
   

No More Haunted Dolls 

Horror Fiction that Transcends the Tropes 

 

Edited by 

Cassandra O’Sullivan Sachar 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Series in Critical Media Studies 



   

 

Copyright © 2024 by the Authors.  
 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of Vernon Art and 
Science Inc. 

 
www.vernonpress.com 

 
In the Americas:  
Vernon Press 
1000 N West Street, Suite 1200  
Wilmington, Delaware, 19801  
United States  

 

In the rest of the world: 
Vernon Press 
C/Sancti Espiritu 17, 
Malaga, 29006 
Spain 

 
Series in Critical Media Studies 

Library of Congress Control Number: 2024935158 

ISBN: 979-8-8819-0003-8 

 
Product and company names mentioned in this work are the trademarks of their 
respective owners. While every care has been taken in preparing this work, neither the 
authors nor Vernon Art and Science Inc. may be held responsible for any loss or damage 
caused or alleged to be caused directly or indirectly by the information contained in it.  
 
Every effort has been made to trace all copyright holders, but if any have been 
inadvertently overlooked the publisher will be pleased to include any necessary credits 
in any subsequent reprint or edition. 
 
Cover design by Vernon Press with elements from Freepik. 
 

 

 



 

Table of Contents 

Notes on Contributors v 

Acknowledgments ix 

Introduction xi 

Cassandra O’Sullivan Sachar 

Chapter 1 Disturbed Mask-ulinity: The Mask  Motive in 
the Slasher Film 1 

Stefan Sonntagbauer 

Chapter 2 Goremands: Human Cannibalism and Eating 
the Other in Contemporary Fiction 23 

Carlos A. González 

Chapter 3 Broken Christs and the Advent of Horror: 
From Shelley’s Frankenstein to AMC’s   
The Walking Dead 41 

Zaher Alajlani 

Chapter 4 Conjured Others and Exorcized Bodies: 
Reimagining the Horror of Possession in Alice 
Sola Kim’s “Mothers Lock Up Your Daughters 
Because They Are Terrifying” 51 

Melissa Eriko Poulsen 

Chapter 5 The Horror of Adolescence: Coming of Age 
Tropes in Horror Cinema 67 

Andrew Wilczak 

Chapter 6 “It’s What You Can’t See…That’s What 
Matters”: A Re-Evaluation of the 
Human Monster 81 

David Edwards 



 

Chapter 7 She Floated Away: Vampirism and  Identity in 
The Pallbearers Club 95 

Josh Hanson 

Chapter 8 Blacks in Horror and Cultivated Bias 109 

Lisa Wood 

Chapter 9 Why Are Female Protagonists Not Believed in 
Horror Fiction? 131 

Cass Heid 

Chapter 10 Schlock and Awe: Transgression and Trash 
Aesthetics in Nick Zedd's They Eat Scum 143 

Stephan Zguta 

Chapter 11 The Monstrous Human: Exploring the Agency 
of Fear in Stephen King’s Misery 157 

Priyanka Bharali 

Chapter 12 Archiving Horror: Archive 81 and the 
Haunting of Analogue Media 167 

Maria Juko 

Chapter 13 Body Horror and Disability in Video Games: 
The Fear of the Unknown  and Different 181 

Chayyim Holtkamp 

Chapter 14 Hollywood Mythology and King Kong 193 

Kazım Tolga Gürel 

Chapter 15 No One Is Coming to Save Us: Government 
Inadequacy in Large-Scale Horror 209 

Andrew Wilczak 

Index 223 



 

Notes on Contributors 

Editor 

Cassandra O’Sullivan Sachar, Ed.D., M.F.A., is a horror/suspense writer and 
associate professor of English at Bloomsburg University of Pennsylvania. She 
received her Doctorate of Education with a Literacy Specialization from the 
University of Delaware and her M.F.A. in Creative Writing with a focus on horror 
fiction from Wilkes University. She also holds a Master of Instruction from the 
University of Delaware and a Master of Arts in Fiction from Wilkes University. 
She has chaired panels on and presented horror scholarship at the Northeast 
Modern Language Association (NeMLA) Convention and the Ann Radcliffe 
Academic Conference. A member of the Horror Writers Association, her horror 
stories and essays have appeared in numerous publications, including The Horror 
Zine, HorrorAddicts.net, The Angry Gable, The Chamber Magazine, and Tales from 
the Moonlit Path. Dr. Sachar is the author of the dark suspense novel Darkness 
There but Something More (published by Wicked House Publishing) and the 
short horror story collection Keeper of Corpses and Other Dark Tales (forthcoming 
from Velox Books). She has additionally served as the fiction editor for River & 
South Review and is the current creative prose editor at Pennsylvania 
English. Furthermore, her research studies and practitioner articles have 
appeared in diverse educational publications.  

Chapter Authors 

Zaher Alajlani is a Pushcart-nominated Syrian short story author, editor, 
researcher, and translator. His work is primarily in English and has been 
featured in various publications worldwide. He has a Ph.D. from Babes-Bolyai 
University, an M.A. in Communication from the University of Indianapolis, an 
M.A. in English Culture, Literature, and Ideology from the National and 
Kapodistrian University of Athens, and a B.A. in English Literature and Language 
from Damascus University. He speaks English, Arabic, Romanian, and Greek. 

Priyanka Bharali is a Ph.D. research scholar from the Department of English, 
Dibrugarh University, Dibrugarh, Assam, India. She has completed her masters 
and MPhil from the same institution in the years 2018 and 2019, respectively. 

David Edwards, Ph.D., is a lecturer for both the Acting for Stage & Screen B.A. 
(Hons) and the M.A. in Directing and Theatre Making at the Northern School of 
Art, UK. He read English at King’s College London before training as an actor at 
the Guildhall School of Music & Drama. He works professionally as an actor and 
director. Key research areas include mental health in the horror genre, 



vi   Notes on Contributors 

 

psychophysical performance techniques, and the representation of mental 
health on stage. He regularly presents at both theatre and film conferences 
worldwide. His upcoming published works largely focus on mental health 
representation in various horror subgenres. 

Carlos A. González is a scholar and Ph.D. candidate in the Romance Languages 
and Literatures Department at Harvard University. With a specialized focus on 
twentieth- and twenty-first-century French and Spanish fiction, and the genres of 
horror and the fantastic in particular, their expertise extends to Latin American 
women's neo-Gothic, medieval French narrative, and the exploration of 
necropoetics in contemporary literature. They reside in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, with their spouse, beloved shih tzu, and the creature living under 
their bed. 

Kazım Tolga Gürel received his Ph.D. with his thesis titled “LGBTI+ 
Representation in Mainstream Newspapers in Turkey.” The author of eleven 
books, seven book chapters, and over 30 articles, he continues his studies on 
cultural studies, anti-capitalist movements, otherness, gender, and hegemony. 

Josh Hanson is a graduate of the University of Montana's Masters Program in 
literature and creative writing. He is the author of the novels King’s Hill, The 
Woodcutters, and Fortress (forthcoming), as well as a number of short fiction pieces 
that have appeared or are forthcoming in a variety of journals and anthologies.  

Cass Heid holds a bachelor's degree in Earth and Environmental Science, a 
Master of Arts in Creative Nonfiction, and an M.F.A. in Creative Writing, all from 
Wilkes University. In the midst of revising her nonfiction essay collection, 
Something's Off, she is also versed in writing fiction and poetry, most of which is 
focused on disability activism. Her spoken-word piece “The Four Responses” 
has a home in the online disability blog The Handy Uncapped Pen. She is 
currently working on her debut horror novel. 

Chayyim Holtkamp (she/hers or they/them) is a recent graduate student at the 
Citadel, having pursued a Master of Education in Higher Education Leadership. 
She also received a Master of Arts in History from the College of Charleston and 
the Citadel. She is particularly interested in disability, both contemporary and 
historically. Her interests include disability history during the Holocaust and 
medical experimentation. She is interested in disability in video games and 
representations of disabled characters. 

Maria Juko completed her B.A. and M.Ed. in English and Biology for 
Secondary Education with a focus on Victorian Literature at the University of 
Hamburg. She is currently reworking her Ph.D. on female self-reliance in late 
eighteenth to mid-nineteenth-century novels for publication as an independent 
researcher and teacher in Potsdam. She researches women from these eras, 
considering novels, conduct books, and self-help literature of the period, and 



Notes on Contributors   vii 

 

examines adaptations of the period in theme park rides, comics, film, and 
literature. She also looks at podcasts and graphic novels, especially through the 
lens of adaptation studies.  

Melissa Eriko Poulsen is an assistant professor of English at Menlo College. 
She received her Ph.D. from the Department of Literature at the University of 
California Santa Cruz. She specializes in critical mixed-race studies and Asian 
American literature, with a particular focus on literary and popular culture 
representations of Asian mixed race in the United States across the twentieth 
and twenty-first centuries. Her current project examines speculative Asian 
American literature. Dr. Poulsen’s work has been featured in MELUS, Amerasia, 
and Asian American Literature: Discourses and Pedagogies and is forthcoming 
in the Journal of Graphic Novels and Comics. 

Stefan Sonntagbauer is working on his Ph.D. thesis on “Horror and 
Subjectivity” at the Philosophical Department at the University of Vienna. With 
his podcast “Dr. Horror,” he delivers the most exciting insights from the world 
of horror science to a broad audience. As an expert on the psychology of fear, 
he is a regular guest in the media. Most recently, he kicked off a debate about 
Austrian horror with an essay for Austria’s premium newspaper Der Standard 
and accompanied the experimental collective Okabre at their film concerts 
with lectures on Shinya Tsukamo’s Tetsuo: The Ironman and George A. Romero’s 
Night of the Living Dead.  

Andrew Wilczak is an associate professor of criminology and sociology at 
Wilkes University. He received his Ph.D. in sociology from Bowling Green State 
University (2011) and his M.F.A. from Wilkes University (2022). His research 
interests include adolescent violence, the sociology of revolutions, and the 
intersections between art and justice. He is currently the editor of Untenured, a 
small literary journal that engages in anti-racist, anti- and post-capitalist, and 
post-gender themes. 

Lisa Wood is an award-winning author and screenwriter as well as an 
educator. She is the recipient of the Golden Stake Award, a MICO Award-
winning screenwriter, a two-time Bram Stoker Award® Finalist, a Rhysling 
nominated poet, and an accomplished essayist. Wood has won over 50 
national and international screenplay and film awards. She has penned short 
fiction that has been published in works including the anthologies Sycorax's 
Daughters and Slay: Stories of the Vampire Noire. Her nonfiction has been 
published in Nightmare Magazine and academic textbooks such as the cross-
curricular Conjuring Worlds: An Afrofuturist Textbook. Her papers are archived as 
part of the University of Pittsburgh’s Horror Studies Collection. Wood is the Vice 
President of the Horror Writers Association, the founder of the Speculative 
Fiction Academy, an English and Creative Writing professor, a horror scholar 



viii   Notes on Contributors 

 

with a Ph.D. in Creative Writing and an M.F.A. in Speculative Fiction, and a 
frequent contributor to the conversation around the evolution of genre fiction. 

Stephan Zguta received a master’s in English literature from Westfield State 
University. His thesis focused on transgressive cinema, a version of which he 
presented at the Northeast Modern Language Association Conference. Currently, 
he resides in New York City, where he works in publishing and continues his study 
of film, literature, and media.



 

Acknowledgments 

I would like to sincerely thank the peer reviewers who dedicated their time and 
expertise to provide the authors of this volume with thoughtful feedback for 
enhancing their work: 

Frances Auld 

Naomi Borwein 

Josh Chambers 

Valeria Dani 

Christina Francis 

Jeremy Freeman 

Ashlee Harry 

Roland Innerhofer 

Jamil Mustafa 

Andrew Najberg 

Cody Parrish 

Michael Potts 

Melissa Strong 

Nicu Szilagyi 

Kevin Wetmore 

Rebecca Willoughby 

Shannon Young  

Luca Zanchi 

This wonderful assortment includes critics and educators with diverse 
backgrounds and areas of scholarship. While this group happens to include a 
few friends, colleagues, and even my brother-in-law, several others listed 
received an unsolicited email from a complete stranger who spent a lot of time 
on the internet researching horror scholars. I was fortunate to find peer 
reviewers whose expertise matched the research areas of the various chapters. 
I am forever grateful that they were willing to contribute to this book, and hope 
to return the favor someday through future collaborations.  

I would also like to thank the chapter authors for their willingness to endure 
several rounds of feedback and my seemingly endless questions as we worked 
together to prepare each chapter for publication. From across the globe, they 
each somehow found my call for chapter proposals, and I’m so glad they did. I 
am indebted to them for their tireless dedication to their contributions and for 
their trust in me as editor.  





 

Introduction 

Cassandra O’Sullivan Sachar 

Like the final girl who makes it to the end of the novel, thwarting the killer, 
horror fiction has endured despite obstacles and tired, recycled plotlines. From 
The Twilight Zone’s Talking Tina to Child’s Play’s Chucky or The Conjuring’s 
Annabelle, the haunted doll cliché is an example of something that has been 
done so many times that any new story feels stale. Look at any website of short 
horror fiction, and you’ll find escaped killers, cursed artifacts, and lost ghosts—
it’s all been done before and keeps being done over and over, often with little to 
differentiate the story from those that have come before. 

Horror, like any genre, has its common elements. Rather than the meet-cute 
in a romance, there’s boy meets ghost or girl kills vampire. While certain horror 
tropes have been reused for centuries, great horror writing moves beyond the 
formula by adding elements that are new and unexpected. We want to be 
terrified, to read something so sinister that we breathe with relief when finished 
and sigh in contentment as we tuck ourselves in at night, hoping that the creatures 
about which we read will stay confined to the page rather than reaching out from 
under our beds. The same old storyline redone with a fresh coat of paint isn’t always 
enough to raise the goosebumps on the backs of our necks. 

What makes horror fiction resilient? What breathes new life into a genre that 
thrives on stereotypes? There’s still an enormous audience for horror fiction, 
but writers and filmmakers must create content that feels unique and exciting. 
The idea for this book was conceived due to my lifelong love of horror and 
appreciation for that which is both innovative and entertaining rather than 
overdone and trite. The title is inspired by a rejection letter I received from an 
editor after sending him my very own haunted doll story. He complimented 
my characterization and pacing but said that I didn’t offer anything new to 
the plot with a haunted doll terrorizing a family. He was right, and it got me 
thinking about horror tropes and how creators use them.  

No More Haunted Dolls: Horror Fiction that Transcend the Tropes is a multi-
author work united by the common theme of critical analysis of the use of 
horror tropes in literature, film, and even video games. Tackling issues dealing 
with gender, race, sexuality, social class, religion, politics, disability, and more 
in horror, the authors are horror scholars hailing from varied backgrounds and 
areas of specialty. This book may be used as a resource for classes that study 
horror or simply as entertainment for horror fans; readers will consider 
diverse perspectives on the tropes themselves as well as their representation 
in specific works. 





 

Chapter 1  
Disturbed Mask-ulinity: The Mask  

Motive in the Slasher Film 

Stefan Sonntagbauer 

Abstract 

This chapter shows how the mask of the iconic slasher killer marks a deeply 
wounded masculinity. While a lot of criticism during the golden age of the genre 
(1978-1984) dismissed the slasher as misogynistic, Carol Clover saved it by 
shifting the focus to the female survivor figure, the famous final girl. Just so, 
comparatively, little has been said of how the slasher reflects on the problems 
that men face in a patriarchal culture. Examining iconic killers like Michael 
Myers (Halloween), Leatherface (Texas Chainsaw Massacre), and Jason Vorhees 
(Friday the 13th), the chapter shows that putting on a mask is a (typically 
masculine) reaction to the traumatic experience of social exclusion. Hurt boys 
turn into murderous men when there is no way for them to develop a suitable 
persona that could guarantee them participation. It is the mask of the killer that 
makes the man visible in the social sphere and protects him from the pain of 
not belonging. 

Keywords: masked killer, final girl, Halloween, Nightmare on Elm Street, 
Scream, American Psycho 

* * * 

One of the most common tropes of horror is surely the recurse on the formulaic 
nature of its subject. Even though all genres, by definition, constitute 
themselves and evolve in interaction with some never-changing core elements, 
such as settings, narratives and characters, horror seems to have a special 
connection with repetitive forms (Grant 9). Certainly, this is linked to its 
traumatic structure. Horror has always been about the past haunting the 
present, materializing in unpleasant comebacks—from the ghost of more or 
less beloved relatives to the undead that come walking (and consuming) 
amongst the living. Repetition is what marks the haunting as a form of trauma, 
just as it forms the trope over time. Still, it seems there is another aspect about 
the ever-recurring tropes of horror, a deeper truth, a bigger “why.” Repetition is 
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pressing for resolution. The tropes endure until we are finally able to embrace what 
they are trying to tell us about ourselves as individuals, as humans, and as a society. 
Just as the ghosts are condemned to haunt the world of the living until they are 
“seen” or understood, the tropes keep coming back until we understand them. Only 
then are they free to go their way, change their form, and take on new meanings. 

One such remarkable trope that has stuck around for a while now is the 
masked killer. No doubt, the mask itself is an “enduring generic motif in horror 
cinema” (Heller-Nicholas 191). As such, it doesn’t only bring up the different 
philosophical implications of the mask as a dingsymbol—a concrete object and 
highly loaded signifier—but also comments on, criticizes, and revises them. 
The masked killers that became popular with the slasher in the 1970s and 1980s 
brought up a discussion on gender-stereotypes. The distribution of the roles—
killer and victim—follows a simple recipe: the masked killer is usually a man, 
while the heroine, i.e., the main victim, is usually a woman.1 So, it is no 
wonder that, in the beginning, a lot of criticism dismissed the whole genre as 
misogynistic.2 Carol Clover saved the slasher with her legendary 1987 essay 
“Her Body, Himself” by shifting the focus to the female survivor figure for whom 
she established the legendary term, the “final girl” (84). 

As Clover’s theorization became popular—and popularized3—a strong focal 
point for further criticism was set. As a “strong, feminist heroine who turns the 

 

1 In Moore and Heffernan’s list of the 15 most iconic masked killers in Collider Magazine, 
the quota of males as killers is 100%. 
2 It all started with Roger Ebert’s essay “Why Movie Audiences Aren’t Safe Anymore,” in 
which he describes the slasher as an act of masculine revenge on all the women who 
dared to live out their sexuality, an argument that was gladly taken on by a lot of second 
wave feminists. From then on, the meta-trope of the misogynistic slasher persisted. Zhou 
gives an overview over the debate, and Lizardi and Hayt present different takes on the 
matter, proving at last, that, in terms of the slasher and misogyny, it’s not over yet. 
3 The popular idea of the final girl as feminist heroine has little to do with Clover’s original 
account. In her essay “Her Body, Himself: Gender in the Slasher Film,” she points out 
similarities between the female protagonists and the killer: “Just as the killer is not fully 
masculine, she is not fully feminine […]. Her smartness, gravity, competence in mechanical 
and other practical matters, and sexual reluctance set her apart from the other girls and ally 
her […] with the killer himself” (88). Later on, she makes a clear stance: “To applaud the Final 
Girl as a feminist development […] is, in light of her figurative meaning, a particularly 
grotesque expression of wishful thinking” (100). This concept received some criticism 
while remaining a central focal point for the debate around the genre. In Skin Shows: 
Gothic Horror and the Technology of Monsters, Jack Halberstam reads Stretch, the final 
girl of Texas Chainsaw Massacre 2, as a representation of the monstrous gender, going 
beyond the binary matrix, finally turning into “something messier than male or female” 
(143). Going beyond Clover’s theorization, Halberstam pleads to reconfigure gender “not 
simply through inversion, but by literally creating new categories” (139). Pinedo goes in 
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knife on the killer,” the final girl should very soon become an “interpretative 
framework that has largely determined the reception” (Paszkiewicz and Rusnak). 
Meanwhile, the killer himself—as a man with severe problems—somehow got 
out of sight. Until today, comparatively little has been said of how the slasher 
reflects on problems that are specifically connected to masculinity. Probably 
this lack of attention is linked to the specific characteristics of the killer, as he 
is a man who is just not there. He lacks the human ability to reflect, interact, 
and negotiate with himself. At the same time, he embodies Žižek’s definition 
of the drive, which cannot be subjected to dialectical mediation (102-03). 
That is also why it is impossible to get through to him. The killer strikes like a 
force of nature instead of (inter)acting as a social being. The simultaneity of 
presence and absence is also reflected in his ontological status. In his interview 
with Mark Kermode, John Carpenter discusses Michael Myers, the iconic killer 
of the Halloween franchise: “There is a slight supernatural edge to this guy: 
Sure, he is a person that escapes from a mental institution, […] but he can’t be 
killed, and there’s a certain feeling of, maybe he is not quite a human being.” 
The killer, literally, is larger than life yet still less than a man. Just like that, the 
slasher reduces the killer to a narrative function.  

This is also why viewers often do not see the full picture. The slasher genre 
typically works with a lot of close-ups of phallic weapons like machetes, knives, 
or hammers. Just like in mainstream pornography, viewers hardly ever see the 
male part. The killer appears as an automaton without any individual features; 
i.e., he is good for exactly one thing. The mask is generic, not at least in this sense, 
as it dehumanizes the killer. Thereby, it is not just a hide-out but a symbol of a 
certain kind of masculinity. bell hooks points out the fact that mask is literally 
a part of mask-ulinity; this is significant, as men learn from an early age to 
repress their feelings when they are not compatible with common notions of 
masculinity (163). In this respect, masculinity means wearing a mask, or even 
more, masculinity is a mask that is used to hide. Behind every man, there is a 
human that, in patriarchy, is prohibited from expressing itself fully. In this 
sense, becoming a man means to disappear. The killer is not only a perpetrator 
but also a victim of a certain dynamic. The human whom he once might have 
been disappears behind the function, which is not exactly an expression of free 
will but superimposed by parent structures—of the genre, of patriarchal society, 
or of a troubled psyche. 

This chapter provides a new perspective on one of the most influential tropes 
in horror history, exposing what is behind the mask of the killer. The main 
objective is to explore the mask-ulinity that is modeled in—or behind—the 

 

the same direction, arguing that gender stereotypes get reproduced as “power is coded as 
masculine, even when embodied in biological females” (81–82). 
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