
“From Crusty Faces to Computer-Generated Ghastly Gazes”
     
It’s midnight, I lay sleepless on my couch, both unable to sleep and remain alert. I aimlessly change channels, hoping to find something worthwhile to watch. I turn to a channel that I usually don’t find myself watching. This particular channel specializes in pre-1950s films and tonight they were playing an old horror film named Noseferatu (1921) directed by F. W. Murnau. I watched the film, as I assumed it would have some shock value and some scary scenes. I continued to watch the classic more intently but I found myself unshaken by the so-called “scary scenes.” As I continued to watch, I found myself dozing off until my eyes finally shut. The next morning, I dragged myself to film class where we were ironically studying horror films. The movie the teacher had scheduled was The Others (2001) (directed by Alejandro Amenábar). Just as I was watching Nosferatu intently last night, I found myself watching the film with the exact amount of focus in my half conscious state. I found myself a little bit more edgy, because of several elements of the film. As the film progressed, I found myself flinch and I could feel my heart race. As the class was leaving, I pondered on what makes a film scary. There is definitely a distinction between what was considered frightening in the past and what is considered frightening in today’s present society. 

     
So what makes a scary movie.... well, scary? Lets examine the crucial “Scary Movie Formula.”

(es+u+cs+t)   + S +  (tl+f)/2  + (a+dr+fs)/n  + sin x – 1

Where:

es = escalating music  u = the unknown cs = chase scenes t = sense of being trapped

S = shock  tl = true life f = fantasy a = character is alone dr = in the dark  fs = film setting

n = number of people x = blood and guts 1 = stereotypes


(BBC NEWS)

     
“Oh the horror” most would say that find math work tedious and difficult. The formula above has been created by scientists to quantify the “scariness” of any particular horror film. To keep all you math-phobic readers out there from passing out, I will try to explain each variables effect on the formula.  The four crucial variables in the above formula are “es”, “u”, “cs” and “t”.  These four variable are most important mathematically, in that, increasing the values of one these variables will exponentially increase any movie’s rating on the universal fright meter.  “S”, or the shock value of a film will increase the value in a constant fashion. The “true life” and “fantasy” factors will increase the scariness slightly whereas the “alone”, “dark” and the “setting” of the film will be dependent on the number of characters (variable “n”), and will only have a significant effect in the scary meter when the characters are isolated. Variable “x” rates the overall gore of the film and where “1” represents stereotypical scenes that the audience would come to expect and not be frightened of. 
 
So we’ve gone through the mathematical framework. Lets start to distinguish between what was considered scary and what is scary. Horror films date back from the early 1900s, most of which were silent films. One film in particular, Nosferatu (1921), has received great adulation from the horror society. It is considered to be the epitome of pre-1950s classic horror films. It utilizes the monochromatic colors to truly give the vampire a truly undead appearance. But yet, why is the film not scary to modern society? If we refer back to the “Scary Movie Formula”, we can see that the film is missing many critical elements to make it frightening to modern society. For example, consider the variable ‘u’, the unknown. At the time, the mainstream society was unacquainted with the vampire in Nosferatu, but today’s modern mainstream society has become acquainted with the vampire through movies like Blade and television programs like Buffy the Vampire Slayer, thus leading to the lack of shock value.  On the other hand, lets consider one of the post-1950s classics. The Others (2001) is one of the most well-known and distinguished horror films of the twenty-first century. This psychological thriller fully utilizes all the variables mentioned in the formula to create a tasteful flow of horror, rather than a gratuitous show of blood and gore. For example, The Others utilizes continuously escalating music that keeps the viewer tense and edgy in the anticipation of something horrific.
 
Films, particularly horror films are continuously evolving to fit the needs of society. As we see a progression from the crusty faced vampires to the computer generated ghosts, we also see a desensitization of society. This desensitization is the society’s ability to tolerate more and more gratuitous violence without turning their faces away from the screen. In my article, I will not only discuss how horror films are progressing and continuously changing, but how they are conforming to society’s needs. One way the mainstream’s need for guts and brains has been met by using technology to enhance the level of fear the audience experiences. From ghastly ghouls to the alien that drools, the horror genre is continuously proving that it can provide consistent box office hits, for one and only one reason… they know what we want.  
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