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            I DON’T READ HORROR (& OTHER WEIRD TALES)

          

          BY LEE MURRAY

        

      

    

    
      At its simplest, horror serves to elicit fear, mankind’s oldest and strongest emotion.

      At a national book festival, a reader dashes from the bookstore, approaching me in a flail of pashmina. She’s so sorry she won’t make it to my panel, she tells me as she juggles a bag bulging with new books, but she’s chosen instead to attend another session “because I don’t read horror.”

      A cousin pops into my socials ahead of a prolonged hospital stay: “I need something to read,” she writes. “Can you suggest a title by one of your friends? But NOT horror.”

      A local editor is surprised to discover my work. But then she makes a point to never read horror, so that would explain it. “Ha ha,” she adds, as if merely writing the word horror might conjure a slick of grisly entrails.

      No one has to read horror. People should read whatever they like. I read widely myself. But why this immediate dismissal of the genre, the look of shock tinged with distaste, the nervous giggle? The denial. “I don’t read horror.” It’s as if horror is a Brussels sprout that must be pushed quickly to the side of one’s plate.

      As a writer of horror, I try not to take it personally. Sometimes, even writers sidle past the term, labeling their work suspense, dark fantasy, or realism. One colleague insists his brand is “literary” horror, not to be elitist—he isn’t the sort—but with horror being literature’s ugly stepsister, perhaps he hopes for a better reception if he squeezes his work into something daintier to appeal to the courtesans.

      Yet horror doesn’t lack for readers. A recent report cites it as literature’s fifth bestselling genre, accounting for $79.6 million in US sales.

      Perhaps the problem lies in the narrow definition of horror decided largely by industry professionals—publishers, booksellers, and librarians—those who select the titles to shelve under the horror rubric.

      “Have you heard of Ebenezer Scrooge?” I ask the horror deniers. “What about the White Rabbit? Because who hasn’t read Charles Dickens’s gruesome cautionary tale, A Christmas Carol, or Lewis Carroll’s weird classic Alice in Wonderland, much-loved titles first published in 1843 and 1865, respectively, and still in print today?

      For centuries, we’ve been happily terrorizing our children with stories like “Little Red Riding Hood” and Pinocchio, telling our toddlers their bad behavior will get them eaten by wolves or skinned and turned into drums. And what is “Hansel and Gretel” if not a Grimm tale of child abandonment? Horror deniers have invariably read these books. “But those are classics,” they argue. “Fairy tales and fables. They’re not proper horror.”

      Only they are horror, because horror transcends genre.

      A literary commentator once accused me of not writing proper horror. I ponder what he meant by that. Was he implying that horror must include gothic backdrops, haunted houses, or chainsaws dripping blood? It’s true these elements don’t feature much in my fiction. I usually set my stories in rugged Kiwi landscapes, wedging my characters between culture and myth.

      At its simplest, horror serves to elicit fear, mankind’s oldest and strongest emotion. H.P. Lovecraft, in his 1927 treatise Supernatural Horror in Literature, speaks of “a profound sense of dread, and of contact with unknown spheres and powers; a subtle attitude of awed listening, as if for the beating of black wings or the scratching of outside shapes and entities on the known universe’s utmost rim.”

      Horror ranges in type—supernatural, cosmic, pulp, extreme, humorous, apocalyptic, folk, satanic, kaiju, and crime, to name just a few—and also in its intensity. In a well-cited 2014 social media post, Stephen King categorized fright levels from the gross-out of “a severed head tumbling down a flight of stairs” to the horror of the unnatural, such as “spiders the size of bears,” and topping out at the terror of “when the lights go out and you feel something behind you, you hear it, you feel its breath against your ear, but when you turn around there is nothing there.” While it’s hard to argue with horror’s most successful living author, the spectrum may be even wider and more nuanced, running from quiet through-a-glass-darkly unease at one end through to the blood-spattered scream-your-lungs-out terror that UK editor Stephen Jones described at the 2016 StokerCon convention as “eyeballs on a plate.”

      Horror is more than a hierarchy of scares; it’s a grown-up genre addressing real-world issues, asking hard questions, and the growing focus of academic study. In a world that is increasingly confronting, confusing, and complex, reading and writing horror can help us find meaning and catharsis. In Why Horror Seduces (Oxford University Press, 2017), researcher Mathias Clasen explains: “We are born to be fearsome, but the things we fear are somewhat plastic and modulated by culture. That is why horror fiction changes over time and from culture to culture.”

      With horror being affective—related to moods and feelings—the things we fear are also inherently personal, based on our experiences and also the time and place in which we live. For example, as citizens of “the shaky isles,” where Geonet registers around 20,000 earthquakes yearly, New Zealanders fear the big one, the quake that will trigger a volcanic event that might wipe us all out, whereas Australians might focus their anxieties on drought, forest fires, and venomous species residing in their letter boxes. For many women in the United States, Margaret Attwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (Mifflin Harcourt, 1985) is starting to look like real-life horror, and at a time when attacks on people of Asian descent are escalating, readers have responded with fervor to the horror stories in my anthology Black Cranes (Raw Dog Screaming Press, 2023, co-edited with Geneve Flynn).

      “What frightens you might not frighten me,” writes New York Times bestseller Jonathan Maberry in Tim Waggoner’s Writing in the Dark (Guide Dog Books, 2020). “What scares me might delight you. Horror fiction, therefore, is an exploration of those things that unnerve and disquiet us, written in a way that allows the reader to get into our heads and nerve endings, and to drive around in our phobias for a while.” Horror creatives need to be aware of universal human triggers, but mostly they mine their own fears, bringing readers along for the ride, and “we don’t just like the ride; we need the ride,” says Scare Me filmmaker Josh Ruben in his introduction to Doug Murano’s Hideous Book of Hidden Horrors (Bad Hand Books, 2022). “Horror serves as a “reminder to appreciate the air in your lungs and the feeling of planted feet.” We need to “touch a little evil sometimes, only to close the book, shut the door, and survive.” My Path of Ra (Raw Dog Screaming Press, 2017) co-author Dan Rabarts, agrees. “What is the point of facing down demons,” he says in Newsroom, “if we can’t hang their corpses from our battlements, so that others know they can be tamed?”

      “Horror stories allow us to confront our deepest fears through the buffer of fiction,” says three-time Bram Stoker Awards®-winner Waggoner, but he warns that “wrestling with the darkest questions of human existence—why is there violence, pain, cruelty, and death?—can be emotionally overwhelming.”

      Is that why people are so quick to declare they don’t read horror? Because its themes are too emotionally overwhelming? Or is it they’re ashamed of their secret fascination with nasty eyeballs? When we ask friends and family to list books they’ve read, they’re proud to rattle off literary classics like Tolstoy’s War and Peace or Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, but they’re less inclined to mention a steamy urban romance or the book of Dad jokes stashed under the bed. Likewise, reading horror is a guilty pleasure we mustn’t admit to.

      Writing horror is an act of subversion. In the introduction to their Bram Stoker Award®-winning title Monster, She Wrote, Lisa Kröger and Melanie R. Anderson state: “Women are accustomed to entering unfamiliar spaces, including territory they have been told not to enter. When writing is an off-limits act, writing one’s story becomes a form of rebellion and taking back power.” Indeed, Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein, published anonymously in 1818, wasn’t just any monster story: the work foreshadowed the electric resurrection behind our modern-day defibrillators and purportedly spawned a genre.

      Its transgressive underpinnings mean horror welcomes fresh approaches from new voices, including LGBTQ, disabled, indigenous, and diasporic narratives. Horror creatives are a diverse group with weird and innovative tastes—another reason people might distance themselves from horror, because if they embrace the macabre, it might imply they, too, are weird.

      In a 1987 interview with Phil Konstantin, Stephen King said, “I have always felt a little bit uncomfortable with that question [why I write these stories] …it is asked of the writer of horror stories because it seems that there is something nasty about our love for horror stories, or boogies, ghosts and goblins, demons and devils.”

      Not everyone likes Brussels sprouts, either. But horror can be an acquired taste, so don’t dismiss it out of hand. You don’t have to tell anyone you’re reading it. Just watch how sprinkling horror into your reading diet can help you find meaning, embrace new communities, offer fresh perspectives, and nourish your soul. You might even slay some demons on the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HEROES AND VILLAINS IN THE LAND OF THE PANTHER: THE FUTURE OF BLACK FANTASTICAL NARRATIVES IN SUPERHERO FRANCHISES

          

          BY TODD SULLIVAN

        

      

    

    
      A woman cries, “Help me, someone stole my purse!” She’s cornered in a dank alley blocks away from the Daily Planet, but with his super hearing, Clark Kent hears her desperate pleas anyway. He drops his pencil, pushes back his chair, and rushes out of his cubicle. He narrowly misses bumping into Lois Lane, who teasingly admonishes him for his bad sight and clumsiness. Clark gives a stuttering apology, steps into an empty elevator, and presses the button for the uppermost floor.

      He rips open his shirt to reveal the bright yellow and red ‘S’ on his chest. He leaps through the trap door, and faster than a speeding bullet, he’s through the elevator shaft, out of the building, and racing through the wide blue sky. His red cape flaps in the wind. The bright sun bathes his black skin and dreadlocks as he speeds to the rescue.

      There is a growing trend in the entertainment world to replace fictional characters that are traditionally white with black characters. A black Superman, a black Spider-Man, a black James Bond. The idea behind this is understandable. The vast majority of money-making fictional narratives are populated by white characters. Many of these fictional franchises were created in the mid-1900s, when African Americans didn’t have the opportunity or the means to have such material published. In the present day, re-envisioning already existing and recognizable storylines in order to diversify the mega-blockbuster movies being churned out today allows black actors to have a chance at wealth and superstardom.

      Despite the fact this is a noble goal, is it really the best solution? When black people are portrayed in narratives written by white writers, or when they take up the mantle for characters intended for white people, plot holes are bound to manifest.

      Take a black Superman. On the one hand, you can simply hire a black actor to play Clark Kent, and keep the story exactly the same otherwise. Writers can also create a whole new fictional character from Krypton who is, for some reason, on Earth. They already did something similar with a Supergirl, Krypto the Superdog, and Power Girl, all coming after the original Superman.

      In a modern-day scenario, the new character is black, though the question of why a dark-skinned person was born on Krypton raises a few questions. Humans evolved from primates covered with fur and had light skin until we migrated out of the rainforest to the Savanna. Did Kryptonians on the planet Krypton, with its cooler-in-temperature red sun, have a similar evolutionary development? Since it’s a fictional planet, any narrative background can be written, but trying to avoid contrivances becomes increasingly difficult in justifying the existence of black people, and potentially Asian, Mexican, etc. people on Krypton, if one day we wish to further diversity the Kryptonian race.

      Similar narrative plot holes cropped up when white writers attempted to create black superheroes in the past, Black Panther being a prime example. Truthfully, Black Panther was a massive leap forward in the Marvel Cinematic Universe. Portraying its first black superhero in a motion picture featuring mainly black actors, the film went on to gross 1.3 billion dollars and is currently the 13th highest-grossing film of all time. The titular character, Black Panther, was specifically written in the 1960s to be a black superhero. The character was also created by two white writers: Stan Lee and Jack Kirby. This has, unfortunately, lead to one of the most unfortunate plot lines in superhero history.

      As the story goes, 10,000 years ago, a substance called vibranium dropped from the sky as a meteorite. An African tribe in the fictional land of Wakanda found the vibranium, which granted them incredible powers and made them capable of fashioning advanced technologies. In order to conceal this valuable and limited resource, they kept vibranium a secret.

      Only a white writer could have conceived of a narrative storyline where an African nation sits by idly during the brutal colonization of the continent in the 1800s, the slave trade which started two hundred years prior in the 1600s, the middle passage to America, which resulted in the estimated deaths of 2-4 million Africans, the subsequent slavery in the United States and its territories, apartheid in South and West Africa, the turmoil of the Jim Crow and Civil Rights era, and the current social and economic problems facing Africa in general today.

      Only a white writer would have envisioned a technically superior African nation that would then sit by and do nothing while some of the worst atrocities in human history were taking place on the continent against Africans, all because Wakanda wanted to keep vibranium a secret from others.

      Despite attempts to justify the Wakandan’s decision, the fact that a black or African writer would surely not create such an absurd scenario is undeniable. Within the parameters of the storyline written by Stan Lee and Jack Kirby, is Black Panther really the hero?

      If a black Superman was created, who would be the villain he would fight? Lex Luther is bad, but the systematic social injustices facing black people would seem like a better place to start, and those battles are probably better fought in local, state, and national government, not with street thugs in back alleys.

      Instead of putting black people in narrative universes written by and for white people, a better long-term goal is to develop black fantastical narratives that make more logical sense in the storytelling. Not only would these narratives be more realistic in their approach, but they would also allow for spin-offs equivalent to popular franchises like Tolkein’s Middle Earth, the MCU, George R.R. Martin’s Game of Thrones, J.K. Rowling’s Hogwarts, etc.

      Fostering the talents of black writers who pen these fantastical stories is a better long-term strategy to develop authentic black narratives than simply sticking black actors in traditionally white narratives. As a short-term fix, a black Superman is fine, as there is a lot of money and international recognition behind these massive projects. But in conjunction with a black Superman, there should be narrative fantastical universes centered around a black perspective written by black writers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TURNING RED AND NAVIGATING MESSY MOTHER-DAUGHTER RELATIONSHIPS: HOW PIXAR CENTERS ASIAN FAMILY DYNAMICS WHILE NEGOTIATING INTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA

          

          BY ARCHITA MITTRA

        

      

    

    
      Like most teenagers, I went through a ‘punk’ phase where I rebelled against parental authority. However, I was no match for my American penfriend, who had already dyed her hair blue, gotten a tattoo, stolen money from her mother to pay for booze, snuck out of home to attend concerts, and became pregnant after hooking up with a stranger at a friend’s party—all before she turned 13.

      She couldn’t believe me when I told her that I wasn’t allowed to go to sleepovers, let alone attend the Poets of the Fall concert that one time an internationally famous rock band chose to come and perform in my hometown.

      “I don’t get it,” she told me. “Why do you need your mum’s permission and approval for everything, anyway?”

      I sighed in exasperation, unable to explain how and why my family dynamics differed so vastly and culturally from hers.

      Over a decade later, in a post-pandemic era where most of my friends and I still live with our parents with work-from-home jobs, Pixar released Turning Red (2022)—a light-hearted animated film about a young Asian girl defying her family’s explicit wishes to attend a boyband concert. It raised questions about managing one’s own independence and family expectations that brown girls have struggled with all our lives. I watched this film with my friends while connected over a Discord call; we laughed and cried in equal measure, as the familial circumstances that Mei had to navigate were all too real and relatable.

      We felt seen.

      Milien (or Mei), the 13-year-old protagonist, constantly struggles with living up to her mother’s strict standards and pursuing her own desires. Although a straight-A student with a loving cohort of friends, she often has to skip after-school hang-outs to help with household chores. On the cusp of puberty, Mei naturally loves boys enough to draw mushy fanart in a school notebook which she has to keep a secret from her mother, who believes her to be “too innocent” for such things. Unable to have open and honest conversations about certain topics, she is forced to repress her emotions, lie whenever possible and live a double life when it comes to balancing school and parental pressures. Early on, she announces, “Honoring your parents sounds great, but if you take it too far, well, you might forget to honor yourself.”

      It’s not very often that mainstream Western media breaks out of its comfort zone to make a film that centers Asian family dynamics at its helm in any meaningful way except perhaps as a tokenistic diversity nod (a reality that is changing, albeit very slowly). That Turning Red manages to talk about the complicated mother-daughter bond that is a lived reality for so many brown communities (diasporic or otherwise) without drawing unfair moralistic comparisons to traditional white family dynamics is nothing short of brilliant.

      Each individual experiences the nebulous and fraught period of ‘teenage’ differently, although much of it depends on cultural upbringing. My white friend couldn’t understand why my relationship with my mother had to be so different from hers. As we grew up on opposite sides of the planet, the insecurities and issues we battled with diverged.

      Of course, this isn’t to say that Turning Red speaks for all brown families (given that differences in class, socioeconomic privileges, and financial security play a huge role in determining parent-child power dynamics) but that it surely resonates with a fairly large middle-class majority, especially on three counts: how the children’s own desires are often subsumed in a bid to adhere to the image that their parents have constructed for them; how this self-effacement is directly a result of a lack of boundaries; and how it ends up perpetuating the familiar cycle of inter-generational trauma.

      When caught in a dilemma, Mei frequently thinks from her mother’s perspective to the point where she neglects her own needs or becomes harshly critical of herself. Such is her desire to be in her mother’s good books that she doesn’t correct her when her mother falsely accuses her best friends of “corrupting” her or blames the boy (she secretly drew fanart of) for “taking advantage” of her. In her bid to be a perfectionist, Mielin has to carefully balance between being an overachiever and having an active social life. Thus, Turning Red highlights how daughters often end up internalizing their parent’s voices to the point where their own selfhood becomes dormant, effaced, or subsumed into the mother’s will.

      Moreover, the film emphasizes how the teenager’s self-effacement is a function of a lack of privacy and boundaries. While growing up, brown kids are not usually privileged enough to have their own rooms. Even though Meilin has her own room, she doesn’t have personal space, since Ming, her mother, can barge in on her anytime or go through her things if suspicious. This predicament is made more acute when Mei (in her first transformation to her red panda form) seeks refuge in the bathroom. Ming, under the impression that her 13-year-old daughter has just started on her period, ignores Mei’s protestations and pulls apart the curtains of the bathtub (behind which Meilin was hiding) with the noble intention to help. In another violation of privacy, Ming looks under Mei’s bed, stumbles upon the paraphernalia, pointing to a plan to attend a pop concert by any means, and discovers that her daughter has been skillfully lying to her all this while.

      Thirdly, Mielin’s fraught relationship with her mother reveals the vicious cycle of inter-generational trauma they both are trapped in as a result of their repressed emotions. Meilin learns early on that it is virtually impossible to communicate with her mother as a friend or an equal. Unable to question Ming’s authority, the only way Mei can sometimes get what she wants is by people-pleasing or crude manipulation. However, such negotiations aren’t always successful, as exemplified by the fact that she creates a colorful flowchart to explain why she should be “allowed” to attend a pop concert and is promptly told off. Marvel’s Ms. Marvel miniseries starring Iman Vellani’s Kamala Khan as a brown Muslim superhero also has a very similar scene where the protagonist’s ardent request to attend a comic convention is met with utter bewilderment and disapproval from her immigrant parents.

      In Turning Red, Mei’s entry into puberty is marked by her transformation into a red panda whenever she feels intense emotion. By controlling her emotions, she can exert some control over her transformations, although she isn’t quite successful. Later on, Meilin learns that every woman in her family has a special “red panda” form that they must shut out in a special coming-of-age ceremony overseen only by close family members. Thus, the “red panda” form, passed down as an ancestral legacy, stands not just as a symbol to preserve family traditions but also as a metaphor for repressing one’s authentic self.

      When it is Meilin’s turn, it is revealed that her mother’s red panda form was an enormously vicious creature that had to be tamed and locked away. Ming also had an uneasy relationship with her own mother (Mei’s grandmother) for choosing to marry a man she loved against her parent’s wishes. This is a fate that is easily relatable to so many brown kids whose parents act as though they have a say in everything and their will is the law. Ming is strict because she herself had disappointed her mother; hence, she was treating Meilin as a vessel to fulfill her own desires instead of seeing her daughter as a separate person with needs often different and contradictory to her own.

      Mothers often interpret this difference (in life goals, desires, or even something as trivial as musical preferences) as a form of animosity or a challenge—a questioning of their authority as they never learned to separate their needs from other people, not through any fault of their own but as a function of the patriarchal conditioning that teaches women to put the needs of the family over their own. As a result, their unpaid labor is taken for granted as a labor of love, their sacrifices are unacknowledged, and their needs are neglected. The inner world of the family becomes the only world they know, while external conflicts take a backseat, and they naturally expect those around them to do the same (Sons, to a certain extent, can escape this, while daughters bear the greater brunt of their mother’s regrets and unfulfilled dreams).

      As a family-friendly children’s film from Pixar, Meilin is granted a happy ending. But the way Turning Red achieves this is worth noting and analyzing. When Mei finally speaks up, she is able to distinguish between her own needs and her mother’s wishes and asserts herself accordingly. Yet, while a western feminist tale might equate “empowerment” with “successful rebellion,” Turning Red showcases the importance of extending empathy, especially to those who were never given it.

      Instead of just fighting for herself, Mei helps her mother resolve her own issues and even receives support and solidarity from her relatives. The family members acknowledge their flaws and blind spots and are ready to give Mielin the space she needs to be herself.

      The very fact that Mei retains her animal form while the others do not shows her breaking a toxic cycle of trauma and making her own path without necessarily cutting ties with her family or cultural ancestry. Moreover, to take the shapeshifting metaphor further, it highlights Mei’s role not as someone who appeases both sides (which is what she tried to do earlier and failed disastrously) but as a woman who makes both spaces (her Chinese family traditions as well as the dominant western world where she lives) her home. Instead of simply resisting and fighting parental authority, the film posits a process of mutual self-aware and empathetic collaboration as a means of healing and freedom.

      Initially, Ming may come off as overbearing, but the film ensures that her humanity shines through in most scenes without her devolving into a “Tiger Mom” stereotype. As a deep and ever-widening rift opens up between Mei and her mother, Turning Red suggests that it is possible to bridge that gap instead of simply turning one’s back on cultural traditions that no longer align with one’s personal goals. The messy feelings that characterize so many mother-daughter relationships are often fraught with emotional violence and resentment that go both ways. To navigate the battleground of divisive opinions, both sides need to acknowledge how they are both capable of hurting the other for true healing and empowerment to commence.
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        * * *

      

      Naturally, while watching the film, my friends and I had to pause at several moments to dry our tears or talk about how relatable a particular moment felt. A common thread that cropped up was our mixed feelings towards our mothers while accepting that they have always acted in our best interests. While writing this article, I realized that this was one of those conversations that I simply couldn’t have with my white American penfriends.

      At Mei’s age, I was often candid about my heartbreaks with my mother. Yet, as I grew older, while I remained emotionally as close, there were times I often guarded my tone or worried about how her interpretation of an event might potentially affect our relationship.

      My friend Subarna Banerjee who had a similarly emotional reaction to the film, said, “Even though it is based somewhere else, I constantly kept feeling, ‘that is me.’ My mother is my best friend, much like Mei was to her, and although she was not as overbearing, she was just as protective. I could relate to Mei when she was sobbing by the bed, apologizing to her mother’s picture, after having fantasized about a boy and being caught, because that’s what being best friends with your mom does to you—you want to be your own person, but you hate to disappoint her or let her down in any way. When Mei chose her mom over her friends, I felt for her because I understand not wanting to lose your mother’s favor which you have always had, even if it means betraying your own self.”

      This sense of ambivalence that we first noticed as adolescents (when attending concerts and sleepovers was strictly off-limits) is something that we carried into our adult lives when we began to address the aspects of our personality (such as Mei’s red panda) that we had shut out as they did not fit into our parents’ narrative about us. It was this quality that Subarna identified with the most while discussing the film. She said, “I relate to Mei having a whole other side of her, her Panda, completely hidden from her mother (or she pretends she doesn’t like her other side in front of her mom) because she thinks her mother won’t approve. When she transforms, and her mother finds out, it broke my heart to see her curled up and crying because she heard her mother say, ‘Did you SEE her? That was not Mei!’ To her, it felt like her mother was disgusted by her when, in reality, she was probably just worried, and it came out wrong. And then, of course, I relate to Mei sneaking out to live her life. Like they say, overprotective parents make sneaky children.”

      This over-protectiveness can have various consequences. Sometimes, children do grow estranged from their parents and move out to build a life elsewhere. In other cases, they may reach a mutual understanding or a careful negotiation of boundaries. There are also families where having healthy disagreements is the norm, without either party feeling disrespected. Another friend, Alina, weighed her opinions after watching the film: “As an arty kid who drew a lot of, ermmm, questionable fanart, I related to Meilin a lot! That feeling of loving your mom but not really understanding her, resulting in an increasingly antagonistic relationship, hit HOME, man. It’s hard to see your mom as a person outside of her role as a MOM, at least in my experience.”

      The finale of Turning Red suggests that with time, Mei and Ming evolve to have a relationship built on mutual understanding and maturity. With one of my college friends, that certainly was the case. When I asked her about her relationship with her mother, she said, “My mom is my best friend, and the older I have got, the closer I have become. Our relationship has improved because she has gotten increasingly liberal with the years, while I have questioned so much of the Western (and white) feminist ideals I once swore by. So it feels like we met each other halfway.”

      Of course, it is important to acknowledge that the cultural and generational gap that is bridged by the third-act climax of the film isn’t always possible. For some viewers, the ending and final message that Turning Red leaves us with might seem like escapist wish fulfillment. I personally found it cathartic, as did Subarna, who said, “This is why the ending BROKE me. While it is unrealistic in an Asian household for a mother to be that understanding and even apologize, something in me needed that moment where Mei bursts out her truth, and in the end, her mother says, ‘The farther away you grow from me, the prouder I will be.’ I wish my mother had said that to me. Don’t get me wrong, she’s still my best friend and incredibly understanding, and she’s a better parent every day. But I still wish she would say that and mean it, once.”

      Talking to her, I realized that even though it has been years, I’m still sad about the Poets of the Fall concert. While I understand why my parents wanted to shelter me (and also the fact that the tickets were very expensive) and I’m not angry with them, there is still that wistful longing to turn back time and do things differently.

      Turning Red reminded me of my teenage years and the frequent disagreements I had with my mother that are often difficult to encapsulate with labels such as “toxic” or “dysfunctional,” which, in turn, encourage a very one-dimensional view of things spurred by the capitalist pursuit of individualism. This isn’t to say that one should stay in abusive family situations or decry professional help, but rather realize that not all situations have black-and-white answers, and each family must come to a unique solution by having open conversations and being kind to each other.

      In fact, the very conflict between Meilin and Ming acknowledges the complexity of Asian family relationships (which is rarely talked about without inviting Western judgment and censure) and celebrates it for what it is—a messy reality bound by both love and resentment that we must learn to navigate in our own ways. It reminds viewers that our notions of what constitutes “boundaries” and “privacy” are culturally constructed and often differ from one generation to the next. Meilin is able to successfully regain her autonomy without succumbing entirely to a violent retaliation against those she loves, and that is, indeed, a special kind of victory.

      The happy-ever-after in Turning Red may not always be possible or feasible, but is certainly heartwarming and worth aspiring to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAT HORROR

          

          BY CHRISTINA SNG

        

      

    

    
      As a lifetime cat lover, it thrills me to no end when I see a cat in a movie. I tell my cat Kit, “Look, there’s representation there!” She ignores me and later asks for a scritch. What I loved most about the movie Alien was the cat Jonesy doing cat things in the movie. Its sequel, Aliens, would have been a much better movie if Ripley just brought Jonesy along. Between you and me, I confess I only watched Pet Sematary for glimpses of Church, the cat who is probably the coolest cat villain on film. Captain Marvel, well… Goose wasn’t really a cat. But we can pretend he is for most of the movie. In Chilling Adventures of Sabrina, Sabrina’s cat Salem isn’t even a real cat but a digitized version.

      “There aren’t enough cats in movies,” I lament to Kit, who comes to sit on my lap, perhaps glad I’m fighting for her rights. No, she just wants to be petted with my eyes staring adoringly at her.

      I’m too distracted, but I pet her anyway. It’s hard to type when the cat is blocking the keyboard with her body.

      Why are cats so awesome in horror?

      Well, if you think about it, they’re the perfect predator. They can eat everything smaller if given the chance. Their bodies are built for hunting. And they’re absolutely fearless of everything except other cats and evil humans.

      Zombies, vampires, werewolves? Pfffttt… no challenge for a cat who can take on a Xenomorph.

      The fact that they are utterly unafraid of this monster in front of them and will still attack them is why cats are awesome.

      Have you seen videos of tiny cats intimidating the largest of dogs? Surely they know they could be killed by one swipe of that giant paw but they still try anyway. This courage has only been seen in final girls on film and television, who are usually as unequipped and small as a cat, but somehow manage to save themselves and, sometimes, the day.

      We need more cats in film! Sure, cat actors are hard to find, but it is possible. If you want cat lovers—and you know we are rabid, lifelong fans—to watch your movie, put a cat in it.

      Imagine cats in your favorite horror movies running circles around the monsters with enough time for a nap in a tree.

      Imagine a cat nudging the front gate open in 28 Days Later, letting the zombies in to eat the soldiers.

      Imagine a cat biting off the xenomorph’s head just as it emerges from its host in Aliens.

      Imagine a cat yawning on the stairs and going back to sleep after Jack trips over her in The Shining, snapping his neck as he hits the bottom.

      Imagine a cat hanging out with Hannibal Lecter and maybe sharing morsels in The Silence of the Lambs.

      Imagine a cat slashing Freddy’s ankles and darting away in A Nightmare on Elm Street before letting him pet it.

      Consider the exciting possibilities of Dawn of the Cats, Night of the Living Cats, An American Cat in London, or Cat vs Predator—the Cat wins, of course! The Predator suit will be scratched to shreds by the time filming is over.

      Filmmakers, I hope you hear us. Make a cat the hero of the story. They can outrun a zombie, outbite a vampire, howl fiercer than a werewolf, and outsmart any evil monster. What more could you want in a protagonist? They’re cute as hell too. Look how well Netflix’s The Sandman episode Dream of a Thousand Cats was received.

      Add a cat, gain a following. Our cats will thank you for it! Actually, they won’t. But their humans will, and you will have created a brand new genre right there: Cat Horror.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE DARK FANTASIES OF SUSPIRIA AND THE BEYOND: COMPARING ITALIAN HORROR FILMMAKERS DARIO ARGENTO AND LUCIO FULCI

          

          BY PATRICK BARB

        

      

    

    
      The signature dark-fantasy-infused hits of Dario Argento (Suspiria, 1977) and Lucio Fulci (The Beyond, or E tu vivrai nel terrore! L’aldilà, 1981) play a not insignificant part in guaranteeing these filmmakers’ seats in the Italian horror pantheon. 

      While both started their horror careers in the Giallo sub-genre (that sexy “whodunnit,” black-gloved precursor to American slashers), Suspiria and The Beyond exist as waking nightmares, drawing from the traditions of the fairy tale, weird fiction, and dark fantasy.

      From the witch’s coven at an elite dance academy in the dark German woods (where one can imagine Hansel and Gretel losing their trail of breadcrumbs) to the New Orleans hotel as a stand-in for the cursed castle, Argento, Fulci, and their collaborators draw as much from the Brothers Grimm and other folklore traditions as they do from the gory horror tropes for which their films are also noted.

      Once Upon a Time

      Both Suspiria and The Beyond feature dream-like atmospheres. Argento has noted the application of fairy-tale motifs into the mise-en-scène of his tale of a witches’ coven running a dance academy. While the Argento classic is more commonly noted for its connections to dark fantasy and folklore, Fulci’s zombie-filled masterpiece shares many ties as well.

      Suspiria begins, as any good horror film should, on a dark and stormy evening. As the film’s protagonist, the American dance student Suzy (Jessica Harper), arrives in Germany and exits amid a downpour, she’s transported to a land rich in vibrant colors and
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