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Expand / collapse Extended Description
The word ‘CONTENTS’ is written in a very large, stylized, white, art deco-style font across the top third of the page against a black background. The top edge of the black area has a jagged, dark mountainous shape. Below the text is a stark, high-contrast black and white illustration. In the foreground, a body lies on the ground with a large knife sticking out of its back. In the midground, a smaller figure is shown reacting in terror, with hands to their head and mouth open in a scream. The background features sharp, jagged white lines emanating outward, suggesting a sudden shock or violent action.

This is a continuation of the contents page. The page is predominantly black, with the chapter titles and page numbers listed in white text. In the lower right quadrant, there is a harsh, high-contrast black and white illustration of a monstrous, skeletal figure with an elongated, grinning skull and jagged teeth. The figure’s body is comprised of sharp angles and jagged lines, set against stark white geometric shapes.





FOREWORD
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“We told you we had living, breathing monstrosities!”

Freaks (1932)

One Friday at the start of the Easter break in 1983, I remember staying up late one dark and stormy night in Hull. I was 14, and very happy as the Easter holidays were just beginning. I had two whole weeks off school stretching ahead of me and, screening that night at the impossibly late hour of 1.05 a.m., was Tod Browning’s strange and disturbing film Freaks. (I recollect that this screening was part of the fabled late-night BBC Two ‘horror double bill’, but my investigations have since disproved that memory.)

I had never seen Freaks – other than the odd photograph in one of my horror film books – but that late-night screening, and specifically the nightmare sequence in the pouring rain at the end of the film, has never left me. I recall watching in shocked fascination as the carnival sideshow performers joined forces to wreak a fitting justice on the cruel and vindictive Cleopatra. But mixed in with the horror, as their monstrous revenge unfolded, was something fantastically cosy. A strange mix, but by then I was already a monster kid. I loved my Alan Frank and Denis Gifford books. They were my bibles. Precious insights into worlds I had yet to discover. Glimpses of horrors and scenarios I could scarcely imagine possible. Yet here there were stills from The Blood Beast Terror and Dr. Phibes and Whoever Slew Auntie Roo?. Films I hoped one day to somehow seek out and watch in their entirety. But how? This was before the internet and Google. Before a world where nothing remains obscure or half-remembered for longer than you can type your question. In all probability, now you can see the clip or find the answer that’s been gnawing at you quicker than you can say, “Do you remember that TV film when the boy comes back from the dead? I think he’d drowned or something?”*


[image: A head and shoulders portrait photo of a man with glasses wearing a dark jacket and shirt.]


Reece Shearsmith, writer and star of macabre TV classics League of Gentlemen, Psychoville and Inside No 9.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A portrait photograph of a man (Reece Shearsmith) from the chest up. He has short, dark hair and is wearing thick, dark-rimmed rectangular glasses. He is dressed in a dark blazer over a dark button-down shirt. His expression is serious and neutral. The background is a plain, light grey.


The ‘how’ was answered with the 1980s home video boom. Suddenly, all the forbidden horrors of my childhood were boxed and on shelves at the local Blockbuster, and when pirates began to bootleg and copy the tapes, that’s when it really became the Wild West. I saw countless horror films that I simply should not have seen. I saw legs bitten off in Jaws; I saw spider walks, green sick and heads turning right around in The Exorcist; and worst of all I saw Oliver Reed fighting a gigantic robotic anaconda in Spasms. All of this only served to fuel my passion for scary movies and horror in general. I couldn’t get enough. And so has it been my whole life.

I have adored the horror genre and, like many people, am endlessly fascinated at how it changes and adapts as the years go by. Revisiting my favourites, I see plainly just how much influence particular films had on my work writing The League of Gentlemen. From the blackly comic tone of Theatre of Blood and uneasy horror of The Wicker Man, to the surreal ambiguity of Don’t Look Now, their collective influence looms large over the world and characters we wrote and built on to populate our own creepy town of Royston Vasey. I think the League appealed to cinephiles and horror aficionados at the time, as it was an enjoyable game to spot the obscure references and muse with a certain amount of satisfaction: “I get what film they’re riffing on here!” The influences didn’t stop there of course. Through Psychoville and Inside No.9, myself and Steve Pemberton have enjoyed recreating the TV we grew up with. Our obsessions are indelibly shot through our oeuvre like letters through a stick of rock.

The Evolution of Horror – the brainchild and wonderful podcast created by Mike Muncer – is an extraordinary resource for anyone interested in the horror genre. It engulfs the earliest of horror films and leaves no stone unturned investigating and analyzing films with such depth, right up until the present day. There really is nothing else like it. Mike’s podcast now boasts a truly incredible collection of episodes, packed full of insightful and eye-opening information, discussions and interviews. It is with great excitement then that he adds to his archive this new and exquisite book. I believe Mike was a fan of the League back in the day, and I’m sure would have been the first to point out and correctly identify all our cryptic nods. It’s lovely that in return I am able to write this little piece celebrating his own contribution and great work for and in the horror genre.


[image: A scene featuring two characters from The League of Gentlemen.]


“Are you local?” Reece Shearsmith blends absurd comedy and grotesque horror in The League of Gentlemen.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A rectangular image showing two characters from the television show The League of Gentlemen. In the foreground, looking through what appears to be a partially opened doorway, is a character with exaggeratedly large glasses, buck teeth, and a headscarf, peering out with a wide-eyed, slightly confused expression. Behind and slightly above this character is another, also wearing glasses, with a grimacing or aggressive expression. Both are framed by the vertical lines of a door frame.


With it, I feel I have come full circle. His book reminds me of the film books I cherished as a child. It has an authority about it. A nobility. It is, in book form, an extension of his exploration of the genre on his podcast. He categorizes horror and all the movie monsters that populate it, putting under the microscope everything from ghosts and vampires, aliens and zombies, serial killers and other monsters. It is a wonderful collection of thoughtful analysis. It takes the art of the horror film seriously in a world where some seem to deride the genre. He succumbs to the intricacies, explores the fine detail and gives the creators and filmmakers the respect they deserve. We monster kids never tire of the surprise and delight that the genre brings. We keep learning, we revisit and enjoy uncovering new and rare gems. Here, like Pinhead himself, Mike also has such sights to show you. Horror is such a sociable beast. It brings people together. We love being scared together in the dark. We’re both afraid, but safe.


[image: A black and white photo of a group of people with various physical differences from the movie Freaks.]


“One of us!” The cast of Tod Browning’s controversial Freaks brought heart and humanity to the horror.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A classic black and white still photograph from the 1932 movie Freaks. It shows a group of actors with various physical disabilities or unique features, characteristic of sideshow performers of the era. They are gathered together, some standing, some sitting, looking towards the camera. The individuals include people who appear to be of short stature, individuals with microcephaly, and a person with a beard.


So look, it’s already gotten impossibly late. Nearly 1.05 a.m. in fact. There’s no school in the morning and it’s raining outside. Curl up nice and cosy with this book. Despite the horrors that await inside, have no fear. You are amongst friends. One of us. One of us. We accept you. One of us.

Reece Shearsmith, 2026



*Dead of Night (1977). The segment entitled ‘Bobby’ sees a grief-stricken Joan Hackett bring her son back to life. But he doesn’t want to come back. So he sends something else instead…




INTRODUCTION
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“What’s your favourite scary movie?”

When I was nine years old, I watched Wes Craven’s Scream, my first ever proper horror film. It was 6 a.m. on a Saturday morning in 1997. Like all kids at that age, I would wake up at an ungodly hour on a Saturday morning, hours before my parents and my teenage sisters. Saturday morning at 6 a.m. was my time. Traditionally, I would spring out of bed, drag my duvet down to the living room, curl up on the sofa and watch cartoons for several hours without being disturbed by the adults. On this particular morning, however, I entered the living room to see a video rental lying on top of the VHS player, something my family had clearly watched the night before. As a little film fanatic, I immediately examined the VHS box, desperate to find out what film my family had watched after I’d gone to bed. The box was covered in the usual generic branding from my local video store at the time (shout out to World of Video in Hythe), but there, written along the spine in black marker, was the word ‘Scream’ alongside a bright red 18 BBFC certificate. What an intriguing yet provocative title! I immediately unboxed the tape, which had been rewound and re-boxed by my family the night before (be kind, rewind), and pushed it into the VHS player, hearing it clunk into place and whir as it began automatically to play. I got comfy on the sofa, keeping the volume low so as to not wake anyone up, and watched Wes Craven’s 1996 meta slasher movie for the first time.


[image: A black and red illustration of four panicked teenagers sitting on a sofa.]



Expand / collapse Extended Description
A stylized, pixelated illustration using only black and bright pinkish-red. It depicts a group of four teenagers sitting together on a dark-colored sofa, viewed from behind the sofa. The figures are rendered in black silhouettes with simple red outlines, showing them reacting in exaggerated fear or shock. A bright, jagged red shape explodes behind them, creating a strong contrast with the dark background.


The first 15 minutes of the film – in which a young girl played by Drew Barrymore receives menacing phone calls from a stranger and is subsequently stabbed, gutted and hung from a tree for her parents to discover – blew my tiny mind. I was horrified, thrilled, exhilarated, intrigued, obsessed, hungry for more. From that day on, throughout my teenage years, I made it my mission to watch every horror film ever made, forever chasing that intoxicating mix of fear, excitement and exhilaration that I felt watching Scream. I read books, magazines, websites, scrutinized the weekly TV listing magazine (shout-out to the Radio Times) to investigate what horror films I could set my VCR player to record late at night. Through this process I learned about horror cinema in all its forms and variations, from slasher movies (Halloween, A Nightmare on Elm Street) to animal attacks (Jaws, The Birds) to religious horror (The Exorcist, The Omen) to ghost stories (The Shining, The Haunting) to classic Gothic monster movies (Dracula, Frankenstein, The Wolf Man). The rest of my family, who weren’t horror fans (they were very “meh” on Scream that night, it turned out), couldn’t understand it. Where did I get this insatiable hunger for horror? Good question. My dad admitted to being a big fan of Alien but insisted that it’s “not a horror film, it’s sci-fi”. My Mum loved The Silence of the Lambs and Misery, but maintained “those are psychological thrillers, not horrors”. Horror films, to them, were “those trashy movies about naked teens being sliced up”. In fact, their opinions sounded reminiscent of Sidney Prescott’s in Scream:


[image: An abstract, colorful, jagged illustration of people in a cinema.]



Expand / collapse Extended Description
A roughly drawn, almost abstract illustration using jagged lines and blocks of flat color (pink, purple, green, yellow, black). It depicts a scene inside what appears to be a movie theater. There are figures sitting in rows of seats (rendered as rectangular blocks), facing a bright, predominantly pink screen area. The style is raw and expressionistic.


“Oh come on, you know I don’t watch that shit. What’s the point? They’re all the same, some stupid killer stalking some big-breasted girl who can’t act, who’s always running up the stairs when she should be running out the front door. It’s insulting.”

Scream (1996)

My friends at school weren’t much better: they were either too scared of horror or not remotely interested. (Some of them were fans of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, but insisted “that’s not really horror, is it?” Sigh.) Being a teenage horror fan in a small town was a lonely existence. Where were my people?

I learned from nine years old that there is a strange snobbery towards horror. People who claim not to be horror fans tend to have a narrow view of the genre and immediately assume it’s low-budget, shlocky filmmaking filled with blood, tits and bad acting. The truth is, my parents – who claim not to like horror films but love Ridley Scott’s Alien, Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho and Jonathan Demme’s The Silence of the Lambs – clearly do like horror films. But why is there a reluctance, or even a sense of shame, about admitting that?

Ever since audiences sat in a dark nickelodeon and gasped in shock as they watched an image of a train moving towards them as it pulled into a station, cinema and horror have been inextricably linked. More than any other genre, horror has powerfully reflected the fears and anxieties of society, from German expressionist cinema made in the wake of the First World War to American ‘atomic horror’ of the 1950s at the height of the Cold War to Covid-era horror films like Rob Savage’s lockdown ghost story Host (2020). Horror is macro yet micro, personal yet societal. We all have our own personal phobias and subgenres that scare us the most – home invasion, ghosts, serial killers, body horror, zombie apocalypses – but by tracking horror trends from decade to decade, horror helps us understand the world a little better.


[image: The movie poster for Scream, featuring the face of a screaming woman above a line of smaller character portraits.]


Wes Craven’s groundbreaking Scream introduced a new generation of burgeoning fans to the horror genre.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
The classic movie poster for the 1996 film Scream. The top two-thirds of the image is dominated by a large, close-up, slightly distorted face of a woman with wide, terrified blue eyes and a hand covering her mouth in a scream, set against a dark background. Below her chin is a horizontal row of five smaller portraits of the main cast members, including Drew Barrymore, Neve Campbell, Courteney Cox, David Arquette, and Skeet Ulrich.


Cut to 2017, twenty years later. I was working in TV and video production, living in London and somehow still feeling like the only horror fan in the village. Among my friends were cinephiles, journalists, critics, TV producers, London’s finest media types, but still, none shared my passion for horror cinema. When asking new friends or colleagues in my life: “Do you like horror movies?”, they’d reply: “No, I’m not very good with gore, or jump scares.” At this point in my life, I’d learned to resist replying with, “What about the ones without blood or jump scares, like The Wicker Man? Or Rosemary’s Baby? Or The Blair Witch Project? Or even The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, which, in actual fact, doesn’t feature any gore or…” Sigh. Just leave it, Mike. It’s not worth it.

Thankfully, this being 2017, I could rely on parasocial friendships with horror experts, podcasters and writers whose work I loved: Nightmare Movies author Kim Newman, Final Girl blogger Stacie Ponder, A History of Horror presenter Mark Gatiss or The Faculty of Horror co-hosts Alex West and Andrea Subissati. Podcasts, books, blogs and documentaries fed my unquenchable thirst for the macabre… and community.

At this time, horror was also starting to be taken more seriously within film circles. The recent releases of Robert Eggers’ The Witch (2015) and Jordan Peele’s Get Out (2017) had introduced the term ‘elevated horror’ to the discourse. While I was thrilled to see horror being acknowledged and taken seriously, I was desperate to get on my soapbox and explain to everyone in my life that there was nothing ‘elevated’ about these films and that horror had always been socially, culturally, politically and artistically important.

Finally, I bit the bullet and did what all middle-class white men of a certain age do when they have strong opinions. I started a podcast. The idea for the podcast had been simmering in my brain for months, possibly years. It would be called The Evolution of Horror and would be an exploration of the history of the genre. I wanted it to be part factual audio documentary about cinema history (inspired by Karina Longworth’s brilliant You Must Remember This) and part informal conversation between horror fans, something accessible and inviting. For me, so much about understanding horror is personal, subjective and emotive (hence this very self-indulgent introduction), so the podcast needed to have a personal touch, for listeners to get to know the people they were listening to, to understand the context of their opinions on and interpretations of particular films.

It was also important to me to celebrate the sheer scope and versatility of the horror genre and to be as broad as possible with the definition of ‘horror’. As such, the podcast would be split into seasons, each one representing a different subgenre, from slashers to sci-fi to ghost stories to folk horror. But within each season, anything could be covered. Kids movies, musicals, French New Wave… As long as they were adding something to the evolution of that subgenre, they were fair game. This would lead to broader discussions: what is a horror film? How do we define horror? Why is horror often considered inferior to other ‘worthier’ genres? Why, when a horror film is critically acclaimed, is it considered ‘elevated’ or rebranded as a ‘thriller’? Can horror be for kids? Is Nic Roeg’s The Witches a horror film? By broadening the conversation, I could hopefully encourage the idea that horror is for everyone.


[image: A photo of a man wearing headphones sitting at a microphone in a room with framed posters.]


Mike on Mic. Host and creator of The Evolution of Horror, Mike Muncer.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A photograph of a man (Mike Muncer) wearing black headphones, positioned in front of a professional-looking microphone on a stand. He is wearing a grey t-shirt and looking directly at the camera with a slightly surprised or wide-eyed expression. Behind him on a wall are two framed posters featuring the logo for ‘The Evolution of Horror’.


The first episode of The Evolution of Horror landed in August 2017. My initial season of 14 episodes focused on the history and evolution of slasher movies, which ran chronologically from Psycho and Peeping Tom in 1960 through to It Follows in 2014. For each episode, I was joined by a different guest: a mix of experts, critics and just general film fans. I fully expected nobody to listen, for the podcast to disappear into the infinite ocean of other film discussion shows made by 30-year-old dudes, and remain in obscurity. As it turned out, for whatever reason, people did listen. Not only that, people liked it. Gradually, interactions began increasing on social media, emails started pouring in, people relaying their own stories of growing up as the only horror fan in their circle of friends or sharing anecdotes of their first-ever horror film experiences, much like mine with Scream. Soon, a Facebook group was launched called The Evolution of Horror Discussion Group, in which listeners could discuss horror films, exchange recommendations and share anecdotes of video store memories from their youth.

The podcast steadily began to grow as it came back for a second season on ghost stories, then a third season on folk horror. In the spring of 2018, with the encouragement of one of my guests (and now very close friend) Rosie Fletcher, editor of Den of Geek, I organized a meet-up on the South Bank in London with podcast guests, listeners and members of the Facebook discussion group. To my surprise, many horror fans from London and surrounding areas came to the meet-up – most of them by themselves – to hang out, talk horror, meet other listeners of the podcast and connect with fellow horror fans. As it turns out, there are many of us out there, the weirdos and outsiders who love horror cinema and are desperate to find their people. Many of those who came along to that first meet-up I now consider best friends, some of whom became regular guests on the podcast. Many of them were guests at my wedding. One of the people who showed up that day was Charlie Allbright, a brilliantly smart and vibrant writer and academic, and I had the honour of getting to know him and calling him a friend. When Charlie passed away in December 2019, many of us from that initial meet-up, who had instantly fallen in love with Charlie that day, attended his horror-themed funeral. Horror is the only genre of film that I can think of that can bring people together in this way.

In subsequent years, the podcast has grown and now spans multiple seasons, covering multiple subgenres, and has featured more than one hundred guests from all over the world. Watching horror films and discussing them has become my full-time job. The podcast has expanded to a network of spin-off shows, a card game, merchandise and live events all over the UK. Like the best media, The Evolution of Horror doesn’t belong just to me anymore, it belongs to the listeners and incredible contributors who have supported it over the years and made it something far bigger than this little horror nerd ever imagined.

And now, a book! You’re holding a guide through the eight horror subgenres covered in the first eight seasons of the podcast: Slashers, Ghosts, Folk Horror, Zombies, Occult Horror, Mind & Body Horror, Aliens and Vampires. By diving into each subgenre, we’ll unpick the tropes, the fears and anxieties at the roots of them, and the ways in which they’ve evolved across the last century. With each chapter, I’ll also explore Genre Milestones from each subgenre and recommend Deep Cuts and hidden gems that are worth seeking out.

Without certain people this book wouldn’t have been possible: journalist and film critic Becky Darke for her brilliant proofreading and feedback; artist extraordinaire Mike Lee-Graham, whose incredible illustrations and designs have become synonymous with the podcast and have brought personality and colour to everything we’ve made together; Rhianna Dhillon, who put up with a horror-obsessed partner for several years but always supported me and encouraged me to never give up; and finally my incredible parents, who didn’t get mad at me for watching Scream aged nine and instead reluctantly supported my obsession with horror by letting me watch increasingly questionable films throughout my teens.

But enough about me! Let’s begin our journey through the evolution of horror. First, a few words of warning from Edward Van Sloan…

“I think it will thrill you. It may shock you. It may even horrify you. So if any of you feel that you do not care to subject your nerves to such a strain, now is your chance to, uh… well, we’ve warned you!”

Frankenstein (1931)


[image: A colorful, stylized illustration of a frantic-looking man holding a microphone stand.]



Expand / collapse Extended Description
A jagged, illustration using flat blocks of color (green, purple, pink, brown, white). It shows a central figure of a man with green skin, dark hair, and a wide, open mouth, looking agitated. He is holding a black microphone stand aggressively. Behind him is a window pane with cracks resembling a spiderweb. To his right is another, smaller figure, rendered in pink and purple, also appearing to shout or scream.





CHAPTER 1

SLASHERS


[image: A stark black and red illustration of a man holding a knife close to his face.]



Expand / collapse Extended Description
A full-page, stylized illustration rendered entirely in stark black and a deep red. It depicts the upper body and head of a man holding a large, shiny knife. The man’s face is heavily shadowed, with wide, intense white eyes staring upward. He is wearing a textured shirt (perhaps a plaid or grid pattern). The background is black with horizontal red streaks at the top and bottom.


“Go get me a beer!”

Halloween (1978)

It’s a typically quiet, autumnal evening in a sleepy suburban American town filled with peaceful, tree-lined streets of affluent family homes. In an upstairs bedroom of one of these abodes lies a teenage babysitter with her cocksure boyfriend. They’ve just enjoyed some awkward, brief yet thrilling sex and are sharing a post-coital cigarette. When she asks him to go and fetch her a cold beverage from downstairs, he politely obliges.

However, as he utters his parting words: “I’ll be right back”, we all know what’ll happen next. He won’t be back. He’ll be stabbed to death by a deranged, masked lunatic wielding a large kitchen knife lurking downstairs and, soon after, she’ll be next.

It feels like a tale as old as time: the horny, misbehaving, unwitting teens; the masked madman with a vendetta; and the ensuing graphic violence involving a sharp phallic weapon penetrating young, supple flesh. The slasher movie! One of the most lucrative and prolific yet formulaic subgenres of horror. Ever since John Carpenter’s Halloween in 1978 – not necessarily the first film of this kind, but the one that launched the format into the stratosphere – countless films have tried to replicate its huge success and, over the last five decades, literally thousands of archetypal teens have died at the hands of masked maniacs.


[image: A scene from Halloween 4 showing several people wearing identical white Michael Myers masks.]


Multiple Michaels. Halloween 4: The Return of Michael Myers is one of twelve sequels to John Carpenter’s 1978 original.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A rectangular image showing a group of individuals, all wearing the iconic, pale white, expressionless ‘Michael Myers’ mask and dark coveralls. They appear to be standing in a line or group. The person in the foreground is holding a large, silver knife. The scene has a slightly muted, cinematic quality.


In the history of cinema, slashers – dating back to the late ’70s – feel relatively young, especially compared to vampire movies or gothic monster movies, which are as old as cinema itself. But while it may be considered the original slasher movie, Halloween wasn’t created in a vacuum. John Carpenter and Debra Hill’s low-budget masterpiece simply perfected a formula by combining ingredients that had long existed in previous films and other works of art.


[image: A still from a Friday the 13th movie showing Jason Voorhees swinging an axe.]


Hockey-masked killer Jason Voorhees became the true star of the Friday the 13th franchise.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
An image of the character Jason Voorhees from the Friday the 13th films. He is wearing his signature dirty, damaged hockey mask and dark clothing. He is shown from the chest up, with his right arm raised high, holding a wooden-handled axe, mid-swing. The background appears to be the wooden framing of a building interior.


So what’s the appeal of slasher movies? Firstly, it’s the slashing itself. Not all horror films rely on violence and bloodshed but, as the name would suggest, it’s an undeniably important part of this subgenre. When we watch a Friday the 13th movie, it’s unlikely we’re watching for the story, the character development or the meaty subtext. We’re tuning in to watch Jason Voorhees slice up teens in fun, gory, creative ways. We all have our favourite Friday the 13th kill. For some of us it’s in Part VII: The New Blood when Jason seals his victim inside their sleeping bag as they’re camping in the woods, swings them through the air and slams them against a tree. That shouldn’t be fun to watch, but there’s something so extreme and almost fantastical about it that we can’t help but be shocked, entertained and exhilarated. As cinemagoers, we experience a perverse, cathartic thrill from watching an operatic, over-the-top kill sequence in a slasher movie. Freudian cinephile Mary Wild even likened the sudden bursts of blood in slasher kill scenes to ejaculation shots in pornography. She described them as “a representation of something linked to sex, which gives us an abrupt look at something which is usually covered or hidden.” Slasher movies show us something taboo in a safe, yet exciting environment. They’re all about those money shots.

Of course, our bloodlust in art and entertainment came long before slashers, or even cinema. Look at the Stations of the Cross: medieval art depicting the slow, brutal execution and crucifixion of Jesus Christ, often in gruesome detail. While these weren’t designed for titillation, they were designed to shock and provoke an emotional response. Let’s not forget that Shakespeare loved a good stabbing (“Is this a dagger which I see before me?”) and by the turn of the twentieth century, one of the most popular entertainment venues in Paris was the Grand Guignol, a theatre known for its violent, gruesome, blood-drenched live performances on stage. If there’s one thing history has taught us, it’s that if you treat audiences to plenty of blood, guts and viscera, they’ll lap it up. So to speak.


[image: The movie poster for The Last House.]


Not for the faint of heart. The marketing for Wes Craven’s shocking debut feature warned audiences what they were in for.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
The movie poster for the 1972 film ‘The Last House on the Left’. The poster is predominantly black with bold, red, blocky text. The title is stacked vertically on the left side. The central feature is a white, jagged-edged box containing warning text that begins ‘TO AVOID FAINTING...’. At the bottom, text claims the director of ‘Friday the 13th’ is ‘GOING TO SCARE THE HELL OUT OF YOU... AGAIN.’ The background of the page is a solid pink.


When it comes to cinema, violence and ‘slashing’ in horror wasn’t really front and centre until the 1960s after the relaxing of censorship. Through the first half of the twentieth century, Western horror movies like Dracula (1931), Cat People (1942) or Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956) didn’t feature a huge amount of gore or violence. In fact, audiences were more likely to see shocking depictions of gore or violence in art-house films. Luis Buñel’s 1929 experimental film Un Chien Andalou, for example, showing an eyeball being sliced open with a razor, is still as wince-inducing today as it was a century ago.

In 1960, however, horror got a lot ‘stabbier’ with the success of Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho, a film that broke all the rules of storytelling and conventional filmmaking when it killed off its main character and biggest star – Janet Leigh – less than halfway into the movie, by showing her stabbed to death in the shower. The shower scene, consisting of 78 camera set-ups and 52 cuts, was something mainstream audiences had never seen before. The buzz spread through word of mouth and the infamous shower scene became a part of the draw for audiences. To this day, Psycho is known for this iconic sequence. Even people who haven’t seen the film have likely made the “RI! RI! RI!” noises and stabbing gestures with their arms, referencing the murder and the shrill Bernard Hermann violin strings that accompany it.

Psycho gave birth to a wave of ‘splatter’ movies through the 1960s and ’70s. Cashing in on Hitchcock’s success, exploitation filmmaker Herschell Gordon Lewis made gruesome, low-budget films like Blood Feast (1963) about serial killers mutilating their victims. The marketing campaigns often featured filmmaker Herschell himself, in a very Hitchcockian way, issuing dramatic warnings to audiences for what they were about to see:

“This picture – truly one of the most unusual ever filmed – should not be viewed by anyone with a heart condition or anyone easily upset!”

Meanwhile, across the pond, the Italian film industry – which never misses an opportunity to jump on a trend – began making its own gruesome splatter movies. However, these were a little less grubby and a little more artful, a little more ‘European’. Mario Bava’s Blood and Black Lace (1964) and Dario Argento’s The Bird with the Crystal Plumage (1970) became known as giallo films: films based on pulpy, yellow-jacketed procedural crime novels that usually dealt with black-gloved serial killers murdering beautiful women and bodies piling up one by one. While giallo films like A Bay of Blood (1971) did include a whodunnit mystery, they were far more concerned with lavish yet brutal kill sequences, lip-smackingly described in the books and beautifully realized on screen.

By the 1970s, grindhouse and exploitation horror in the US were everywhere: films that proudly boasted their shocking content as part of their marketing. The more explicit, the better! Wes Craven’s disturbingly violent and nasty The Last House on the Left (1972), made as a response to the brutality and violence being inflicted by Americans in Vietnam at the time, boasted the tag line ‘TO AVOID FAINTING KEEP REPEATING
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SLASHER HALLMARKS

1. THE KIDS AREN’T ALRIGHT


2. SOMETHING BAD HAPPENED HERE!


3. THE BLACKEST EYES, THE DEVIL’S EYES…


4. AND THEN THERE WERE NONE…


5. THE FINAL GIRL
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GENRE MILESTONE: PSYCHO 1960
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GENRE MILESTONE: HALLOWEEN 1978
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GENRE MILESTONE: FRIDAY THE 13TH 1980
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GENRE MILESTONE: A NIGHTMARE ON ELM STREET 1984
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GENRE MILESTONE: SCREAM 1996
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DEEP CUTS

1. THE SPIRAL STAIRCASE (1946)
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2. PEEPING TOM (1960)
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3. A BAY OF BLOOD (1971)
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4. BLACK CHRISTMAS (1974)
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5. THE SLUMBER PARTY MASSACRE (1982)
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6. SLEEPAWAY CAMP (1983)
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7. WES CRAVEN’S NEW NIGHTMARE (1995)
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8. MY LITTLE EYE (2002)
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9. THE FINAL GIRLS (2015)
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10. TERRIFIER 2 (2022)
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