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The General Theory of Horrific Appeal

Noël Carroll

[A]n awareness of the paradox of horror had already dawned on 18th-century theorists. The question they asked about tales of terror… was in fact part of the more general aesthetic question of how it is possible to derive pleasure from any genre—including not only horror but tragedy as well—whose objects were things that ordinarily cause distress and discomfiture. That is, encountering such things as ghosts or Desdemona’s massacre in “real life” would be upsetting rather than entertaining. And, of course, what is disgusting on-screen or or on the page is genuinely disgusting. It is something we would ordinarily seek to avert. So why do we seek it in art and fiction? How does it give us pleasure and/or why does it interest us?

In order to answer these questions, I think it is quite helpful to return to some of the very authors that first asked them—to see what they have to say. I will undoubtedly have to modify and amplify their accounts. However, a review of their thoughts will serve to orient us toward what I believe is at least part of a comprehensive answer to the paradox of horror.

In order to appreciate the way Hume’s observations on tragedy can contribute to answering the paradox of horror, it is important to keep in mind that the horror genre, like that of tragedy, most generally takes a narrative form…. That horror is often narrative suggests that with much horror
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