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‘If your life is defined by the size of your social network, then this book is for you. Digital Horror shows us precisely what’s at stake in the underside of our connectivity, and continually haunts us with the question, ‘what are  you watching?’
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Introduction: Horror in the Digital Age

Linnie Blake and Xavier Aldana Reyes

Since the turn of the century, a distinctive stylistic tendency has emerged in horror cinema that is a purposeful embodiment, at the level of both form and narrative, of the technological innovations of the digital age. As this collection attests, such an incorporation can either add a frisson of contemporaneity to stock generic narratives of possession and haunting, mutilation and mutation, the horrors of conflict and the terrors of war, or it may undertake more significant cultural work. It can, for example, interrogate the economic conditions under which such technologies first came into being and explore their ramifications for global social formations and identity descriptors like nationhood. Such films, in turn, may undertake analyses of the ways in which contemporary conceptions of human subjectivity have shifted. The essays in this volume address themselves to all of these concerns.

Certainly, in recent years, the world has become increasingly ‘networked’ – its distant and diverse regions having been linked together into a constant flow of information exchange facilitated by the internet, GPS-enabled camera phones, camcorders, CCTV surveillance devices and new online shopping, banking and communications practices. Like the free market that has simultaneously come to dominate global economics, moreover, this network is far from free, being subject to ongoing monitoring by external agencies that range from invested individuals and private companies to national governments and global corporations. Whilst digital technologies have allowed individuals to connect more closely with each other than physical distance has hitherto allowed, these very connections are themselves subject to ongoing scrutiny from within and without the network. Thus, the twin forces of corporate capitalism and neoliberal governance can be seen to participate both in the wide-scale, and frequently covert, surveillance of the citizenry whilst undertaking themselves a paranoid concealment of data which they deem too sensitive for public consumption and protect with the full force of the law.1 

It is hardly surprising, then, that a range of horror films have emerged that articulate generically our period’s core anxieties and most traumatic events, and incorporate the stylistic markers that most insistently signify the technological innovations of our globalised age. Most immediately striking about what this collection terms ‘digital horror’ is, then, its form. The predominance of hand-held and CCTV-based cinematography reflecting the increasing availability of digital recording technologies (from camcorders to camera-phones) have effectively democratised the film-making process, even as the World Wide Web has allowed for the instantaneous global transmission and manipulation of information and images, thus opening up a whole new source and site of horror. Ours is a world in which social media has enabled the emergence of new forms of online subjectivity, even as the proliferation of surveillance technologies position us as objects of an authoritarian gaze invested in tackling criminal activity and maintaining the civil order of the status quo. The films this volume collects under the umbrella term ‘digital horror’ both formally incorporate and conceptually explore these dynamics and, thereby, offer us a window on whom we have become as subjects of the contemporary biosphere.

Towards a Working Definition

Numerous critics have argued that developments in digital technology have changed everything about films, from their look and feel to the ways in which they are conceived, made and consumed.2 Advances in sound and graphics, particularly in CGI (computer-generated imagery), have precipitated a cinema that is no longer reliant on the indexical representation of reality, but rather on a synthetic image more concerned with being photorealistic.3 For horror, this has meant, among other things, that it is possible to have fantastic or monstrous creatures populate the same space as humans convincingly through ‘digital mimicry’.4 CGI, which has made possible both the construction of digital space in 3D as well as the enhancement of ‘real’ settings, has similarly become an important pre and post-production technique, supplementing and often replacing more traditional camera lens distortions or manipulations of film stock.5 It  has also allowed for disembodied camera experiences that go beyond what is perceptually possible for humans by flowing through keyholes or traversing window panes.6 Thus, super-fast editing, alongside digital electronic noises, have been used in films such as Saw (James Wan, 2004) to create a visceral sense of claustrophobia and tension.7 In a sense, then, most horror is now digital, since it is shot or manipulated digitally.

Digital horror, as we understand it in this collection, however, is more than vaguely connected to the digital techniques inherent to its production and the stylistics commanding its look. In fact, digital horror often exploits its own framing and stylistic devices to offer reflections on contemporary fears, especially those regarding digital technologies themselves. This makes for an exceptionally anxious cinema, preoccupied with the dangers of digital technology, specifically its proliferation of mediated images of real-world violence, its capacity to bring surveillance societies into being, its exposure of the user to the uninvited attentions of strangers ‘from beyond’ and its impact on human identity, which, being transient and mutable, is consistently counterpoised to the virtual immanence of the digital. Certainly, digital horror is concerned with the disposability of recorded images, but it acknowledges that a form of haunting may also reside in those images’ ability, as Nick Rombes has argued, to be ‘easily archived and dispersed’.8 If a fear of technology and the machine has lurked in horror for a long time – even inflecting its presentation – then digital horror makes this terror explicit and turns it into both an aesthetic and a narrative preoccupation. The term ‘digital horror’ thus defines any type of horror that actively purports to explore the dark side of contemporary life in a digital age governed by informational flows, rhizomatic public networks, virtual simulation and visual hyper-stimulation.

In the first ten years of the twenty-first century, a decade itself characterised by a certain formal freedom in terms of editing and cinematography, one of the most popular framing modes for horror has been that of ‘found footage’, brilliantly exemplified in the shaky-cam of films such as Paranormal Activity (Oren Peli, 2007), [[image: art/bullet.eps]REC] (Jaume Balagueró and Paco
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