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First Panel: Future Histories and Historic Futures: the evolution of the Gothic
"Mourning National Future" (Leslie Allin)
"Recreating the Ghost Story" (Brian N. Duchaney)
"Nostalgia for That Which Does Not Exist" (James Hrivnak)
 

“Mourning National Future: Masculinity, the Romantic, and the Gothic in British Private Theatricals”

Leslie Allin 


At the moment of Britain’s imperial crisis in the late eighteenth century, the nation’s future was decidedly uncertain. The American colonists, having declared independence in 1776, were emerging triumphant from the Revolutionary War, which ultimately meant the dissolution of not only a major block of British territory but also a major source of revenue. This also entailed the destabilization of contemporary British conceptions of national identity, masculinity and martial prowess, and of their future – which meant that these concepts had to be renegotiated. 


Meanwhile, theatre in Britain continued to be a major site of social, cultural, and political debate. Here, and in the print culture with which theatre dialogued, national and gender identities were performed and reformed. This was also true for private theatrical events. As Gillian Russell notes, “Private theatricals enabled men and women…to participate in theatre as a key social ritual which in many respects defined what it meant to be a subject in Georgian Britain and its empire” (191). 


In this paper I argue that two particular private events worked to articulate the uncertainty of Britain’s future. The 1778 Mischianza, performed by the British military in honour of General Howe’s departure from America in Philidelphia, and the 1783 birthday pageant for the painter Henry Fuseli, performed at Col. St. George’s estate in England, accessed, in different ways, gothic and romantic motifs in order to gesture to a traditional chivalrous past, explain the state of the present, and mourn for the future of the nation and of British masculinity. 


In light of Martin Myrone’s suggestion that Fuseli’s choice to mimic the traditional style of gothic romance but to simultaneously devise new content in his paintings grounded his works’ meaning in the viewer’s personal experience of the subjects’ forms rather than in a larger historical narrative (GR), my paper explores the use of gothic imagination to celebrate the power of performativity and to engender and a new kind of masculinity balanced at the intersection of passion, grief, subjugation, and pleasure. 
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“Recreating the Ghost Story:  Modern Practices for a Desensitized Generation”
Brian N. Duchaney

Curry College


Victorian ghost stories are built around several theories that heighten the reader’s perception of the horrific or frightening.  The inclusion of basic elements of setting and mood are essential for identifying the tone of the ghost story.  However, as reading moved from a more familial foundation, set in parlors with a glowing fire place, the aspects of “fright” began to erode in a culture that was now more comfortable in the dark.


Electricity, along with other factors that improved the human condition, began to erode the basic foundations of man’s fears.  While the human consciousness was still a source of what to fear, the simplistic aspects of “things that go bump in the night” could now be investigated without a candle, but with a floodlight.  Thus, as the horror story progressed, the inclusion of graphic elements became a necessity in progressing what had previously been taboo.


Following the rise of the motion picture and the subculture of the horror film, movies brought on a scourge of graphic depictions of brutality that were necessary in order to keep an audience’s attention on the horrific.  This explains the failing of readers in today’s society to fully grasp the horrific in Victorian or turn of the century ghost stories.  What previously was seen as scary had ceased to be because of modern associations with violence. 


One constant in the aspect of horror has been the notion of suspense.  This is true of all horror stories.  But, what has changed is how suspense is used as a tool in the development of the story.  For example, because of electricity, slasher films had to return to a natural state of darkness, as evidenced in Friday the 13th and the idyllic setting of Camp Crystal Lake.  This is similar to the development of the telephone and the mystery of identity as evidenced in the film Scream.  This trend can be followed with other films, such as the usage of video in the Saw series, as well as the use of internet subscribers determining the speed of a victim’s death in Untraceable.    By looking at technological advances, it is my intent to show how modern films are related to the earliest horror stories in that each medium utilizes modernity and expectation in order to challenge our individual consciousness, specifically through the ideas of fear and suspense.

“Nostalgia for That Which Does Not Exist:

The House of the Devil as Retro-Horror”
James Hrivnak
Over the last decade, the American horror film has become steeped in nostalgia for its own past, namely for the genre cycles that were omnipresent in the 1970s and 80s.  However, the meaning of this nostalgia is different from Fredric Jameson’s use of the term to refer to a past that is lost to all but “aesthetic retrieval” (19).  Rather, in contemporary American horror nostalgia is used to create a past that did not exist.  Contemporary retro-horror films such as the Grindhouse (2007) films (Planet Terror and Death Proof) and The House of the Devil (2009) use an aesthetic that evokes the history of the horror genre, while simultaneously creating a genre history that itself never existed.
Building on Fredric Jameson’s influential exposition of nostalgia in Postmodernism, this paper explores the aesthetic construction of Ti West’s The House of the Devil as part of a new practice in American horror filmmaking, whereby filmmakers create new aesthetic structures under the guise of rescuing lost stylistic practices.  By examining the film in the context of the genre cycles upon which it draws, and through the opaque presentations of its own stylistic innovation, this paper defines both a new movement in American horror, the retro-horror film, and examines the specific sociocultural impact it offers.


Second Panel: [Title TBA)

"Gaming and the Death Drive" (Jeffrey Douglas)
"The Vampire-Capital Metaphor in Daybreakers" (Chris Campbell)
"Simulacra Made Flesh" (Stephanie Butler)
 

“Wooden Reels and the Maintenance of Virtual Life: Gaming and the Death Drive”

Jeffrey Douglas
In his 1996 essay “Zen and the Art of Mario Maintenance: Cycles of Death and Rebirth in Video Games and Children’s Subliterature,” Gary Westfahl explores the present-day compulsion to repeat the garishly colourful experience of simulated death with reference to what has become a familiar moniker in the videogame industry. Examining the drive to undertake feats of death defiance in games like Super Mario Bros., Westfahl contends that the more often one’s avatar dies, “the better the player becomes; in a true Zen paradox, players must repeatedly kill their Marios in order to better maintain their lives in future games” (213). What this says about the digital gaming experience—particularly those games that function with some semblance to the proverbial “three lives” model—is that the drive to master these virtual worlds is tied to the symbolic experience of death, and that one dies (emulatively) so that one may live. Drawing on Sigmund Freud’s essay “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” my paper explores how the enjoyment derived from symbolically mastering un-pleasure via newer forms of virtual media reveals that infantile engagement with the death drive is alive and thriving in modern digital gaming experiences. Although I do not specifically address the subject of horror as a genre, my argument follows a narrative that gestures toward the futurity of the aestheticized forms of violent spectacle that tend to accompany horror. Covering topics that range from violence in children’s literature to the evolution of gore throughout the video game boom (1970s to present), and ending with an analysis of the compulsion to master terror virtually in a post-September 11 world, I attempt to deconstruct how the drive to play with death, a premise around which many digital games is structured, suggests that Freud’s theory has been packaged and marketed to an audience of the willing.
“The Vampire-Capital Metaphor in Daybreakers”
Chris Campbell
The vampire holds a particular fascination in contemporary culture, occupying a prominent position not only in the horror genre but also in the popular imagination as a romantic and philosophical figure.  Considering the vast number of cultural productions that focus on vampires within the last half-century, which only seem to be increasing in frequency and popularity, it is safe to say that the vampire has emerged as an iconic being, firmly situated in the popular imagination.  Ken Gelder draws attention to this popularity in Reading the Vampire, demonstrating “the tremendous reach of the vampire into the popular imagination; so much so that, these days, more vampire films and novels are being produced than ever before” (ix).  In approaching such a culturally significant figure as the vampire, the amount of material and the potential dangers of “reading” (or misreading) the vampire are almost overwhelming.  Due to the immense impact of the vampire on the popular imagination, and keeping in mind the many diverse ways that the vampire is portrayed (from Anne Rice’s Vampire Chronicles series to the eminently popular Buffy the Vampire Slayer to the recent phenomenon of Stephanie Meyer’s Twilight franchise), it is important to avoid a totalizing reading of the vampire figure—particularly when reading the vampire metaphorically.  I offer a metaphorical reading of the vampire figure in the recent film Daybreakers (2009), which depicts a future vampire society.  In reading this popular (albeit minimally successful) film, I intend to interrogate the vampire’s culturally iconic status and, by drawing on Marx’s oft-cited vampire-capital metaphor and Franco Moretti’s structuralist reading of the vampire in Signs Taken for Wonders, to demonstrate how Daybreakers uniquely elucidates the vampire-capital metaphor, implicating the audience’s capitalist impulse through the film’s vampiric (that is, consumer-capitalist) characters and futuristic setting.

 “Simulacra made flesh:

Vampirism in Spierig's 'Daybreakers,'and Genetic engineering in Margaret Atwood's 'Oryx and Crake' as metaphors for Simulacra”

Stephanie Butler  


In Michael Spierig's 'Daybreakers,' and Margaret Atwood's 'Oryx and Crake,' genetic engineering and vampirism provide a metaphor for the destabilization of traditional social and biological order through the proliferation of simulacra. In 'Simulations,' Jean Beaudrillard uses DNA as a metaphor for the process of simulation. The use of vampirism and genetic engineering in the aforementioned works elaborate on this metaphor by examining the implications of simulacra when applied to physical reality.


In 'Daybreakers,' most of the human population is transformed into vampires, who have farmed humanity almost to extinction (like the consumption and cannibalization of ideas).  Once they can no longer feed on humans, they must consume vampire blood.  When they consume the blood of other vampires they are altered into “creatures” that are even further removed from human. The transformation from human, to vampire, to creature, parallels the process by which signs are cannibalized and become further abstracted.

The procession of simulacra in Margaret Atwood's 'Oryx and Crake' pervades all aspects of society.  Everything from the media, to the educational system, to scientific advancement, illustrate the disintegration of the divide between the sign and the signified. New creatures, like the pigoons, are spliced, and their bodies are used to grow replacement parts for desperate and unhealthy people.  The engineered virus and subsequent replacement of humanity with the Children of Crake, takes the meaninglessness of the social reality to its furthest logical conclusion.


The anxieties surrounding the impact of genetic engineering and mutation provide a mirror for the post modern experience. The advancements made in the fields of medicine and genetic engineering provide a unique mechanism for the expression of the process of simulation; consequently, as in Beaudrillard's DNA metaphor, vampirism, genetic engineering, and the replacement of human organs with those from a donor, constitute the simulacra made flesh.

Third Panel: Cyborgs, Zombies, and Infectious Diseases: Horror and the Post-Human Body
“Come with me if you want to live;” Interrogating A Posthuman Future: Cyborg Bodies from Blade Runner to The Terminator series. (Stephanie Cork)
"Illness and State Security in Oryx and Crake" (Heather Cruikshank)
"The Cinematic Zombie and Queer Theory" (Rasmus R. Simonsen)
 
“’Come with me if you want to live;’ Interrogating A Posthuman Future: Cyborg Bodies from Blade Runner to The Terminator series.”
Stephanie Cork
The image of the cyborg utilized within Science Fiction representations such as Blade Runner and the Terminator perpetuates technophobia, a fear of futuristic super-human entities. This vision conflicts with modern biotechnological innovations. Because the cyborg is seen as a violation this non-human body brings to the fore the question of essential ‘humanness.’ Within both Blade Runner and the Terminator movies cyborg bodies are cast at odds with the humans they were created by, a tension that manifests itself most often in a battle between good and evil. Donna Haraway interrogates this cyborg trope within her Cyborg Manifesto, in which she begins to deconstruct the origins of these fears of the ‘other.’ In twenty-first century cyborg bodies exist everywhere; modern scientific technologies have perfected effective prosthesis for both everyday life and high-performance sport. Paralympic champions Aimee Mullins’ and Oscar Pistorius’ ‘cyborg’ bodies are both feared and revered; their natural frames are poised on legs of steel, wood, plastic and even woven carbon fiber. This piece looks to interrogate binaristic divisions between human and animal, organism and machine and finally the physical and non-physical through the facts/fictions that surround the image of the cyborg (Wilson 2009; Graham 1999). Disability theory can be utilized to complicate simplistic negative visions of the future, in an attempt to reconcile the fears of the cyborg body with its subversive potential. Finally, this piece will explore the meaning of ‘posthuman’ bodies, and the relevance ‘naturalness’ plays within our not-so-distant future. 
“Intimate Invasion: Symbolic Intersections of Illness and State Security in Oryx and Crake”
Heather Cruickshank

In this paper, I explore the symbolic intersections of illness and state security through the lens of Margaret Atwood’s dystopian novel Oryx and Crake (2003) and anthropological theories of boundary maintenance and transgression. As Emily Martin explains in her ethnographic account of immunity, many people in North America conceptualize the human body as a warzone where human cells are pitted against dangerous pathogenic invaders (Martin 1994). In such constructions, human bodies are positioned as self-contained entities that depend for their survival on the maintenance of clear boundaries between self and other. Encounters with otherness are figured as a source of intimate invasion, fatal conflict, and terror, while the relational conditions of human bodies are obscured (Mackenzie & Stoljar 2000). Atwood draws on such constructions throughout Oryx and Crake, rendering human bodies and immunity in militaristic terms while projecting contemporary projects of boundary maintenance and fears of transgression into the future.
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“Appetite for Disruption: The Cinematic Zombie and Queer Theory”
Rasmus R. Simonsen

Recently, in the anthology Zombie Culture, Marc Leverette has investigated the philosophical problem of the zombie from the point of view of queer theory. Leverette, however, is not interested in “queer” as a sexual marker – he focuses mainly on the zombie’s Derridean or deconstructive potential, which indeed seems to have become the favoured approach for scholars working in this field
. However, deconstruction – as becomes clear in Leverette’s account – tends to see the zombie as merely a figure of différance. My analysis – which covers the birth of the modern zombie in George Romero’s Dead films – on the other hand, diverges from a purely textual approach to theorizing the zombie, in order to more adequately consider its corporeally significant impact on the normative structures of society. 


Although the zombie does not have a sexual identity per se (since notions such as identity are rendered completely obsolete in dealing with a creature that no longer has an ego), its very presence certainly has an effect on the functioning of sexuality as well as the construction of gender within the social. At the moment of zombiefication, the sex of the undead body will have been un-assumed, while still retaining clear gender-markers (clothing and body-parts) that nevertheless now have become devoid of their usual or every-day signification. Consequently, the zombie mercilessly intervenes in the performative structure of heterosexuality, the operation of which is essential to the act of procreation itself.

Drawing on Lee Edelman’s queer critique of reproductive futurity, I argue that the zombie “comes to figure the bar to every realization of futurity, the resistance, internal to the social, to every social structure or form” (No Future 4). The zombie exudes a strikingly negative teleology, which convincingly connects with the anti-futurity thesis of Edelman’s project. That is to say, that the appearance of this particular brand of the undead brings to a close the signifying practices that inform the reproductive goal of society.

Fourth Panel: Contemporary Terror and Future Horror
 “Monsters, Monsters, Everywhere: Examining the Construction of Muslims as Monsters in the Western World” (Aliya Kassam)
"Postmodern Revelation Narration in Mouth of Madness" (Daniel Sacco)
"Post-Apocalyptic Literature and Environmental Declensionism" (Andrew Watson)

“Monsters, Monsters, Everywhere: Examining the Construction of Muslims as Monsters in the Western World”
Aliya Kassam

In contemporary media rhetoric, terrorism has been identified as a real threat. Surveillance continues to be relied upon as the premier line of defense against the constructed gothic monster: the Muslim. This paper seeks to identify the construction of ‘Muslim’ as the gothic monster. This is achieved by projecting a futuristic model of a dystopian Western World whereby, Muslims are the subject of extreme Orwellian surveillance and Nazi-like propaganda. The purpose and analysis of this paper seeks to explore history and parallel Germanic historical surveillance accounts with contemporary Western trends. This is demonstrated by drawing on surveillance practices which marginalize several minority groups; including Muslims and, additionally, to focus attention on past charismatic propaganda to show the true horror which can be unleashed. Future theory is utilized here in an attempt to fuse potential projections of social events whilst combining; legitimate fears with necessary hyperbole. This illustration is required to reveal and expose present day movements of Islamophobia and, what is problematic about the direction in which political policies are heading. Futuristic theory appears to be the perfect way to address this burgeoning concern. 

“’Gazing into the Abyss’: Postmodern Revelation Narrative in John Carpenter’s In the Mouth of Madness”

D.V. Sacco

York University
The popularity of apocalyptic themes in popular horror fiction suggests their continuing relevance to the anxieties of contemporary audiences.  In particular, horror cinema both reinforces and elaborates fears of a disruption of that order on which our reality depends.  The paper argues that an instructive and self-reflexive example of the genre is John Carpenter’s In the Mouth of Madness (1995).  Regarded by Carpenter as the conclusion of his “Apocalypse Trilogy,” the film explores Lovecraftian notions of an end to humanity, brought about by the invasion of a darker unseen order.  In the context of his career as a purveyor of horror culture, Carpenter’s starting point is the idea that fiction causes madness, which in turn causes social disintegration.   In so doing, he challenges audiences to reconsider their own negotiations with cinematic horror and to reflect on the implications of treating horrific artwork as a cause, rather than a reflection, of society’s “ills.”  The paper also argues that a key to the narrative pattern is a postmodern parody of the Christian Apocalypse of John.  However, in Carpenter’s Lovecraftian re-imagining of this text, the traditional Judeo-Christian God has been replaced by malevolent extraterrestrials .  Accordingly, In the Mouth of Madness inverts familiar Christian concepts, such as the benevolent and compassionate deity and the “word made flesh”.   The narrative expands on Lovecraft’s vision of a global apocalypse that will allow for the return of older gods, who are more malevolent than those of contemporary religious beliefs.  It will be shown that Carpenter takes this concept a step further by including reflexive nods throughout to his comparable status as the “Creator” of this particular filmic universe, in which horror fiction has become both a new religion, and inextricably intertwined with reality.  

“Post-Apocalyptic Literature: The Fate of Humanity and Environmental Declensionism”
Andrew Watson

York University

“Men go and come, but earth abides.” With these words, George R. Stewart ends his 1949 post-apocalyptic masterpiece about one man’s life after a virulent disease wipes out nearly all of humanity. The post-apocalyptic genre provides us with a chilling template with which to imagine a future in which humans struggle to survive. This genre challenges us to contemplate social and psychological norms, and reflect on the inequalities in our contemporary society. But, post-apocalyptic literature, graphic novels, and films, also allow us to consider the impact we have had on the natural world, and the environments around us.

By reducing humans to survivors doomed (or blessed?) to witness the end of civilization, authors of the genre have provided horrifying, yet thoroughly contemplative futures of what the world would look like without us. By contemplating an apocalyptic future, these authors have also provided a critique of our current relationship with the natural world.  

In three works, the implications are clear, but nuanced. Humans struggle to survive as a rarity in a ruined world. In Robert Kirkman’s on-going graphic novel series, The Walking Dead, survivors must contend with a world where all our modern conveniences have been destroyed by our unnatural selves – zombies – and our dominance has been replaced with vulnerability. In Cormac McCarthy’s bleak novel, The Road, nature has been eliminated completely. A father and son, pursue a seemingly hopeless journey across a continent incapable of supporting the two of them, let alone what remains of humanity. And, in George R. Stewart’s novel, Earth Abides, the protagonist struggles to maintain some semblance of his lost civilization as the world and people around him revert back to a wilder state. 

In each, our worst nightmares about the future become one of our best opportunities to consider our present impact on the environment.

� See Patricia Molloy’s chapter, “Zombie Democracy,” from the 2009 book, The Geopolitics of American


Insecurity: Terror, Power and Foreign Policy. Here she states exactly that “the zombie epitomizes the


undecidability of any logical distinction between life and death” (201).








