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The storyteller. he is the man who could let the wick of his life be 

consumed completely by the gentle ~ame of his story 

(Walter Benjamin) 

In his masterful essay The Death of Tragedy' 
George Steiner dates the decline of dramatic tragedy 
back to the seventeenth century. Tired of mankind's 
cruelty, divinity took refuge in some distant corner of 
the universe, so far away that not even its messengers 
were able to reach us. It was the new scientific spirit 
that provoked its exodus judging its existence 
unnecessary; for some obscure reason tragedy itself 
was one of the fruits that divinity was to take on its 
ftight. Be it as it may, there is no doubt that tragedy, in 
its various different forms (Attican, Roman, 
Elizabethan, or French classic), demanded sine que 
non the indispensable yet intolerable existence of the 
Gods. So, ever since reason has ruled omnipotent in 
the Western world and the shadow of the Gods is no 
longer cast upon us, the Lights have suffocated it. 
Nevertheless, one of the unexpected consequences 
of the decline of tragic drama which surprises us is 
that2: in the measure that tragedy lost its privileged 
status in our modern world and reason began to take 
over the future, modern philosophical thought 
revealed itself as being profoundly tragic, as can be 
discerned by the philosophical trends since the 
French Revolution, from Hegel to Nietzsche, from 
Kierkegaard to Heidegger, from Schopenhauer to 

Freud.3 Just one century after the agony of dramatic 
tragedy in classical French theatre, philosophical 
thought appeared as its heir. Who could now possibly 
doubt of this evidence? In fact, Antigone is at the base 
of Hegel's theory on the State or on Kierkegaard's 
idea of guilt, just as the tragedy of Oedipus allowed 
Freud to illustrate the universal confti<;.t of desire or 
Euripides's Bocchonts exemplified Nietzsche's idea of 
Dionysian power. 

So, philosophical thought took over from dramatic 
tragedy and in its place tragedy was to be substituted 
by that which was merely "tragic." just as happened in 
classical Greece where the logos was to displace the 
myth, there has also been a remarkable shift during 
the last centuries of our era: from tragedy portraying 
the most radical expression of mythical narrative 
knowledge to the inspiration of pain in philosophical 
thought, its sores, the hallmark on which the 
philosophical systems of the logos are based in our 
modernity. In other words, the most extreme, 
terrorific narrative ever known - tragedy- has left 
behind a void ever since the birth of modern science 
which rational thought inherits as a congenital illness 
and from where it extracts its energy and its models. 
Thought has therefore currently become tragic. 

Perhaps this apparent paradox is not unrelated 
with the way that narrative has developed since the 
age of reason; perhaps even, the lack of prestige of 
dramatic art has itself brought about a sublime way of 
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confronting the "impossible to say" through narrative 
confiict. For almost a century the Greeks had already 
found a miraculous state of equilibrium for this, 
between the daybreak and twilight of the fifth century 
B.C., and which Aristotle was able to sense within his 
enigmatic idea of catharsis. For this reason, Greek 
tragedy acts as an example to us: it appears at a 
moment of fracture (logical, at least) between a 
complete understanding of mythology (if this ever 
really existed) and the immediate imposition of 
Socratic reasoning. Moreover, it could be the most 
enigmatic product of this confrontation, since it 
partakes in religion (it is represented on the occasion 
of religious festivals) and it announces the main 
cathartic function of art in the posterity (when that 
which is religious abandons art). It also means a state 
of confusion between the world of the Gods and the 
world of men which is about to become definitively 
ordered and intervenes in the civil confiict of Athens 
when the polis establishes and defines its legal 
spaces.4 Tragedy would therefore be the obscure way 
of dealing with the differences that exist between two 
lines of thought, mythical and rational, it would be the 
opposite of legal speech, and not least, it would 
prevail in the fracture between nature and culture in 
the sense that Levi Strauss understands these terms. 

Currently, it seems that this same philosophical 
narrative is starting to weaken, and both artistic and 
mediatic narrative, according to the experts, are 
drifting. Tragic thought now seems to be tempted by 
weakness; as vehicles of experience, of narrating that 
which cannot be explained they have become 
mechanical, serialised, fossilised and, perhaps, are not 
even legitimate. 

I. Our Narratives and Their End 

I. I. The poverty of our narratives 

This obviously does not mean that narratives have 
disappeared; in fact, they are more numerous now 

than they have ever been: cinema, and above all 
television, have multiplied them in series, pink press 
awaits us in every train station and airport, computers 
are more than adequately equipped to behave as a 
story programmer; video games get our attention 
through dull, monotonous tones in countless bars. It 
would be ridiculous to say that there is a growing 
shortage of narratives: on the contrary, there have 
never been so many as today. 

Nevertheless, there is a misunderstanding in 
these words which I feel has to be dissipated. This 
increase in the amount of stories does not give us 
an idea as to its impact and does in no way allow us 
to explain how they are received; neither does the 
recognition of this plurality reveal how today's 
narrative speech deals with things which cannot be 
expressed by any other means. Anyway, as refers to 
the narrative form, the origin of the confiict can be 
found in the nineteenth century: a historical period 
par excellence it was also the period when all types 
of expressions of speech without exception became 
generalised (history in its strictest sense, philosophy, 
science itself. .. were all contemplated through a 

I. George Steiner: The Death o(Tragedy, New York, Oxford 

University Press, 1980. 

2. Steiner, in the already mentioned study, ends up suggesting 

that tragedy could have survived in a transformed state up until 

our times and indeed could have had a future. Nevertheless, the 

soundness of his book's line of thought tends to contradict this 

possibility. 

3. Once again, it is Steiner who examines this curious 

phenomenon in Antigone's Poetics and Philosophy of Reading, 

New York, Osford University Press, 1984. 

4. The present text opened with a detailed reflection on the 

subject of tragedy, the main theme of our research. Current 

objectives advised aginst its publication, without doubt premature, 

and for this reason it was suppressed. What remains in these 

words may not seem satisfactorily justified, but we found no real 

reason for compiling the bibliography that has been used. 
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temporal prism). In Peter Brooks' words, history 
had taken over theology as the main narrative forms 
and this all leads us to think in the existence of a 
strong correlation between the rise of the narrative 
form the world over and the decline of the 
masterplots, which were able to explain their sense. 
This phenomenon could only get worse: everything 
used the narrative form at the same time as the 
more primitive narrative forms (mythical, religious 
and philosophical) lost all their credibility and were 
not substituted. 

Brooks also pointed out, with his habitual insight, 
that the twentieth century6 behaves in a 
contradictory fashion as respects to the narrative 
form: it is well aware of its ingenuity and arbitrariness 
and, consequently, cannot have a blind faith in it; in 
spite of this, it cannot rid itself of its infiuence and 
supremacy, which is the same as to say that it cannot 
soften its own existence without resorting to the use 
of plots. Through resorting to plots it becomes 
compelling and hypertrophic, and it invades our daily 
lives from all directions. We could say that the 
saturation of the narrative form that we live today 
can only be explained by the total lack of its 
anthropological value: lacking in the capacity to 
transmit experiences, deprived of living a period 
which bears no relation with our lives, we would have 
fallen headlong into a series of inert patterns whose 
functions are indescribable. Anyway, it could also be 
that only our mental laziness could impede us from 
discovering the keys to these new narrative forms 
which in the latter part of the twentieth century they 
are telling themselves. There is no doubt that they 
appeal to us, that they direct our experience and, if 
they are not their masters, then they are, at least, 
their counsellors. 

No less important is the debate that underlies the 
consideration of the crisis of the first masterplots 
through which philosophy mentioned, from Jean
Fran<;:ois Lyotard's viewpoint,? the extenuation of the 

period which witnessed the resignation of modern 
thought patterns. The attitude of the defenders of 
the so-called Italian "pensiero debole," the 
neoconservatives, the post-frankfurtians or Lyotard 
himself lies in the difficult task of overcoming the 
narrative failure of the masterplots: 

Par metarecit OU grand recit, j'entends precisement des narrations 

ii fonction legitimcinte. Leur declin n'empeche pas les milliards 

d'histoires, petites et mains petites, de continuer a tramer le tissu de 

la vie quotidienne. 8 

Very little could be added to the amount of ink 
which has fiowed on this subject except for G. 
Steiner's shrewd affirmation, before the polemic 
became fashionable, that barbarism had burst into the 
Western world between 1915 and 1945, which is to 
say, the scenario which was to witness a growing faith 
in reason, full of hybris, and which was to observe the 
deployment of machines built for the! sole purpose of 
killing and exterminating, and the glory of political 
bestiality which was to be far greater than any other 
ritual form of violence.9 

It is maybe a stroke of luck which has brought 
something into our hands that will take us back to 
the origins: perhaps the hybris of reason embodies 
the very contradiction which exists between the 
logos, seen as a necessity, and the disproportion of 
the tragic hero. Tragedy has therefore returned to 
our speech form. But its form has changed: so that 
the word may carry out its cathartic function, so that 
it may save us from the catastrophe, it is necessary 
that one of its effects is protected from demolition, 
from decline, and from untrustworthiness. Steiner's 
answer to our world devoid of narrative forms is 
indeed very forceful: Words are corroded by the 
false hopes and lies they have voiced. ID 

The relevance of the tragic theme is therefore 
revealed: the defect of our narratives is linked to the 
inadequacy of words, and the confusion between 
politics, culture and experience is not unrelated. 
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Without doubt the fifth century B.C. must have had its 
share of deceitful words: the problem stems from 
knowing whether in the twentieth century we can 
trust the existence of the truthful word and if it can be 
recognised. In any case there is no way back. 

We cannot choose the dreams of unknowing. We shall, I expect, 

open the fast door in the castle even if it leads, perhaps because it 

leads, onto realities which are beyond the reach of human 

comprehension and control. We shall do so with that desolate 

clairvoyance, so marvelousfy rendered in Bartok's music, because 

opening doors is the tragic merit of our identity. I I 

I. 2. Death 

Whatever our answer may be, opinions on the 
subject of the loss of anthropological density in 
narrative have not appeared overnight. It was Walter 
Benjamin who perceived, many years ago now, that 
the art of narration was coming to its end, but 
precisely as th~ corollary of another transformation: 

It is as if something that seemed inalienable to us, the securest 

among ur possessions, were taken from us: the ability to exchange 

experiences.12 

The silence of modernity with respect to 
experiences which are transmitted by means of 
narration does not seem independent from the afore
mentioned hybris of reason: if everything can be 
transmitted through reason and a universal language 
is possible and indeed desirable, it will end up being 
-Adorno and Horkheimer also noticed it prematurely 
when they emphasized the mythical quality of the 
Enlightenment13 both scientific and mathematical; 
machines will turn into transmittors and that which is 
ineffable will be erradicated by decree.14 In the light 
of this, Benjamin made a stand for the type of mouth 
to mouth narrative used by sailors, travellers par 
excellence, and sedentary peasants, whose 
knowledge stemmed from the roots of the land from 
which it had never moved. Benjamin then recovers 

the idea that the mythos expresses a teaching process 

which cannot be formulated by any other means: he 

who narrates is giving counsel to he who listens, but 

this advice is not an answer but rather a proposal, 

"counsel woven into the fabric of the real life of 

wisdom." 15 And he judges that: 

The art of storytelling is reaching its end because the epic side of 

truth, wisdom, is dying out. 16 

5. Peter Brooks: Reading for the Plot. Design and Intention in 

Narrative, Cambridge/London, Harvard University Press, 1992, pp. 

5-6. 

6. Peter Brooks: op. cit., p. XII. 

7. Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard's renowned The Postmodern Condition. 

A Report on Knowledge, trans. by Geoff Bennington & Brian Massum, 

Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1984. 

8. Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard's: Le Postmoderne (explique a ux 

enfants), Paris, Galilee, 1988, p. 34. 

9. George Steiner: In Bluebeard's Castle. Some Notes Towards the 

Redefinition of Culture, New Haven, Yale University Press, 1971. 

I 0. George Steiner: In Bluebeard's Castle, p. I 12. 

I I. G. Steiner: In Bluebeard's Castle, p. 140. 
12. Walter Benjamin: "The Storyteller" (1936) in Illuminations, 

New York, Schocken Books, trans. by Hannah Arendt, 1978. p. 83. 

Benjamin dates this phenomenon very precisely in the First World 

War: people returned from the battlefield speechless, and instead 

of being enrichened by their experiences they returned 

impoverished. 

13. Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer: Dialectic of 

Enlightenment, trans. by J. Cummings, New York, Seabury Press, 

1972. 

14. Many years ago Jacques Lacan described the speech of 

science sustained by the pretension of not knowing anything about 

the truth as a cause ("Science and Truth" in Ecrits: a selection, 

trans. by Alan Sheridan, New York, Norton, 1977). 

15. Benjamin: op. cit., pp. 86-87. 

16. Benjamin: op. cit., p. 87. And the phenomenon is parallel, 

according to Benjamin, to the decline of oral narratives and the 

appearance of the novel. 
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We have now formulated the key word which we 
have been relegating up until this moment: the 
knowledge behind narration is a way of enclosing that 
which is real because this escapes, and has always 
escaped through definition, the logos. This is the 
reason why narrative forms exist and why tragedy was 
also the quintessence of the narrative form precisely 
as it is understood in these pages. Benjamin therefore 
raises the narrative form as a transmittor of 
experience, repeated with cadence, with a metaphoric 
sense, connected with eternity, in juxtaposition with 
information which is characterised by its proximity and 
its verifiability. Two unavoidable connections become 
obvious: the first of them is to recognise, concealed 
under the mask of the mechanised world of 
information (it is not important whether it is in 
narrative form or not), the imposition of the reign of 
the experts which Lyotard denounced, leaders in 
narrative forms which were impeccably technical.17 
The second is the link between the experience of the 
narrative form and death; this being the blind spot of 
time, the narrative would be organised around it and 
then be omitted immediately after. This leads us to the 
following conclusion: death bestows upon the 
narrative form its most genuine and dramatic 
anthropological dimension and the person on the 
deathbed would be the silhouette on which the ideal 
form of the narrative is based. 18 Death is the sanction 
of everything the narrator may refer to and it is death 
which gives him his authority. Perhaps this is reason 
enough to suspect that the way in which our society 
leaves room for death is not unrelated with the 
situation of the narrative form which we are 
describing, and so it may be worthwhile to introduce 
ourselves into this very intricate path. But to try and 
put this aspect into order demands that we open it up 
to two new figures: one is anthropological (death in 
our modern world) and the other metaphorical (the 
representation of death within the narrative, since 
death is not content with just being its source). 

I. 3. The figure and the meaning of the end 

If, however; it seems impossible to escape from 
this connection from a philosophical point of view, 
we cannot surrender to mere evidence and we 
really ought to search for the narrative figure, which 
is registered in Aristotelian myth, 19 which would 
allow us to analyse with greater accuracy the 
presence of death in narrative. We suggest that this 
figure is the end. 

In a very suggestive text, Frank Kermode20 pointed 
out the meaning of a rectilinear and apocalyptic idea 
(we could say that with less teleological emphasis) of 
the narrative form in comparison with cyclic idea 
(traditionally identified with Homer). Even though we 
recognise the latter in Aristotle's Poetica, the model 
and the source of the former is, in Kermode's 
opinion, San juan's Apocalypsis.21 So/chasing up the 
vital dimension of apocalyptic narrative as respects to 
how it is related with human time, Kermode 
examines the way it is related to the medieval 
scatology, that is to say, with the lapse of t ime 
between death and the Final Judgement, and ends up 
placing death once again on the horizon of fiction. 
Kermode's idea, based on Nietzsche, consists in 
affirming that in order to face the chaos which 
surrounds our lives we can only make use of the arms 
of fiction, and in the absence of the Supreme 
Fiction,22 we live in the age of narratives. Since man 
lives in mediis rebus, fiction allows him to relate 
himself to an end, and hence we return to the idea of 
mythos which we have already examined. 

In this way Kermode goes on to examine the 
modern fictions of apocalypsis which he discovers to 
be abundant in our narratives, at least since the end 
of the nineteenth century and the irruptions of the 
avant-gardes of the beginning of the twentieth 
century. However; if erudite literature -poetic or 
not- in the work of Pound, Sartre, Yeats, Iris 
Murdoch, Muriel Sparks, Joyce, Robbe-Grillet, etc. is 
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full of apocalypses, as was the literature and plastic 
arts of the avant-gardes of the beginning of the 
century, its appeareance is much more impressive in 
some forms of narrative which are much fuller of 
meaning than the unconscious tendencies of our 
times in as much as they have to do with mechanised 
formulas of dubious artistic and intellectual value. We 
refer to the productions of the modern audiovisual 
universe, and, above all, to certain cinematographic 
horror narratives that make their appearance at the 
end of the seventies and continue throughout the 
next decade. In fact, there are many examples which 
demonstrate that it has made its reappearance in 
recent cinema. The first and most flagrant example 
of all is possibly the one constituted by those fictions 
which are explicitly related to the idea of the end of 
the world. Indeed, "Armageddon" based themes 
enjoyed a curious revival in the seventies and were, 
moreover; the privileged expression with which the 
great studios 9f Hollywood responded to the 
invasion of unpleasant horror films.23 The Exorcist 
(William Friedkin, 1973, produced by Warner Bros.) 
and its sequels (The Exorcist II-The Heretic, 1977, and 
The Exorcist Ill), The Omen (Richard Donner; 1976, 
20th Century Fox) and its sequels (Damien-Omen II, 
Don Taylor; 1978; The Final Con~ict, Graham Barker; 
1981) were the most noteworthy. Secondly, and 
though not literally apocalyptic, catastrophe films 
were also popular at that same time; and lastly, 
science fiction has also described the most 
unforgettable postnuclear wastelands by building the 
imaginary based on the apocalypsis. 

It is hardly surprising that the generalised idea of 
the apocalypsis should motivate different studies 
applied to the cinema, as is demonstrated by the 
collective work coordinated by Christopher 
Sharrett,24 or the same author's thoughts on another 
previous film, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre,25 
bringing up the contrast between a characteristic 
Edenic vision of America of the nineteenth century 

and the introduction and development of technology 
in the bosom of the most common of the Americas: 
the idea of "primordial chaos" and "primitive 
apocalypsis" was to be found in the birth of an Evil 
Age highlighted by the inevitability of the 

17. Lyotard makes no comment about this, but his expert 

notions on politics and power can be easily put into relation with 

the experts of narrative or micronarrative construction, from 

video game programmers to multiple interactive projects. 

18. Benjamin: op. cit., p. 94. 

19. This topic was brilliantly studied by Vicente J. Benet from 

the point of view of its temporal configuration, following the 

reading of Paul Ricouer amongst others, in his El tiempo de fa 

narraci6n c/asica. Los films de gangsters de Warner Bras (1930-1932), 

Valencia, Filmoteca Valenciana, 1992. 

20. Frank Kermode: The Sense of an Ending, Studies in the Theory 

of Fiaion, London, Oxford University Press, 1967 (published for the 

first time in 1966). 

21. As we already know, historical speech also privileged the 

apocalypsis, the moments of transition, crisis, catastrophes and 

wait that surrounded it. One exemplary testimony is what 

happened with respect to the year one thousand. See Georges 

Duby's text: L'an mi/, Paris, Gallimard, 1967. 

22. Remember the definition of metaplots offered by Lyotard 

and which is quoted earlier. 

23. Charles Derry had already distinguished three important 

genres of modern horror in contrast with the classical ones: 

personal, demoniac and Armageddon horror (Dark Visions: A 

psychological History of the Modern Horror Film, New York, A. S. 

Barnes & Co., 1977). See the study on low-budget filiation and the 

theatre of the absurd in the same author's text "Notes on the 

Recent Horror Films" in Waller ed., p. 171 . 

24. Christopher Sharrett (ed.): Crisis Cinema, The Apocalyptic 

Idea in Postmodern Narrative Film, Washington D.C., Maisonneuve 

Press, 1993. 

25. Christopher Sharret: "The Idea of the Apocalypsis in The 

Texas Chainsaw Massacre" in Barry Keith Grant (ed.): Planks of 

Reason. Essays on the Horror Film, Metuchen, New Jersey, London, 

Scarecrow, 1984, pp. 255-276. 
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catastrophe. We would be basically dealing with an 
apocalypsis without a revelation. In order not to 
begin proliferating countless references, it would be 
more than sufficient to mention Gregory A. Wailer's 
thesis, in which he establishes a parallelism between 
the rise of the modern horror film in the cinema and 
the decadence of the disaster story. which happened 
at the beginning of the eighties motivated by the 
threat of a nuclear war, and which points out, at the 
same time, the source of inspiration of the 
iconography of the living dead.26 

Nevertheless, in the present text we are not going 
to deal with these ways of referring to the apocalypsis 
and death. Our main concern in this case has to do 
with some of the less obvious ways of dealing with the 
end of the narrative. The films which we are going to 
be mainly concerned with stem from an imaginative 
beginning or initial film of craftman manufacture and 
marginal production in the film industry to later 
establish themselves very quickly by means of some 
reliable, mechanical sequels which proliferate at a rate 
of nearly one a year. In all of them, the constellation of 
the elements which have been brought up in this text 
are at stake: the end or its impossibility. death or its 
impossibility ... only that disjunctive conjuctions should 
equally be understood as copulative, which will 
complicate its understanding and confuse its 
significance. We will therefore try to clarify the issue 
by elucidating on it. 

I. 4. A model without an end 

The narratives to which we make reference 
demonstrate that they are unable to end. Such a 
phenomenon (frequent in other products of mass 
culture: soap operas, serials, radioserials and films of 
castastrophes, heroes, and others) takes on an 
uncommon dimension since it is subdivided here into 
two different aspects, though they may be 
complementary: I) these narratives go on and on 
even after repeated attempts to bring them to an end 

and which are found to be inefficent, improbable and 
impossible; 2) faced by this state of impotence, and 
given that an end is inevitable, they are reborn under 
a peculiar type of sequel, one which is already 
virtually inexhaustible, since the final drama will no 
longer be expounded, but rather it seems to have 
miraculously overcome it. We can therefore talk 
about (and we will soon see the literal nature of this 
metaphor) a death and a resurrection. Even so, the 
two points which we have just mentioned have in no 
way shed a light on this situation, since the 
impossibility of ending the narrative is explicitly linked 
in these films with death; or, even better, to a double 
death: the impossible death, hesitant in appearance, 
even indecisive, of the psychopath who is the main 
vertebra of the narrative (depending on his possible 
or uncertain death, the narrative will rise to its end); 
but a death which is equally omnip~sent, as the 
psychopath litters the scene with bodies through 
expeditious crimes. As a result, death is summoned 
two times: its first form is literal and iconic and which 
in its turn presents itself in two extremes, one the 
impossible death -that of the psychopath- and the 
other omnipresent -that of the characters of the 
fiction-; the second form is metaphoric, since it 
represents a narrative that announces the exhaustion 
of its breath, and which, however, gets involved at 
every instant as if encouraged by some ghostly 
impulse which is resolved in the repetition. 
Nevertheless, both of these phenomena are not 
isolated but rather interwoven: it is the psychopath 
with his paradoxical infinitude27 who conveys the 
damaged immortality of a narrative that tries 
desperately to come to an end but does not manage 
to do so. The form in which this series of events 
appears will be woven -as we wi ll soon discover
with the web of despair. 

But our conceptual formulation, inevitably 
compressed, runs the risk of being erroneous. We 
should therefore state clearly the corpus which we 
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have decided to undertake in this occasion. In order 
not to be long-winded and for the sake of a greater 
explanatory coherence, we will limit our study to 
three of the series in which the phenomena which we 
have alluded to here are dealt with in the most 
systematic way: Halloween Uohn Carpenter, 1978), 
Friday the / 3th (Sean S. Cunnigham, 1979), Nightmare 
on Elm Street 0-Afes Craven, 1984) and their 
respective sequels.28 This selection has not been 
arbitrary at all. Only a brief comment is necessary to 
make this point clear: The fi rst of these films is an 
example of the "Stalker Film" model in which the 
grammar of the subgenre is formulated: a 
depersonalised assassin, hidden to the viewer, the use 
of a hand held camera in order to embody the 
psychopath's viewpoint, a group of young sinners 
which become indiscriminate victims, murder as the 
bloody substitute of the rituals of adolescence, the 
desperate fight of the heroine or "final girl" to survive 
for reasons w~ich have neither an ethical nor a civic 
value, etc.29 Friday the / 3th is the film that triggers off 
the great polemic brought about by the "Splatter 
Films": The cinema critics Gene Siske! of the Chicago 
Tribune and Roger Ebert of the Chicago Sun-Times 
waged a battle against the representation of graphic 
violence and its privileged object -the woman- on 
seeing how Paramount had decided to break the 
agreement on good taste which the great studios had 
made and had distributed this low budget film.30 
There was to be no way back and Paramount, totally 
ignoring the complaint and the accusation, ended up 
distributing the rest of the sequels.31 The last of these 
series to be examined in these pages demonstrates a 
notable slide into the children's world and gives us an 
example of an intertextuality or transtextuality which 
is difficult to believe: The Freddy Krueger 
phenomenon, as it is already known, has meant an 
invasion without precedent of the young psychopath's 
iconography by means of T-shirts, toys, plastic 
reproductions, and even the fabrication of a talking 

doll with Robert Englund's voice.32 Of course, the 
success has been such that the film has generated a 
television series, Freddy's Nightmares. If the reasons 
that we have just adduced are still not enough to 
justify our selection, these films represent a milestone 
in the way that terror has progressed in recent times: 
if during part of the sixties and almost all of the 
seventies terror was revulsive and had been linked to 
an aesthetic answer and to the marginality of circuits 
of productions and distribution (George A Romero's 
Night of the Uving Dead, 1968, and Tobe Hooper's The 
Texas Chainsaw Massacre, 1974 are good examples), 
at the end of the seventies there is an industrial and 
aesthetic turning point which leads to greater 
monopolisation of production and to a more 

26. Gregory A. Waller (ed.): American Horror. Essays on the 

Modern American Horror Film, Urbana & Chicago, University of 

Illinois Press, 1987, in its introduction. And also the same author in 

his book The Uving and the Undead. From Stoker's Dracula to 

Romero's Dawn of the Dead, Urbana & Chicago, University of Illinois 

Press, 1986, chapters 7 and 8. 
27. Paradoxical because these narratives make a big effort 

to resist the supernatural, where immortality would be 

acceptable. 

28. See appendix I with the list of titles that make up the three 

series and which we consider in our study. This will serve us as a 

reference in what follows in order to avoid incurring in excessive 

repetit ions. 

29. These topics were isolated and identified by Vera Kika in a 

text that, due to its date, lacked in perspective: "The 'Stalker Film' 

1978-1981 " in Gregory A. Waller (ed.): American Horrors, already 

cit. pp. 86-10 I. 
30. See John McCarty: Splatter Movies. Breaking the Last Taboo of 

the Screen, New York, St. Martin's Press, 1984. 
31. Add to what has been said that a television series has the 

same name, though its theme is in no way related to Jason the 

assassin's exploits. 

32. Stanley Wiater: Dark Visions. Conversations with the Monsters 

of the Horror Films, New York, Avon Books, 1992, p. 68. 
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reactionary imposition of moral and aesthetic 
criteria: punishment for promiscuity, violence against 
women, etc.,33 which is reflected in the films that we 
are about to study. 

II The Paradox of Death 

II. I Halloween: endings and the fantastic 

We will now deal with the film that originated the 
genre of the "Stalker Films" and which became a 
model of this genre in itself, Hafloween.34 The first 
sequence which is filmed entirely with a hand held 
camera presents us with the stalking, suspense and 
later knifing of an adolescent who has only just 
seconds earlier finished an implausibly short sexual 
act, at the hands of her young brother; on whose eyes 
the camera has decided to concentrate. The use of 
the Steady Cam permits the embodiment of the 
psychopath's viewpoint which is in constant 
movement whi le we observe how he prepares the 
crime and then even perpetrates it. A reverse shot, at 
the end of the sequence, accompanied by the crane, 
reveals the identity of the dead child to us at the 
same time as it deposits it in a remote time period, 
which is almost mythical.35 After a fifteen year 
timespan the narrative takes us near to him again. But 
now, this child who has grown-up and has become a 
dangerous embodiment of evil, will no longer be seen 
by the spectator in what is to follow. And here we 
find one of the keys to this subgenre. 

Indeed, Michael Myers escapes from the asylum 
where he is held and goes to his home village on 
Halloween, a place which is fu ll of unhappy memories 
for him. Once there, and for no apparent reason, 
possessed by some inexplicable compulsion to repeat, 
he will carry out a series of systematic crimes which 
will lead him to a confrontation with a young girl, the 
only sexually pure girl who appears throughout the 
film, who will end up killing him. This "final girl''36 is 
called to end the narrative, a narrative which is 

displaced and postponed by means of suspense, and 
in whose interim there are other periodic victims. 
There is nothing untoward in this device of 
prolongation, which has been used ever since the 
beginning of cinema, but rather it is the peculiar way 
in which the finale takes place. 

So, before we get to the crux of our interrogation, 
we should first have a look at the key character of the 
narrative: Michael Myers. The radical naturalism of the 
film which revolves around him dispels any temptation 
to resort to the supernatural to define his powers, 
and, in spite of this, credibility does not allow us to 
understand the significance of this being. On the 
other hand, the allegorical delirium of the doctor to 
whose custody the assassin was entrusted does not 
seem to be very convincing either. In his opinion 
Michael Myers is the incarnation of evil (The Evil) and 
some of the questions which he asks himself about 
him remain without an answer; as if they had been 
derogated or ignored by the narrative: if he had been 
condemned to a penitentiary asylum when he was 
five and after carrying out his crime then, how did he 
learn to drive? How does he know all the places of 
his village with such precision? And above all, why 
does he not fall dead when he is hit by the bullets? 
These are some of the questions which the narrative 
does not seem very keen to answer. But let's look at 
the ending, because, after all, it is the main concern of 
our present reading of the film. 

Once Laurie, the young babysitter who we have 
called the "final girl" Uamie Lee Curtis), has gone 
through the spectacle of the bodies of the rest of the 
youngsters, and knowing herself to be the next victim, 
there occurs an agonising night persecution through 
the anodyne streets of the deserted town which 
concludes with a brief moment of respite: Laurie 
manages to shut herself in the house with the two 
children that she is looking after: It seems that for the 
time being she has managed to get rid of her ill-fated 
destiny ... only wistful thinking which dissipates when a 
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gust of wind behind an open window reveals how 
useless her wishful hopes are; or perhaps it may be 
the heavy breathing of the assassin himself. It is no 
surprise that he is hidden somewhere in the living 
room. Nearlywithout energy, Laurie falls on the sofa 
at the same time as she improvises a giant needle as a 
weapon. Suddenly, from the back of the chair Michael 
lunges at her with his knife and nearly manages to take 
her life, but just in time she reacts by plunging her 
weapon into the assassin's neck and he drops to the 
floor dead. Dead? That is what the young girl thinks as, 
weeping, she walks up the stairs and pleads with the 
children for them to go and find help. The children, 
who on such a sinister night think that the person who 
has been beseiging them is no other than the 
incarnation of the bogeyman himself make it clear that: 
"You can't kill the bogeyman." As if by magic, a scream 
reveals to them that the revived criminal is walking up 
the stairs brandishing the kitchen knife in his hand. We 
will make a paus~ at this point. 

We now find ourselves before the first uncertainty 
as respects to the death of the enigmatic, although 
well-known, assassin. However; this does not dismantle 
what is likely. On the contrary, it sets off two 
mechanisms: it permits the register of a children's 
story to intervene from within the interior of a 
naturalist narrative and delays what is likely 
momentarily. On the other hand, the previous death, if 
we look at it retrospectively, cannot be verified, since 
the body fell to the floor without giving battle and 
without being in any apparent agony. in a most 
theatrical manner: So the gap which has been left is 
quickly filled by a reborn suspense. Once again in 
danger; Laurie locks herself in a wardrobe and 
fabricates a new instrument for her defense with the 
help of a coathanger; and in a fight, where she has little 
hope of surviving, she stabs her aggressor's eyes, takes 
his weapon from him and plunges it several times into 
his body apparently causing his death. This second 
death seems to reestablish, within the universe of the 

narrative, the likeliness which we questioned earlier. 
And, therefore, it seems to suggest the imminence of 
another death closely related to that of the 
psychopath, and which is the death of the narrative. 
As a matter of fact, the disappearance of the threat 
would mean the dissolution of any type of conflict, but 
as we well know, there is no narrative without conflict. 
So, there opens the promise of a utopic space (the 
paradox which this expression encloses is voluntary). 
Anyway, when the children run screaming out of the 
house and Laurie, overcome by tiredness and terror; is 
in the foreground, we see something very singular 
happening in the background which disarticulates 
without any contemplations any idea of verisimilitude 
on which the narrative might have been based: 
Michael Myer's body rises as if driven by some sort of 
spring; a movement which is in no way human,37 and 

33. This theme is what concerns Robin Wood in his classic 

Hollywood from Vietnam to Reagan, New York, Columbia University 

Press, 1986. In this author's opinion, American life since the 

Watergate scandal and the reply to the American intervention in 

Vietnam suffered a transformation which the cinematographic 

screen reflects palpably. 

34. We will curb our impulse to analyse some formal and film 

planning aspects that have a lot of substance but which deviate 

from the reflection that guides this work. 

35. See our study "Despedazar un cuerpo. De una cierta 

tendencia en el cine de terror postmoderno" in Vertigo, I I, 1995, 

where we relate this structure of a point of view to Hitch cock's 

classic Psycho. 

36. See Carol J. Clover. "Her Body, Himself, Gender in the 

Slasher Film" in James Donald (ed.): Fantasy and the Cinema, London, 

B.F.I., 1989, who analyses the characteristics of this figure from the 

sexual point of view, branding her as boyish. 

37. It is a cinephilic wink which refers to the movement that 

raises Nosferatus in the basement of the Empusa in F.W.Murnau's 

famous film, Nosferatus. Eine Symphonie des Grauens ( 1922). It is no 

less functional that in the moment that the psychopath's 

immortality is decided upon, one should recur to this subtle quote. 
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which takes the narrative into the universe of the 
supernatural. Slowly but surely he approaches the girl 
until, with a final rush, he tries to strangle her with the 
telephone cable. Once he has her under his control, 
Michael, who in the struggle has lost the mask which 
he wears as a recollection of the sinister night of 
Halloween, allows us to get a quick glimpse of his face 
in the darkness of the night. Calmly, just like someone 
who is going through the different phases of a ritual, 
he replaces his mask before perpetrating the crime. 
Just at that moment Doctor Loomis rushes into the 
room and starts firing at the body of his patient until 
he has used up all his bullets. The body of the 
psychopath reels towards the balustrade of the 
balcony and falls to the lawn below. And there it 
remains, to our amazement and to that of the 
doctor's, inmobile, streched out on the grass. Once 
again an ending is announced which would now be 
unsatisfactory, weak, and unable to justify the amount 
of nonsense we have just witnessed. The supernatural 
would be swept away, but the sense of uncertainty 
which accompanies the series of failed deaths will 
remain as a testimony to something which is irregular 
or inconsistent. 

But it is now that the doctor leans over the 
balcony in order to see the body and -note the 
peculiarity of the effect- the place where the body 
should have fallen happens to be empty. The 
disppearance of the body cannot now be attributed 
to the supernatural and, in this sense, the resort 
which has been used supposes, so to speak, a step 
back if we compare it with the sprightliness of 
Myer's body springing up only moments previously. If 
the supernatural has had a hand in this then it must 
have happened out of shot in that brief ellipsis of 
time between the fall of the body and the doctor's 
last look. But -obviously- there is no possible 
doubt as to the death in the same way as we have 
not seen or cannot be sure of the resurrection. 
What has happened? Carpenter has made use of (as 

he had already done on many occasions before this 
film and which he was to continue using) a fantastic 
mechanism, in the sense that T zvetan Todorov 
defined and which was used by romantic narrative in 
literature: a momentary suspension of that which is 
likely, a moment of indecision between a realistic 
and a supernatural interpretation.38 None of this 
would come as a surprise or would be worth 
mentioning since this was the attitude that classical 
cinema had always used when faced by the 
fantastic.39 What does stand out is the return to this 
solution after the course followed beforehand, 
because these had already invalidated that option, 
precisely because it had incurred the supernatural 
on one hand, and it had dispelled the fantastic doubt 
of the supernatural by resorting once again to reality 
on the other: To make it more clear, Carpenter no 
longer seems authorised to go back on his tracks, 
and leave the film hanging from a fantastic 
nineteenth-century effect after having invalidated 
Michael's death. So, conscious of his vacillations, 
between three possible endings (the triadic option 
which Todorov's theory denies explicitly, which is 
based on the doubt that exists between two 
possibilities) he ends his film in a surprising manner: 
suggesting an imminent continuation which is not 
dilated in time. Several different shots appear one 
after the other, keeping time with the rhythm of the 
theme tune of the film (composed by Carpenter 
himselD and the sound effect of human breathing, 
and which recreate the several different places 
where Myers planned the killings during the fi lm. We 
can once again feel the proximity of his presence 
even though the image remains empty: everything 
about the scene calls to mind crimes which have 
already been committed. Even though his presence 
is for the moment misplaced his reappearance 
seems to be imminent (maybe even immanent) 
because we know that the reverse shot is always 
willing to hold it. It is in this way that the film 
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plunges into the abyss of an impossible continuity, 
which is also inevitable. It is impossible if the rules of 
the game are not changed, because there is no 
doubt that we are faced by the end, however much 
it fights to p_ostpone itself; inevitable in as much as 
the evaporation of the psychopath makes his 
extermination equally unacceptable, in the case that 
this has not already occured. 

There is something else. The nearness of these 
shots (of these looks) and the proximity of the killer's 
breathing helps us to understand the main feature of 
the film's mise en scene: what we would like to call the 
paradox of a point of view. Affected by the brutality 
and the subjective excesses of the opening sequences, 
the spectator will at all times feel the psychopath's 
proximity. In other words, any shot which fulfills 
certain prerequisites of distance and dissimulation as 
respects to the characters is liable to be turned into a 
point of view shot. We are reminded throughout the 
film of this possibility by means of sudden conversions 
of shots which '.'are in appearance both objective and 
descriptive into subjective views of the assassin. This 
is endorsed thanks to the perseverance of his 
breathing in what are no more than inoffensive (if we 
may put it this way) shots. Maybe now the reason for 
calling this genre "Stalker Films" has become more 
obvious: because we may find the killer in the 
threshold of any shot or, not least, in any reyerse 
shot; which is the same as to say that: the threat is to 
be found in all of those places. This reveals another 
unexpected feature to us: the closer we are as 
spectators to the psychopath, the more we physically 
adopt his point of view, the less we know about him 
as a character. We could say that the issue of the 
point of view has for ever detached itself from 
narrative knowledge. They never actually coincided 
but certain types of novels and certain types of 
classical cinema narratives accustomed us to seeing it 
as its intermediary. We therefore look through eyes 
which terrify us.40 

II. 2. A beginning adrift 

We have here an erroneous ending whose 
function is to annihilate any possible endings and, 
above all, to discredit the idea itself of an ending. 
This impossibility of concluding the film and explicit 
vacillation cancel out even the fantastic effect. The 
sequels, which are inevitable, will hold the answer, 
but this answer will be mechanised and damaged. 
Halloween II is a good example of this, after the hasty, 
unexpected conversion of Carpenter's film into a cult 
film . Its starting point is the doubt we are left with at 
the end of the first part, and logically, starts on the 
31 st of October, 1978, that is to say, the same day as 
the events which were narrated at the end of 
Halloween; moreover, the film repeatedly offers (with 
a very slight variation in its editing, but not 
significantly less) the frustrated attempts to end and, 
consequently, Michael's successive resurrections. In 
the end, after the body has fallen onto the lawn, 
doctor Loomis notices that it is missing and discovers 
-this is the basis for the new narrative- that there 
is blood on the floor. This fact announces the 
possibility of a continuation whilst the previous 
emptiness announced its impertinence. The point of 
view camera, however, lies in wait, which is the same 

38. Tzvetan Todorov: The Fantastic: A Struaural Approach to a 

Literary Genre, trans. Richard Howard, Ithaca, Cornell University 

Press, 197 5. 

39. Cfr. our text: "The Corpse and the Body in Hollywood 

Classical Cinema. The Body Snatcher (Val Lewton/Robert Wise, 

1945)" in Archivos de la Filmoteca 14, 1993. In this article we analyse 

the limits of what is visible such as they are formulated in Classical 

cinema in the dialectic of in shot/out of shot. 

40. Many years ago now, I had the chance to attend a 

cinematographic screening of Halloween. I did not know anything 

about this film. I can vividly remember how the most unbearable 

anguish came over me whilst looking through those eyes whose 

body I ignored. 
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as to say that the psychopath is near at hand. In 
order to confirm this suspicion and, right from the 
start, to guarantee a formal similarity with the 
previous film, we observe a point of view sequence 
full of incoherent, yet sensationalist changes in mise 
en scene: the camera approaches a window where 
we find a pumpkin which is lit up. A hand creeps 
forward at the same rhythm as the camera picks out 
a knife from a kitchen drawer, and in a blatant change 
of paradigm, the deep focus offers the image of the 
masked psychopath and, therefore, condemns the 
revocation of an agonising end which had been 
laboriously conquered after many vacillations. With 
the same formal resources, but fioating in its 
contingency, after retracing its steps, Halloween has 
once again begun. 

The logic of the mise en scene which contributed so 
much to the first film appears as if mimetic but, it is 
only fair to say, also dismantled by the impossibility of 
its reliance on an end which was based on the hope of 
a death for the character: It is then that the film falters 
and, instead of an integrated structure, it rends itself 
without a framework in a series of hardhitting 
moments which could resemble the attractions of 
Eisenstein's well-known theory. It would be 
worthwhile to work on th is clue, if only for a moment, 
although this may mean having to make a small detour: 
We will remind ourselves of Eisenstein's words in 
1923 when he formulated his first version of editing of 
attractions for the theatre: 

Est attraction (du point de vue du theatre) tout moment agressif 

du th6tre, c'est-a-dire tout element de ce/ui-ci soumettant e spectateur 

a une action sensoriel/e ou psycho/ogique veriftee au moyen de 

/'experience et co/cu/ee mathematiquement pour produire chez le 

spectateur certains shoes emotionnels qui, a leur tour, une fois reunis, 

conditionnent seu/s la possibilite de percevoir /'aspect ideo/ogique du 

spectacle montre, so conclusion ideologique finale. 4 I 

However, it would be interesting to clarify that the 
application of this excentric definition to our object is 

only partially valid: if it is interesting in as much as it 
emphasises the effect on the spectators of an 
emotional shock (which is what Eisenstein postulates 
based on the theory of refiexology), it does not seem 
to obey the Eisensteinian idea of a tendencious 
structuring which leads inexorably towards a final 
ideological effect; on the contrary, in our case, the 
narrative breaks up and lacks the determination and 
direction of a firm grip, who knows, maybe at the hand 
of a conclusive enunciator: To sum up, the powers that 
vanguardistic Eisensteinian attitudes conferred upon its 
enunciator seem to have shifted here to the demiurge 
of fiction. The result is a double resignation: the first a 
narrative that desintegrates into attractions, on one 
hand, and on the other, an enunciative figure that could 
restore narrative decay by means of a ferreous 
discursive discipline but which refuses to do so by 
resigning to the scopic offering which,is contained in 
each attraction-murder.42 So, visual aggression is 
present in these films, but both the narrative and 
entertainment are in confiict.43 Judging by what has 
been said, we should collate a different kind of 
attraction which was detected by Tom Gunning in a 
cinematographic model which has little to do with 
avant-garde cinema: the cinema of the early days. In 
Gunning's opinion this could also be denominated a 
cinema of attractions due to its excentric tendencies, 
its indifference to narrative integration and its 
inspiration based on funfairs, popular theatre and the 
circus.44 This entertainment is, at this point, more 
similar to modern terror than to Eisensteinian avant
garde, but it starts to distance itself in as far as modern 
cinema terror is aware of the fact that it finds itself up 
against the ashes of a narrative, a classical narrative, 
whilst the primitive model gave signs of an ingenuity 
that seem more proper of a fair stand.45 In these terms, 
the narrative of current terror, like any other narrative, 
bearse the burden of its erudition which describes 
them as manneristic or; if one prefers, as postmodern. 
Let's return after this brief excursus to Halloween II. 
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So, we find ourselves up against several murders 
-more violent than in the first film of the series
which present themselves as numerous, not 
heirarchised, and without any structural value 
whatsoever. They are only good for ploughing a 
barren field and must end with either the 
persecution and murder of the main victim or with 
the victim's definitive salvation: the actions do not 
have a solid armour, but rather are confined to 
filling a gap which is not phenomenon based. 
However, something else is needed to substitute 
for this lack of tension (in its physical sense) from 
which the structure suffers. It is here where 
suspense has a part to play: it is intense, 
indefinitely postponed, and in each case it ends 
with an irrelevant action -narratively speaking
a murder. And this is because the only event within 
the structure would be the crime committed 
against the main character, the only one which 
would admit rejections but not substitutions. One 
example may h1elp to illustrate to what measure the 
mise en scene has become detached from the 
narrative and the suspense-attraction pattern 
operates like an isolated film clip, arousing the 
anguish of the spectator. 

This may be the case in one of the various crimes 
which has been committed. The telephone line at the 
Memorial Hospital in Haddonfield has suddenly been 
cut off. The spectator is aware of who is responsible: 
Myers the assasin. The night guard goes down to the 
basement and, with the help of a torch, he starts to 
look for the fault. He discovers a blood stain. This 
increases his curiosity and our tension. The latter 
suffers a false alarm when a cat suddenly jumps out at 
him giving him a terrible fright. Once he has got over 
his fright the guard feels much more relieved and is 
confident that nothing untoward has happened and 
that the future is free of any danger. However, we do 
not feel the same as we can sense the presence of a 
bad taste imitation of well-known tragic irony. A 

second event introduces an element of strangeness 
into the situation: a lock has been forced. Once again 
there is suspense and our wait becomes distressful in 
the face of a possible appearance of the assassin. Our 
distress, motivated by a lack of response to our wait, 
increases throughout this long fragment where the 
guard investigates parsimoniously. This tension is 
heightened even more after some noises which 
cannot be placed. A new resort: the guard makes use 

41. Serguei M. Eisestein: "Le montage des attractions" in Au-

dela des etoiles, Paris, U.G.E., 1.974, p.117 (the 1923 text). "The 

Montage of Attractions" in Writings 1922-34, trans. Richard Taylor, 

Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1988. 

42. The function of tyrannical enunciation in Eisenstein's idea 

of editing has been dealt with in depth in our Teoria de/ montaje 

cinematograflco, Valencia, Filmoteca Valenciana, 1991, sixth chapter. 

43. This topic was dealt with by Vicente J. Benet (El tiempo de 

la narraci6n c/asica) since he had detected a conflict right at the 

core of classical cinematographic discourse, considering it to be 

inherent. 

44. Tom Gunning: "The Cinema of Attraction, Early Film, Its 

Spectator and the Avant-Garde" in Wide Angle 8, 3-4, 1986, pp. 

63-70. This idea is developed to the contrary in his important 

study of Griffith's work, D.W.Grifftth and the Origin of American 

narrative Film. The Early Years at Biograph, Urbana & Chicago, 

University of Illinois Press, 1991 . 

45. Films like, for example, Crepshow (George A.Romero, 

1982) establish themselves right from the beginning as a series of 

attractions which are detached and indifferent to the narrative's 

need of causality. This is the way they also behave in Demons and 

Demons 2 (Lamberto Bava, 1985 and 1987 respectively) or The Evil 

Dead and The Evil Dead II (Sam Raimi, 1983 and 1987 respectively). 

For this tendency, in good measure inspired on comic books, the 

narrative is a pure impertinence and the series of effects a 

necessity and a precondition of this genre. As far as we are 

concerned here, the one that refers to classical narrative still 

remains on the horizon and the disintegration which we are 

witness to is a consequence and not a starting point. Nothing 

further from our thoughts than that it could be deliberate. 
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of a Walkie-talkie to get in touch with a nurse and 
this is the only thing that links him to the rest of the 
hospital. The nurse, however; does not know how to 
use it correctly and does not answer properly. This 
parallel editing allows us to leave the place where the 
main action occurs. Another noise makes our wait 
unbearable and then something surprises us: the door 
of the junk room opens and countless objects which 
have been stored there tumble out on top of the 
foolish guard ... there is no danger to his life or to his 
security. Yet another disappointment. And then, 
suddenly. a heavy blow smashes the guard's skull. This 
is the situation: a long-awaited attraction, relegated by 
means of the more conventional processes of the 
rhetorical battery of the cinema, and which, deep 
down, is nothing more than a letdown, because the 
death of this character is to all purposes irrelevant, 
since it does not help in any way to advance the 
narrative. Moreover. the character is not portrayed 
psychologically and his death entails no symbolic 
mourning within the film.46 

The pattern which we have just given details on 
and which occupies a non-nuclear lapse between the 
dilation of a banal act (from the point of view of the 
integrative structure of the narrative) and the 
attractive effect which it ends is common to all of the 
films that we are going to deal with here and it could, 
therefore, be analysed with a spirit which is as 
repetitive and lifeless as is its appearance. Anyway, 
what we are mainly interested in highlighting this 
time is that the mise en scene, without doubt much 
more purified in its form and which produces a sense 
of prolonged distress perhaps even harmful to the 
spectator's health, is no less than the spectacular 
substitute of the gap left by the lack of the ending 
and of its structurising function.47 So, the only 
recovery that the film makes of its homogeneity 
stems from the effect of the final persecution that, 
regrettably, reproduces and mimetises effects already 
used in the first part of the series, to such an extent 

that the psychopath's death (unsatisfactory) is 
resolved by resorting to a somewhat shoddy mythical 
recourse: Laurie, recognising him as her brother;4B 
calls Michael by his name; he stops but soon continues 
to approach his prey. Then, the girl shoots him in the 
eyes and blinds him. This is a gratuitious image with an 
Oedipean flavour followed by Michael desperately 
wielding his knife frenziedly in his madness, as if he 
were Don Quijote at Juan Palomeque's tavern when 
he wages a battle against the wineskins. An ending is 
announced which the spectator will not feel attached 
to and will not have (cannot have) any faith in: Laurie 
provokes a gas leak and Loomis makes the whole 
hospital blow up with the flame of his lighter. A close
up shot of Laurie, in a catatoniac state, and a reverse 
shot of the fire which is supposedly ravaging the 
assassin's body are good indicators as to the 
negligence that exists in an attempt to convince the 
spectator that a definitive ending i; possible. Since the 
sense of an ending has been so devastated, nobody 
can be inconvenienced by it again: we are willing (why 
not?) to witness, to suppose and to ignore the 
resurrection of someone who cannot possibly die, 
above all because in truth, we are not dealing with a 
resurrection. And, after all, if the only thing that counts 
is the attraction then, why bother? 

II. 4. An erratic infinite universe 

Halloween 449 goes even further in the way it 
emphasises the erratic character of the previous film. 
The first scene opens on the 30th of October; 1988 
and the credits show images of the terrible night of 
Halloween, whilst a patient is taken to Smith's Grove 
Hospital, a place where "society buries its worst 
nightmares," in the words of one of the guards. We 
are reminded that ten years earlier this individual 
murdered sixteen people, and with this we have a 
recount of all the victims of the first two parts in 
religious chronological order. Once in the 
ambulance, and shortly after the beginning of the 
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film, Myers, still semi-conscious, sits up and murders 
the doctor. Here we have a beginning without 
wastefulness, without an introduction, without 
conquering (as happened in the past in all types of 
narrative forms) time which has been robbed from 
everyday life with the purpose of making its 
development more likely. The structure, weak and 
repetitive, is formed quickly, but it is operative like 
an engine, and consists of an elastic game between 
tension and attraction. In another place, a girl is 
being looked after by her half sister on a stormy 
night The next date is not unexpected: the 31 st of 
October, Halloween night 1988, the place is equally 
predictable: Haddonfield, Illinois. Time has 
apparently elapsed: Loomis is old and, in fact, is' 
played by the same actor who embodies the doctor; 
Donald Pleasance. But the space, the occasion, and 
the consistency of the impregnable assassin have 
remained as if torn from time, and from having been 
repeated so many times they have ended up 
jammed like a g'rimmace, like a rictus; as happens 
with the doctor's boring sermon on Evil which he 
repeats endlessly. Once again the structure of 
repetition can be observed as atemporal, as Freud 
said in reference to the unconscious. The hand held 
camera wanders without any fixed direction, 
unrestrained by any logical point of view. 

Jamie, the tearful girl who wishes to play at night 
with her disguises and masks finds the mask of the 
"man of the nightmare" and her clown disguise in the 
attic: these are no other than the clothes that Myers 
wore on the day of the mythical crime, deposited in 
the night of time as if it were a primal scene. So, with 
the passing of the years and of one generation, Evil 
has become a nightmare, because we will soon 
discover that the girl is, in fact, Laurie's daughter. This 
is the only interesting contribution to the fi lm that is 
worth evoking.so We will not insist on what has 
already been established on the subject of Halloween 

II and which is nauseously carried out here to an 

extreme; in the first place, there is a lack of interest 
in the point of view camera formula and of any logic 
of the point of view, since this would require 
coherence along with a notion of character; secondly, 
we see that the logic of a street pursuit is the only 
technique for suspense and attraction; the relation 

46. Frequently in these films, all the bodies of those who have 

been murdered reappear towards the end of each film with the 

only real purpose of intensifying the persecution of the final girl. 

So, the girl keeps coming up against a whole trail of mutilations, 

decapitations, destroyed bodies accompanied by her screams. Each 

body, therefore, has a double attraction. 

47. In the following occasions, the attractions that we make 

reference to will tend to be much juicier from the point of view 

of spectacularity and will show us disemboweled bodies and 

more impressive scenes of vio lence with sharp-edged weapons. 

Halloween II introduces a meaningful anecdote that 

demonstrates that something had changed within the 

cinematographic panorama which demanded more graphic 

violence: Carpenter had to film different bloody scenes himself 

and fit them into the narrative. This confirms the idea that the 

narrative is reduced to an indiscriminate accumulation of 

violent attractions, where the spectator has a field day, but 

where there is no climax. 

48. This is a copy of a justification similar to the one set in 

motion by Psycho II (Richard Franklin, 1983): Michael Myer's real 

sister was not in fact the one who was murdered at the beginning 

of the first film, but rather Laurie. This allows us to think of a 

retrospective persecutory logic for the first part, inherited in the 

second without need of any adjustments yet extracting chance. 

This was the dominant feature throughout the series of murders, 

or also to a great extent, was the causal recurrence between the 

sexual act and murder. 

49. We should remember that Halloween 3: Season of the Witch 

(Tommy Lee Wallace, 1983) has nothing to do with Michael 

Myer's person and the title was used as an advertising slogan, 

based on the success of the previous two films. 

50. See below the reflection on the structure of a nightmare 

which we make on the subject of Nightmare on Elm Street. 
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between stimulus and response.SI To sum up, 
Halloween 4 can be defined as nothing else but a 
pursuit. And, however; the incursion into the 
nightmare offers the key to a disturbing end which is 
the only original thing of the film: when everything 
seems to have been sorted out, a point of view shot 
starts to move down the corridor of the mansion, a 
hand picks up a knife in the kitchen, places a mask 
over its face and approaches the girl. Some screams 
return us to an image which is familiar; yet rather 
uncanny, (that is to say fam iliar and strange at the 
same time, according to Freudian definition): under 
Loomis's gaze we can see a girl dressed as a clown 
with a knife in her hand after kil ling her half sister; as 
Myers had done some years before with what we 
thought was his sister. Michel Myer's story, mythical, 
has been repeated by someone else and this 
sequence evokes, as in an impregnable curve, that 
first, excesive sequence with which the series had 
started off a decade before. The same crime seems 
to be enigmatically related to the disguise: time 
becomes cyclic and progressive, without any possible 
scansion because an ending does not exist and, finally, 
the same notion of catastrophe seems impossible. 
This film situates us in a tedious infinity where 
nothing moves or advances. 

Ill. From Montage of Attractions to 
Weightlessness 

Ill. I . The bloody attraction 

When John McCarthy tried to define the 
celebrated title "Splatter Movie," owing to George A 
Romero, he made a small deviation: 

Toward the close of Sean Cunningham's highly successful 1980 

movie about a knife-wielding psycho who's got it (rom the entire staff 

and management o( a New Jersey summer camp, Friday the 13th, 

the heroine (Adrienne King) finds herself locked in a prolonged 

struggle (or her /i(e with this selfsame psycho. During the figh t, the 

killer's knife (actually more than a machete) gets dropped. Our 

heroine scoops it up and, as the psycho charges her in a final burst of 

murderous rage, she swings the blade wildly and in one clean stroke 

lops off the baddie's head. 

Now ordinarily. such a scene would be just another example o( that 

tired old cinematic standby. Gratuitous Violence. But what lifts n. out o( 

cinematic endeavour is the gleeful realism with which this beheading is 

staged: in delicious close-up (and slow motion besides), so that we ore 

able to see every minute, bloodspurting, bony. sinewy, muscle-exposing 

detail. Friday the I 3th, you see, is a splatter movie.52 

Nevertheless, immediately after; he remodels this 
affirmation in order to make a better description: 

The truly skillful splatter movie seldom uses close-ups during its 

shock sequences. Effects are usually held in medium shot (and without 

editing) so as co make the audience wonder, a lo Grand Guignol, how 

in hell the scene was accomplished without killing off the actor or 

actors involved.53 

The conciseness and the enthusiasm of what is 
written obviously belongs to a fan of this genre, and 
also to someone with a journalistic mentality, which is 
the aspect that most interests us about this 
description: the choice of adjectives and the graphic 
character of the definition. Friday the I 3th incarnates 
a model, not so much of a narrative, but rather of a 
scopic vocation. If this is true and the scenes of 
graphic violence constitute the moments of plenitude 
then we can clearly apply here the previous 
observations on Halloween II regarding the montage 
of attractions. As a matter of fact, if we consider the 
chronology of events we discover that Friday the I Jth 
comes before Halloween II. Moreover; the way Friday 
the I 3Th is written cannot be compared with the 
timidity of Halloween II. We could therefore say that 
Friday the I 3th was a far more graphic film in the way 
it showed violence, and even if it shares some of the 
characteristics of the "Stalker Film," as the critics have 
catalogued it since its birth, it adds to these a bloody 
spectacularity which the other fi lms lacked. In all truth, 
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Friday the / 3th is in its strictest sense a montage of 
bloody attractions, where death is no longer found 
articulated and graded (as still happened in 
Carpenter's Halloween) and where along with the 
disarticulation of the narrative one also finds the 
much more colourful and spectacular nature of the 
murder scenes.54 

We will start off by having a look at the 
pregeneric sequence: The Crystal Lake campsite in 
1958 at night. Soon, the agile movement of the 
camera announces (and here the influence of 
Halloween is decisive) that a point of view has been 
adopted, reinforced by a sound similar to the 
breathing in Halloween, but a little more grotesque. 
At this point the coherence of the point of view of 
the hand held camera carried throughout the 
sequence is interrupted. Indoors a group of 
adolescents sing, whilst others sleep. Two teenagers 
go to the barn to have their first sexual experiences. 
It is at this mofT,lent that the steady cam begins a 
series of complicated movements as it goes up the 
stairs and approaches the young couple who stop 
what they are doing and excuse themselves. The 
reverse shot reveals a sharp-edged weapon which 
cuts the boy's stomach open and who chases the 
girl until the slow motion turns into a frozen still 
and "saves" the girl in extremis just as she screams 
with terror. It is then when the credits appear on 
the screen. 

This first sequence seems, according to the 
Halloween model, as if it had been separated from 
time, sunk in the past. It will, in fact, be the most 
explicit evidence as to what extent the past 
compulsively returns. This does not mean that there 
is a process of evolution or progress, of a 
metonymical movement which takes the narrative, 
hero or heroine towards an end, but rather we are 
confronted with the same, tiresome repetition of 
violent scenes, none of which is of more important 
than any of the previous scenes. What has already 

been said about Halloween II and Halloween IV can be 
seen here as systematic not only in this first film but 
also in later sequels: the murders are interchangeable, 
multipliable, can be reorganised at whim, without 
affecting the narrative in any way. The homogeneity of 
the films lies in the almost rigurous context of place 
(Crystal Lake campsite) and time (only about 24 
hours), and even in a strange kind of monotony which 
is only broken by a periodic crime. The murders had 
the strange quality of being episodic instead of 
dramatic, just as Norman Mailer had affirmed on the 
subject of Brett Easton Ellis's scandalous novel, 
American Psycho.SS just one small detail - by no 
means banal- elaborates the difference between 
these two texts: the spectacular graphic nature of the 
visual attraction. However, this graphic violence would 
become tedious in the later productions of this series, 
as we will soon point out. To sum up, it is in this brief 
lapse of time, in that small corner of the woods 
situated beside the lake, in a truly beautiful spot, 
where all the components of the teenage 
microcosmos eventually end up dead, according to 
the logic of suspense and attraction which we have 
already explained and which would be senseless to 
repeat all over again. 

51. We should add to all this that terrible aesthetic and formal 

conception of the film, but our hypothesis on this text consists in 

supposing that such a circumstance is not the root cause, but 

rather the consequence of structural dispersion. 

52. John McCarty: Splatter Movies. Breaking the Last Taboo of the 

Screen, New York, St. Martin's Press, I 984, p. I. 

53. Ibidem, p. 2. 

54. We should point out something that we have already 

mentioned: the polemic which arises on the subject of showing the 

effects of violence and of choosing adolescents as a target stems 

from the first screening and distribution of Carpenter's film, not 

Halloween, which, however, was more successful and became more 

of a cult film. 

SS. El Pals, Suplemento libros, 19. 9.1991. 
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Ill. 2. The loss of the mise en scene 

In the measure that we enter into the various, 
tedious episodes of this never-ending series there is 
something which attracts our attention: the loss of 
the modal points which are characteristic of this 
subgenre. In a much more accentuated way than in 
Halloween, perhaps due to its steady production of 
one film per year, there is a loss of the rhetorical 
point of view in Friday the I Jth which was indissolubly 
linked to an uncertainty as to the identity of the 
psychopath. The idea of a "Stalker Film" fades; 
suspense is marginalized and only survives because of 
the scopic brutality of the crimes. For example, the 
new crimes which are perpetrated in the second part 
with all sorts of different sharp-edged weapons,56 are 
surpassed by the hyperbole of 'The Final Chapter," 
filled with a whole string of brutalities; in the case of 
Friday the 1 Jth - Part V: A New Beginning the mere 
quantitative aspect is even more exaggerated with a 
total of 16 murders, and qualitatively the brutality 
goes beyond all limits. What is curious is that from 
this point on the graphic intensity of the crimes does 
not increase and from time to time the off is used, 
even though there is no systematisation of the mise 
en scene. We could say that as Friday the I Jth 
became embedded in the film industry. it stopped 
being an attractive product and turned into a 
mechanical, safe but modest, consumer product. 

Ill. 3 The disembodied demiurge 

But the most relevant characteristic of Friday the 
I Jth, and how it differs from Halloween, is the feeling 
of uncertainty which we notice right from the first 
chapter. The character that carries out all the crimes 
throughout the episode barely assumes, and only with 
great difficulty, the characteristics which are worthy of 
such a name and the model reveals a likeliness (or the 
continuation) of those which were unveiled in 
Carpenter's film. Given the dehumanisation of the 

character, we could speak about a demiurgic hand 
which is only joined to a stalking eye. The hand, 
armed with a knife, an axe, a spear or an arrow 
allows us to observe the most spectacular graphic 
violence: the eye, on the contrary. restricts us to 
watching and stalking the victims. If, with the fo rmer, 
we illustrate the moments of attraction with the latter 
we notice the only feature of the mise en scene which 
has a spirit of continuity throughout several different 
shots. Nonetheless, to affirm this we had to have 
totally disanthropomorphised the demiurge. Nothing 
except a look and a bodiless arm as a reference: this 
is the assassin just as we find him throughout the film. 
Of course, such a conclusion can only be confirmed 
by the effects of the actions, since the creature seems 
to have been blessed with a superhuman strength: 
nobody -man or woman, the unsuspecting or 
distrustful, young or old, strong or punyL- can offer 
even the slightest resistence to this epic, peremptory, 
exaggerated strength which does not just merely 
want to win (in fact, it never fights) but rather to 
exterminate. 

With these words we have described an entity 
which is in itself torn apart: an eye and an arm. It 
seems that only a "Stalker" (an eye which stalks) or 
a "Slasher" (a knife-wielding hand) is needed. 
However, Halloween, the film that gestated this 
concept, linked both aspects to a precarious, 
constantly shifting enigma, with little verisimilar 
importance, but which nevertheless formulated 
Michael Myer's identity. Even though his motives 
appeared confusing and were changed in each 
chapter, his name illustrated the non plus ultra of the 
imagination: it was he who stalked in the reverse 
shots, it was his gaze that spied and his powerful 
arm that plunged the knife into his victims. On the 
contrary, in the case of Friday the I Jth it is very 
different. Let's have a closer look at the fi rst chapter. 

The psychopath's expeditious arm exterminates 
everything in sight and nobody. and nothing, can do 
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anything to stop it: splendid blows with an axe, bodies 
which are literally transfixed by pointed weapons 
(even through a mattress), crushed skulls and so on. 
And, however, at the end of the film we are 
introduced to a very normal, anodyne, even common 
woman who stops her car in front of the terrified girl 
who has suffered the sight of all of the dead bodies. 
Once he has calmed the girl down, Mrs. Voorhees 
lets her know she is not afraid and accompanies the 
girl to have a look at the place. But very soon we 
begin to perceive the first symptoms that something 
is amiss: the woman tells a story about a boy called 
Jason, who had apparently drowned in that same 
place some years earlier: She tells the girl that she 
was not only the cook at the time, but also the boy's 
mother: In a very shoddy flashback we can see a 
series of images of the ill-fated moment when the boy 
drowned, while at the same time the mother makes rt: 
known that today was her child's birthday. The 
confirmation of-'her mental perturbation is immediate. 
"You killed him!" the terrified girl spits out at her just 
as she lunges at her: 

In any case the woman's body appears frail and 
there does not seem to be any hidden enigma in her 
face nor anything grim in her eyes. Stunned, we realise 
-believe rt: or not- that she is in fact the same 
fearsome assassin. At the same time as the girl finds a 
whole string of bodies in her way she also wages a 
remarkable, balanced battle with this deranged 
woman. There is nothing further from the fragmentary 
portrayal of a psychopathic demiurge which we have 
been offered up until now than the puny, anodyne 
anatomy of a deluded Mrs.Voorhees: nothing could 
possibly refute this dubious struggle more than the 
memory of the terrible way in which she had taken 
the other youngsters' lives. And it is this fact that puts 
any rule of verisimilitude the narrative might have 
established, however trivial, into a tight spot. 

So, this inconceivable narrative folly demonstrates 
something very meaningful by its impudence: the 

mind that formally conceived the idea of an 
expeditious demiurge did so with no respect 
whatsoever for a possible narrative conversion: in 
other words, the demiurge is created independently 
from its identity, whatever this may be, and this 
determination is taken with total disregard for a 
minimum of narrative coherence. An unexpected turn 
of events in this sequence -the fact that the girl can 
trust the inoffensive nature of whichever woman she 
comes across- is not enough to justify such an 
excess. Evidently, it is not a flagrant mistake, but the 
indifference it entails is. Such is the case that the 
following chapters of Friday the I Jth intensify this 
maladjustment by constantly varying the identity of 
the assassin, and we only discover his real identity at 
the fatidic end of each chapter: If in Part II it was Jason 
himself who had not died when he was supposed to, 
in Part V: A New Beginning it is the distraught father 
who lost his son at the hands of one of the campsite 
dwellers who uses -as we are told at the end- the 
now famous Jason Vorhees case to commit the most 
horrific and indiscriminate crimes. What we find in 
these cases is that there is an emphasis on the 
systematic disparity of criteria which exist between 
the imagery that governs the attractions and the 
suspense and the mere justification of any identity 
whatsoever at the end of the footage. In any case, it is 
clear that the latter does in no way resort to any 
demands of verisimilitude. Or, to put it another way, 
the end only exists in order to open the door to 
another beginning. 

This almost ad infinitum situation would inevitably 
establish Jason, with his machete and mask as his 

56. On many occasions it has been made obvious that these so

called Slasher Films are in fact, in accordance with their name, 

pretechnological, and a firearm will never ever be used in them. 

The idea of pulling bodies to bits, the assimilation of mutilation, 

and knifing are incompatible with the thriller, the logic of the urban 

genre par excellence. 
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only paraphernalia, as the real assassin. But this 
could only be managed by means of the 
supernatural which would permit Jason's immortality 
and which would have nothing to do with any 
relevant narrative alibi. The psychopath's personality 
had become accepted in the cinemas to such an 
extent that it hardly needed any sort of 
verisimilitude. Perhaps a good example of this may 
be found in the last film of the series Jason Goes to 
Hell. The Final Friday. Jason has been badly burnt and 
his skin has almost been destroyed. His body has 
been torn to pieces and his viscera, especially his 
heart, have been pulled out of his body. The body, 
like something out of a Dyonisian sparagmos, has 
been the object of a hyperbolic sequence of shots, 
flamethrowers and mortars. Well, the heart, full of a 
viscous fluid which has no resemblance to blood, 
starts to beat. The forensic surgeon who is carrying 
out the autopsy ingests some of this fluid and a 
succession of rays alert us to the special effects of 
the supernatural. Immediately after, the first crime is 
commited against another doctor: 

We should take note of the transformation that 
we have just pointed out because we feel it is 
decisive. Jason is no longer an invisible demiurge but 
now sustains a point of view (which had been 
somewhat waylaid in the last chapters) that will turn 
him into an alien, into someone who -as Creichton 
Duket, the headhunter in charge of the capture 
points out -takes on different bodies and who shifts 
from one to the other in search of one which is 
stable. This operation is no less curious, since Friday 
the / 3th has taken on, the same as its protagonist, a 
different genre, that of Alien or The Thing. The end 
result is that there is nothing in the film which 
reminds us of the film that gave way to the series.57 
Leaving to one side the gratuities that any 
continuation puts into play, Friday the I 3th seems to 
wander from its beginnings: its vacillations as to the 
identity of the character ended up bringing about the 

most virulent metamorphosis of the genre. From this 
point on, nothing is left of the original idea of Sean 
Cunningham except his name and an anecdote lost in 
the past. Cunningham, we should note, is the 
producer of this last film). 

IV. Repetition and Despair: the 
Nightmare 

IV. I . A new imagery 

Nightmare in Elm Street opens with a change of 
register that, with great difficulty, we can integrate 
into the cycle of psychopath films which we are 
dealing with in this study. Its imagery is original and 
demonstrates that it has a postmodern quality to it: 
the first chapters in the previous series imposed a 
climatic of realism. Yet Nightmare in Elm Street does 
not respond by delving into the fantastic or 
supernatural -it deems these options obsolete-
but rather it interposes a nightmare structure. It 
presents itself as the ideal discursive basis on which 
to build a likely model that wi ll give cover to the 
formal and creative techniques used. In this way, the 
film's first gesture consists of placing the real terror 
(and in direct contradiction) inside a likely structure 
whose limits it exhausts. The nightmare in which 
several teenagers are imprisoned when sleep 
overcomes them and where Freddy Krueger has his 
domain devastates their lives, because it is impossible 
(maybe even inevitable) to die inside a nightmare. 
With this impending, terrible danger, the idea of the 
Real which in nightmares makes one wake up in 
distress is extended in such way that it turns the 
whole nightmare into a manifestation of the Real. A 
second phenomenon goes hand in hand with the 
previous one and constitutes its own law of 
discourse: within the nightmare the psychopath's 
ubiquity is rigurously justified, the same as his 
immortality; moreover, the nightmare offers the 
perfect alibi for the structure of compulsive 
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repetition which the narrative is presented with, 
since this insistence ends up coinciding with the 
different murders we earlier described as 
attractions. It is no longer necessary for death to 
appear dismissed as irresolute at the end of each 
chapter; its impossibility motivates some very 
peregrine, spectacular forms of destruction. It is not 
by chance that Freddy himself should list all the 
different, failed attempts at extermination which he 
had been subjected to in Freddy's Dead: The Final 
Nightmare (Rachel Talalay, 1991 ): fire, burial, 
dissolution in holy water. It is in that precise moment 
that he arrogantly proclaims his immortality, a 
privilege which has been bestowed upon him, so he 
says, by the masters of the dreams. We will try, in 
what follows, to try and examine these 
considerations minutely. 

IV. 2. The Real tn nightmares 

We would b,e grateful for the privilege of making 
a small detour, because the matter of the nightmare 
is crucial not only to the structure of the film but 
also to our reasoning. So, we would like to evoke 
one of the most enigmatic dreams that Freud 
collated on the occasion of his Interpretation of 
Dreams. It was not told to the founder of 
psychoanalysis by one of his patients, but rather 
someone told him about it after hearing it in a 
conference. The dramatism of the dream is such 
that the person who heard it immediately included 
some of its components in one of his owns dreams. 
Freud sums it up in the following manner: 

A father hod been watching beside his child's sick-bed for days and 

nights on end. A~er the child hod died, he went into the next room to lie 

down, but le~ the door open so that he could see from his bedroom into 

the room in which his child's body was laid ouc with toll candles standing 

round it An old man hod been engaged to keep watch over iC and sot 

beside the body murmuring prayers. A~er a few hours sleep, the father 

hod a dream that his child was standing beside his bed, caught him by 

the arm and whispered to him reproochfi.Jlly: Father, don't you see I'm 

burning. He woke up, noticed a bright glare of light from the next room, 

hurried into it and found that the old watchman hod dropped off to sleep 

and that the wrappings and one of therms of his beloved child's dead 

body hod been burned by a lighted candle that hod fallen on them.SB 

Freud uses this example to show that, in spite of 
appearances, the dream is always a wish-fulfilment, and 
without doubt not a banal one: to see his dead son 
alive again. But obviously the richness and the obscure 
nature of the dream does not end here. It is not 
superfluous to remind ourselves that Jacques Lacan 
resorts to the enigmatic nature of this brief dream 
which was narrated during a key moment of his own 
education, more precisely, when he initiated the 
fundamental turn which someone called "the second 
return to Freud."59 Lacan's reading of the dream is 
worth reproducing as it recognises the importance of 
the tragic nature of the dream without detracting from 
the precision of his analysis: 

Roppelez-vous ce molheureux pere, qui a ete prendre, dons 

lo chombre voisine ou repose son enfont mort, quelque repos-

( .. .) et qui se trouve otteint, reveille par quelque chose qui est 

quoi? -ce n'est pas seulement lo reolite, le choc, le knocking, d'un 

bruit foit pour le roppeler au reel, mois celo troduit, dons son 

r~ve precisement, lo quosi-identite de ce qui se posse, lo reolite 

m~me d'un cierge renverse en train de mettre le fey au lit ou 

repose son enfont. 60 

57. It is interesting to note that the musical references of 

Psycho will have disappeared several chapters before, even though 

Harry Menfridini continues as the musical director of the series. 

58. Sigmund Freud: The Interpretation of Dreams, The Standard 

Edition of the Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud (trans. by James 

Strachey in collaboration with Anna Freud), Vol. V London, the 

Hogarth Press, 1953, p. 509. 

59. Colette Soler: "Seminario XI de Lacan. Segundo retorno a 

Freud", Cfrculo Psicoanalitico de Galicia, Vigo, Marze 1986, dactyl. 

60. Jacques Lacan: Le Seminaire. Livre XI. Les quatre concepts 

fondamentaux de la psychanalyse, Paris, Seuil, 1973, p. 67-68. 
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Lacan's question points directly at the most cryptic 
element of a dream: 

Qu'est-ce qui reveille? N'est-ce pas, dons le rl!ve, une autre realite? 

-cette realite dont Freud nous decrit ainsi -Dass dos Kind an seinem 

Bette, steht. que l'enfant est pres de son lit, ihn am Arme fasst, le 

prend par le bras, et lui murmure sur un ton de reproche, um ihm 

vorwurfSvoll zuraunt Voter, siehst du denn nicht, Pere, ne vois-tu pas, 

doss /eh verbrenne, que je brOle?. 61 

In these words, uttered by the voice of a boy who 
has returned to life through his father's dream, and on 
whose flux the Real deed is modeled, Lacan ftnds the 
reason for one of his most emotive texts which we are 
incapable of omrtting. despite its length: 

II y a plus de realite, n 'est-<:e pas, dons ce message, que dons le bruit. 

par quoi le pere aussi bien identifie l'etrange realite de ce qui se posse dons 

la piece voisine. Est-<:e que dons ces mots ne posse pas la realite de ce qui 

a cause la mort de l'enfantl Freud lui-ml!me ne nous dit-il pas que. dons 

cette phrase, ii faut reconnaitre ce qui perpetue pour le pere ces mots a 

jamais separes de l'enfant mort qui lui auront ete dits, peut-l!tre, suppose 

Freud, a cause de la fievre -mais qui sait, peut-l!tre ces mots perpetuent-ils 

le remord, chez le pere, que cefui qu'il a mis pres du lit de son (Ifs a veil/er, le 

grison, ne sera peut~tre pas a la hauteur de bien tenir so tdche (. . .). 

( . .. ) L'action, si pressante soit-e//e selon toute vraisemblance, de parer 

ace qui se posse dons la piece voisine -n'est~//e pas peut~tre, aussi, 

sentie comme de toute fa<;on, maintenant. trop tard -par rapport a ce dont 

ii s'agit a la rea/ite psychique qui se manifeste dons la phrase prononcee? 

Le rl!ve poursuivi n'est-il pas essentie//ement. si je puis dire, l'hommage a fa 

realite manquee? -la rea/ite qui ne peut plus se faire qu'a se repeter 

indeflniment. en un indeflniment jamais atteint reveil. Que//e rencontre 

peut-il y avoir desormais avec cet l!tre inerte a jamais -ml!me a i!tre devore 

par les flammes -sinon ce//e-ci qui se posse justement au moment ou la 

flamme par accident, comme par hasard, vient a le rejoindre? Ou est~l/e, 

la rea/ite, dons cet accident? -sinon qu'il se repete quelque chose, en 

somme plus fatal, au moyen de la realite - d'une realite ou celui qui etait 

charge de veil/er pres du corps, reste encore endormi, ml!me d'ailleurs 

quand le pere survient apres s'l!tre reveille. 

Ainsi la rencontre, toujours manquee, est passee entre le rl!ve et /e 

reveil, entre celui quidort toujours et dont nous ne saurons pas le rl!ve, et 
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celui qui n'a rl!ve que pour ne pas se reveiller. 

Si Freud emervei//e voit ici confirmee la theorie du desir, c'est bien 

signe que /e r~ve n'est pas qu'un fantasme comblant un voeu. 

Car ce n'est pas que, dons le rl!ve, ii se soutienne que le fils vit 

encore. Mais l'enfant mort prenant son pere par le bras, vision atroce, 

designe un audela qui se fait entendre dons le rl!ve. Le desir s'y 

presentifie de la perte imaginee au point le plus cruel de l'objet C'est 

dons le rl!ve seulement que peut se faire cette rencontre vraiment 

unique. Seul un rite, un acte toujours repete, peut commemorer cette 

rencontre immemorable -puisque personne ne peut dire ce que c'est 

que la mart d'un enfant -sinon le pere en tant que pere- c'est-a-dire 

nu{ etre conscient (. .. ) 

Le reveil nous montre l'evei/ de la conscience du sujet dons la 

representation de ce qui s'est posse -le fdcheux accident de la realite, a 

quoi l'on n'a plus qu'a parer! Mais qu'etait-<:e done cet accident? -quand 

tout le monde dart, a la fois celui qui a voulu prendre un peu de repos, 

cefui qui n'a pu soutenir la vei//e et celui dont. ions doute devant son lit, 

quelqu'un de bien intentionne a d{) dire - On dirait qu'il dart, quand nous 

n'en savons qu'une chose, c'est que, dons ce monde tout entier assoupi, 

seule la voix s'est fait entendre -Pere, ne vois-tu pas, je brOle. Cette 

phrase elle ml!me est un brandon -a e//e seule, elle porte le feu/a ou e//e 

tombe- et on ne voit pas ce qui brO/e, car la flamme nous aveugle sur le 

fait que le feu porte sur l'Unterlegt, sur l'Untertragen, sur le reel. 62 

The Real -for this is the concept that we wish to 
introduce in this occasion- appears here within an 
idea of impossibility: a meeting, which we insist is 
forever impossible, but that the dream provokes. It 
ends abruptly by means of an unbearable copy of 
something which is happening in another reality. 
Discovering this brings with it a terrible awareness, 
under an almost hallucinatory effect, of the son's 
irreparable death. Two terms have been used in this 
attempt to abbreviate Lacan's intense description and 
which takes us nearer to a meeting with the Real just 
as this author understood it: impossible and 
unbearable. The nightmare has to do with this 
element which can stop a dream. Nightmare on Elm 
Street also hinges on this phenomenon, because also in 

. this ftlm we are dealing with death and its impossibility. 
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yet here the awakening means a moment's respite, a 
prolongation of life which, inevitably, will end in a 
return to sleep, because the price for living is not 
sleeping, as if we had engaged in a perverse reading of 
Hamlet's famous alternative.63 The fact that the 
entrance into the nightmare is not expressed by a 
mechanism of disengagement, making the change of an 
enunciative register more perceptible, favours an 
equivocation, as does the fact, exploited in The Dream 
Warriors, of dealing with nightmares shared by two 
different characters. This dead-end brings to our 
attention something which was beating in the dream 
that Freud transmitted and is indissolutely linked to 
the emergence of the Real in the nightmare, which is 
to say, repetition. 

IV. 3. The children's world of repetition 

We have already had a chance to point out that 
Nightmare ... presented a subtle shift in the age of the 
victims. It is l\Ot easy to understand how the main 
object of the crimes (the adolescents at the time 
when they have access to sexual rituals) can be 
articulated with the legend of the village of 
Sprinwood (Ohio), according to which the 
psychopath murdered twenty-some children. It seems 
that in the terrible scene of the past, the victims were 
youngsters; now it is the survivors, logically a little 
older; who are stalked and killed. Nevertheless, there 
is a certain shift to this sense and it is in no way 
gratuitious, since the imagery on which the film is 
organised owes much to children's stories. We could 
suspect that the shift towards adolescence (which 
makes Nightmare ... solidary with the psychopaths 
Jason or Michael Myers, amongst others) is nothing 
but an escape with respect to the other 
compromising, and possibly unmentionable, crime. 
Let's follow the track of the youngsters because it 
promises to hold a few surprises. 

As a matter of fact, it is the children's stories which 
have been summoned. In the first chapter of the 

series we hear the voices of some girls who sing 
Freddy's song whilst they are playing with a rope.64 
The misted-over image represents a repeated scene, 
torn from its real time and which returns in the shape 
of a chorus. 

One, two, Fredd's coming for you. Three, four, better lock your door. 

Five, six, grab your crucifix. Seven, eight gotta stay up late. Nine, ten, 

never sleep again ... 

This entrance into the world of legend, this 
interiorisation through the children's world, for which 
the parents are to blame, is not casual, given that the 
history of the crimes has impregnated children's 
games and ends up repeating itself compulsively. 
Jealously omitted, the crime leaves its mark in the 
songs which come in the form of an adoration for the 
dead. It may be worth remembering, perhaps, to 
what extent this idea results in an inversion of the 
spirit of one of the most famous and terrorific 
children stories ever produced by romanticism: the 
story of the sandman written by E.TA. Hoffmann.65 In 
it, young Nathaniel's delirium surges from the 
bloodcurdling image of the sandman who, according 
to his nanny's tale, comes at night to tear the eyes out 
of the children who have not gone to sleep. This fine 
metaphor of sleep (throwing sand over ones eyelids) 
is understood by Nathaniel in its literal sense and the 
horrible thought of having his eyes torn out 

61. Ibidem, p. 68. 

62. Ibidem, pp. 69-70. 

63. This has to do with the famous soliloquay from Act Ill, 

scene I: "To die, to sleep,/ perchance to dream". 

64. It is not at all impertinent to compare the girls' perverse 

game in Nightmare . . . with the one that introduces a classic of the 

history of cinema such as M (Fritz Lang, 1931 ), where a group of 

girls evoke within their innocent games the black man who carries 

out the worst devastation amongst them, commiting the cruelest 

of murders. 

65. E.T.A Hoffmann: Der Sandmann, Stuttgart, Reclam, 1969. 
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conditions his distress at the thought of being 
castrated.66 Freddy's behaviour is different: he bursts 
into children's dreams if they fall asleep, not if they 
remain awake. His demands are inhuman and are 
equivalent to a tragic condemnation: until the parents 
face up to the consequences of their blame, these 
children will not be able to get to sleep, they will not 
(and this is the metaphor) rest. 

And the thing is that the world of children is 
plagued by the uncanny. In The Dream Master, and 
to one girl's horror, another little girl draws naively 
on a Freddy T-shirt whilst sitting on the floor. The 
Dream Warriors introduces some children who go 
to an abandoned house where Freddy commited 
his crimes: "He wants us to go!" In other words, 
Freddy is much more embedded in the world of 
children than Michael Myers in his role as the 
bogeyman, a term which was formulated to 
describe Myers in Halloween. 

This last consideration means that the deviation 
which the assassin takes towards adolescents, instead 
of continuing with his previous infantile target, 
becomes all the more problematic. It is as if there had 
been a shift for reasons of censorship or due to some 
failure on the part of the inventors of the series; 
nonetheless, in the eyes of the American public it is 
much less compromising to kill adolescents than it is 
to kill young children. However; this is not the only 
phenomenon that surprises us, since it is solidary with 
another remarkable shift: there is not one single 
mention of sex. Freddy had to be sexually clean, even 
when the comments that Nancy forgets written in her 
diary at the beginning of Freddy's Revenge seem very 
similar to an erotic fantasy (Freddy tears me with his 
claws, he wants to take me down to the basement, he 
wants to murder me).67 

There is nothing easier than relating the different 
elements which have appeared up until this moment. 
Death is assimilated to sleep -a trend used in 
popular stories and fantasies- which seems justified 

in this case due to the infantile climate and their 
instrument of legend. Nevertheless, something breaks 
the morbid stability of the legend and it tears the 
poetic, fairy tale climate into which we have sunk 
without realising, namely: murder and tearing bodies 
to bits. In other words, there is no adjustment 
between sleep and death, but rather between 
nightmare and violent murder. And perhaps, in the 
need to introduce this violence within the bloody 
attraction that is determined by the genre to which 
(raven's invention ascribes, we should explain the 
impossibility of remaining any longer with a perverse, 
frenzied, finally gratifying, infantile allegory of the 
romantic type. To say it even more clearly: bodies 
must be torn apart, death must be violent, and blood 
must fill the screen. These irrefutable elements of the 
generic code take Nightmare .. . away from infantile 
dream to place it somewhere much"more bloody. 
This may be the reason why the inventors of the 
series have made such a curious shift towards 
adolescence and have followed up the idea of an 
allegorical reading of sex as violence (nothing better; 
in reality, than mutilated bodies to represent the 
sexual awakening of adolescents). 

We could not, after all, forget one detail which 
once again has something to do with the infantile. The 
structure of repetition that we find in the film has its 
origins in a structural mechanism which is formulated 
from the origin itself: the narrative does not advance 
because the main condition of salvation is the 
impossibility of not falling asleep ever again. However; 
the reference is juicy, because repetition has, in its 
infantile context, special powers, since it constitutes a 
specific pleasure which Freud was to call the pleasure 
of repetition (contrary to the pleasure of difference). 
We can perceive a certain condemnation of an 
infantile desire for repetition which is manifested in its 
stories: the children that live in Sprinwood's universe, 
whether they be converted into adolescents, be it 
through their mere legendary songs, will be 
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condemned to never abandon that pleasure, 
transformed into suffering, into a (why not say it in 
their own words?) nightmare. 

IV. 3. Tragic blame 

To continue with the instruments of reading that 
we have disseminated, the allegorical reading of 
Nightmare .. . was to some extent unavoidable: the 
nightmare once again pends over the children and 
their parents are to blame.68 And its return is 
characterised by its ferocity: tearing their bodies 
apart, penetrating their dreams, building their legends. 
After the adults took the law into their hands and 
lynched and burnt the body of the sadistic assassin 
Freddy Krueger, the price of their blame is paid for, in 
a specially bloody form, by the children of the town. 
What had been excised from society now returns far 
beyond the parents' reach, without any possible pact, 
and cannot be curbed: it is a return to the Real, 
through their s;hildren's nightmares. And there is no 
need to remind ourselves of the intolerable nature of 
the nightmare, that which curbs the expression of a 
wish, just as has already been enunciated. Here, the 
opposition that Lacan established between the Real 
and reality was never very clear at all: the form which 
the Real takes on is clearly the strangest as respects 
reality, because it embeds itself in the oniric 
phenomenon of the nightmare in order to dismantle 
the wish ... However, and this is of the Wes (raven's 
vintage -it provokes real effects: death and bodies 
which are torn to bits, violence and mutilation. It is 
here, as far as we can judge, that we find the 
distressing imagination of Nightmare .. . If the Law had 
no effect on the monster, it is the monster itself, in 
spite of having been eliminated, that returns like a real 
demiurge: attracting the youngsters' dreams in this 
way, it will also destroy them in their inner beings. 
The nightmare, where the Real becomes unbearable, 
will have become, also for the characters that live it, 
Real and its price will be the most merciless death. 

Faced by this dead-end, the narrative expressicJill 
of the impossible, Nightmare ... corrects towards the 
middle of the footage its tendency to the infinite in 
the form of repetition and pacts a narrative way out, 
which is just as original: there is a way to excise 
Freddy from the nightmare, to make him return to 
that infernal and barbarous demiurge world into 
which his body sank after being lynched. This 
operation can only be carried out by a young girl 
-who, as we already well know, has to be pure- . The 
tragic flavour of the narrative seems to have been 
imposed upon us: liberation, and also sacrifice, 
corresponds to the chi ldren through their parents' 
fault, as does their inexorable fate. We should have a 
closer look at the situation and be more specific: the 
parents' blame was due to their helplessness in the 
face of this terrible criminal's threats and the meagre 
support received on behalf of the Law. It was love 
that made them commit the crime, and the zeal with 
which they hid the body after the crime 
demonstrates how badly they felt and their wish to 
erase it from their memory and keep it from their 
children's knowledge.69 So, the substance of the 
story remains confined in the hands of tragedy, at the 

66. Remember Freud's fine analysis, "The uncanny" in Standard 

Edition, vol. XVll, pp. 217-252. In no way do we wish to analyse the 

story, but rather to refer to its inversion in this case. 

67. Remember Laura Palmer's famous diary, conceived on the 

thread of the sadistic, enigmatic character of Twin Peaks who 

Laura calls Bob (The Secret Diary of Laura Palmer as seen by Jennifer 

Lynch, New York, Twin Peaks productions, 1990). 

68. Compare with Lacan's following comment: "the father's 

legacy, Kierkegaard points out: it is his sin". We can now see the 

tragic root which Wes Craven's film is all about. 

69. The first chapter of the television series Freddy's Nightmares 

is based on the parents' trial, excarcelation and vengeance. That 

which, like a blame, fell upon all the characters without having 

been shown, is mentioned in the television series, in this way 

undoing their terrible plight. 
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same time as one becomes aware of a solution of 
redemption which is contradictory to the tragic 
spirit. It is not the weight of Fate, uncertain and 
contradictory, that pulls the strings of history; on the 
contrary, its instrument will be an almost comic book 
hero, of uncanny iconography but sarcastic condition. 
The indescribable weight of Athenian tragedy has 
been dissolved after a brief stay. 

IV. 5. A body as a witness. Fetichism an.d cult 

All of which has been said certifies the 
iconography of the psychopath Freddy Krueger, who 
was soon to become a children's idoJ.70 His nails 
are, in fact, sharp knives which will tear through all 
types of tissues, clothes and flesh.7' A concise 
expression of a sharp-edged weapon which also 
points at the animalisation of the character, Freddy's 
claw, has the added value of multiplying this weapon 
for each of his five fingers and converting it into an 
extension of his own body (in other words, it lays 
the base for its monstrosity). His clothing includes a 
flashy red and black striped sweater -almost 
charicaturesque- which is repeatedly described as 
dirty and a wide-rimmed black hat. His sarcastic 
laugh reveals the sadistic irony which characterises 
him. We will add to these external features his 
contrast with the incorporeal condition of the 
dream, his ubiquity and capacity for metamorphosis 
through which he occupies other bodies, displaces 
his own recogniseable identity to other objects (a 
school bus, for example) or springs suddenly from 
the most unsuspected places (a cuckoo clock, the 
television ... ) until he gets turned into a skeleton or 
penetrates inside a video game.72 He is 
genealogically presented in accordance with some 
biological determinism throughout different 
episodes and without any fixed order: he was the 
son of a nun - Amanda Krueger ( 1907-1968)
raped by a hundred residents of a psychiatric 
asylum and whose offspring was the bloodthirsty 

baby Freddy, just as he is presented in The Dream 
Child ( 1989). In another episode he is incorporated 
to his daughter and a fragment of his family life 
previous to the tragedy is improvised.73 

But, without doubt, the most decisive thing about 
Freddy is the way in which he shows off the marks of 
his tragedy, since he still keeps his burnt flesh from 
when he was lynched with gasoline, his face 
destroyed by the flames. Before this face, all 
recognition seems to end and the identifications and 
the obscenity with which he exhibits it contrasts with 
the virtuous mask that Michael Myers (Halloween) 
and Jason Voomess (in some chapters of Friday the 
/ 3th) wear. 

The birth of this iconography and its strange 
atmosphere can be perfectly observed in the film that 
opens the series. In the scenery of an abandoned 
basement74 -we will soon discover that this is the 
place where Krueger's cremation was carried out
we can see how Freddy prepares his sharp knives in 
the form of nails, as if in a forge. The atmosphere is 
completed with gases and machines and the only 
inhabitant of the place is a young girl in a catatonic 
state who is pursued by an assassin. A piece of cloth 
gets ripped to bits by the criminal's nails and just 
when she is captured, the girl wakes up. In this brief 
beginning of the films all the keys to the above
mentioned imagery are succinctly exposed: the 
metaphor of the ripped cloth which wi ll soon 
become human flesh, the claw that sits the body up, 
as if it were a prosthesis, the sharp blade of the 
"Slasher Films," Krueger's burnt face which drags the 
marks of his destruction, without necessarily having to 
be dead, his sarcastic laugh resounding like an echo 
and his scanty clothing made up of a T-shirt and hat. 

Anyway, all this paraphernalia has to be put into 
relation with the success and mythomania which 
Freddy has caused. In fact, the claw, is to be found 
everywhere reproduced in plastic and sold in 
numerous shops, the T-shirt or Robert Englund's 
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distorted voice, the burnt face etc, have become 
independent in their own right. turning into cult 
objects independently from the terrorific totality in 
which they are integrated. Such is the situation that 
the television series plays with a sensationalism that 
provokes a highly perverse pleasure of recognition 
amongst young people (a shadow, an eye, a claw, 
etc.), although, in general, Freddy is the great 
absentee. 

IV. 6. The metamorphoses of the series 

Here is a word which has a remarkable resonance. 
We have already seen in previous chapters how the 
projects, explicit or not, of Halloween or Friday the 
/ Jth, were transformed, rejected, ignored dr 
dismissed with effrontery by their new beginnings. The 
structural coherence was not a prerequisite nor a 
future programme, and for this same reason it would 
be inappropriate to expect it from Nightmare on Elm 
Street. Howev~ the series created by Wes Craven has 
revealed its extraordinarythe metaphorical capacity, 
unlike the one that adorned the aforementioned 
series. His vocation of working with different means of 
communication (only comic books have resisted for 
the time being, since, it seems, it would weaken the 
climate of terror which the film had acquired), and its 
consolidated advance onto the television, are, without 
doubt, an example, although they may be highly 
symptomatic, of the series capacity to evolve. This 
does not mean that the resourcefulness has not 
lessened. Reiterations and repetitions continue to be 
abundant but they no longer have the same degree of 
frivolity and slowness as the other series which we 
have dealt with. 

Right from the start Nightmare ... incorporates 
codes which belong to subgenres of terror that are 
far more different to the ones we have seen, for 
example, in Friday the / Jth.75 In this way, Nightmare 
on Elm Street-Part 4: The Dream Master (Renny Harlin, 
I 988) leaves room for the tendencies of the time 

which are almost unrenounceable in order to 
continue on the crest of the wave: the resorts of 
virtual reality, the most varied special effects appear 
from everywhere.76 One case which is specially 
meaningful is the incorporation of a video game into 
Freddy's Dead ... : Spencer, the main protagonist, 
penetrates into the video game and suffers all types 
of attacks from an inoffensive and stylised character 
with a striped T-shirt ... This is no other than Freddy 
Krueger: A radical transformation which carries the 
sign of the ages seems to confirm itself: bloody 
attraction has given way to technological attraction 
and fair entertainment (a postmodern fair) seems to 

70. We dedicate our study to the phenomenon of the face 

"Stars of the apocalypse. Observations on a few horror movie 

myths" in Archivos de la Fifmoteca, 18, 1994, pp. 252-257. 

71. Note that firearms are hardly used in modern horror films. 

Since the main aim is to tear bodies to bits, axes, knies, kitchen 

knives have become the privileged instruments with which to do 

the job. 

72. This is what happes in The Final Nightmare, Freddy's Dead 

(Rachel Talalay, 1991 ), a curious manifest<ition which is heading 

towards virtual reality. 

73. Where the actor Robert Englund appears with a perfect 

face, with no signs of any burns, but this only lasts for a few 

minutes and in the heart of the infantile memory og his daughter. 

74. With an allegorical spirit, John McCarty compares it with 

hell in The Modern Horror Film, p. 20 I. The Dream Warriors makes 

this infernal symbolism obvious to such an extent that the same 

characters call this basement "hell's attic". 

75. See the consideration that we made previously on the 

subject of the interference of those codes which are proper of the 

"alien" subgenre in the chapter "Jason's Death" of Friday the I 3th. 

76. It is worth mentioning that the third part of Friday the / 3th 

was filmed in 30 in order to introduce some more spectacular 

elements. What we now collate is not so much the difference but 

the capacity of absorption of contemporary references which at 

the same time revitalise, bring up-to-date and make more 

fashionable the new chapters of Nightmare ... 
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impose itself through its taste for dissemination and 
fragmentation. There will still be many straightforward 
corporal motives in the future, but the truth is that 
these have decreased substantially during the last few 
years in relation with another register of special 
effects.77 In order not to proliferate in casuistry, 
Freddy's Revenge announced the incorporation of 
another genre known to the public: haunted houses 
and the idea of possession. 

It is also true to say that the series has also 
introduced certain bad taste influences which were in 
no way present at its origins: in The Dream Master, for 
example, Freddy shows us a huge meatball pizza, 
where the meatballs are no other than all of his 
victims's tiny heads; the reason for resorting to 
creepy-crawlies to show especially carnal images 
seems to be equally contradictory with its origins and 
the viscosity that we observe at the end of this 
episode in which, like a fairy tale and an imitation of 
Beauty and the Beast, a young girl obliges Freddy to 
contemplate his own horror; demonstrates that 
Nightmare ... shamelessly admits all types of figures, 
codes, and references. 

However, the metamorphosis did not only affect 
the series as a whole. Freddy himself also suffers the 
most varied changes in his anatomy. according to the 
model of the subgenre, oscillating between matter 
(viscosity: the image of foeti which reproduce 
themselves inside his body in The Dream Master) and 
the virtual (the aforementioned video game). So, as 
part of a grotesque metaphorical shift, the car that 
closes the first chapter shows off with a bonnet 
which has the same colours as the assassin's T-shirt. 
Freddy's Dead presents it in its most grotesque form 
dressed as a witch, flying on its broom. In fact, the 
alibi was formulated in the first chapter; when the 
psychopath obliged the boy who has come to live in 
the haunted house five years after the tragedy had 
happened to lend him his body in order to incarnate 
himself and commit the predicted crimes. 

Anyway, its metamorphic capacity also has a sadistic 
quality which is barely believable: in The Dream 
Warriors (and this is also an evident sign of how the 
series' imagery devours and modernises itself), Freddy 
sees how his knives are turned into syringes which 
stick into the veins of an ex-junky and, in the same 
chapter; he takes on the form of a paralytic to attack 
the wheelchair of a real paralytic.78 

V. An Anthropology of Death 

V. I. Forbidden death 

We have run into a system of narrative paradoxes 
which can hardly owe themselves to chance. Death 
seems to have been summoned both literally and 
metaphorically. dismissed and omnipresent, both 
necessary and impossible at the same time. It would 
be unthinkable that the compulsive phenomenon that 
we have tried to make clearer in the previous pages 
through some meaningful examples which are, 
however; in no way unique79 should have absolutely 
no correlation with the statute of death itself within 
our modern or postmodern world; that is to say that, 
the dimension of these narratives should not surpass 
certain formal features which have been arranged 
fortuitously in our cinematographic panorama and 
which lack an anthropological dimension. It is this 
connection that we are now going to try and 
articulate; or; at least, we will briefly try to explain 
how the narratives, once they are legitimised by death, 
express through metaphors of death itself a state of 
civilisation, a way of becoming more related with our 
symbols and myths. 

Philippe Aries,BO after having carried out a brilliant 
historical resume of images, metaphors, and 
experiences of death in the western world through its 
iconography, literature and imagery, comes to the 
conclusion that in our times an inversion has taken 
place of what was known up until the Middle Ages as 
"domestic death": currently, society turns its back on 
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death, its signs are suspiciously concealed and the daily 
social rhythm of life never ever seems to be 
interrupted by its irruption. The author calls this 
phenomenon "savage death" or "inverted death." 
However, Aries is not the only one who has been 
taken aback by this situation. With a very similar line 
of reasoning, other anthropologists and historians 
diagnosed this phenomenon with the help of terms, 
which in this context, are equivalent: whether one 
uses the term of vanished death, expelled 
(L-V. Thomas), or death in the third person 
(W jankelevith)8 I or it is confirmed that death today is 
thought up by technocrats (S. Karsenty), the 
underlying evidence which everyone agrees upon, just 
as empirical as it is dramatic, is that "western man ( ... ) 
dies in different ways, does not die correctly and no 
longer seems to know how to die."82 The general 
consent and radicalism with which certain 
anthropological environments sentence this attitude 
towards death need some clarification. 

After having been a fundamental element of daily 
life, familiar in its dealings with man,83 death, since the 
end of the nineteenth century, suddenly silences, 
turning into an obscenity par excellence, to such an 
extent that no one dares mention its name. 
Everything takes place more or less in the last forty 
years of life in the western world as if we had 
become immortaJ.84 It is as if death had replaced sex 
as one of the prohibitions and taboos of our times. 
However, this surprising "prohibition of death" has 
manifested itself together with a no less meaningful 
reappearance of its problems within anthropological, 
historical and sociological research, as well as in 
current affairs magazines, TV programmes, radio and 
pseudoscientific experiments of all types.85 There has 
been a highly spectacular and perceptive rediscovery 
of phenomena such as the increase of incinerations, 
the irruption and communication of so-called Near 
Death Experiences (NDE)86 and Out of Body 
Experiences (OOBE), a return to religion, and a 

reappearance of a spiritualist far beyond; but -and 
we insist on the paradox- also the disappearance of 
death, of dying and the period of after death (through 
the purification of the work of the tanatopraxis, the 
suppression of mourning and the appearance of the 
unformulated utopia of immortality).87 We could, 

77. Is it necessary to remind ourselves that the special effects 

of psychopath films which are analysed in this text were never 

really very spectacular? Their main feature lay in their brutality but 

not in a technical complexity and make up, at least in relation with 

other more sophisticated products. 

78. In a height of bad taste and sadism, Freddy grabs a deaf boy's 

hearing aid from him, tearing his ear off at the same time, and then 

makes him listen to the amplified noise of his knives (The Warriors). 

79. We should bring to mind, without going any further, the 

conditions of the undead which we have mentioned earlier and 

who have invaded a subgenre of horror since 1968 up until today. 

80. Philippe Aries: L'homme devant la mart, Paris, Seuil, 1977. 

Also by the same author Essais sur /'histoire de Ja mart en Occident 

du Mayen Age a nos jours, Paris, Seuil, 1975. 

81. Vladimir Jankelevitch: La mart, Paris, Flammarion, 1977. 

82. Trinh Van Thao: "Avant-propos" in La mart aujourd'hui, 

Paris, Anthropos, 1977, p. 11. 

83. A process which is detailed by Aries, L'homme devant Ja 

mart, already cit. 

84. Aries: op. cit, p. 80. 

85. Louis-Vincent Thomas: La mart en question. Traces de mart, 

mart des traces, Paris, L'HARMATTAN, 1991, p. 23. 

86. See, for example, Evelyne-Sarah Mercier (ed.): La mart 

transfrguree. Recherche sur les experiences vecues aux approches de la 

mart, NDE, Paris, L'age du verseau, 1992. 

87. This myth was isolated by Michel Foucault many years ago 

because it had to do with the birth of the modern clinic. It is 

affirmed that the years previous to the French Revolution, and 

after, were witness to the birth of the myth of the total 

disappearance of disease in modern society (Naissance de la 

clinique. Une archeologie du regard medical, Paris, PU.F./Quadrige, 

2nd ed., 1990, p. 32). This myth has revived as a result of the 

spectacular conquest of biology and genetics of recent times. 
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extrapolating a reference which was made at the 
beginning of this work, think that just as tragedy 
turned from art to philosophical reflection in the 
history of the western world, that death also turned 
from rt:s familiarity with daily life to that curious 
symptom of the logos which is the basis of modern 
anthropological reflection, abandoning the streets, the 
families and its ancient rituals. 

This is not the right moment to expostulate on the 
subject of the disappearance of death. But it is the 
right moment to postulate that its decadence is 
indissolubly related to the irruption of scientific speech 
and to the enlightened reason that supports it. In a 
very similar way to what was expounded at the 
beginning of this work, there seems to be an 
undeniable interaction between the "failure of 
symbolic behaviour"88 and the medicalisation, 
hospitalisation and technicality of death. In fact, the 
industry has broken the traditional bonds of solidarity 
which rituals dramatised. As Ivan Illich pointed out: 

La medicalisation de la mart a mis fin a /'ere de Ja mart nature/le. 

L'homme occidental a perdu le droit de presider a J'acte de mourir (. .. ) 

La mart technique est victorieuse du trepas. La mart mecanique a 

conquis et annhile toutes Jes autres marts. 89 

And the fact is that death, which had been the 
object of scatology and which had been in the 
centre of the great visions of the world (mythology 
and religion), has been left in the hands of a 
ratiocination which tends to deny it: scientists, who 
consider ritual and symbolic behaviour to be 
antiquated and impertinent. How does this medical 
knowledge operate? 

V. 2 The medicalisation of death and its 

imageries 

But in this rapid summary, we are more interested 
in revealing the imaginary effects of this scientic and 
medicalised idea of death than in sentencing its 
mistaken success. It is in this way that we realise that 

the medicalisation of death has its first unexpected 
effect: it provokes a "mort ecartelee" in separate 
dominions, just as much as medical specialisations, 
which brings about its own curious dispersion and 
professionalisation; moreover. it reveals the 
technicalised idea of a human body. assimilated into a 
machine (such was the metaphor used by Descartes); 
death can therefore be compared -to continue with 
the metaphor - with a breakdown which is now 
impossible to repair. But technical death has a third 
dimension: opposite to the natural one, it is 
synonymous to a programmed death. 

Anyway. all of these phenomena can in no way be 
considered strictly scientific. If there is something 
which intrigues us it is, in all truth, the wild irruption of 
imaginary effects. In the first place, the myth which 
Foucault brought to light from the establishment of 
modern science (inexorable progress, the abolition of 
the illness) has currently become a tacit, unformulated 
wish of the abolition of death. Tacit and explicit 
because rt: is now known that there is a Committee for 
the abol ition of death and a "Societe lmmortaliste" 
which was established in Paris in 1976.90 Many years 
have gone by since Freud emphasised that in our 
unconscious we are convinced of our immortalrt:y9 I; 
and this is the reason why this inverisimilitude is 
activated so easily and absurdly. Some of the more 
phantasmatic realities of modern medicine seem to 
point in this direction, for example cyrogenisation (the 
preservation of a body in a nitrqgen liquid until it can 
be brought back to life) . 

A second imaginary effect produced by 
medicalisation is the construction of a "belle mart'' as 
a quick, painless death, without pre-warning and 
without having had time to prepare for it. Contrary 
to what happened with medieval knights, who 
considered unexpected death to be the worst death 
of all , today there exists a generalised desire for a 
"mors repentina," as the ideal death. But this is not all, 
since we must also add the desire for a hygienic death 
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that avoids the manifestation of fatal symptoms, 
something which is questioned, above all, by the AIDS 
drama. We will soon discover that perfect death, such 
as it has been formulated, its modest and discreet 
character; the fact that it is painless, makes our 
current incapacity to bear pain very o~vious. It was 
Ivan Illich who described our society as analgesic and 
unable to bear pain and negotiate it, because it has no 
redemptory value. 

V. 3. Horror and science films: some 
astonishing signs 

The productions of modern terror and, specially, 
the ones which have been analysed in these pages 
form part of this situation described by the 
anthropology of death. Science has for many years 
inspired science-fiction and horror films; medicine, 
biology, and genetics, have only recently begun to 
inspire them with a remarkable intensity. Through 
many of these narratives we can observe the corporal .,. 
drifts of reproductive technology. of the discoveries of 
the DNA. of foetal malformations ... but also these 
films, far from where they anchored their imagery, 
fantasise as to what is monstrous and what is normal, 
re-write the frontiers which exist between masculine 
and feminine, human and animal,92 alive and dead,93 as 
well as other matrixes of a culture which is currently in 
crisis and transforming itself. We are convinced that 
the statute of death in the films which we have 
analysed is not indifferent to this situation, as neither is 
our vision that heroes should have such a solid starting 
point in the demiurges of terror; uncertain and 
contradictory in their configuration, but from which 
we can isolate some unmistakeable features. 

Lastly, it may seem like an insult to compare 
Sophocles (even with fugacity) with the last of the 
epigones of the "Slasher Films." But, beyond aesthetic 
quality of the sacred or pseudosacred function of art, 
anthropology cannnot ignore what hurts our 
contemporaries and ourselves. It is very possible that 

what terrorises us today of the fi lms we have1 

mentioned may be ephemeral, as it is also true that 
distant Greek tragedies continue terrifying us, in spite 
of the distance and the lack of knowledge that we 
have of the conditions of their representation, the 
weight of mythology. state of the language, etc. Our 
certainty does not falter; in spite of everything, in a 
very precise point: aesthetics, anthropology, 
philosophy have to take charge of the first if they do 
not wish to incur in a crime and become immoral. If 
the lack of interest on the part of the critics and 
aesthetes during the nineteenth century in the artistic 
phenomena linked with in series production, 
mechanisation, and technification led to an important 
loss of material which would today be very valuable, 
the evaluation of mass culture does no longer need 
justifying. Only laziness and the immediate desire to 
resolve the complexity of these networks with 
totalising theories, and therefore, unheeding with 
these phenomena, would oblige us to resign from the 
need of a study. which we feel, would be imperative. It 
is unimportant if these horror productions are or not 
considered as art (this is not the question). What is 

88. Louis-Vincent Thomas: Rites de mart. Pour la paix des vivants, 

Paris, Fayard, I 98S, p.121. 

89. Ivan Illich: Nemesis medicale. L'expropiation de la sante, Paris, 

Seuil, 1975, p. 20 I. 

90. L-V Thomas: op. cit., 1991, p. 35. 

91. S. Freud: "Thoughts for the times on wars and death" 

( 1915), The Standard Edition, vol. XIV, pp. 273-300. 

92. See to this respect our text "Metamorfosis, ciencia y 

horror. The Fly (David Cronenberg, 1986)" in Arbor CXLV, 1993, 

Las imagenes de la ciencia en el cine de ficd6n , Alberto Elena (ed.), 

pp. 93-112. Now in our book Una cultura de la fragmentaci6n: 

pastiche, relato y cuerpo en el dne y la television, Valencia, Filmoteca 

Valenciana, 199 5. 

93. Films on the living dead are an example model which we 

can use to deal with the topic of death in a complementary way to 

what has been said here. 
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indeed clear is that they speak out loud about our age 
without being based on evident topics but rather on 
meaningful networks, through their metaphors and 
silences, their implicity and obviousness. It is these 
silences which, due to the dubious merit of being their 
contemporaries, we are able to echo. Maybe 
tomorrow it will be too late. 

I would like to finish by evoking the episode of the 
end of Sigmund Freud's.life. After countless operations 
to cure his cancer, the moment came when his 
suffering became unbearable and useless. The lack of 
knowledge about antibiotics was the main cause of a 
situation which was to become undescribable: a putrid 
smell born from the necrosis of the affected zone 
stenched the London mansion where Freud lived in 
bad state. Maud Mannoni, sensitive to the nearness of 
death, remembered the most chilling detail of this 
experience: 

A la fin de lo vie de Freud, seul son chien se soustroyont a ses 

caresses. disoit /'horreur d'une situation. Ce chien terroit a f'outre bout 

de lo piece, effroye par /'odeur emonont de son maftre. Ce regard de 

chien n's pas pu ne pas faire realiser a Freud qu'if etoit desonnois 

devenu pour lui-mi!me un object de degoQt 94 

There is nothing in this description that belongs, 
stricto senso, to death, except for the blanket that 
covers everything it touches: the death of the tissue, 
the animal's premonition (should we call it this?) that 
his master was soon to disappear, Freud's awareness 
of a limitation that, from very early on, had never 
stopped following him ... Everything refers to death, 
but death, as such, is not there. But if death is, as 
refers to the moment, something that cannot be 
represented or spoken, not for this reason can it be 
poetic. There we have the putrid smell evoked by 
Max Schur, Freud's doctor, to bear witness of the least 
compassionate, the least sympathetic, the most 
extremely unbearable nature of death. That this 
impenetrable knot should try to be mentioned, 
repeated and attracted by horror films demonstrates 

a certain naivety, but also a vocation. Faced by this 
impossibility, the screen will be filled with bodies, of 
the remains which stay after death, but which, in 
themselves, do not tell us anything about it. Perhaps 
horror cinema trusted some secret and ungraspable 
moment of its existence to represent death itself 
Within its purpose and its adventure we discover that 
its punishment and its testimony have been written 
with letters of fire 0 

TRANSLATION: MARK CAMPBELL 

Appendix I 
Halloween Qohn Carpenter, Compass International Pictures, 1978) I 

Halloween II (Rick Rosenthal, Universal Pictures, pnod. Carpenter, Debra Hill, 

1981) I Halloween Ill: Season of the Witch (Tommy Lee Wallace, Universal, 

1983) I Halloween IV: The Return of Michael Myers (Dwight H. Little, Galaxy 

Releasing 1988) I Halloween V: The Revenge of Michael Myers (Dominique 

Othenin-Girard, 1990). 

Friday the I 3th ( Sean S. Cunningham, Paramount 1980) I Friday the I 3th 

- Port II (Steve Miner, Paramount 1981 ) I Friday the / 3th - Port Ill (Steve 

Miner, Paramount 1982) I Friday the I 3th - The Final Chapter Qoseph Zito, 

Paramount 1984) I Friday the I 3th - Port V: A New Beginning (Danny 

Steinmann, Paramount 1985). I Friday the I 3th - Port Vf: Jason Lives (Tom 

Mcloughlin, Paramount, 1986) I Friday the I 3th - Port VII: The New Blood 

Qohn Buechler, Paramount 1988) I Friday the I 3th - Port Vfl/: Jason Takes 

Manhattan (Rob Hedden, 1990). 

A Nightmare on Elm Street (Wes Craven, New Line Cinema, 1984) I A 

Nightmare on Elm Street - Port 2: Freddy's Revenge Qack Sholder, New Line 

Cinema, 1985) I A Nightmare on Elm Street - Part 3: The Dream Warriors 

(Chuck Russell, New Line Cinema, 1987) I A Nightmare on Elm Street - Port 

4: The Dream Moster (Renny Harlin, New Line Cinema, 1988) I A Nightmare 

on Elm Street -Port V: The Dream Child ( 1989) I Freddy's Dead. The Final 

Nightmare (Rachel T alalay, 199 1) I Freddy's Dead. The Final Nightmare (Rachel 

T alalay, 1992) I Wes Croven's·New Nightmare (Wes Craven, 1994). 

--------
94. Maud Mannoni: Le nomme et l'innamable. Le dernier mat de Ja 

vie, Paris, Denoel, 1991 , p. 125. A longer list can be found in Max 

Schur's, La mart dons la vie de Freud, Paris, Gallimard, I 975. 
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wishes to be an open, flexible magazine which 

deals with a wide variety of issues. To combine the 

theory and aesthetics of cinema with the problems 

of historicism as generated by the new discoveries, 

restorations and identifications of film libraries is 

indeed an arduous task. If, moreover, we do not 

wish to omit any of the other image aids such as 

television and the so-called new technologies, the 

task becomes even more complex. It is not 

necessary, however, to deal with all of these 

different subjects in each and every one of our 

publications, but rather it is our aim to find a 

balance between them in our different issues. 

The main aim of this monograph is to deal in depth 

with a theoretical subject which is of the utmost 

importance in modem day audiovisual media, but 

which lacks a historical dimension: the statutes of 

narrative. Nevertheless, an empirical look at the 

subject matter confirms that there are several 

ramifications in fields which have little to do with 

audiovisuals which are likely to enrich, in an image 

format, the "internal" debates which concern 

today 's mass media. For this reason, we have 

deemed it necessary, contrary to the usual policy 

of Archivos de la Filmoteca, to incorporate these 

ideas (in terms of philosophy, science, literature, 

and the spoken narrative, amongst others), as they 

appeared in Rafael R. Tranche and Vicente 

Sanchez-Biosca's joint article. The fact that the 

number of pages has been increased whilst the 

price has remained nearly the same is to be taken 

as a token of respect to the reader who may 

not wholly agree with the way we have 

decided to go about things. 

The text that follows was entrusted to us by the 

Andalusian Film Library for its two editors. Archivos 
de la Filmoteca publishes this text without any type 

of modification whatsoever. We hope that this joint 

collaboration between the two film libraries may be 

the first of many to follow 0 
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