hat’s your favorite scary
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The

question 1s a reference to

movie?” ifamous
the popular slasher franchise,
“Scream” (1996) that exploded
in popularity in modern times,
blasting horror movie culture into extreme
proportions. For decades, horror has capti-
vated audiences by playing on their deepest
fears, and it has evolved not just'as a form
of entertainment, but as a genre that taps
into the human psyche and echoes societal
concerns. What is it about fear that draws
viewers in, and why do people continually
return to stories where the lines between re-
ality and nightmare blur?

Although horror films are not consid-
ered the most conventional storytelling
method, according to Paly Composition of
Literature and Visual Media teacher Alan-
na Williamson, horror films can be traced
back to the earliest days of film.

“French filmmakers were some of the
carliest people to do something with film,”
Williamson said. “In one of the really fa-
mous ones [French films], there’s this shot

of somebody’s eye getting cut, and that’s
one of the first movies in the world. It was
focusing on shock, trying to elicit emotions
from the audience without sound.”

Classic horror films marked a prominent
period of horror, instilling fear in people
around the world and defining horror’s ear-
ly years.

“The classic stage of horror was really
during ‘the 30s, 40s and 50s,” Williamson
said. ““They had the classics: ‘Dracula,’
‘Frankenstein,” ‘Creature from the Black
Lagoon’ and ‘The Wolf Man’ were |[re-
leased] during that time period.”

With every passing decade, the direc-
tion of horror films are modified. Various
subcultures have emerged within the hor-
ror genre in recent years, each with some-
thing unique to offer. Amidst the constant
additions to franchises, psychological films
have been gaining traction. Xandra But-
ton, a Masters student at the University of
Glasgow studying creative writing, attri-
butes the shift in horror towards the psy-
chological genre to fresh ideas and outlets
for imagination.

“There are so many horror movies at
this point that people have to start put-
ting deeper messages in them for them to
be interesting to us,” Button said. “We’ve
seen slasher movies. We’ve seen movies
that don’t have that much depth in them,
and it’s been a bit played out. Now, we get
movies like ‘Smile,” which have more of a
meaning.”

With the shift into different types of hor-
ror comes refinement of traditional horror
films and the introduction of deeper the-
matic messages. According to Paly Video
Production teacher Rodney Satterthwaite,
traditional horror has notable nuances

“Friday the 13th,” ‘Nightmare on Elm
Street’ and those [similar| movies were
classic horror movies,” Sattherthwaite said.
“They had a clear villain, and there was
this stereotype where the villain was unkill-
able.”

Traditional horror differs from modern
horror films, which apply more societal is-
sues into the story.

“They’ve [horror films] been updated to
even include elements such as wondering
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what it means to be a woman today,
and what it means to be a person of color
today.”

Horror movies are meant to feel real,
and the societal issues that they touch on,
or even challenge, contribute to that terri-
fying “realness.”

“There’s the which
would be the way things are produced in
the scene,” Williamson said. “For cine-
matography, it’s camera angles, like the
distance of the camera from the subject,
[or] what’s in the frame of the camera and
what’s in focus versus [what’s] not.”

Editing can be utilized to express the
themes in horror films as well.

“For editing, you can have choices,” Wil-
liamson said. “Do you want things to seem
continuous and flow, or do you wantthings
to be more jumpy and feel more out of
place? Are you going to use flashbacks and
flash forwards?”

Horror films create an uneasy atmo-
sphere through the physical presentation.
of each scene. There are many inventive
choices that horror films can achieve with

mise-en-scene,

their music scores.

“I watched ‘Smile’ in the theater, and
they [the theater] had a lot of little sounds
in the background,” Button said. < Especial-
ly when other people in the mowvie thought
that the main character was having a men-
tal health crisis and didn’t believe her, they
would put this overwhelming sound that
represented anxiety, and it would build up

until the main character had these
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and then it
would go quiet again. ... It

» meltdowns,

just felt like you were wait-

/;/

o

ing for the moment that she
snapped.”
The elements of film produc-

tion draw people into scary movies
/' and cause emotional — or even phys-
ical — reactions from the audience.

. "= But why do audiences stay to experi-
S ence this terror and thrill, rather than

run away?
Danger and fear can be exciting rath-
er than repulsive. Satterthwaite claims that
humans find the idea
of risk without con-
sequences  ap-
pealing.

“There’s a
question of, ‘Why
do we go on
roller coast-
Sat-
terthwaite
said. “Why
do we do
adrenaline

ers?’”

rushing
things? /We
that
excitement

want

inFour lives,
and horror
movies are
a way to do

it that’s not dangerous. If we go skydiving,
there’s a small chance we could die. It’s low,
but it’s there. But if you go see a horror
movie, the risk that you’re going to die is
zero.”

Each genre of horror accesses human
fears in a different way. Gore, also known
as the splatter genre, implements horror
through graphic violence. Senior Aryan
Kawatra, co-president of the Paly Film
Club, believes that a gore film’s chaotic yet
controlled enyironment increases people’s
interest in the genre.

“Gore brings you into an el-
ement that you can’t experience
in real life,” Kawatra said. “The
violence feels so much more im-
pactful'because you feel like there
are real stakes in gore... you can
remove yourself from it.”

In contrast, the supernatural
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horror genre, such as “The Shining” (1980)
or “Annabelle” (2014), manipulates the
mind rather than the body, eliciting fear of
the unknown and the incomprehensible.

“Pm afraid of supernatural stuff be-
cause there’s a fear of the unknown,” Wil-
liamson said. “That’s what horror movies
play with. There’s always this tension be-
tween not knowing and not seeing things,
and your brain fills in what you can’t see
and what you don’t know. A serial killer, I
can fill in the gaps in a really literal way,
but the supernatural stuffis scary because it
feels so unknown, and my brain fills in like

the scariest possi-

bilities. ... We’re

afraid of what

we can’t see.

Horror  con-

stantly  plays

with that, and

youre always

on the cusp of
it.”

The various

contributions
to the shock
factor of the
supernatural
genre establish
a clear differ-
ence between
the film’s
world and re-
ality,. Maxwell
Allen, co-host of the podcast Horror Mov-
ie Talk, believes that the distinction brings
about a form of escapism.

“When you’re a kid, there’s lots of things
that scare you, like monsters in the dark,”
Allen said. “Then, when you become an
adult, it’s almost like the things that scare
you aren’t very fun anymore. There’s some
sort of return to childhood, when you get to
sit down and be afraid of a monster for an
hour and ahalf while you watch a [horror]
movie. It feels like you get to forget about
the things thatizeally are in life, and you get
to focus on something mystical or strange
or other worldly.”

Monsters in horror films embody mod-
ern fears. Through symbolism, real world
topics are explored.

“The movie ‘Evil Dead,” the 2013 re-
make, talks a lot about addiction and ad-
diction within families, and the symbol




they use for that is being demonically pos-
sessed,” Allen said. “It symbolizes losing
control and hurting those around you.”
Button notes other ways horror films ad-
dress viewer’s fears that are often difficult to
conceptualize.
“When seeing the trauma represented
as this monster that’s
coming at you,
depending
on who you
that
might  be

are,

easier  for
you to pro-
cess,  espe-
cially if you
have mental
health  1s-
sues,” But-

ton said.

With psy-
chological
horror on the
rise, William-
son believes that the genre reveals the true,
grounded fears of the human experience.

“The more time that passes in the mod-
ern world, the more there is to be afraid
of,” Williamson said. “Monster movies ar-
en’t the thing that’s scariest. Now, it’s AL
There’s a lot of real life commentary that’s
happening now. The world gets scarier as it
modernizes.”

Psychological horror films tackle mod-
ern issues, often referencing real events that
affected society. Films such as “Us” (2019)
directed by Jordan Peele encapsulate this.
In “Us,” the protagonist Adelaid Wilson
and her family are hunted down by the
Tethered: doppelgangers who were creat-
ed by the government to control their sur-

face counterparts. The Tethered
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are consistently displayed in red clothing
and are written to represent the red wave:
the flood of Republican voters in the 2016
presidential election.

“We in society like to wvillainize those
people really quickly,” Williamson said.
“But that’s not Peele’s message at all. The
Tethered are lit-
erally being sub-
: jugated by
the rest of
society and
don’t
the resourc-
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have

es that ev-
erybody
else  does.
And that’s
what  was
happening

&
&

culturally in

the United

States; huge

groups  of
people felt
like ‘their voices weren’t being heard, and
felt that Donald Trump would hear them,
and so they voted for him.”

Satterthwaite believes that many horror
movies include social commentary or par-
allels with current world events.

“If you look at ‘Psycho,” which is a pret-
ty popular movie, many people will say that
even though there are no Black people in
the movie, it’s a critique of the Civil Rights
Movement and those who were opposed to
it,” Satterthwaite said. “If you look at ‘Hal-
loween,” a lot of people say it’s a reflection
of the anxiety of Reaganomics in the 1980s
when interest rates were sky high.”

As more horror films begin to delve into
serious topics through various forms of ex-
pression, it is crucial to remem- ber the

heavy  implications
their messages hold.

“We

be more careful

need to
about  how
things are

depicted and

how the end-

ings may af-

fect people,

especially

if you’re go-

ing as heavy
handed as
‘Smile’ does,” But-
ton said. “I can’t imagine if I was having
a mental health crisis, and I went to watch
this horror movie, and it ended with, “Yeah,
there’s no hope for you.”

Horror is a double edged sword. When
writers are not careful, it can present sensi-
tive subjects in a harsh manner, but it also
allows for the appreciation of feelings that
typically are not sought out.

“Horror is a great way for us to think
about fear, or the emotions of fear in gen-
eral, as a society,” Kawatra said. “Even
though it’s one of the worst emotions we
have, it is vital to us. When you get an
adrenaline rush, fear creates more room for
joy and not being so serious and within a
routine. Fear pushes us out of our comfort
zone.”
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