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This book is dedicated to my mentor, Lyn Hejinian 1941–2024

You wrote your name in every one of his books.





INTRODUCTION

In spring 2022, I was preparing a lecture on Rosemary’s Baby for my History of Horror class. As I watched the film for the umpteenth time, I experienced vertigo. Watching Rosemary get raped and impregnated by Satan; watching her be controlled and abused by her husband and neighbors; watching her husband grab her and shake her for not adhering to the restrictive regimen that he and the neighbors had endorsed throughout her agonizing pregnancy: All I could see in the film was a parable about the dangers of denying women their reproductive agency. So, I wrote my lecture about Rosemary’s Baby, reproductive control, and the history of abortion rights in New York State—where the film is set, and where I teach. I taught the film as reproductive horror, in which the monstrous, horrific acts in question all have to do with a woman’s sexual and reproductive autonomy—or, rather, with the violation of her sexual and reproductive autonomy. It was the best lecture I gave that semester; by the end, many of my students were in tears, and so was I. The next day, the US Supreme Court leaked its intention to reverse Roe v. Wade. I cried again, and much harder this time. And then I did what I always do when I get alarmed about a social or political situation: I turned to art. This time, I turned specifically to horror.

Now, this turn to art may seem avoidant or apolitical; for me, it’s anything but. I have long believed—and long argued, both in my teaching and my writing—that art is where the most complex social problems and traumas get worked through and processed, sometimes long before a culture is fully prepared to grapple with those problems and traumas in mainstream public discourse. Art is where we store, analyze, and hone our secret social fears and hopes, our desires and demons, long before we’re ready to talk about them clearly or articulately on the news. Studying and teaching art, for that reason, is always political, and always has the capacity to do real activist work.

Moreover, the power of art to represent and immerse us in complex social problems exceeds—and sometimes confounds—what an author’s or director’s own vision may have been, because art takes on its fullest life once it interfaces with an audience. Sometimes, it takes years—even decades—for a culture to consciously recognize that a particular work of art was handling some thorny, complex, or not-fully-articulable topic. Often, innovative works of art speak to contemporaneous sociopolitical dynamics that are just starting to get serious attention in the public eye. The power of art is to create an experiential arena within which readers or viewers can witness—and to some extent experience—those dynamics. Art, that is, both reflects and accelerates social change, and it does so by inviting readers or viewers to participate in the imaginative world the artwork creates.

Horror, though long saddled with a bad reputation as schlock or lowbrow, is no different. In fact, as a genre, horror is one of the most acutely participatory art forms out there: By design, horror triggers a physiological response in a reader or viewer. Even though we know we are merely witnessing events on the screen or the page, we feel endangered, we feel like we’re right there with the horror protagonists. When I watch Rosemary’s Baby, I feel Rosemary’s entrapment, her dehumanization, her vulnerability, and her fear.

So I asked myself: Was Rosemary’s Baby the only horror film so clearly tied to the battle for women’s reproductive rights in the 1960s or 1970s? As I began racking my brain, I quickly realized the answer was no. Without half trying, I came up with a set of six films—all released between 1968 and 1980—that were inextricably linked with the fight for women’s rights in the United States. All the films had in common a gut-twisting awareness of women’s vulnerability to physical, reproductive, and psychological torture in their own homes—an awareness that something was rotten in the state of American domestic life. Those films are Rosemary’s Baby (1968), The Exorcist (1973), The Stepford Wives (1975), The Omen (1976), Alien (1979), and The Shining (1980).

These six films are some of the greatest horror movies in American film history—classics of the genre that have inspired countless subsequent films. All of them have been sequeled, prequeled, remade, or reinvented more than once. Many of the originals were nominated for and awarded prestigious film awards. The blazing hot soul of horror in these films was the restriction and controlling of women’s bodies, minds, and rights. And in all these films, this restriction took place in the domestic sphere. In fact, in these films, the supernatural—a mainstay of the horror genre—simply offered a lens through which to view the altogether too quotidian and too private realities of domestic violence and reproductive abuse. The true horror of the films was not ultimately otherworldly but domestic.

These films depict horrific acts—sadistic, predatory, dehumanizing acts—of violence against women. Violence against women, of course, is typical of the horror genre writ large: As Hitchcock himself famously said about how to make horror films, the crucial thing was to “torture the women!” Given that horror gleefully fetishizes the torture of women, it’s not obvious to think of horror as a feminist genre. To be sure, there is some excellent feminist philosophy out there that teaches us to think about the “final girl” who survives to the end of a slasher movie in a triumphal light, and there is other work that teaches us to think about female monstrosity as something powerful and countercultural. But if you ask the average person—especially those who do not gravitate toward horror films naturally—whether horror is more feminist or misogynist, odds are high that they will say misogynist, and maybe even degrading. And with good reason: You do see a lot of torture of female bodies in horror.

But horror also has a deep and enduring relationship with American feminism. In fact, American feminism and American horror have been—for more than half a century—allies on issues of domestic abuse, reproductive control, and women’s restricted rights relative to men.

I say “allies,” though, with two qualifications: First, although the films in this book do make viewers witness, fear, and lament the entrapment of women in the domestic sphere, the directors of several of these films are notoriously misogynistic and predatory. This is an irony I’ll talk about in depth later, but for now, I simply want to remind us that a work of art should not be reduced to the intention of the person who made it. All works of art wind up meaning more and different things than their creators intended, because art, once it escapes the artist’s studio or writer’s pen, goes on to interface with a broader culture. In that environment, the work of art takes on meanings that far exceed the conscious planning of any single creator.

Second, in most cases, the female characters in the 1970s films are not resistant; they are victimized, usually unwilling or unable to fight back very much against the domestic horrors that consume or control them. Their power is generally not what we’re being invited by the films to witness. Instead, we’re supposed to witness their fear, their entrapment, their vulnerability. And we’re supposed to witness those things as emergent properties of the domestic sphere. For centuries, the home has been set up as the safe place for women—safe from violence, safe from sexual assault, safe from danger. These films are all taking issue with that ideology. These films are all, in fact, centrally concerned with the home and the family as places of horror. For that reason, we should think of them as domestic horror.

We can all probably conjure up a list of horror subgenres, some better known than others: haunted house horror, sci-fi horror, serial killer horror, monster horror, slasher horror, and zombie horror, just to name a few. But domestic horror has consistent and particular characteristics that set it apart from many other modes of horror.


	It takes place largely within a confined dwelling place, in which a female protagonist has restricted freedom.

	There is at least one male antagonist who is also within the dwelling place, and he cannot easily be removed.

	The horror that the film inflicts on its female protagonist centers on children, reproduction, or sex, and it includes an element of physical battery.

	All the films are either explicitly or implicitly thinking through contemporaneous legal conflicts in the United States about women’s rights.



Indeed, the six films featured in this book reflect and seek to advance three intersecting legal and sociocultural changes that happened in the US in the 1970s. First, they are concerned with reproductive rights. In fact, these six movies—released from 1968 to 1980—neatly flank the passing of Roe v. Wade, in January 1973. Second, they are concerned with the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) and with the efforts throughout the 1970s to pass it. Third, they are concerned with early legislation that criminalized domestic violence and with the change in American consciousness that made that possible. In fact, these domestic horror films highlight the deep, thrumming interconnection between these three bodies of law: equal rights, reproductive rights, and the right to physical safety. In the worlds these films create, if you deny a woman any one of these, you deny them all, and, in so doing, you create horror.

I’m throwing around the term horror here as if its meaning is obvious and well established. But in truth horror is a big, baggy genre with countless examples, and no watertight definition. Some critics say horror is about abjection; some say it’s about the experience of the uncanny. According to many critics and viewers, horror is closely linked with pornography, since both are designed to trigger a physiological response in viewers. I think that’s a fair baseline, that horror is defined in part by making us feel things in our bodies. But American domestic horror is a wonky subgenre. In my view, it is ultimately much more akin to tragedy than it is to something like pornography.

Aristotle defined tragedy by saying that it makes viewers feel fear and pity, so that they can experience a catharsis at the end. The Greek words for fear and pity are phobos, cognate with phobia, and eleos, which means “compassion,” “mercy,” and “clemency.” So, it’s not just straight “pity,” with all the condescending freighting of that term in Modern English. No one wants to be pitied; everyone wants to experience compassion, mercy, and clemency. Eleos is a social and interpersonal good, because it teaches people to feel empathic about and merciful toward their fellow citizens. Tragedy makes you a better person and a better citizen. Tragedy is prosocial.

Domestic horror works similarly—as we’ll see. We feel phobos and eleos: fear in the obvious sense, and eleos in the sense of feeling deep compassion for the endangered protagonists. We feel not just pity for them, but actual compassion and empathy. Shared feeling. Like tragedy, domestic horror makes us experience another person’s vulnerability as our own, so that we wish for their suffering to end. Like tragedy, domestic horror trains us to care about people who are maybe not exactly like us but share in the commonwealth we recognize as our humanity.

But there is a crucial difference between tragedy and horror. Tragedies tend to end neatly. Sure, everyone dies, and there’s often quite a lot of blood on the floor at the end (think of The Oresteia, Hamlet, Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet, or The Atheist’s Tragedy), but there’s usually an accompanying sense that the violence is done now. The social order will be restored, maybe even improved upon, because of the tragic events foregone. Tragedy is defined, remember, by its creation of catharsis—purification, cleansing, or purging—in the audience. We have our catharsis, and we move on. We can release a hard-earned sigh of relief at the end of the play.

In horror, by sharp contrast, we do not get our catharsis. Instead, we get what I call the horror hangover. Things end messily and chaotically, with a sense that the horror hasn’t ended—and that maybe it never will. When we leave the theater after seeing a horror film, we feel nervous as we walk up the steps to our house. We wonder if someone is lurking in our apartment. There is no sense that order is restored, no sense that we are safe now; the unease lingers. Horror stays with you, keeps you hyper-vigilant against threats, keeps you in a state of activation and vulnerability, for some period after the film is over. And in some cases, the activation and vigilance and vulnerability stay with you a long time. That’s the point, in fact, of horror. And that’s why horror and tragedy, though analogous in so many ways, are radically different in ultimate effect.

What’s so important about the domestic horror films in this book is that they make viewers—whether or not the viewers are female—carry the fear and vulnerability embodied by the women in the films home with them. They center on a woman’s perspective, making audiences feel wracking physiological and psychological compassion for the women characters who are abused and terrorized. The films, although they showcase women’s suffering, do not simply fetishize that suffering, but rather humanize it, make it palpable, exportable to the viewers’ own minds and bodies. They invite viewers into the lived, embodied experiences of abused women; women barred from power, barred from speaking for themselves, barred from defending themselves; women who weren’t taken seriously by the people from whom they sought aid—doctors, police, lawyers, psychiatrists, husbands, coworkers. These movies took what was going on in American cultural, political, and legal history in the late 1960s and 1970s, and they made those things feelable. They made women’s suffering come alive to viewers who might not otherwise ever have stopped to think about what or how women suffered in the United States, behind closed doors, in the twentieth century. They made that suffering seem like an emergency. And then they made that suffering follow viewers all the way home and nest there.

The original six domestic horrors in this book gave voice to kinds of domestic violence that pervaded American culture but were essentially unnamed and unspeakable in the 1970s, because the available language for describing domestic and reproductive violence then was far, far less developed than it is now. These films amplified the emergent political discourse around women’s rights to domestic safety, as well as to reproductive and bodily autonomy. They highlighted and narrativized the power disparities between women and men, women and doctors, women and the church, and women and the patriarchy. In doing so, they turned isolated whispers and tense conversations into loud, public screams. This is the great power of art: to give voice to those social and cultural problems for which a critical vocabulary does not yet exist.

But even within the wide-ranging category of “art,” there was something uniquely powerful about cinema in the 1970s. When you’re reading a book or viewing a sculpture at a museum, you’re doing it, in effect, alone. Nowadays, when we watch movies, we often stream them in our homes, also alone. But in the 1970s, when the films that are central to this book were released, when people watched films, they watched them together, in a pop-up community of filmgoers at a movie theater. When you watch a film in the theater, and you see someone next to you crying, it affects you. And when you watch a horror film in the theater, when you hear everyone around you screaming or groaning, or see them jumping around in their seats, that affects you, too. Cinema has an amplifying effect on affect, on emotion, on an audience’s empathy with the main characters on the screen. So when I say that these six films turned whispers into screams, I mean it quite literally. These films turned whispers about reproductive violence and domestic abuse into screams that reverberated around movie theaters, among millions of shocked viewers, all around the United States, creating a durable, widely disseminated, highly public meditation on the dangers facing women in their own homes throughout the 1970s. And in doing so, horror became the cinematic genre that did the most to organize and give voice to the burgeoning discourse against domestic violence, against reproductive control, and against the dehumanization of women in the 1970s.

To write a book about horror and feminism in the 1970s might seem a little quaint, a little out of vogue. The truth is, I wish it were quaint. I wish it were a random little antiquarian project undertaken by a fusty scholar. But the vertiginous reality is that now, in the 2020s, we are once again living through the 1970s. Since the Dobbs decision was handed down in 2022, women’s bodily autonomy is in a grave state of peril. Because of that decision, now, again, American women live in a political reality in which their reproductive agency is under systematic threat. Whether you believe unflinchingly in a woman’s right to choose, whether you believe that a fetus is ensouled as soon as its heart beats, or whether you are somewhere on the complex spectrum that separates those two positions, it should be terrifying that governments, rather than a woman and her doctor, are making lifesaving or life-threatening medical decisions on a woman’s behalf for the foreseeable future. Before abortion was decriminalized, as we will see in this book, many, many American women simply died during their pregnancies. We’ve forgotten that history; we’ve forgotten what it was like to read newspaper articles about young women being found dead through botched, illegal abortions. But we’re living through our own version of that era now, with death rates of pregnant women and babies climbing again, since 2022.

The return to the ’70s isn’t only about reproductive rights, either. The numerous laws that passed in the 1970s and 1980s to protect women from violence in the home are gradually being undermined by complex legal and social forces; on top of that, the modes by which domestic violence takes place are ever evolving and are getting harder and harder to detect and prosecute. Very, very few states in the US have laws capacious enough to protect women—particularly married women—from things like cyberstalking, hacking, cyberbullying, surveillance, technological abuse, sexual violence, or other controlling and dehumanizing behaviors that a domestic partner may inflict upon them. On top of that, women still haven’t won equal rights under the law: Despite the fact that the ERA came before the Senate again as recently as 2023, it still failed to be made into law. Joe Biden’s Hail Mary proclamation that the ERA should be considered ratified does not, in fact, have the force of law. And the ERA seems unlikely to get ratified by the current legislature. So now, again, American women live in a reality in which their political, physical, medical, and legal equality are under threat. In truth, they have always been. But now, we’re looking at a regression to an environment the likes of which we haven’t seen since the early 1970s.

That is precisely why, in the past few years, we’ve seen a resurgence in domestic horror genre. The penultimate chapter of this book will analyze the bridge films that bring ideas of domestic horror into the twenty-first century—Paranormal Activity, Creep, and Creep 2—showing how, by holding misogynist filmmakers accountable for their exploitation of women in situations of domestic peril, they helped make room for a new generation of powerful feminist domestic horror directors. The final chapter will examine the three thrilling domestic horrors of 2024: Immaculate, The First Omen, and Apartment 7A. Each of these films either explicitly or implicitly remakes at least one of the original six domestic horrors from the 1970s, and all of them—inspired by the 2022 Dobbs decision—centrally address reproductive rights. These three films recognize the weird cultural vertigo we’re all living through right now: Our calendars tell us we’re living in the 2020s, but our political discourse feels of a different era.

My greatest hope in writing this book is that I can impart some of the horror I felt watching and teaching Rosemary’s Baby in the spring of 2022, when I realized my students won’t grow up confident that women have autonomy over their own bodies, when I realized that they will likely grow up reading newspaper articles about young women dying from illegal pregnancy terminations. We are descending into a new, twenty-first century domestic horror. As an educator, a scholar, a mother, a woman, and a feminist, I will be damned if I let that happen without making some noise about it. And that, of course, is exactly what these films have trained Americans to do. They have trained us to scream at the horrors inflicted on women’s bodies. So come: Scream with me.





CHAPTER 1 This Is No Dream; This Is Really Happening: Rosemary’s Baby

Rosemary’s Baby (1968) is an uncontested classic. Directed by Roman Polanski, adapted from Ira Levin’s immensely popular 1967 novel of the same name, and starring a diaphanous Mia Farrow (Rosemary Woodhouse), a seething John Cassavetes (Guy Woodhouse), a manic Ruth Gordon (Minnie Castevet), and a terrifying Sidney Blackmer (Roman Castevet), this film is routinely cited by fans and critics alike as one of the greatest horror films of all time. The story is simple enough: A young couple moves into a New York apartment building; the wife gets pregnant by Satanic rape; she struggles through her pregnancy; she gives birth to the Antichrist. It’s so simple—albeit disturbing—that it almost sounds silly. But in its fully realized form, it’s a brilliant film on all counts, from cinematography to script, acting to sound design, direction to editing, as horror buffs and critics have recognized for fifty years. Roger Ebert wrote in 1968 that it was a “brooding, macabre film, filled with the sense of unthinkable danger… It is a creepy film and a crawly film, and a film filled with things that go bump in the night. It is very good.”

Ebert’s review is fairly typical: What most critics admired about the film was its creepiness—the witches, the Satanism. But Rosemary’s Baby isn’t just a film about witchy Satanists; it’s a film about violence toward women. The film both reflected and consolidated public attitudes toward forced pregnancy, toward the relationship between women and the medical establishment, and, most of all, toward a woman’s right to be in charge of her own body, her own mind, and her own pregnancy. In fact, Rosemary’s Baby gave voice to a reality already well known to but unnamed by many American women: a reality in which they were forced to become pregnant and then to stay pregnant by their abusive husbands. Nowadays, we call this type of abuse reproductive coercion, or reproductive violence, but that language didn’t exist in 1968.

Reproductive violence happens when a man forces his female partner to engage in sexual activities she does not wish to engage in with the goal of impregnating her, or when a man sabotages a woman’s birth control. It also happens when a woman is denied appropriate access to gynecological or reproductive medicine in an attempt to control whether or not she has a baby. Rosemary’s Baby was the first American film to thematize reproductive violence and reproductive control as horror. It’s a film in which a young woman is drugged by her husband, raped by Satan, and forced to endure a pregnancy of intense physical pain until she gives birth to an inhuman child. No matter the supernatural elements at play, the message is the same—Rosemary is in danger for one reason and one reason only: She is a woman of childbearing age.

To see Rosemary’s Baby’s reproductive horror in sharpest relief, we need to look at the battle for reproductive rights in New York State in the years leading up to the film’s release. Rosemary’s Baby is set in New York City, and that’s no accident: New York was where a great deal of the loudest and most successful protesting about reproductive restriction was happening in the United States. Abortion was illegal in New York State in almost all cases in the 1950s and 1960s, permissible only if the mother’s life was in provable and immediate medical danger. Getting an abortion legally, in practice, was next to impossible. Of course, the illegality of abortion didn’t mean abortions didn’t happen; it simply meant that abortions didn’t happen safely. There were examples of this in the news everywhere—and in particular, they were plastered all over The New York Times. In April 1951, police raided a Stuyvesant Town apartment, in which an “abortion ring” had been operating, consisting of three doctors and three aides; the doctors were taken into custody and interrogated and eventually brought up on charges. In 1953, a doctor was arrested on a murder charge because a woman had died during an abortion procedure he illegally performed on her at his office. In April 1954, a Bronx woman was found dead in her apartment, with abortion as the presumed cause of death. In 1956, two abortion providers accidentally killed their patient, and then so feared prosecution for providing an abortion in the first place that they dismembered her and hid her body parts. Case after case emerged of women being found dead, where abortion was known or strongly suspected as the cause of death.

Dozens of these articles were published in The New York Times and other papers throughout the 1950s, creating an atmosphere of fear and terror. New Yorkers were regularly reading horrific accounts about young women’s bloodied bodies, left to die, by doctors who were imagined as rogue, renegade madmen, helped by nurses of the night. Mainstream media showcased lack of access to legal abortion in safe hospital settings as what it was: truly, a horror show.

In June 1960, the American Medical Association (AMA) decried abortion law as too strict and began to advocate for doctors’ rights and obligations to provide abortion care to pregnant women. The American Medical Association called for abortions to be legalized whenever medically or humanely necessary. The AMA pointed out that the main 1960s argument against abortion—that it was dangerous for the pregnant woman—was grossly exaggerated, and that women were far more likely to die through a botched abortion than a medically sanctioned abortion, and far more likely to suffer psychiatric illness after a live birth than after an abortion. Notwithstanding this plea from the AMA, abortion remained illegal in every state throughout the 1960s. But the pressure was on to change things.

The controversy around thalidomide intensified that pressure. In the early 1960s, many pregnant women were prescribed thalidomide, a drug later proven to cause severe birth defects in children. Doctors, women, and advocates began to suggest that women who took thalidomide should be allowed to access abortion in order to prevent the birth of severely deformed children. One particularly well-publicized case was that of married actress Mrs. Robert Finkbine, who found out she was pregnant after having taken thalidomide and sought legal permission to get an abortion in the state of Arizona. It was denied, and she and her husband publicly announced that they would seek a legal abortion for her elsewhere. Two weeks later, in Sweden, a panel agreed that Mrs. Finkbine’s mental health justified an abortion; when the fetus was aborted, the Swedish surgeon confirmed that it was indeed severely deformed. This narrative was papered all over mainstream news media, largely because of Mrs. Finkbine’s celebrity status as Miss Sherri, from the children’s television show Romper Room. Everybody loved Miss Sherri, which made it harder to hate her decision.

In response to the thalidomide controversy, the New York Academy of Medicine urged the legalization of all “therapeutic abortions,” which would be performed any time the mother’s physical or mental well-being was endangered by the continuance of the pregnancy or any time a fetal deformity was suspected. The next year, the Times ran an editorial advocating for the legalization of all therapeutic abortions, noting that 87 percent of people polled about the New York Academy of Medicine’s recommendations favored their passage. In later 1965, a full-scale war erupted in the editorials page of the Times, with some taking strong stances about the urgent need to decriminalize abortion and others stating that aborting fetuses on the chance they might develop abnormalities in the wake of things like thalidomide usage or German measles (also known to cause birth defects) was murder. By the end of June 1965, the Times ran an article about doctors becoming more and more willing to stretch the law, ostensibly reflecting a softening in public and medical attitudes toward the procedure; by the end of that year, the Times ran strongly worded editorials condemning the “cruel” laws of forty-five states in which abortion was illegal unless performed to save a woman’s life. This article pointed out that approximately ten thousand American women died per year due to illegally performed abortions. Let that statistic sink in: ten thousand women per year.

In 1966, there was a widespread effort to liberalize abortion law in New York. Doctors and psychiatrists spoke up to back abortion law reform. Polls showed that most Americans—even Catholics—supported the liberalization of abortion laws. That summer, the New York Obstetrical Society backed the liberalization of abortion law. In the fall, the American Lutheran Church came out in support of therapeutic abortions; two weeks later, the American Medical Women’s Association spoke up in favor of liberalizing abortion law. Toward year’s end, the New York County Medical Society urged New York law to change so that a woman could legally obtain a therapeutic abortion, as well as in cases of rape or incest; the New York State Council of Churches spoke out in support of that position a week later. Enough is enough, even ecclesiastical organizations started to say; we have to do something to protect women from untimely and preventable death.

Despite efforts to liberalize New York’s abortion laws, in March 1967, the abortion bill was killed on the legislative floor in New York State by a vote of 15–3. Fifteen to three: It wasn’t even close. All those dead women; all those deformed fetuses; all those stories of maniacal, murderous doctors operating terrifying abortion rings… Somehow, it hadn’t done the trick yet. People weren’t quite horrified enough. They needed a little push.

One New Yorker was poised and ready to push: novelist Ira Levin. In 1967, at the height of the abortion controversy, he published his wildly popular novel Rosemary’s Baby. He has said of the genesis of his novel that he “was struck one day by the thought… that a fetus could be an effective horror if the reader knew it was growing into something malignly different from the baby expected. Nine whole months of anticipation, with the horror inside the heroine!” For Levin, from the be-ginning, it was the unwanted baby, not the Satanism itself, nor the witchy neighbors, that was the real horror. To the best of my knowledge, Levin never came out and called Rosemary’s Baby a topical novel about the overstrict abortion laws in New York or in the United States broadly. But maybe he felt he didn’t need to announce it so baldly: His much earlier novel, A Kiss Before Dying (1953), also centers on a young woman who dies because of an unwanted and unplanned pregnancy. So, writing novels that were about abortion availability was kind of Levin’s modus operandi.

Just after Levin released Rosemary’s Baby, things in New York shifted a little more: Governor Nelson Rockefeller urged his legislature in 1968 to liberalize abortion law in New York. Referring to the then-current state of affairs as a “human tragedy” because of the needless loss of women’s lives due to unsafe abortion, he begged his colleagues to modernize the state’s eighty-five-year-old abortion statute. Within the month, Governor Rockefeller appointed a ten-person committee to study the potential effects of liberalizing New York’s laws; that committee was rumored to be pushing toward far broader and more capacious reforms than those that had been rejected the year before. Despite this, the abortion reform again failed in the New York State Senate in April.

But over the course of 1968 and 1969, something shifted in New York, so that, by 1970, New York became the second state not to liberalize abortion law, but in fact to legalize abortion. The something that shifted was multivariate: grassroots organizing, ongoing controversy surrounding thalidomide, the ever-accelerating women’s rights movement. But a piece of that shift, signal-boosting the changes in consciousness and attitude that were already circulating around the United States and were particularly intense in New York, was the release of Rosemary’s Baby in mainstream theaters across the US in summer of 1968.


Rosemary’s Baby’s Dark Catholicism: The Unholy Family of Guy and Rosemary Woodhouse

Rosemary’s Baby opens with a panoramic shot of the Manhattan skyline, culminating at an archaic-looking building—the now-famous Dakota building, called the Bramford in the film. At its base, from a camera positioned far above them, we see two people turning to walk into the building. Set almost entirely within the confines of the Bramford, domestic horror is coming for us, initially signaled via a creepy lullaby that rolls on during the opening shots. The lullaby is simply a breathy soprano, chanting “La, la, la, la, la, la” for several minutes, with very spare, slightly discordant organ music underneath. It is not especially soothing, and it points toward the general emotional tone of the film: things seem, on the surface, to be calm and gentle, but there’s a turbulence and dissimulation just underneath. Something that feels just a little off.

The two people entering the Bramford are a young couple named Rosemary and Guy Woodhouse (Mia Farrow and John Cassavetes), who are looking at apartments around New York. We learn that Guy is a struggling actor—a B-list actor, at best. He makes most of his money doing commercials, but he has big dreams of being a leading man. When their Realtor asks Guy, “Have I seen you in anything?” Guy responds—lying—that he’s been in Hamlet and The Sandpiper. Rosemary steps in to set the record straight, saying, “He’s joking. He was in Luther and Nobody Loves an Albatross and a lot of television plays and commercials.” It’s a brief exchange, but an important one—Rosemary undermines Guy in front of another man, bruising his ego, the ramifications of which have devastating consequences.

Rosemary’s costuming in this scene is noticeably childlike, innocent, and even virginal. She sports a blunt, blond bob and bangs. She’s clad all in white, with a white dress, a white purse, and white shoes. She carries white gloves in her hand. Everything about her projects stereotypical female purity. She’s beautiful, but also delicate and pale; she smiles constantly and talks in a lilting, gentle, childlike voice. A young, innocent woman, soon to be the mother, we imagine, of a young, innocent family.

Through these costuming choices and the decision to have Mia Farrow play up her childlikeness, the film accentuates a dynamic also present in Levin’s novel: Rosemary parallels history’s most famous and childlike mother, the Virgin Mary, mother of Jesus. Rosemary’s name of course registers that parallel; her costuming throughout further emphasizes the connection. Indeed, not just in the opening scenes but throughout the film, Rosemary almost always appears in white or white and blue, the archetypal colors of the Virgin Mary in Christian history. Farrow pulls off this Modern Mary aesthetic effortlessly, looking like a delicate lily bobbing around her apartment after she and Guy move in. Moreover, it is not an accident that Guy’s last name is Woodhouse; Joseph was, famously, a carpenter. The novel and film offer a modern reboot of a very old, very familiar, and acutely Christian story: a carpenter and his virtuous young wife, looking for a place to stay so they can start their family.

In all of these Christianizing choices, of course, Levin’s novel and Polanski’s adaptation of it run headlong at the institution most directly responsible in the 1960s for the ongoing horror inflicted on American women by the criminalization of abortion: the Catholic Church. Indeed, long after Protestant churches and synagogues had lined up to advocate for the liberalization of abortion laws in New York, the Catholic Church steadfastly opposed it. Levin himself has said that he was perfectly conscious that he was “standing the story of Mary and Jesus on its head” in how he told Rosemary’s story, and he certainly had reason to in 1967.

In the 1968 film, Rosemary’s Marian purity contrasts sharply with the ponderous darkness of the apartment she and Guy move into. On their first night in their new home, Rosemary and Guy order Chinese takeout and eat it on the floor of the living room. The shot is dark; the floors are dark; the scene is set in room tone, highlighting the young couple’s sudden separation from the world outside, the starkness and unfamiliarity of this new place, its eerie quiet. Throughout their interaction that night—even after Rosemary has proposed that they “make love”—Guy seems stilted, disengaged. And Rosemary, in all her purity and sweetness, seems somehow isolated and vulnerable, even though her husband is right there with her. Or maybe because he’s right there with her.

Even so, in the days that follow, Rosemary is eager to make a bright, clean, safe home for the family she so desperately wants—she covers drawers with white and yellow contact paper, she whitewashes the walls. The whole place gets a facelift, but as we watch Rosemary do all this domestic labor, we still can’t help but notice how painfully alone she is. She feels it, too, so she accepts an invitation to have dinner at their much older neighbors’ apartment next door. Roman and Minnie Castevet—the neighbors—are exceptionally weird people. They chat up Rosemary and Guy all evening, plying them with compliments and conspicuously overfilled cocktails.

Roman, in particular, butters Guy up, saying he saw him perform in Nobody Loves an Albatross, and that he had been “struck by a gesture” that Guy had made during the performance. Roman goes on to assert, “You have a most interesting inner quality, Guy. It appears in your television work, too, and it should carry you very far indeed; provided, of course, that you get those initial ‘breaks.’ ” Guy’s sense of inferiority about his profession—recently agitated by Rosemary’s comment to the Realtor—makes him vulnerable to the form of seduction that Roman Castevet exercises over him. His wounded male ego is the fertile ground into which the metaphorical seed of Satanism is planted, though it will be Rosemary’s body that bears its fruit.

After dinner, Minnie starts pumping Rosemary for information while they do the dishes. She wants to know Rosemary’s family’s fertility history and whether she expects to have children soon. Rosemary appears understandably taken aback by these intrusive questions, but Minnie is such a loudmouthed person to begin with, we can almost see Rosemary convincing herself that it’s not so unusual for Minnie to pry like this. Through the conversation between Rosemary and Minnie, we learn that Rosemary comes from a large and markedly fertile family of devout Catholics, though Rosemary herself is a lapsed Catholic. She wants to get pregnant soon; Guy is more hesitant about it.

Meanwhile, Guy is in the living room talking with Roman. We don’t see or hear what goes on between them—they are out of our sight line, and out of Rosemary’s as well, though she does angle her head around to try to see what’s going on in there. What Rosemary and the audience do see is a thin ribbon of smoke that bends around the door frame from the living room into the hallway, signaling that the two men are deep in a hushed conversation, smoking. The smokiness, on second or third viewings of the film, seems a clear anticipation of the diablerie soon to come.

After talking with Roman, Guy suddenly gets a huge boost in his career, after which he suddenly grows excited about having a baby with Rosemary. He says to her, “I’ve been a creep… I’ve been tearing my hair out about my career. Let’s have a baby. Let’s have three babies, one at a time, all right?” Rosemary is understandably stunned at this sudden shift and doesn’t respond. Irritated by her lack of response, Guy instantly becomes belligerent: “A baby, you know? Ma-ma, Da-da, poo-poo, you know…?” Rosemary, in the trembling voice of someone without power being given something she desperately wants by the person who has power over her and who might take the gift back at any second, says quickly, “You mean it?… You really mean it, really?” Unable to contain his unkindness, Guy responds, “No, I’m kidding,” and then, “Sure, I mean it,” causing Rosemary to cry in what looks like a combination of relief, gratitude, and submission to Guy’s idiosyncrasies.

After Rosemary has been carefully tracking her menstrual cycle, she and Guy both know when she should be fertile, and they have a romantic dinner at home in preparation for the baby making to follow. That night, Rosemary wears not blue or white but red—top to bottom. It’s a jarringly conspicuous and very pointed costume change, one that again anticipates the devilry around the corner. Guy lights the fire in the fireplace, briefly illuminating his face with the match flame and causing a transient devilish glow to play on his facial features. The flue turns out to be closed, so the room begins to fill with smoke—again, anticipating the Satanic events to come. The couple drink their cocktails by the fire; they eat their candlelit dinner, but throughout, there is an awkwardness between them, a formality, a rigidity. Rosemary seems nervous; Guy seems like his mind is elsewhere. Eventually, Minnie brings over some chocolate mousse for them. Turning suddenly despotic, rather than detached, Guy insists vigorously that Rosemary eat it despite her detecting what she calls a “chalky undertaste.” “That’s silly,” he says. “There is no undertaste… Come on! The old bat slaved all day! Now eat it!” Watching the film, even on a first viewing, the viewer knows Rosemary is being drugged; we just don’t know why. And we certainly don’t know why Guy is so aggressively on board with the drugging. He starts criticizing her for being picky; with a sigh of surrender, Rosemary picks up the mousse again and digs in. Surreptitiously, when Guy is turning over the record on the record player, she dumps the mousse into her napkin, like a sneaky child, and pretends she ate it all, asking, “Do I get a gold star, Daddy?” This line always makes me puke a little, but it does important work for the film: It reminds us that we are in the deep belly of patriarchy, and that Guy is the patriarch—the paterfamilias, the father who is head of the household—and that Rosemary is in his thrall. Very soon after this, we see her stumbling around the apartment, clearly drugged. Guy carries her to bed, unsurprised and unconcerned about his wife’s stupor.

Rosemary then has what seems at first to be a hallucinatory dream. The camera continually rotates, surveying a small yacht crowded with people. A rippling water effect is superimposed on the shot, too, giving off a feeling of submersion and drowning. The scene is silent, and our visual field keeps rotating—the film is trying to impart to us the feeling of the spins that Rosemary is having while drugged. It is making us physiologically align with her, amplifying our bodily empathy with her. Rosemary sees herself on the boat, belowdecks; but at the same time, she can tell that Guy is untying her clothes. She is told in the dream that “Catholics only” can come along on the journey. The camera keeps moving around in circles through the next several shots; we feel a little sick, a little off balance. Her wedding ring is unceremoniously pulled off her finger. Soon she finds herself in a dark, subterranean room. There is a mattress in the room, which she is laid down on, surrounded by her naked neighbors, most notably Roman and Minnie. Guy is there, too. The camera continues to spin. The neighbors begin chanting in an angry-sounding whisper; it’s almost as though they are threatening her. Her legs are lashed down—and that is when it becomes clear: Rosemary is at the center of some kind of rape ritual, supervised by Roman, Minnie, and numerous other inhabitants of the Bramford. All eyes are on Rosemary. She, meanwhile, looks stoned, catatonic.

Now, we see Guy walking toward her, half in darkness. As he approaches, he begins to look crusty, like he has a skin disease. His hands rake over her body. Suddenly, it’s not his hands, but the hands of some kind of demon, complete with claws, hair, and dark brownish carbuncles. These hands claw mercilessly along Rosemary’s flesh, and we watch it all in an extreme close-up. This demonic creature mounts her slowly and begins to rape her. Rosemary looks feverish throughout much of this scene but has a moment of clarity when she sees his red and yellow face, his goatlike eyes, and she says, “This is no dream! This is really happening!” She is being raped by Satan. Her husband sanctions it; her neighbors facilitate it. She sees it clearly, with the camera zoomed close on her eyes, then Satan’s, then back to hers. Her eyes are wide with horror; she is alert and clearheaded. Someone covers her head with a dark cloth, however, and knocks her unconscious.

So, just to make things very plain: This film recounts a story of a virtuous, modern-day Mary who becomes pregnant through rape. This choice is significant, and not just because of its aggressive anti-Catholic messaging. By New York State’s own abortion laws in 1968, Rosemary would not have been able to get an abortion on grounds of rape alone. Rape was not justification enough for abortion in 1968 in New York, nor was physical danger, nor psychological harm. Nor, indeed, was the prospect of having a baby born with deformities—which would seem likely when the child’s father is a claw-handed, leather-skinned, goat-eyed demon. The Satanic fetus, whose true range of deformities could only be known after the birth of the child, allegorizes the thousands of thalidomide pregnancies across the United States that women were forced to carry to term, anxiously waiting to see how compromised their babies would be by the drug the women had taken. Like them, Rosemary is going to be forced to carry to term a pregnancy of unknown viability.

This was no dream. This was really happening.

So Rosemary’s Baby takes on the two major justifications for the abortion liberalization that New Yorkers advocated for in the 1960s: the rape justification and the fetal anomaly justification. Rosemary’s experience, while unique in its supernaturalness, would have been arrestingly familiar to an audience in the 1960s, an audience that knew that New York State was having such trouble liberalizing abortion law. Even for audiences outside of New York State, the legal landscape of the abortion-law liberalization movement was well known: Many states were discussing abortion reform since abortion-related deaths were happening all over the country, every day. Rosemary’s Baby depicts the situation facing
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