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The Gothic in an Age of Terror(ism)

Marie Liénard-Yeterian University of Nice-Sophia Antipolis
Agnieszka Soltysik Monnet University of Lausanne

Well, I suppose I see a different world than you do. And the truth is that what I see
frightens me. I'm frightened because our enemies are no longer known to us. They
do not exist on a map. They’re not nations. They are individuals. Look around you.
Who do you fear? Can you see a face? A uniform? A flag? No. Our world is not more
transparent now. It’s more opaque. It’s in the shadows. That's where we must do
battle. So, before you declare us irrelevant, ask yourselves how safe do you feel?

This speech, made by M to a government committee in Skyfall (2012, Dir Sam
Mendez), maps out some of the salient features of a Gothicised post-9/11 cultural
landscape. It evokes a world shaped by the experience and fear of terror(ism): a
violence that is always unexpected though constantly awaited. In this world, fear-
fulness and uncertainty are the dominant emotions while darkness, shadow and
opacity define the aesthetic and symbolic frames. The militarised response that
M proposes — ‘we must do battle’ - recalls the sweeping War on Terror as well as
the wars on Afghanistan and Iraq that we have witnessed in the course of the last
decade. Though the Middle East is far away, the real battleground - for M, as for
the Homeland Security apparatus in the US - is a shadowy and unsafe world
all ‘around’ us. This uncanny transformation of home into the unhomely, or
unheimlich, has opened the door to a host of new fears, anxieties and ethical
dilemmas. It is not surprising then that the Gothic has surged to the fore at such
a moment, producing a literal invasion of horror films, books, videogames and
other cultural products for the commercial marketplace in the first decades of the
twenty-first century. The nature and meaning of these artifacts — neither mere
reflection nor always exactly critique ~ is emotionally and aesthetically rich, polit-
ically resonant and ethically complex. The Gothic engages probingly with the
conditions of the contemporary world — especially its felt precariousness, its
moral uncertainties, and its thick new habitus of fear — and this issue of Gothic
Studies examines some of the ways in which it does so. The goal of this special
issue is to show what happens to the Gothic as a literary and filmic mode along
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The Gothic in an Age of Terror(ism) 9

film series, and the True Blood TV series. The larger frame for such an encounter
was a postcolonial struggle between former colonial master and subject, which
the Gothic is able to probe in terms of metaphor and analogy in a way that offi-
cial public culture cannot. The postcolonial is also the principal frame in which
Johan Hoglund casts his essay on ‘Cell, Stephen King and the Imperial Gothic'.
Contextualising the contemporary obsession with catastrophe in terms of a
century-long tradition of Imperial Gothic that began with the dismantling of the
British Empire in the late nineteenth century, Hoglund examines current dis-
courses of terrorism and post-apocalyptic fiction in light of the waning American
empire at hand. Focusing specifically on Stephen King’s Cell, Héglund looks at
the ambivalent ideological meanings produced by popular culture texts in their
search to cope with the epistemological rifts created specifically by 9/11 but also
by the fraying of the American hegemon that these attacks exposed.
The next two essays follow logically from the postcolonial question to that of
the nation-state itself. Katarzyna Pisarska’s ‘The Return of the Abject: Gothic
Terror(ism) and Post-Devolution Britain in Skyfall’ looks at the latest (and most
Gothic) James Bond film, applying Kristeva’s theory of the abject and Robert
Miles’ notion of the ‘nationalist abject’ to examine how terrorism is presented
as the return of an abjected colonial history which now haunts and disrupts the
symbolic order of British culture and its sense of national wholeness. Pisarska
examines the way the film maps out Britain’s former imperial geographies,
uncovering a range of ghosts and skeletons in places such as the Scottish High-
lands and Hong Kong. If Skyfall ultimately ends with a consolidation of British
national identity against the forces of abjection represented by the former agent
Silva, the next essay probes even further into the theory and mechanisms by
which a national imaginary is constituted as a social fiction. Donald Anderson’s
‘Gothic Nation: Hawthorne, Ligotti, and the Absent Center of the Nation-State’
engages head-on with the enigma of nationalism in an anti-foundational age:
how do national communities form without a stable ground on which to an-
chor national continuity? Anderson’s essay takes as its point of departure the
contemporary anxiety over the absence of a stable centre and examines how
Gothic fictions even before 9/11 have explored the terrors and implications of a
gaping void at the centre of the national symbolic order. Through readings of
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s ‘My Kinsman, Major Molineux’ and Thomas Ligotti’s
“The Shadow at the Bottom of the World’, Anderson argues that these prescient
fictions offer astute commentary on the mechanisms of public response to 9/11
and the unsettling spectacle of Ground Zero as national symbol.

Uncertainty — especially epistemological uncertainty - is the theme of the last
three essays. The first two examine the most important aesthetic and technological
innovation in the twenty-first century horror film: the rise of found footage and
mockumentary techniques. Although the earliest instances of this practice predate
9/11, Kevin Wetmore has argued that the instantaneous quality of much contem-
porary horror, including the ‘inadvertent’ documentary diagetic mode, is the re-
sult of the influence of 9/11, which was unique for the manner in which it

unfolded in real time in media across the globe. Xavier Aldana Reyes’ ‘Reel Evﬂ_
A Critical Reassessment of Found Footage Horror’ examines the main thema.tlc
strands of this new form, and argues that it is not a genre so much as a narrative
technique. Taking Grave Encounters 2 as his primary example, A‘ldan? Reyes f_o-
cuses on the extreme self-referentiality that defines this trend. In ‘Mimesis of Media:
Found Footage Cinema and the Horror of the Real’, Neil McRoberts also offers a
brief overview of this form, which he calls the ‘most definitive trend of post-
millennial horror’, but focuses on the way the mode attempts to collapse the bound-
ary between the world of the film and the world of the spectator, in order to
emphasise that the danger is potentially ‘here’ and not ifl some ﬁction.al other
space. Locating found footage horror in a long Gothic tradition of interest in fakery
and self-reflexivity, McRoberts argues that epistemic anxiety accounts for the way
the horror genre has fully appropriated this format, which is nevertheless closely
linked to 9/11 and the spillage of terror into the familiar world of the here and now.

The final essay is also centrally concerned with uncertainty .but examines
this issue through video gaming aesthetics in a game called. LG?bo. Graem’e
Pedlingham’s ‘Precarious Playing: Post-9/11 Aesthetics of Uncertainty In PlayDead’s
Limbo’ begins with a discussion of the traumatic and disrul,)tive power of '9;’ 11
defining 2 new age of uncertainty, drawing on Judith Butler’s l.’recarl?us Life to
argue that 9/11 stripped Westerners of their ‘First Worldism, ie. Fhelr sense of
living in a space of safety radically opposed to the dangerous Third World., as
mentioned above. Like McRobert’s argument about the way found footage strives
to show that the horror can happen in the same world as that inhabited' by the
spectator, who is no longer secure behind an aesthetic fourth wall,.Pedlmgﬁham
examines how Limbo — heir to a long tradition of Gothicised gaming environ-
ments — stages an unsettling experience of radical uncertainty as part of the plea-
sure of the game. .

The essays in this volume address a range of topics bp.t cohere around the
issues of terror and uncertainty in a world marked by 9/11 but also !3}( larger
patterns of economic crisis and post-national and Qost—imperial anxiety. The
Gothic explores our subjectivity as terrified subjects, in particula?r what the self
can know in this post-9/11 world. The question of identity, whic.h has E»ea?ome
ubiquitous through the digital imperative of recreating and fashjom.ng one’s 1de{1—
tity for the consumption of others, has taken up a new urgency in the Gothic.
The Gothic's new task might no longer be to deal with the legacy of the past — to
deal with the returning ghosts of the past - but to handle the legacy of the future
and negotiate with the Gothic hybridity and uncanniness of creatures to be born.

Notes

1 Slavoj Zizek, ‘Welcome to the Desert of the Real’, Cultures of Fear: A Critical Reader

(London, Pluto Press, 2009), p. 71. A ,
2 Andrew Schopp and Matthew B. Hill, ‘Introduction: The Curious Knot', The War on
Terror and American Popular Culture (Madison, Fairleigh Dickinson University

Press, 2009), pp. 12, 17-18.
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