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Foreword

by Sandy Carpenter

“…how was I terrified, when I viewed myself in a transparent pool! At first I started back, unable to believe that it was indeed I who was reflected in the mirror; and when I became fully convinced that I was in reality the monster that I am, I was filled with the bitterest sensations of despondence and mortification.”1

RIVETED UNDER THE COVERS in the dark, my ten-year-old self could not tear myself away from the Frankenstein monster’s sad tale. Abandoned by his creator, he wandered alone, eventually seeing himself as others saw him—a monster, an outsider to be feared, attacked and killed.

I was hooked.

In quick order, I picked up Dracula, followed by The Island of Dr. Moreau. Horror spoke to me. I was a loner who was born immune deficient and therefore spent a lot of time apart from others. I was a watcher. People seemed cruel to me and that grew into a fascination with the darkness that comes from within. Aliens and flying saucers never held much interest for me, but the things we’re capable of doing to each other? Limitless.

And woman as terrifier? Now that was even more interesting. To this day, Mary Shelley is probably still my greatest influence. The duplicity of appearance versus interior thoughts seems…delicious.

Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Alice Guy Blanché, Daphne du Maurier, Alma Reville, Fay Wray, Hazel Court, Octavia Butler, Shirley Jackson, Janet Leigh, Ann Rice, Joyce Carol Oates, Verna Fields, Kay Rose, Kathryn Bigelow, Antonia Bird, Ve Neill, Mary Lambert, Jackie Kong, Rachel Tallalay, Jamie Leigh Curtis, Debra Hill, Yoko Ogawa, Mira Grant, Alma Katsu, Xan Cassavetes, Mary Harron, Jen and Sylvia Soska, and Jennifer Kent. What do they have in common? They are all ages, races and nationalities. They are all women. And they are all Women in Horror.

Women and horror have been dancing partners since Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley birthed the monster Frankenstein two hundred years ago. Even earlier than Mary Shelley, Clara Reeve wrote The Old English Baron in 1777 and Ann Radcliffe wrote The Mysteries of Udolpho in 1794, now considered archetypal gothic horror.

The 1900s loosed more feminine horror. Marjorie Bowen wrote her first gothic horror novel about a medieval witch, Black Magic, in 1909. While she wrote historical novels under her own name, for her horror novels Dr. Chaos and The Devil Snar’d, she wrote under the pseudonym, George R. Preedy. Gertrude Barrows Bennett (writing as Francis Stevens) wrote Citadel of Fear and came to be considered one of the founders of the “weird tales” tradition. (And here all the comic nerds thought Creepy and Eerie were invented in the 1960s by Jim Warren and Jack Davis.)

The early 1900s brought a new medium to the story telling tradition: cinema. The first movies were shot by the companies who invented motion picture cameras and made the film that went in them to promote their products. In both France and the United States, these pioneers were women.

In France at Gaumont, a secretary named Alice Guy Blanché became the first woman to direct a film, and from 1896 to 1906 she was probably the only female filmmaker in the world. In 1903 she made “Faust et Mephistophales”, a short film of only a few minutes duration. “The Pit and the Pendulum” followed in 1913, “The Monster and the Girl” in 1914, and “The Vampire” in 1915. Alice Guy Blanché is credited with being the first director to film a narrative story. Perhaps we can also consider her to be the founder of women in film horror.

In the United States, actress, director and producer Lois Weber made the 1913 thriller, “Suspense.” This is notable in our history of women in horror because in 1914 she went on to make the first American feature film to be directed by a woman, The Merchant of Venice. She was also the first—and for many years, the only—woman elected to the Motion Picture Directors Association. It is through her narrative work in film that one can see the feminine eye for social issues and politics that carries on to this day in female creators’ works.

Horror is a response, not a subject. A horror story is an allegorical medium for addressing larger social and personal issues. Through it we can explore our faith, our fears and the darkness that tears our souls. It is no coincidence that female creators in the genre are also often advocates or activists in social causes. I like to think my work in both film and comics fulfills the conscience of my ideals.

Fritz Lang’s 1927 film, Metropolis, was a science fiction nightmare set in a futuristic utopian city which rests on the backs of abused workers. Germany of the 1920s was in the throes of severe economic depression and political chaos following World War I and the burden of a $33 billion debt in reparations it owed. Lang’s film was the artist’s way of commenting on the political realities and personal hardships of the German people. But it was a book, written in 1925, that the film was based on and that book and the subsequent screenplay were written by Lang’s wife, Thea Von Harbou. High style by the filmmaker, but that style served a story of strife and suffering envisioned by a woman who also went on to produce the film.

Other women created works of horror in the subsequent decades. Interior, dark horror of the spirit with a commentary of the sociopathy of modern man.

The novelist Daphne du Maurier wrote dark tales from the 1930s to the 1960s including most famously the novella, The Birds in 1952. Alfred Hitchcock directed adaptations of her work including The Birds (1963), Jamaica Inn (1939), and Rebecca (1940).

Leigh Brackett, perhaps best known to film buffs for having written the Howard Hawks films The Big Sleep (1946) and Rio Bravo (1959), (or, if you’re a millennial, Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back [1980]), wrote the horror script, The Vampire’s Ghost, for the 1945 Republic Films release. She started her career writing science fiction short stories and novels. Some of her stories have social themes, such as “The Citadel of Lost Ships” (1943), which considers the effects on the native cultures of alien worlds of Earth’s expanding trade empire.

In 1953, Ida Lupino directed The Hitchhiker. The film is about two fishing buddies who pick up a mysterious hitchhiker during a trip to Mexico. Inspired by the crime spree of the psychopathic murderer Billy Cook (1928–1952), the screenplay was co-written by Lupino. Considered to be of the noir/crime genre, I believe that were it made today it would be considered a horror movie with a serial killer at its center.

Frankenstein (1931). The Hunger (1983). Interview with the Vampire (1994). I Was a Teenage Frankenstein (1957). The Haunting (1999). Near Dark (1987). Halloween (1978). Slumber Party Massacre (1982). Beloved (1998). The Accursed (2010). Pet Sematary (1989). Boxing Helena (1993). The Howling VI: The Freaks (1991). Freddy’s Dead: The Final Nightmare (1991). Jaws (1975). Organ (1996). Ravenous (1999). Jennifer’s Body (2009). American Psycho (2000). Twilight (2008). American Mary (2012). Soulmate (2013). My Soul to Keep (2019). Revenge (2017). Ginger Snaps (2000). The Babadook (2014). These are iconic works of horror from the last two centuries. What they have in common besides that is the female creators involved in their realization either as writers, directors, producers, editors, sound effects editors or special effects make-up artists.

From the 1700s, women have been firmly rooted in the story telling tradition of horror. Why does “the fairer sex” venture into such messy territory? Perhaps it is because we who bring life into the real world are no strangers to the often violent, bloody roots of our very existence.

We are here. We are creators. We are undeniable in all our feminine glory as we tear your hearts out and spray your blood upon the walls.



1. Frankenstein; Or The Modern Prometheus. Mary Shelley. Vol 2, Chapter 4. First published by Lackington, Hughes, Harding, Mavor & Jones 1918.


A Monster With Many Faces


Meteorites and the Hillbillies Who Poke Them

by Paula Haifley

A SMALL BODY OF MATTER tumbles through the vast blackness of space towards a round blue planet, no particular agenda in mind. It feels no pain as it enters the atmosphere, heating and becoming incandescent light that streaks across the night sky. Landing softly, the now-small space rock nestles into the dirt under a canopy of trees, sweltering as it adjusts to its new environment. With no natural predators, the meteorite is quite surprised when it is suddenly and rudely poked with a stick by a good ole boy in a flannel shirt.

From backwoods country hayseeds to bloodthirsty cannibal rednecks, hillbillies have been a mainstay in cinema almost as long as they’ve been runnin’ ‘shine to the city folk. But how often do we think of the lovable bumpkin of science fiction, that bumbling boor who always pokes the meteorite he done found in the woods? Whether out of greed, curiosity, or pure dumb yokelness, this inciting character in overalls starts the hootenanny off right by releasing an alien who will conquer humanity.

The meteorite movie takes a left turn at the fork of the alien invasion film. When a cinematic UFO lands, out pops a hostile space force, psyched for human murder and domination, while a meteorite will just sit there cooling its cratered heels, waiting to be cracked open. These films also feature such stock sci-fi players as the Young Couple Making Out At Lovers’ Lane Who Become Our Heroes; their Clueless Parents (or surrogate Useless Adults); and A Scientist Type Who Knows Stuff. So what makes the hillbilly the best firestarter, other than his ability to distill corn liquor that will put hair on your chest? These meteorite films aren’t subtle in their political speechifying. Whether on the right or the left side of the pork barrel, they always feature an Alien Something trying to take over Anytown, USA, a metaphor for whatever has made the filmmakers as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. This threat has to start out small, a space rock no bigger than a minnow in a fishing hole which snowballs as it moves toward town where our hero(es) have to face and defeat the now terrifying off-world menace. So who’s out there in the woods to begin with? Who’s self-sustaining enough to hardly ever go to town, making him the ideal in-between? Whose inept bungling is predisposed to make us giggle? Why, it’s your friendly local hillbilly! This rustic can be a hermit backwoodsman, a farmer who lives on the outskirts of the county, or a hunter who stumbles onto something he shouldn’t have. The one thing these characters always have in common: they live separate lives from the average townsfolk, they always know how to find a stick, and they can’t resist giving any space rocks a little nudge.

The pioneering “hillbilly poking a meteorite” film is 1958’s The Blob. In this first incarnation, he’s a denim and t-shirt clad coot living his best shack-in-the-woods life. When this old timer (Olin Howland) finds the smoking crater in the woods, he does what every modern horror audience would scream at him not to: he pokes it with a stick—repeatedly—probably for the entertainment, since his town doesn’t even have a Walmart yet.

The meteorite opens, revealing the grey blob inside. This guy really goes hog wild on poking that blob until it climbs up the stick and onto his hand. Our hero, high school jock Steve (Steve McQueen) has been out in the woods parking with his date Jane (Aneta Corsaut) when they also see the meteor, and Steve decides to chase it. Since the old timer’s hand is now completely encased in blob, he naturally pitches a fit and runs right in front of Steve’s car, barely escaping being next on the menu at the roadkill cafe. Steve and Jane bring the old timer to the doctor who, since it’s a small hamlet, operates out of his house. Thus, the hillbilly brings an interstellar monster from the backwoods into small town USA.

Steve is the polar opposite of the old timer, a clean-cut ‘50s teen who’s the perfect young American. Steve’s spotless persona typifies the ideal of the Eisenhower era, and the hillbilly, the one who exists between civilization and wilderness, has set Steve up to triumph over the evils of the foreign entity. Even the theme song “Beware of the Blob” reinforces how cool it is to be a square, upstanding citizen. You can practically smell the virginity and Brylcreem wafting off of the male chorus singers as they describe the Blob’s behavior as if it’s a new dance at the sock hop: “It creeps, and leaps, and glides, and slides across the floor. Right through the door.” Pick a metaphor, folks, this movie will work for most: communism, juvenile delinquency, women wearing pants. But we’re not here for political allegories; we’re here for the hayseeds, so let’s climb onto the wagon and keep moving.

American cinema’s biggest contributor to the backwater yokel is none other than Stephen King himself, in 1982’s Creepshow. Based on his short story “Weeds,” King both wrote the segment “The Lonesome Death of Jordy Verrill” and also plays the lead in all of his bug-eyed, face slapping glory. In hindsight, we see that Verrill codified the meteorite-poking hillbilly for all subsequent films. Since he’s the lead and spends most of the segment alone, we get to really dig into the what makes a backwoodsman tick, elevating this new stereotype from middling to high cotton. Verrill becomes the asteroid poking hillbilly par excellence. King devotes a page or so to the original The Blob in his 1981 non-fiction horror book Danse Macabre, saying, “The film has its genuine moments of unease and horror,” and focusing largely on the demise of the old timer character. Even though “Jordy Verrill” riffs on the opening of The Blob with which King was clearly familiar, the character feels more like a love letter to the small-town Maine clodhopper who appears so often in King’s fiction. And who better to portray the most corn-fed buffoon that has ever shown a red neck in science fiction than King himself?

Overall clad, unibrowed Verrill watches a shooting star fly over his farm shack, mugging like his life depended on a overacting contest. He runs into the woods, pulling a folding ruler out of his pocket and using it to prod the space rock. That’s right, kids, Verrill is so on-brand that his stick collapses for easy travel. Verrill then gets so excited that he jabs the meteor with his fingers, burning them, and it is this bare-handed jostling that dooms him. Wanting to cool off the meteor so he can transport it to town, he accidentally cracks it in half, getting the blue goo inside it on himself and pouring it onto his land. Usually it takes a village to pull off a meteor invasion film, but in Creepshow the hillbilly acts as both the domino that starts the Rube Goldberg machine and the townsperson who brings the threat into civilization, making Verrill a one man alien virus spreading band. His action, instead of releasing a giant serving of Jello which will swallow movie theaters whole, creates the farmer’s nightmare of an unstoppable invasive species.

Everything that the “meteor shit” has touched, including Verrill’s skin, sprouts green weeds in the course of one night. When Verrill is completely covered with the space moss, he, and by extension his land, become the literal go-between, standing smack dab in the middle of the uncontrollable threat from space and the civilization of the nearest town. Not only did he release the genie from the bottle, but he will be its first victim. The fact that he doesn’t even try to stop it proves that Momma Verrill did, in fact, raise idjits.

The meta, genre bending The Adventures of Buckaroo Banzai Across the 8th Dimension! (1984) turns the hillbilly and meteor’s first date on its head. When the ally aliens come to earth in an organic-looking ship, it is almost immediately shot by two redneck hunters. Upon finding the disabled ship stuck in a tree, one pokes at the branches with a stick. The ship opens and the first alien spills out and dies, leading the bewildered hunters to call the authorities. This gets Buckaroo to the scene, thus serving the meteor poking hillbilly’s purpose of delivering otherworldly contents to our protagonist.

In 1986’s Night of the Creeps, another self-aware genre tribute, the hillbilly/meteor status quo is even more subverted, with frat boys being the outsider to our protagonists’ nerds and townies dream team. In the 1959-set prologue, sorority co-ed Pam (Alice Cadogan) is out parking with frat boy Johnny (Ken Heron). When the couple sees that fatal shooting star, like Steve McQueen before him, Johnny decides to chase it. The couple drives to an isolated road, and Johnny leaves Pam in the car while he traipses through the woods, uncovering the freshly landed intergalactic debris. Just as he’s about to touch it, the glass canister breaks and a space worm flies into Johnny’s mouth, possessing him with an escaped alien science experiment.

Instead of the hillbilly bringing the threat from the wilderness to civilization, it’s the handsome McQueen-type that brings the threat from the square 1950s to the post-modern 1980s, by way of a cryogenics chamber. In Creeps, it’s the mindless Greek college culture that starts the infection, and the nerds trying to fit into that culture that release it into the city, by getting Johnny’s body out of the science lab freezer as a hazing prank for a fraternity that never intended to have them as members. Our heroes have to stop the literal mindless zombies (dead bodies reanimated by space worms), created out of metaphorical mindless zombies (drunken frat boys), from their mission to slaughter co-eds that naturally ensues.

By the time the 1988 remake of The Blob rolls around, literal hillbillies are far out of fashion, leaving the homeless to fill their flannel. This film’s hobo (Billy Beck) is living in the woods in a hovel, staking his claim to the transitional lands between the wilderness and civilization. The hobo goes to investigate the meteorite, and as in the original, he pokes the blob with a stick. This modern blob scoots up the stick and onto the hobo’s hand quickly and aggressively, making him panic. When he encounters a teen from town in the woods, it’s juvenile delinquent Brian (Kevin Dillon) who tries to help. The hobo runs into the road, and this time football hero Paul (Donovan Leitch) hits him with the car. Paul, his cheerleader date Meg (Shawnee Smith), and Brian take the wounded man to the hospital, so both the teen dream and the bad boy carry the monster across the threshold to the populated area. The evolution of ’50s backwoodsman to ’80s hobo puts the character on the very outskirts of a country feeling the effects of Reaganomics, filling the disposable man role with someone who’d be all but ignored by most of society.

The hobo brings the threat from his self-made shack straight into a tourist ski town that’s in the grips of a recession (due to lack of snow). Once the Blob starts to spread, it’s the outsiders that take the lead, leaving the golden boy jock of the ’50s behind, both literally and metaphorically a relic. It is the hillbilly type that continues to evolve film to film, and thus persists. In the late ‘80s our leads become juvenile delinquents and cheerleader action heroes, but our meteor poking outsiders will always be there on the fringes.

In Killer Klowns From Outer Space (1988), it’s not a meteor that the farmer finds after seeing what he thinks is Halley’s Comet landing in the woods, but a circus tent. Farmer Gene Green (Royal Dano) punches the circus tent after the Klowns take his dog, upping the ante from a standard poke to a good what-for. The big top repels him, so he yanks on the tent ropes, electrocuting himself and becoming the Klowns’ first human victim. Meanwhile, the young couple who were out necking in the woods also decide to find the comet. Once they spy the Klown tent, their curiosity leads them to explore the inside, where they find Gene’s dead body encased in cotton candy. The couple narrowly escapes being the next to die and run to town. The Klowns naturally follow, terrorizing and cotton candy-ing the citizens. Thus it is the hillbilly’s death that moves the slaughter along, again creating a new twist on the standard for these modern times of the 1980s.

Speaking of genre subversion, 2006’s Slither turns the hillbilly trope completely around. The meteorite lands in the woods outside the small town of Wheesly, populated almost entirely by rednecks and farmers, established by quick shots of hunting stores, confederate flags, and a banner for the deer season kick-off party. The meteorite opens on its own once it hits the dirt, but it is the town’s lone rich man, Grant Grant (Michael Rooker) who pokes the grey blob that has oozed out, making the alien parasite skedaddle directly into Grant’s body. Echoing the themes of Night of the Creeps, in Wheesly it is the highfalutin’ who are the instigators. Grant’s hunger for sex leads him into the woods with a woman who isn’t his wife (who herself hungers for his money), and then the greed of the aliens turn the locals into either infected hosts of the space parasite, spawners knocked up with alien seed, or food for both. It is the redneck Sheriff Pardy (Nathan Fillion) and the formerly poor school teacher Starla Grant (Elizabeth Banks) who join forces to save what’s left of their cattywampus town.

Tangentially related are three films based on H. P. Lovecraft’s short story “The Colour Out Of Space,” about a meteor that lands on a backwoods farm and starts to taint the water, the land, and then the crops. 1987’s The Curse and 2010’s Die Farbe feature meteorites being found by farmers, but in both cases the hillbillies show more sense than Verrill and call in a scientist or doctor to investigate. In 1965’s Die Monster Die!, the meteorite has been secreted away in an old manor house years before the film even begins, so the irradiated space junk has been mutating things to its heart’s content before the hero even knows it exists. Each film uses the meteorite as a metaphor for decay and corruption of the family unit, whether by the cruelty of the husband/step-father (The Curse), the turmoil leading up to World War II in Germany (Die Farbe), or the crumbling English gentry (Die Monster Die!). Deadly Spawn (1983) also forgoes the hillbilly, with the shooting star releasing its giant three-headed dick monster on its own, which almost immediately finds its way to suburban New Jersey to eat people. These films don’t move any space varmints closer to town, but keep them on the outskirts, just as they’re on the outskirts of this chapter.

In 1997’s Men In Black, Edgar (Vincent D’Onofrio) is a serious Jordy Verrill, and the ultimate ornery redneck stereotype: a pickup truck driving, overalls wearing rural farmer who browbeats his wife. When a fiery UFO crashes on his property, he goes out to greet it with a shotgun. Thus the hillbilly comes full circle, from old harmless coot who pokes things with a stick to the young, dumb and full of bile hayseed who approaches a crater ready to blast any meteor shit into oblivion. When the unseen alien asks Edgar to set his weapon down, he replies “You can have my gun when you pry it from my cold, dead fingers,” and the evolution of how America sees its country cousins is complete. The alien kills Edgar and puts on his skin, showing yet again an alien menace using a rube to jump from the outskirts of society to a populated area, only this time the alien is smart enough to skip the suburbs and head straight for the big city.

Finally, we get to 2018’s Rampage. Yes, this film actually fits the theme, it’s not just included to make jokes about an ape being smarter than a pastoral stereotype. George is also someone who lives on the outskirts. A rare albino gorilla whose entire family was slaughtered by poachers, he’s become best friends with someone of a different species, the primatologist (Dwayne Johnson) who rescued him and is now his zookeeper. George lives in a forested enclosure in a wildlife sanctuary, cohabiting with other gorillas, but is remarkable in the differentness of his looks, his intelligence, and his relationship to his human. George watches something fall from the sky onto his land and goes to investigate it. As curious as his namesake from children’s literature, he gives the canister he finds the ceremonial poke. It sprays him in the face with a genetically modified pathogen that causes him to both grow to enormous size and become aggressive, thus making him the alien menace who threatens humanity. Like Verrill before him, he is the inciting incident that then morphs into the threat itself. Unlike Verrill, he is given a chance to find redemption and then save the very humanity he had been threatening. Plus, who doesn’t like to see a simian joking around with The Rock?

Over and over again, these meteorite films, like Invasion of the Body Snatchers before them, use Small Town America as the stage to fight an outside threat that could overtake the country, even the world. And the hillbilly is always there to prop open humanity’s door, using a stick he found in the woods as a doorstop. This corn-fed yokel is still treated as a relative innocent, a sylvan child of nature, because he exists in the in-between: he has to bring the infestation from the outside through to the inside. Even though he’s the one letting those little ole space doggies in, we can’t fault science-fiction’s hillbilly for just doing his job. Without this corn-fed figure wandering the outskirts of the civilized town, we’d be stuck with a movie about whiny teenagers who saw a shooting star once.


The Mexican Monster Matriarchy: An Examination of the Depiction of Female Monsters in Mexican Horror Cinema of the 1950s and 1960s

by Amy Voorhees Searles

THERE IS A COMMON MISCONCEPTION that, when audiences demand “strong female characters,” they are looking for black belt astrophysicists with perfect hair. This is patently ridiculous. Any type of female character has the potential to be “strong” as long as they are rendered in three dimensions. It is no secret that many fans of horror cinema consider themselves outcasts and, as such, are often able to identify with the monsters or antagonists in these films. Whether one relates to the tragically misunderstood Frankenstein’s monster, or the primal anger of Jason Voorhees, these fantastical depictions of a viewer’s inner turmoil can provide a valuable—and entertaining—catharsis. Therefore, just as all marginalized demographics yearn for representation in popular culture, so too must fully realized female monsters be included. During the 1950s and 1960s, while filmmakers in the United States did their part to contribute various she-creatures, a wrathful severed head, and all manner of bad seeds, Mexico’s comparatively small film industry rivaled the U.S. in the production of monstrous femininity.

With a few notable exceptions, such as El Fantasma del Convent (The Phantom of the Convent, 1934), Dos Monjes (Two Monks, 1934), and El Misterio del Rostro Pálido (The Mystery of the Ghastly Face, 1935), horror did not truly find its place in the Mexican cinematic landscape until the late 1950s. Up until that point, melodramas, westerns, and comedies dominated the screen. However, after the surprising box office success of El Vampiro (The Vampire, 1957), the floodgates were open. At that time, William Jenkins, an American entrepreneur who made his fortune in Mexico, owned approximately 80 percent of the movie theaters in the country. This monopoly allowed Jenkins and his business associates to mandate that content should have mass market appeal in order to better serve their financial interests, even though this decree regularly clashed with the state’s demand for didactic material that reinforced the government’s ideological messaging. The Mexican film industry’s response to the public’s (and Jenkins’) growing appetite for horror films spawned numerous violent ape-men, ambulatory voodoo dolls, and, famously, a brain-eating baron. But strikingly, it also produced a preponderance of wicked women, the reasons for which—as with any cultural phenomenon—are multivalent.

One of the prevailing political tenets in the wake of the Mexican Revolution was the promotion of indigenismo: a movement meant to empower and celebrate the people indigenous to the territory prior to Spain’s colonization of Mexico. One of the native tribes, the Aztecs, was polytheistic, and a brief survey of their pantheon reveals why women may more naturally be associated with horrific themes in Mexico. The earth goddess Coatlícue, with a face composed of twin serpents and adornments made of writhing snakes and human remains, symbolizes both life and death; for just as the earth mother gives life to us all, so too must she devour all that lives. Mictlanciuatle, the skull-faced queen of the land of the dead, guards the bones of the deceased and oversees festivals for the dead. These Aztec festivals evolved into the modern day Día de Muertos, and echoes of Mictlanciuatle can still be seen today in the bony visage of the popular folk saint Santa Muerte. The deity Cihuacóatl, a snake woman dressed in white who embodies fertility, was said to have abandoned her son at a crossroads. Remorsefully, she would routinely return to this spot to cry for her lost child. This myth functions as a clear antecedent to La Llorona.

Perhaps Mexico’s chief horror export is the lore of La Llorona (otherwise known as The Crying Woman). Evidence of her penetration into the present-day consciousness of the U.S. can be seen from such disparate sources as multiple mazes at Universal Studios Hollywood’s Halloween Horror Nights, to her appearance as an adversary in the Batwoman comic books. While innumerable iterations of the folktale exist, the predominant narrative is similar to that of Medea. Typically, the story concerns a young mother who has been abandoned or otherwise betrayed by the father of her children. To exact revenge on him—and often to spare her offspring from poverty or humiliation—she drowns her children. This heinous act, coupled with her profound remorse, doom her to forever wander the earth, wailing, in search of her lost progeny. In true bogeywoman fashion, this woman in white menaces careless children who, in crossing her path, may be claimed as substitutes for the little ones she lost. Considering the folktale’s prevalence, it was natural that La Llorona would be the subject of one of Mexico’s first horror films: La Llorona (The Crying Woman, 1933). It also follows that this fount of fear would be revisited during the horror boom of the ‘50s and ‘60s, and the period birthed both La Llorona (The Crying Woman, 1960) and La Maldición de la Llorona (The Curse of the Crying Woman, 1961).

Another supernatural hallmark of Latin American culture, with both deep pre-Columbian roots and a rich folkloric history is Brujería (witchcraft). Though Brujería can be practiced by members of any gender, it is primarily linked with brujas (female witches). After the Spanish colonized Mexico, practitioners of Brujería were persecuted, as their system of belief was deemed incompatible with Christianity. In spite of this oppression, Brujería persisted, evolved, and even incorporated elements of Catholicism into its rituals. Although the government’s post-Revolution stance was that indigenous culture should be venerated and promoted, a negative stigma remained bound to the spiritual and healing traditions of Brujería. Therefore, brujas (and occasionally, brujos) were repeatedly employed as the frightful foes or cruel catalysts of Mexican horror screenplays. Examples of this can be seen in films such as Misterios de la Magia Negra (Mysteries of Black Magic, 1958), El Espejo de la Bruja (The Witch’s Mirror, 1962), Los Jinetes de la Bruja (translated literally as The Witch’s Riders, 1966), Las Mujeres Panteras (The Panther Women, 1967), and Atacan las Brujas (Santo in The Witches Attack, 1968).

With Brujería chiefly identified with women, Aztec beliefs that represent maternity and mortality as the dual nature of many of their goddesses, and female symbols serving as the physical embodiment of death (Santa Muerte, or her secular counterpart, La Catrina), it seems reasonable that women would be perceived as more predisposed to the supernatural, or more sensitive to communication from beyond the veil. This concept is explored in a number of ways across a variety of films. In Espiritismo (Spiritism, 1962), only women are shown to have access to mediumistic powers. In La Momia Azteca (The Aztec Mummy, 1957), a woman is the only one willing to undergo hypnosis and regress to a former life. Similarly, in Santo en el Tesoro de Drácula (Santo and Dracula’s Treasure, 1969), only women are physically capable of traveling into their past lives. In El Libro de Piedra (The Book of Stone, 1969), a young girl is the only one able to commune with a long dead occult emissary.

The mental resolve and physical strength demonstrated by the heroines in some of the titles above may have its origins in the Mexican Revolution. During the conflict, in addition to more traditional tasks like nursing and cooking, many women served as soldaderas, soldiers who not only participated in combat, but also commanded troops and oversaw important military incursions. The Constitution of Mexico (Constituci
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