the monstrous threat was finally ite
and order testoted. Established authorities were broadly” reliable, the bouna

bctwcen known and unlmown were clearly marked, and protagonists were ¢ able toinit
vene with some realistic. hope ef success. In marked contrast, horror mm di

from thf: 19705 onwards presumes a ‘world jn which the mons'&ous threat is ince
beyond control : and order is therefore unhkely to be restored at narrative end

Essentially my claim isthat the dominant discourse of film hotror prior to the 1

: the difference is perhaps best seen in the contrast between a ct:iss;nc‘ mad sclent
’ ] ising psycheucuné;rs&u}ém such as¥
{ 19?8) In the former, e narrauve 5 cemral threatis a conscquem:e of human hﬁ
is ‘external’ to the human body gnd ‘mind, 1? s clearly distinguished from normahty
“is finally defeated. Human expe “i"ﬁ”" 5 eﬁ&ecnve, authoritics's gitima

thé fatter, 1 themthreat.lsgmaxp amed,ﬂ it is ‘internal’ in the sense that i 11;" emerges ; from
[ psyche and is located in an orclinary everyciay worid and the boundaty between
5 mality' and ‘abnormality’ is not clearly marked. The monster survives, and ¢ expcrt

| ynable to deal with it. At every turn, the world of Halloween and its many SUce
\thomughly unreliable and insecure, -

Key to the development ¢ of such psycho -movies as the most prominent feature of
19605 horror i the distinction bctwe:: internal_and external threats. Even wher
explanatlon s offered el r, the rampaging psychoncs \vhpjgjlgy

ra ' woho (1960) and Peeping Tom (1960),.then-Halloween, are

as. ‘monsitous threats by virtue of some characteristic presumed to be mtcmal 10
be fugg,;{'his wa's'é' iﬁalor change of emphasis in as much as.most. horror, movie
prior to the emergence of the psycho-killer were. externally. derived: they.
space, for example, pr supernature, or were created by virtue of scientific. interf
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in the proper order of things. Internality also finds expression in the growing use of con-

temporary 4 and prosalc c.veryday settings such as sma]l towns, suburba, ordmary hoﬁm

a raenial and 4 social sense, 1n tﬁc course of the 1t 19803 and 199(szfljnhermore, it also :,
de velopemmsxcal dimension with the further growth of ‘body-horror’, its
ferocious and graphic destruction of victims’ bodies a vety direct and visceral expression
of the turn 10 internality.

Parallel to this growing emphasis we find a change in the tacit t social structure of thc
wpxcal horror movie world, In secure horror, where cansnmted authormcs (c:. e
tists, mlhtary%the police, ate generally seen as legztxma:c those authorities are
central to narrative tesolution and essential if the Iargcr population of potenna! vmtu-ns -
are to be saved. The tacit social model is one of centre and periphery, author ity and

dependemc In parancid horror, where constituted authorities are no longer see;; waﬂs

legitimate and are no longer effective in combating the monstrous threat, the soczal stmc~

ture of the horror movie is reduced 10 .an. . assembly of of Botcnuai vigtims., chgmnce,_lf it -

can be mounted at all, is based upon ioosc all;ancesk between those victims, rather than

on authontauve ¢xmmssms the var;ously c, 'arms of the state I‘he old centre-
""‘W‘““m

wct:m onented wotld in w}nch embatded mdmduals and groups mggle for survival,
Does thjs charactensmqn of. paranmdho:ror still hold as.an adequate description of
. the dommam horror movie discourse of the late twentieth ceatury? Broadly I believe )
that 5. Most of its major features are still in place; even if theif frequency varies
atd their harrative articulation has altered. It may be, for example, that the balance
between_ open and and closed narratives has shifted slightly back sowards the former sim:c'
the 19805, or. that the psycho-killer is no longer quite as prominent a figure, but seen"
Against the background of secure horror, recent horror movies remain ‘parancid’ thmugh »
~and through, This does not mean, of course, that there 2 are not sorm: broadty tradmonai o
films 1o be f()und in this as in. n a0y, pther period, Ham:ted (1995) a8 bcﬁts a film from, aw_

e

director sis _long established as. as Lewis Gilbert, has many att __fbutes of the classic ghost
story, while, as always, films directed at the mainstream market, such as The Sixth Sense
. i] 1999) and __l_’{{fwaf Lze's Beﬂeatb (2000) routinely compromise on the more excessive
: emands of the paranoid disconrse, But the general ‘shape’ of the world presumed by
ate modern hosror remains that mapped out in the secure/parancid model,

m:iﬁ:ihm that E};lroad pattern however, it is still possible that the character of tﬁc para-
hormriscourse as been modified signifi canrly by the seemingly new elements in 1990s
hos rlrlmSt notably, generically self. -conscious comedy and the accel ating mc:denoe
e que lling. The significance of these two features is that they interact to add a Further
evel Of reﬂeany to the relation between audience and film, inviting the movlcgoer to
pamc’l’ate in the construction of the horror éxperiénce via Hiodésof fésponse which are
innrcasmgly self -aware. That gives rise to a number of obvious but important questions,
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examine some of these issues a little more close y in relation to what has nq,uably
the most successful ‘reflexive’ horror movie of the 1990s: Screan,

Scream
Seream did not introduce self-consciousness about genre conventions into horror -
degree of awareness has always been a key element in the genre audience’s respots
as much as generic competence is routinely textually played upon and audiences:
usually been willing to rise to that bait. What Serear has done is find a bighly commi
cial (and therefore inﬂuemial) form for expression of the kind of knowing féﬂéxlw

find themselves under threat from the otiginal film’s monster, Freddy Krueger, wh
as it were, escaped the confines of cinerna into the ‘real’ world of the New Nigh

and in consequence the film was perhaps too knowing for its own commercial
Smam, in some commst keeps its rcﬂexivity and self consciousness ﬁrmly within I

vensunﬂltudmous ccmponent of the narrative and does not dzerefore quest:on_
‘reality” of the Alm’s world. As Randy (Screan’s horror movie expert) obsérves in
course of explaining horror conventions: “You get too complicated, you lose your targ
auclience.’ Tust so with Wes Craven’s New th tmare, but not with Seream.

Unlike New Nightrmare, Scream cfm 1 blur the line between film and film-make
(although the briefly appearing japﬁor, named as Fred and wearing 2 Freddy Kruéger
striped top; is surely Craven himself). Its self-consciousness is contained: an occasion f
humour and joyous audience involvement, but not a mechanism for questioning the
workings of the horror movie as such. Indeed, Sereans’s distinctive quality lies in its skil
ful balancing of knowing humour with well-crafted, tension-filled sequences. Cansider,
for example, the film’s famous opening in which Casey, the generically archetypal, alone-
at-home, androgynously named teenage girl plaved by Drew Barrymore, is terrorised by
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relephone and finally murdered by the masked killer. This sequence never sacrifices the |

sension to the gags or to the genre references. Instead the insertion of allusions to hor-

%

i
ror films actually adds to the mounting sense of pursuit. ‘Do you like scary movies?’ asks ;
the welephone voice early in the scene, its slightly strange tonal quality belying the appar- |
ently jocular character of the question and of the interchanges thus far. By the time the
now angry voice insists that "You should never say “Who's there?”. Don’t you watch scary
movies? It's a death wish,” the genre references are actively contributing to the rising
tension. We watch scary movies and we know exacily what this means. And the series of

qmat:ons that follow - ‘name the killer in Halloween' ... ‘name the killer in Eriday the
134 ... ‘what door am 1 at?’ - pushes that yet further even where (as I witnessed more
than once on the ﬁlm s ﬁm release) audu:nceb are shouung out thc correct sg&;gg }q_hgn ;

one victim aftcr another. This rncmcuiously constructed 40 minutes of rising anxiety
moves cifortlessly between the Cascy/Billy relationship, tension-building, hurmorous
asides, the jokey Deputy Dewey/Gile Weathers subplot, and increasingly graphic viol-
ence, without allowing any of the elements to undermine progress towards the grand
climax. So, for exarsple, in the set:plece scene in which Tatum is trapped in: the
garage ~ with its carefully cued echoes of Hallorween which is even then playing on the
VCRi in the house ~ tension, humour and violence combine. Having ensured that we are

“aware of the mechanised garage door by having her accidentally raise and lower it as she

enters from the house {and thus having also ensured that as a cinematically competent
sudience we now expect it to play a significant part in what follows), Tatum is then
treated in the classic genre fashion of those who blithely enter cellars, attics, garages and
the like. After the business with the garage door, she walks out of shat, Jeaving us uneasily
contemplating the open door to the main house. We see the reverse shot of her heading
towards the fridge, then the reverse from within the fridge as she takes the beer bottles.
Then a close shot of the house door as, predictably, it slowly (and creakily) closes, fol-
lowed by a rising low chord on the music track as the camera rapidly closes in behind
her. Tension builds, there is a sudden noise, and a precipitate series of cuts to garden
wols falling over, to Tatum jumping with fright and to the cat fleeing through the cat
flap. Tension is released and our expectations are fulfilled in the familiar manner of the
‘suspense-shock eycle’, in which growing tension is punctured by a shock (or, indeed, by
humour, or by both) and then rebuilt.® Throughout this manipulation we, as genre film-
goers, know exactly what is happening; we are both willing victims of the technique and
simultaneously self-aware parties to its construction,

Having captured us in this way, the process now begins again. Tatum returns to the
closed house door only to find that it is locked. Suddenly the lights go out and the music
once more begins ro build. She sets the garage door to rising, but before she can escape,
it stops and starts to close. Tatum rurns, and the reverse shot reveals the masked killer,
hand on the door switch. The ‘dialogue’ that follows is constructed almost entirely from
Movie references, ‘Ts that you, Randy?’ she asks. The masked figure slowly shakes its
head. “What movie is this from?” as she walks towards him, I spit on your garage?” He
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face as she stands below him. ‘Can ¥ be :Be he!piess victim?’ The mask nocg
camera again reverses to the downward-angled close-up. *OK, let’s see,” and, in a :
ted, high-pitched voice, 'No, please don’t kill me Mr Ghostface; I wanna be iy thi
sequel.” He still prevents her leaving, and losing patience she tries to push past:
Caspar,’ she says, ‘that’s a wrap.” They struggle, he produces the knife and very de
ately slashes her arm,
1 have described this scene at such Jength because its evidem self-c

that ghostface is for real, and the sxmultaneous deférral and suggestmn of immin
vm!ence achxevcd in the qelf -conscious movie rcfergpt;es actuaﬂy sm::chg:amout he

in thc cat flap as the parage door rises, she is crushed against the door's frame) 1: serve
as hoth temporary tension release and a further turn of the overall screw,
This balance between self-consciousness, humour, mnsxon.andhor:m ;gma(nt

right thmugb the rest of Scream’s climactic sequence, with

ing as rapxdly as the pore. - However, it ahould bf: sa:d that
e e B

movies manage this balance as well as Screarn. Scary ovit, | fo

jvity. and . pastiche,.and. there _stillremaing, an.enthusiastic
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et

the hotror. This is perhaps unsurprising given a story-line in which a rampaging killer
(who, inverse to slasher conventions, is attacking only virgins) precipitates a mass deflow-
ering among the population of college kids. The typical character of this hamour is more
than apparent in the pun of the film’s title or in the admittedly rather splendidly taste-
jess line: ‘we are talking hymen holocaust here’. Nor are these lesser copies of Seream
exceptions, When the record is examined, few films actually aspire 1o Screanr's carefully |
judged balance between self-consciousness and tension, et alone achieve it. In fact, the é
modern horror movie has hardly been overwhelmed or even dominated by such reflex-

ience for relatwcly
siraightforward ‘stalk-and-slash” such as I Know What You Did Last Sumnter (1997) -
written by Kevin Williamson, who also wrote Screarm - which is well craﬁed and remains .
argely non-reflexiv Whl!e Screans has mc!eed played a key role in turning modern hor- 7
ror in a more reﬂ ction, it would be a mistake to characterise the, whole genre "
in terms. of dns bpostmodem shxft

Postrmodernism and contemporary horror
Where, then, does this leave the common claim that we live in a period characterised by

‘postmodern horror'? There are, I think, three broad ways in which this claim can be
understood and assessed, and I shall examine them in ascending order of generality. At
its least ambitious, the diagnosis of recent horror as distinctively postmodern is simply
adlaim about styhstic atribu tes of texs: Mpa wular styies or techmquesrmay convementfy

be labelled p e mea"’“ A ty, the

encompasses these Styhsttc features, butin addmon sees them as symptomatlc of s iarger
pattern of culmral and moral change - postmndenv:m 15 2 wor]d v:ew, a doctnne an

postmodemxg' s, postmudcmlmeYgsh it claims;. tl'tere are.aesthetic.attributes. properly.
to be considered as postmodern; yes, there is an emergent pattern of postmodem cul-
tural :md morai che\ng:eJl “however, all this #iisf Be seen as part. ‘of the | h]stoncai socnal‘ _
transition from _modernity to postmodernity. To this extent postrodernity is indeed
"post’; markedly different to what hias gone before.
At each of these three rungs on the ladder of generality, successive claims are more’
difficult to sustain in the sense that the weight of evidence required to make them plaus- -
ible becomes ever more demanding. On the first and lowest level, the case is easy enough !
1o make, Films such as Seream, its sequels, successors arid imitators, are considered
postmodern by virme of their overt resort 1o a number of distinctive textual features.
The use of pastiche and humour is seen as inviting the audience to be complicit aod self- X
aware, to participate in what Paul Wells describes as “knowing ¢ deconstmsmgns of the
subgenre’  Tor Weils and umliariy disposed commentators, the postmodern | borror 5
movie is ¢oncerned above all openly to articulate the ‘rules of the game and play :hem _
vut as exacily thati: a garie. Trso doing; orso it is claimed by some, theyJose their poten- j
tial forysui;versmn or cr:ttque (and are abl _lo speak only limitedly about the culture that | {

sees'i as a iogxcai outcome of lhc McDo.-mldmnor: of horror but others are more posl»
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tively disposed to this kind of ‘postmodern’ cinema, Tust as postmodernism in archi
tre — arguably the main.context from which the term entered common parlance

ic feamres of {sdinc) recent horror mov!es Howr;:ver, gwen lhe addmonal soctal

cultures of the !ate “twentieth cemury are said to embody these fe
no exceptlon A wel] known dxfﬁculty \mh such views, however, is not that

;modcmism has often been described in just these terms: {ragmentation, na
Linnovation, relativism, variable identity, and the rest. Whas then of specifically
madem horror? Is it no more than the delayed application of modernist pre
;he hitherto largely eraditional world of popular culture? And if so, does it me
distinctive qualities attributed to it by those determined 1o see postmoderni
culture as a reflection of profound ¢hanges?

Pinedo provides a stimulating example of an analysis pitched at this second le
generality. The postmodern horror movie, she suggests, ‘transgresses the rules of th
sically oriented horror genre’, increasingly deals in ‘hybrids’ with other genre
constructs an audience for whom overturning convmtions itséif becomés 4 new

“tures, it is. stgmﬁcant that Pm(.do has difficulty in precxsely demarcating
postmodern about contemporary horor, As she says herself, four.of the five main. f

tures with whlch she is concerncd ate characteristics of horror more generally, but hg
heen treated with greater intensity or elabomnon in postmodern horror, None of. the

is quahzatwd) new. Indeed among Pinedo’s criteria it scems 10 me that only open tra

;he 19705) and an audlencc both aware
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gression of genre rules, possibly hybridiry (although I am not convinced that there is any

more hybnd;tx in the late twentieth-century genre than there was in, say, the 1950s or \'<
d expecting. the verturning of genre con~

lly, th 3} ls, an extcnsmn of :gﬂex1v:ly on tht: parL of both the genre V
, exts themselvgsm But is that. enough to locate contemporary horror as
part and parcel of a larger postmodern culture? Or is there, as Neale persuasively sug-

gests, & tendencf'to ‘Overstate the ssgmficance of aIlusxon, pastiche, hybridity, ‘ seque!ms W

and. the like in New Hollywood's genres???

One way of dealing with such questions, of course, is to shift levels yet again and
mount a case about the radical character of late twenticth-century social change. This
kind of account suggests that a state of postmodernity exists in late modern society and
thar postmodern horror is no more (o less) than a popular cultural articulation of that
state. Pinedo formulates a version of this argument when she sums up the
‘postenodern world’ in the following terms:

For my purposes, the posttnodern world is an unstable one in which rraditional

{dichotomous) categories break down, bounderies blur, institutions fall into question,

Enlightenment narratives collapse, the inevitability of progress crumbles, and the master

status of the universal (read male, white, monied, heterosexual) subject detetiorares.

Consensus in the possibility of mastery is lost, nniversalizing grand theory is discredited, and

the stable, unified, coherent self acquires the staus of fiction.™
Whether that state of affairs should properly be called ‘postmodern’ is, of course, a maht‘w ’
ter for some debate, and many have argued that the social changes of the late twentieth |72
century represent recoguisable extensions of eatlier social patterns — ‘late modernity’, if | ;
you will - rather than radxcal dislocations, For those holdmg this view, such as Anthony !
thdans whar we are witnessing is a process of ‘modernity coming to understand itself’ [
lhrough a gmw:mgamtxfor individual and mstltuuo;;al reflexivit!” The - potential for
reflexive : ing the credibility of experts and the knowledge systems
upon which they rely, for relativising subjec ity a fﬂr g
'iilsc_d lanxlet}, are all implicit i in modemmmlf There isnoneed to postulate an epm:haf
transmon 10 make sense of thesé featil Tmodem hfe, and to do so st lmsunder-
stand the charactcr of late modem society and its culture.

“Faced with this escalation to the grander reaches of social theory, there is a temptation
to think that in the end it may all reduce to a question of semantics. My ‘paranoid hor-

é

x

e

.o’ is much the same as Pinedo’s {and others’) ‘postmodern horror’, and perhaps it

matters little \»hxch term is used. In as much as we agree on the central features of hor-
Tor in the latter part of the twenticth century, and they correspond to features of recent
calture that are afforded the label, then ‘postmoder’ is as good 2 term as any. Where
such pragmarism falls down, howcvcr, is that specific theoretical and historical assum p-
tions are now irreducibly incorporated into the usage. To employ the term ‘postmodern’
is to make c!aum about both the causes and consequences of the cinema (or culvural trait)
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thus described. There is no doubt that the modern horror movie, like all popular cui
tells us something about the socmty in whmh we live. That it is a society in which we

are mamfestly roducts o{mdirnlmltseif and of those capitalist forms of econom
social organisation in_which it .found consur nate expression. We are not

postmodcm, nor shall we be until we have overcome the awesome consequences of th
histosy,---
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The Impossibility of Romance:
Hollywood Comedy, 1978-1999

William Paul

The rise of Animal Comedy

Hollywood comedy in the last quarter of the twentieth century witnessed a mdlcal
reotientation, in part in response to newer freedoms gmnted_j)y thg rating system, i 'part
buause ‘of changes in the culture at large Following the enormous _gopular success’ of
Nattonal Lappoon’s Animal House (1978} there atose a series of comedies defined by
their raunfhingss and an appatent desire to push beyond acceptable bounds of ‘good

“tast.! While the filins ad ¢iiotgh in comitioh 1o éonstitute a  distinet comic genre, their’
power at the box office established them as the dominant comic form for Ametican audi-

ences in t]ae early to mid-1980s. For the previous sixty years or so, mman%omedy was

the comedy in Hollywood While it did not become ag dead as the W@stem in the 1980s,

it certainly went into decline. *The new.style that preapltatedﬁe decline I have dubbed
‘Animal (,omcdy in honout of its primary pmgemtors Animal House (1978) and Porkys
(1981} Ammals are never ety far from these films, at 3east metaphorscai y,pcgg,stpng[!y_
htf.raﬂ}g and often y engugh, presented i in smkmgly similar ways

The insistent emphasis on animality points to(ghys:cahthg_kewtnbme of these
films. As a consequence, physical comedy generally receives pride of place over - verbal,
Physical comedy of a fairly broad sort is hardly 2 new thing in American movies, but in
the sound period at least it had generally been either limited to momentswithin a roman: |
tic comedy plotline or, 1f spread throughout | , relegated to the. Tower-class realm
of B-movies and shog@ featuting the likes of the Bowery Boys and the Three Stooges
Ammal Comedy rep" sented 4 mréﬁim to slapstick on g fairly ngand and insistent scale. &
Its origins lie, I would argue, in the 196()5. i(,o ;y

In the mid-1960s, a couple of films ¢ starring The Beatles and directed by Richard _
Lester appeared and instantly prompted comparisons to the Marx Brothers, While‘'e.,
invocations of the Marx Brothers comedics were apt, the Beatles films actually
appeared under the guises of different genres. A Hard Day’s Night (1964) presented
itself as a kind of documentaty, one however given to flights of faney, while Help!
(1965) parodied the spy genre suddenly made popular by the James Bond films. In

neither case could the films be regarded as romantic comedy, but in order to escape




