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Introduction 
During the 2000’s, British horror has begun to undertake a shift.

There is no denying the debt British horror pays not only to his own gothic tradition, but it has 
(particularly during the 00’s shift) been hugely influenced by American horrors and slashers of the 
1970’s and these influences are clearly seen in both of the core texts of this essay – The Descent 
(dir. Neil Marshall, 2005) and Creep (dir. Christopher Smith, 2004). This doesn’t mean that these 
aren’t great British texts in their own right that engage comprehensively with their own national 
fears and anxieties.


Creep was director Christopher Smith’s directorial horror debut, taking place in the familiar 
labyrinth of tunnels that make up the abandoned and often forgotten spaces of the London 
Underground. He later went on to make horror comedy hybrid Severence (2006) and later the 
reality bending Triangle (2009), establishing him as a prominent new voice in British cinema.

Neil Marshall, director of The Descent is an equally important British voice having previously 
directed Dog Soldiers (2002) and acting as executive producer of The Descent: Part 2 (dir. Jon 
Harris, 2009), the yet more grisly sequel. The Descent revolves around a group of six girls who go 
caving in the mountains of North Carolina and are pursued and killed one by one by the crawlers 
that reside inside the caverns. Having The Descent set outside the UK obviously provides a 
problem that’s essential to answer when considering the concept of national cinema – does it still 
have uniquely British concerns? 

The answer to this is undoubtedly yes. 


With a mostly British cast (Natalie Mendoza is a Hong-Kong born British-Australian-Filipina 
actress playing an American, and the two sisters Sam and Rebecca are played by Swedish and 
Dutch actresses respectively), crew and set (everything in The Descent was filmed in UK studios) 
the look, character and photography of The Descent stills remains inherently British in its focus 
just as Creep is with its iconic London location choice. Creep doesn’t suffer the same type of 
problem with respect to where it is positioned in a national cinema because everything about its 
look, voice and location is British, but it’s important to remember that the main protagonist Kate 
(played by Franka Potente) is a German living in London and this offers further commentary on 
what constitutes British identity.


These two films are crucial in the contemporary British horror genre, that while still a small part of 
the British film industry and not something we are known for internationally, is an ever growing 
and important means of expressing our cultural identity. Looking at horror films gives you 
commentary on the social and cultural issues surrounding their production. For example, the 

�3



previously mentioned American slasher films of the 1970’s had a tendency toward familial issues, 
with films being built around the concepts of normality, the family, and the outright destruction of 
these two by means of perverse social relations. Science-fiction horror films of the 1950’s such as 
The Quatermass Xperiment (dir. Val Guest, 1955) and Invasion of the Body Snatchers (dir. Don 
Siegel, 1956) discussed real human fears of space and alien invasion at a time when the Cold War 
and atomic bomb paranoia were in the everyday psyche of not only Americans, but international 
viewers. 


So what do British horrors of the 2000’s tell us about the new British national psyche? 

This essay aims to discuss this question as well as look at the possible psychoanalytical 
reasoning for it by analyzing the mise-en-scène, locations and the construction of the 
protagonists and monsters placed inside them.


A brief look and comparison of Creep and The Descent, particularly when viewed with their 
contemporaries and historical influences in mind, can give us a fairly good idea. They both play 
out in detached underground worlds, separate from the world of ‘normality’ and with obvious 
allusions to primitive womb environments. They both enclose deformed ‘monsters’ that share 
some physical human qualities but are primal, childlike and reside entirely inside this separate 
womb world, not moving from inside it. The victims that interact with the monsters are female and 
during their narrative paths are presented as ambiguous victims – they are at times just as 
monstrous as their attackers. 


Can we say the detached worlds represent the lone islands of Great Britain? Are we the cynical 
monsters? Does our paranoia lie within the claustrophobia of our home and in the ‘others’ that 
threaten to come into it? And critically, how do these meanings alter when reread in the 
psychoanalytical contexts of gender representation? 
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ONE:  

CONTEMPORARY BRITISH HORROR 
British film has long been closely associated with two genres – the period/costume drama, and 
since the 1950s/60s has generally been regarded as the first and foremost connoisseur of the 
kitchen sink drama, with such affairs as Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (dir. Karel Reisz, 
1960) and more contemporary films which have become universally acclaimed such as This is 
England (dir. Shane Meadows, 2006). These matter-of-fact, social reality representations of Britain 
rooted are in a distinctive cynical realist aesthetic that is recognized internationally. It can easily be 
forgotten that horror has a strong legacy in British film, owing much to the early horror production 
houses such as Hammer  and Amicus, and perhaps at times has shown itself as being the better 1

signifier of British reality, national paranoia and concern. They are on a deeper level true 
reactionary responses to the era in which they were produced.

This argument may be on the face of it, hard to read  – how could gothic horror from Hammer, at 
times fantastical and legendary for pushing the boundaries with blood and explicit imagery, ever 
be more representative of ‘actual’ Britain than films consciously established in social reality? In 
fact, it may be the coming together of these two generic strands in contemporary Brit horror that 
answers the question.


The recent reanimation of Hammer Films shows the relevance of horror in contemporary Britain, 
even in stories that aren’t set in our time. After a very dry period in British horror particularly 
through the 1990s, the 2000s has seen an emergence of new British horror directors such as the 
aforementioned Christopher Smith; Creep (2004), Triangle (2009), Black Death (2010); and Neil 
Marshall; The Descent (2005), Dog Soldiers (2002) who, with fairly low budgets (British film can 
never be, or ever seems to want to be, as polished as American just through budget alone) that 
rely on a strong awareness of the realism in our film history to deliver scares.


The Woman in Black (dir. James Watkins, 2012), Hammer’s most recent (and commercially 
successful, becoming the most successful British horror film to date in February 2012) release 
may on the cover seem to be the typical haunted house ghost story that bears no relevance to 
anything besides itself, but in fact on a closer look shows itself to be just as pertinent in national 
meanings as a socially realist film like for example, Andrea Arnold’s Fish Tank (2009). Fish Tank, 

 David Pirie argues that even at Hammer’s most successful, it wasn’t the ‘Britishness’ that made them so exciting to 1

international audiences, ‘[the audience] just knew that they were thrilling. National success at a genre is generally… an 
intuitive, unconscious process’. Pirie, D. (2008). A New Heritage of Horror. In J. Fitzgerald, Studying British Cinema 
1999-2009 (p. 204). Auteur.
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although not a horror is a bleak drama based in and around a recognizably English council estate. 
It has an unconcealed critical social commentary while The Woman in Black, based on the 1983 
horror novel and set in what seems to be the early 1900’s, manages to portray a more general tale 
of British terror with its gothic roots but contemporary photography. What’s even more telling is its 
director James Watkins also directed Eden Lake (2008), which we can find to be the perfect 
generic crossover of Fish Tank and The Woman in Black with it’s modern day setting, monsters 
lying with problem youths and the underclass, all coming together in an unforgiving and 
claustrophobic environment. The realism Watkins roused in the grisly Eden Lake amazingly carries 
through to The Woman In Black, making a haunted house tale more real just through dark colour 
palettes, use of a quintessentially English house and Alice in Wonderland style gardens, moving 
cameras and careful composition.

The Woman in Black takes place mostly on a small island, cut off from the mainland completely at 
high tide making it the obvious microcosm for the UK itself. This is one of the factors that makes 
the film so chilling – at night, when Arthur (Daniel Radcliffe) is alone in this derelict house followed 
by noises with no earthbound source and an unknown woman in black, he is trapped by the 
expanse of water that surrounds the island and the horrors that lurk underneath its surface.


This theme of entrapment coupled with ‘being pursued by the other’ is evident in a huge number 
of British horror from classic to contemporary, proving that however unconsciously this fear may 
exist within the British psyche, it is constantly there simply because of the physical nature of our 
home. 


A disused underground bunker becomes the source of intense claustrophobia for four teens in 
Nick Hamm’s psychological tale The Hole (2001) as well as four German soldiers during the war in 
Rob Green’s The Bunker (2001). The London Underground frequently becomes the designated 
home of horror; in 28 Weeks Later (dir. Juan Carlos Fresnadillo, 2007); Creep (2004); An American 
Werewolf in London (1981); and as early as 1978 in Deathline (dir. Gary Sherman). These visuals 
and locations and the way in which they are photographed are a far cry from the vast rolling 
landscapes of the open desert in American horror such as The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (dir. 
Tobe Hooper, 1973) and The Hills Have Eyes (dir. Wes Craven, 1977) and their subsequent modern 
remakes of the 2000’s. 

Jim of 28 Days Later (dir. Danny Boyle, 2002) is trapped in an England that has become a 
contamination zone and thus sealed off by sky and by sea, but what is also interesting here is that 
he is pursued not by zombies (a monster largely born in American horror) but the ‘infected’. Fear 
of biological contamination is yet another common theme arising in the contemporary Brit horror, 
perhaps because when seen parallel with entrapment, the two together become that much more 
threatening to life. An island surrounded by sea leaves no place to hide. This contamination theme 
is clearly demonstrated in 28 Days Later and its sequel 28 Weeks Later but also surfaces in The 
Descent, where the monsters have the appearance of being diseased despite being human-
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looking crawlers. They are in fact just accustomed to their environment and have reverted to a 
more primordial state in both physical and psychological senses. The Children (dir. Tom 
Shankland, 2008) also alludes to biological contamination and scientific experimentation when a 
mysterious infection takes over the youngsters of the title and touches upon the furore in Britain 
during the late 1990’s surrounding the MMR vaccine (Fitzgerald, The Revival of the British Horror, 
2010).


British horror is once again becoming a rich genre with many reactionary strands and seems to 
stay remarkably loyal to the sense of realism British film has become known for. To international 
audiences they are thrilling, dispelling and rearrange the popular image of the quaint and reserved 
Britain seen and loved in the costume drama. To domestic audiences they do so much more than 
just scare. They bear real contextual meaning and commentary and force their home audience to 
look inward from the shore. Like the costume drama, horror could as yet truly remerge and 
observe parts of our cultural identity we didn’t even know existed.
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TWO:  

THE FEMALE PROTAGONIST  
The female victim and the Final Girl (Clover, 2003) has long been an important staple of the horror 
genre – even Hitchcock was known to have said ‘Torture the women!’ (Clover, 2003). But the 
female protagonists of Creep and The Descent are particularly interesting when viewed in parallel, 
for their opposing traits in gender representation and character development. “Interesting” girls of 
film tend to be one of two types – passive, homely and sometimes mentally affected (these types 
of girls tend to rely more on men, i.e. Liz in The Hole, Wendy in The Shining), or the independent 
and self-willed girls who are difficult to obtain sexually (Selena of 28 Days Later, Scarlet in 28 
Weeks Later). Kate and Sarah fit both these stereotypes – starting as one thing, ending as another, 
and fluctuating constantly in between.


KATE 
Kate’s (Franka Potente) narrative trajectory is a fairly clear one – she starts definitively as an 
independent and headstrong woman. She rejects male advances although she is clearly a 
sexualized woman and doesn’t hesitate in manipulating and acting sarcastically toward male 
attention. By the end of Creep she may be the only survivor or Final Girl but she is completely 
broken down, vulnerable and giggles hysterically to herself, now the image of mental instability. 


To get to this opposition she certainly becomes an anti-heroine of sorts. Heroes are generally 
associated with being the ‘saviour’ (a role James Rose in his piece on The Descent says tends to 
be reserved for the white male) but Kate unconsciously rebels against this, not because she is 
incapable but because she can’t really be bothered. After the attack on would-be rapist Guy 
(Jeremy Sheffield), she seeks help in homeless couple Jimmy (Paul Rattray) and Mandy (Kelly 
Scott). At first Jimmy refuses to help Guy from the tracks for moral reasons (“he tried to rape you”) 
but Kate offers to pay him. There is no reason given for why Kate couldn’t have helped Guy 
herself - she has no rules of masculinity or expectations of that kind to adhere to but as part of 
the modern world she can use money and her sex to gain. She doesn’t need to prove herself 
against other stronger (male) heroes and she doesn’t need to save anyone, especially as a single 
independent female she has no child subplot that requires sentimental treatment. 


The only person Kate does directly help at any point during Creep is sewage worker George. 
She proves herself as intelligent and creative by seeing a way out of her underwater cage by 
swimming underneath the bars but only becomes proactive when George reveals he can’t swim. 
She is a reluctant to be our protagonist at every turn.
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Her sense of reality is also questioned visually on-screen. When she first enters the underground 
station and waits for the train, she swigs alcohol from a small bottle and seems to fall asleep on 
the platform. In a long, unedited camera movement (fig 5, page 40), we move around her as she 
sits with her eyes closed, going from one shot of her against a busy platform, to the next shot of 
her alone. We cannot be sure of what diegesis we are now within. Is this a dream or more 
accurately, a nightmare? Or did she really just fall asleep? This is a fairly typical horror genre 
convention that plays with the boundaries between fantasy and real life so seemingly impossible 
phenomena can now occur with our sense of realism intact. As this is left vague as to where Kate 
(and we) truly are, a whole host of new horrors can lay dormant for us to find. Kate is also filmed 
briefly reflected in a pocket mirror, further fuelling the sensation of being between two parallel 
worlds.


Kate closely fits in with Carol Clover’s description of the Final Girls’ closeness and affinity to the 
monster and this becomes clear at the very end of the film where Kate acknowledges that the 
psychotic creature intent on killing her actually has a name. There is a moment after Craig’s 
relentless killings where they both stop and contemplate each other and Craig enters Kate’s 
personal on-screen space and touches her face. They are both outsiders. Kate is a single German 
girl in London. Craig is the victim of his own surroundings and upbringing and is forced to live in 
the aging tunnels of the underworld of London because he is a primitive creature who knows 
nothing else. 


Like the typical Final Girl of Clover’s theory, Kate ends Creep metaphorically part masculinised 
after impaling Craig through the neck with a chained crowbar. Craig’s already questionable 
masculinity is feminised by the image of him now chained to a wall (fig 6) and wearing a gown, 
which is then followed by his death with a bloody and vaginal looking neck laceration. By using 
the phallic weapon against the killer, she dispels the uterine threat of the environment (i.e. the 
feminised monster, see chapter 4) and returns to the overworld but at the price of her total 
femininity. By feminizing her attacker, could it be possible that the female protagonist can oscillate 
gender boundaries? Unlike the typical image of the male that is expected to be strong and 
dominant, the female can be either submissive and emotional or strong and dominant. 


Creed argues in ‘The Femme Castratrice’ that because the eventual heroine is presented as 
resourceful, intelligent and ultimately dangerous (Creed, The Femme Castratrice: I Spit on Your 
Grave, Sisters, 2007) and the fact that she yields a phallic weapon does not automatically make 
her a masculine figure, but instead she is the epitome of the female castrator which in the eyes of 
the male is the central image of the monstrous-feminine. The castrated, as in the phallic woman, 
is the generally accepted and more conventional view of female monstrosity, but Creed reasons 
women can embody twin roles of the castrated and castrator. Kate by the end of the film does 
this and as such isn’t completely masculinised, but takes on a role that isn’t really typical of either 
sex. She’s now a violent killer who has rescued herself from death but is paying a traumatic 
psychological price for it. The ‘white male hero’ would probably have ended Creep differently.
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When she stumbles back onto the platform after the slaying of Craig, she is greasy and dirty with 
ripped tights and large black boots and she becomes slightly hysterical. Now Kate takes the place 
of the only other female of the film, the homeless girl Mandy. Covered in blood, slime, sewage and 
a nasty yellow coat that matches the colour palette of the abortion clinic, she has the physical 
appearance of having been through some kind of rebirth. If we say she is now the femme 
castratrice, she has reclaimed the womb of the underground by destroying its child and when she 
breaks the fourth wall before the credits roll, she acknowledges the audience and herself as the 
replacement for the wombs monstrous child Craig.


SARAH 
Sarah (played by Shauna McDonald) is the designated victim of The Descent, the quiet, passive 
and (at least from the point of view of the other girls) borderline mentally unstable woman who 
follows a narrative trajectory opposite of Kate’s but ultimately ends in the same divided place. 


First Sarah survives a car accident that kills both her daughter and cheating husband. As such 
Sarah is set up as the typically fragile woman who has been unsuccessful on her road to the ideal 
nuclear family. The rest of the film (set a year after the prologue) is motivated by the group of girls’ 
need to make her feel better – to quote her best friend Beth, “you told me this would be good for 
Sarah”. 

As the film progresses and the girls descend into the womb of the undiscovered cave system, it 
quickly becomes clear that Sarah has some kind of uncanny sixth sense and begins to display a 
likeness to the cave crawlers. While the other girls go from being the ‘mentally stable’, they 
descend very quickly into the hysterical madness and screaming of the archetypal female victim. 
Sarah becomes stronger, more independent (runs off by herself), proactive and without outwardly 
acknowledging it, just ‘knows’ to be quiet to displace the attention of the blind crawlers. She 
starts to act more like a crawler by literally crawling on her hands through the tubes of the cave, 
and just seems more athletic and dextrous (fig 8, page 41). Like Kate, Sarah doesn’t become 
wholly masculine and in fact, arguably remains more consistently feminine even if she is probably 
a more dangerous character because of her position as the unpredictable, mentally unstable. 


The first stage of psychological change occurs after the first crawler attack where Sarah 
immediately displays a sense of control and calm and becomes the joint alpha female besides 
Juno. This also establishes the two strongest females that will probably be the Final Girls. The 
second and most important change occurs after Sarah has euthanized Beth (showing yet more 
inner emotional strength) kills a child crawler and jumps in a pool of gore in escape from its 
vengeful mother. When she emerges from the pool and kills both the mother and father crawlers, 
she not only kills the image of the family and plays out the death of her own (Rose, The Descent, 
2009), but she becomes an uncanny image of Carrie (fig 7, page 41) a reference to another female 
monster in horror film - the menstrual monster. This is an interesting opposition as Carrie is a 
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character stifling under a restrictive and controlling mother, and Sarah is the mother who has lost 
her child, but what brings the two in parallel is their burgeoning independence, with Carrie just 
finding hers and Sarah reclaiming it. By alluding to Sarah as a menstrual monster we are 
reminded of her reproductive function and thus her alliance with the world of nature (Creed, 
Woman as Witch: Carrie , 2007). Her new animalistic tendencies seem to become justified and 
again she is defined as wholly female having inherited her sin and biology from Eve. Covered in 
blood and gore, the evidence of her earlier modern life is camouflaged and she reverts back to a 
certain primitive state.


It isn’t revealed whether any of the other girls have children, but we can certainly assume Sarah is 
the only mother in the group. Being a mother who has lost the child of her womb, she has an 
emotional attachment to the uterine world of the caves to a more acute level of that of the other 
girls. In the end after the rest of the group has succumbed to the crawlers, she hallucinates that 
her child is inside the cave with her. 

Despite the fact that Kate is (we assume) childless, she in part shares this state of uncanny 
‘knowingness’ of the tubes of the underground, suggesting it is a more universally feminine trait. 
While the men she seeks help in dissolve, shout, scream and are slain around her, she remains the 
calmer and more logically minded of the sexes. Sarah however has certainly a steelier 
determinism. She is always presented as a mother, not just a woman; somehow this becomes her 
reason for being and/or surviving. One reason for women’s violent destructive urges in horror films 
generally arise from her failure to lead a ‘normal’ life in possession of friends and family (Creed, 
The Femme Castratrice: I Spit on Your Grave, Sisters, 2007). The Descent presents Sarah’s 
increasing violence toward the creatures threatening her life sympathetically, but in the final act of 
her personality change she stabs Juno and incapacitates her.  

This act of female on female monstrousness is entirely separate from her violence against 
crawlers because instead of being a means of survival it happens only as revenge. Juno is 
indirectly responsible for her ‘lack’ as a woman. Sarah uses the revenge stabbing to phallicise 
herself and exercise masculine power. A female cannot really castrate another woman but she 
can displace the emphasis of her lack onto another, simultaneously becoming a figure of maternal 
abject. In ‘The Monstrous Feminine’, Creed states that Julia Kristeva sees the mother-child 
relationship as one in complete conflict (Creed, Woman as Monstrous Womb: The Brood, 2007). 
As the child struggles to break free (literally by the umbilical cord, as well as metaphorically) the 
mother becomes the abject. In this case, Sarah has already become the abject by losing her 
daughter but by the end of The Descent when covered in blood, Crawler’s saliva and her own 
vomit, she becomes a more literal embodiment of the maternal abject.


The dual nature of her new psychological state and her gender operates in Marshall’s choice to 
give her two endings, as well as plays with her sense of reality much like Kate. In the first ending, 
she goes through a symbolic rebirth as she emerges from the roots of a tree, and ends as the 
conventionally traumatized and weak female victim by running away, sobbing, screaming 
hysterically and finally vomiting (also further solidifying her as the maternal abject). When we 
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realize this ending is a ‘dream’, we are back inside the womb where Sarah continues to 
hallucinate the likeness of her lost child while the screams of Juno (now established as a nemesis 
of sorts) echo through the tunnels. The second ending constructs Sarah in a masculine heroic 
role, selflessly unafraid of her entrapment.


It is clear that in these films it is solely the feminine to be constructed as truly horrific because of 
her ability to adapt her gender to her circumstance, her bipolar tendencies and abject nature. 
Woman is horrific because she reproduces, expelling her children as deformed versions of herself 
(the crawlers of the cave, Craig in his underground lair, the hallucination of Sarah’s daughter) and 
thus is genuinely primitive in a way that the male species are not. The unknown spaces inside of 
her, represented metaphorically in the locations of the cave and the underground tunnels and also 
in her monstrous children, are the main cause of male anxiety because they are not something 
they can have a true affinity with. Sarah and Kate survive their narrative trajectories because they 
are able to find this kinship.


Not only this but in the context of these representations bearing meaning to the British psyche, 
they just aren’t typical heroes or Final Girls. They stay true to the realism and cynicism of British 
horror by presenting the girls as morally ambiguous (as most humans are), capable of gender 
oscillation and eliciting sympathy even when turning violent, they are entirely more relatable.
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THREE:  

LOCATION AS THE MONSTROUS FEMININE 
– THE WOMB OF DEATH 
If British horror films observe and analyse conscious as well as unconscious states of our national 
psyche, what can the shaping of the locations as well as the characters tell us? In Barbara 
Creed’s seminal book ‘The Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism and Psychoanalysis’, she puts 
forward an evaluation of seven types of monstrous-feminine, with particular emphasis on their 
realisation in female characters. One of these categories of monstrous-feminine includes the 
monstrous-womb, which can easily be applied to visual style, composition and location. 


“From classical to Renaissance times the uterus was frequently drawn with horns to 
demonstrate its supposed association with the devil….The most concentrated sense of the 
grotesque comes from the image of woman because of her associations with natural events 
such as sex and birth which are seen as ‘quintessentially grotesque’.” (Creed, Woman as 
Monstrous Womb: The Brood, 2007) 

With this in mind, how best to get under the skin of the British viewer than take them to the place 
of the uncanny, somewhere existing as a symbol of the ultimate claustrophobia (Creed, Alien and 
the Monstrous-Feminine, 1992).
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PART 1: CREEP (2004) 
Creep plays out in the weaving tubes of the London Underground and most interestingly, the (we 
can assume at one time illegal) abortion clinic hidden inside of it. The abortion clinic becomes the 
foundation for many conceptual strands relating to the monstrous-feminine, in particular the 
archaic mother . The characters of the film, the on-screen monster Craig and the main 2

protagonist Kate, represent other strands of Creed’s monstrous-feminine but the location itself 
through shot after shot of long tunnels and tight rooms with grimy wet walls are feminised and 
constructed themselves as an organic being.


Creep’s introduction sequence starts with sewage workers George (Vas Blackwood) and old-timer 
Arthur (Ken Campbell) trawling the stinking, grueling tunnels for blocked pipes. The greasy walls 
are rounded and they glisten in the only available light from their torches, all suggesting the place 
is actually alive. When they find the blockage, George asks what it is and Arthur replies, “it’s shit. 
Tampons, condoms, pretty much anything that will fit down the toilet”, and so right from the 
outset the reproductive system of the female is associated with the abject, tampons being a link 
with the male horror of menstrual blood or the female fear of ‘it getting lost inside’. The condoms 
can be read as a symbol of the archaic mother as a receptacle for man and maybe even only 
capable of parthenogenetic birth. George starts to pull the debris from the pipe and as the pipe 
faces downwards, dirt and excrement is expelled from it onto him. He panics because “[he] could 
catch the plague or something!” which adds another association, that of disease, onto the female 
and her reproductive nature. The casting of two male workers in this uterine environment is pivotal 
as it is somewhere that, arguably, a male is going to have a more obtuse understanding of and 
thus the portrayal of a female worker here would probably be shown much more sympathetically. 


They are then disturbed by blood curdling screech echoing through the tunnels. As Arthur quickly 
goes to investigate he discovers he “ha[s] a new tunnel. I’ve been walking these tunnels for 
twenty years and suddenly I have a new one.” In a horror film this works in two ways – the 
introduction of yet more ‘unknown’, the ‘Terrible Place’ where we instinctively know bad things 
shall occur. The second, the character of the monstrous female is strengthened now because she 
suddenly has a new tunnel is now deformed. The concept is similar to that that explicitly appears 
in Dead Ringers (1988), an American psychological body-horror film by David Cronenberg, where 
twin gyneacologists have a patient with three cervixes (openings to the womb, doorways if you 
will) and she is generally thought of as a freak and the subsequent downfall of the two male 
doctors is motivated as an indirect result of her time with them.


	The archaic mother is described by Creed as ‘the parthenogenetic mother, the mother as primordial abyss, 2

the point of origin and of end…she is there in representations of the primal scene, and in the depiction of 
birth and death.. she is there in images of blood, darkness and death’ Creed, B. (1992). Alien and the 
Monstrous-Feminine. In A. Kuhn (Ed.), Alien Zone: Cultural Theory and Contemporary Science Fiction 
Cinema (pp. 128-140). London: Verso. She is essentially the mother responsible in infancy for introducing 
social interactions but her biological difference can only ever be recognized in relation to the father or the 
lack of the phallus.
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The opening to the tunnel is a cervical shape and shrouded by darkness. Arthur seems 
fascinated by the idea of exploring the space but George is reluctant. As George follows Arthur, 
we have a first person view with the circle of light from ‘our’ head torch illuminating the bricks of 
the walls, which when bathed in that yellowy glow take on a red/orange colour palette suggesting 
the muscular walls of the interior of the vagina.


In the final part of this sequence, Arthur has mysteriously collapsed, succumbing to the horror of 
the womb, and as George goes to help an unnamed girl appears in the darkness, dressed in a 
hospital gown and covered in blood. This one-second shot is the first ‘jump’ of the film as she 
lunges for the men and screeches. At this point it isn’t clear whether this is our assigned ‘monster’ 
or if she is another victim of a still unseen monster. As this ambiguity exists she can only become 
monstrous herself. As we later find out at the very end of the film Craig, our real monster, takes on 
this very image of the female by screeching, having a face covered in his own blood and dying in 
a blue surgical gown (fig 1, page 38).


Before we return underground with our heroine, the overworld or ‘normal’ world of the film is 
briefly established. Kate tries to hail a taxi that shows to the viewer she has no initial intention of 
venturing anywhere near the underground and its hidden depths. The only reason she goes down 
there is because she has to.


12 minutes into the film we are taken down the metal escalator tube and we don’t resurface 
again. Now the visual iconography of the London Underground takes on significance. In 2004 
during the marketing for the film, the film poster for Creep that showed a bloodied hand sliding 
down a train door was banned from the Underground as it was seen as ‘bad taste’ (Creep (2004) - 
Trivia). This proves the power of using the Underground as a location for a British horror film. 
Using actual stations with real recognizable trains, the familiar metal turnstiles and escalators, the 
huge posters covering the tiled walls and utilizing the distinct sounds of the underground i.e. the 
trains coming through the subways, evokes a sense of reality very close to the viewer especially a 
British one, perhaps a sense so powerful that you can almost smell it and feel the heat of the 
tunnels. Kate running down the light white tiled tunnels of the station in terror are just as scary as 
her running down corridors of the dark typically abandoned looking archives because it’s 
relatable.


When we couple this together with Smith’s film style that consists mainly of hand-held 
camerawork and does, at least at the beginning, set us at a distance away from Kate, playing with 
a voyeuristic viewpoint. All of these factors are chosen to heighten the paranoia and 
claustrophobia before anything has even happened because this is a place that we know and 
‘those things on the news or in the papers that scare us tend to reverberate through our 
films’ (Gilbey, 2010). Being made in 2004, this film represents a time in our history when terrorist 
and security threats are in the everyday news and foreshadowing the 7 July attacks makes Creep 
in retrospect yet more potent in meaning.


Juxtaposing the modern metal, urban landscape of the station (Charing Cross we are led to 
believe) with the subterranean landscape of the deeper tunnels also alludes to changes in British 
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horror as a genre. With a strong gothic tradition in both literary and film form that made Victorian 
London with its foggy streets, black alleyways and grim murders (Jack the Ripper) an icon, the 
Victorian is evoked in the abandoned world that Craig resides in. Creep isn’t exactly what 
Charlotte Brunsdon describes as ‘an example of Landmark London’ (Hutchings, 2009) like 28 
Days Later (2002) or 28 Weeks Later  (2007) where the skyline of present day London is accented, 
but uses one distinct and contemporary landmark to explore images of British heritage that have 
built contemporary Brit horror into what it is – Creep self-consciously being part of that. 


Creep isn’t the first film to use the Underground as a setting for horror; in fact the Underground 
has a long association with the British horror film including scenes from An American Werewolf in 
London (dir. John Landis, 1980) (Rose, Deathline, 2009) and the 1973 film Deathline (also released 
as Raw Meat, dir. Gary Sherman) is very much a prototype version of Creep. Cannibals live deep 
in the tunnels of Russell Square Garden station, having been abandoned there many years before 
and take victims from the platforms. This narrative is echoed in Creep – Craig, as far as we can 
tell, was similarly abandoned and somehow survived into adulthood alone in a primal mode. 
Deathline uses the iconography of the 1970’s underground including the distinct underground 
typography for the opening credits (in the same vein as Creep) but overall is much closer to the 
familial horrors coming out of America at the time. The deeper tunnels do evoke the Victorian 
London discussed previously, but the actual lair of the cannibals with hay covering the floors, 
piles of bones and holding pen for the victims is more reminiscent of The Texas Chainsaw 
Massacre (1974) in visual style as well as tone as are many cannibal horrors (Perks, 2009). There 
is no denying Smith is hugely influenced by Deathline but the sleeker look of the station and the 
clinical look of the hospital and the constant oscillation between grim yellow colour palettes and 
unsympathetic blue palettes of Creep are more aligned with contemporary Britain, where 
Deathline definitely looks dirtier and dated (naturally, being made in the early seventies) and isn’t 
afraid to take on old-fashioned Britain. Unlike Perks in her essay on Deathline, I think the 
distinction between monster and victim is much more clear without the ambiguities and physical 
transformations of the characters that you see in Creep because the cannibals and ‘victims’ don’t 
really interact until 60 minutes into the film, and even then the male cannibals’ more animalistic 
treatment of the female protagonist is more aligned with Sally of TTCM than the clinical treatment 
of Kate and homeless Mandy by Craig.


The use of a pregnant female is an important parallel between Deathline and Creep however. The 
female cannibal is introduced in the film by a shot of her full stomach (Perks, 2009), and when this 
is put next to images of her diseased or what seems as a ‘plague’ ridden face with ulcers and 
open sores, the idea of woman-womb-disease-death is firmly worked. This cannibal isn’t really 
presented as a victim, more as an animal living inside a pen. Smith reworks this character in 
Creep through Mandy. Mandy is part of a homeless couple that lives inside the walls of the 
modern part of the station, putting her at a crossroads, a purgatory between the primal 

�16



underworld of Craig and contemporary overworld of Kate.  When Kate enters this small dark hole, 
itself another vaginal image, we are shown Mandy lying asleep next to Jimmy in a shot that 
quotes that of the female cannibal of Deathline. Her face and her clothes are dirty and greasy and 
she is partly enclosed by an industrial metal fence, pipes and old interior walls, the very image of 
woman being chained. In terms of character she lies fairly motionlessly and in a drugged haze, 
unable really to make adequate conversation. When Jimmy leaves with Kate, she leaves this pen 
to rescue the dog. At this point she sees the monster (although we do not), and she holds the dog 
in her arms in a maternal fashion. Craig takes her and straps her to a gurney inside the abortion 
clinic, and in arguably the most harrowing scene of the film, brutally murders her by piercing her 
violently through the vagina up into the womb. The female cannibal dies quietly with her mate at 
her side which is ironic considering the more degenerative, incestual world they are inhabiting, but 
both Mandy and the cannibal are situated as animals and images of the maternal abject, in what 
Perks describes as ‘the triply abject: as a corpse, complete with hideously swollen pregnancy, 
and her face smeared with the abject properties of dirt and blood’ (Perks, 2009). 


The location of the grim abortion clinic is pivotal in visual and narrative meaning and only ever 
asserts further the idea of the woman’s reproductive capabilities being a source of monstrosity, a 
monstrosity that the male (Craig, and going by evidence of a photograph of Craig and an 
unknown doctor, his father) must remove from her.


With the concept of maternal abject in place, if we go back to considering the underground 
tunnels as a metaphorical womb, everything that resides inside it and travels through it by proxy 
become part of its abject. This includes Kate. While she goes through her own physical 
transformation within the womb space (see chapter 2) after she finally kills Craig inside the deep 
tunnels (in a parallel narrative, this corresponds to the killing of Mandy’s child inside her womb) 
she leaves the uterus as a tomb and returns to the underground station. Her physical appearance 
has changed after having to swim through sewage, run up and down tunnels all night and killing 
her attacker; she goes from clean and pretty in a yellow party dress and high heels, to dirty, 
covered in blood and ripped clothing. Her overnight stay in the uterus and her subsequent self-
expulsion now leave her as part of its abject. We don’t actually see her return to the normality of 
the overworld from which she came, rendering her now at Mandy’s purgatory between the two 
worlds. In the final shot being framed against the tiled walls of the platform she is the image of a 
patient or inmate (fig 2, page 38).
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PART 2: THE DESCENT (2005) 
From 20 minutes onwards of The Descent, we literally along with the girls descend into the 
caverns of unchartered caves and we don’t resurface (except for a dream sequence). Before this, 
the girls journey to the mouth of the cave is shown in long aerial shots looking down onto their 
cars moving through the intimidating Appalachian Mountains of North Carolina, reminiscent of 
Jack, Wendy and Danny traveling to the Overlook Hotel in Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining (1980) 
where paranoia, claustrophobia and cabin fever all become severe side-effects of the seemingly 
idyllic environment. 


When they eventually leave their cars they move by foot further up the mountain into increasingly 
dense and lost areas. This scene echoes those of Deliverance (dir. John Boorman, 1972), of a 
group of town folk entering rural land they have no real understanding of. They pass a dead deer 
covered in its own blood and being consumed by flies just before they reach the cave opening. 
One of the girls asks ‘what killed it?’ but the question is left open. As no killer is known, the 
corpse of the dead animal is constructed as part of the expulsion of the archaic mother and 
therefore the cave becomes the embodiment that archaic mother, an idea that is solidified as the 
film goes on.


We first see the cave in an upward camera movement, moving from behind the girls to slightly 
above them and looking down into the mouth. The opening is vaginal in shape, rounded at one 
end and more pointed at another and surrounded by vegetation, bushes and trees made to look 
like its hair. When we move beneath the rim, first with Juno the natural light cast down through the 
mouth illuminates streams of water cascading down, and also casts shadows on the textured, 
rippled walls of the inside. During a short exploration of this in-between space between over and 
underworlds (like the station acts as in Creep), Sarah finds bloodied finger prints gauged into the 
stone which alludes to their impending entrapment. She then scares a colony of bats and Holly 
impersonates Dracula. In several of Barbara Creed’s essays she asserts the relationship between 
Dracula, the archaic mother and importantly, the concept of vagina dentata (or the castrating 
woman). 
3

‘In most (vampire) films, particularly those featuring Dracula, the archaic mother is there only 
as a shadowy presence. Roger Dadoun argues that those ‘elements’ which relate to the 
presence of the mother include dark, enveloping uterine space of the crypt, creaking 
sounds, cobwebs and dust… [the vampire] does not represent the imaginary phallus of the 
mother, but rather her terrifying imaginary vagina dentata. This image is presented very 

	Creed also discusses the similarity between the archaic mother in Dracula and the archaic mother of Alien. 3

She says of Alien, ‘three members are cannibalized in a frenzy of blood in scenes which place emphasis on 
the alien’s huge razor-sharp teeth, signifying the all-incorporating mother’ Creed, B. (2007). Horror and the 
Archaic Mother. In B. Creed, The Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism and Psychoanalysis (p. 23). Oxford: 
Routledge. The deaths of the girls in The Descent are similarly cannibalized, and while the emphasis on the 
male monster’s teeth is not emphasized in The Descent (2005) we find it is in it’s sequel The Descent 2 
(2009).
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clearly when the vampire is female… that of the woman’s open mouth, sharp pointed teeth 
and blood-covered lips.’ (Creed, Woman as Vampire: The Hunger, 2007)


Obviously The Descent is in no way talking about vampirism, but by quoting the name of Dracula 
a set of ideas are put in place. The vaginal opening that the girls have just descended through has 
gone from being a passive being allowing them to enter her, to a monstrous one promising a 
doomed fate at the hands of her deadly vagina dentata. The ‘blood-covered lips’ not only hint at 
menstruation, but also childbirth and so the dead animal they have witnessed is further posited as 
the expulsion of the archaic mother (the cave). The ‘elements that relate to the mother’ are also a 
checklist of conditions for the space they are stood inside.


It arises there is only one way out of the chamber and ‘that is down the pipe’ which at this point 
seems to act as the cervix of the caverns womb. The girls climb inside in single file, and the 
deeper they get the more red the colour palette of the chambers become. Unlike the introductory 
scene of Creep, at no point are we allowed a point of view shot from any of the girls leaving us as 
watchers of the scene. Marshall keeps us at a distance, and because of this voyeuristic 
detachment watching from down the tunnels, we have a view closer to that of the crawlers than 
anything else. 


With the lighting being limited to torches and red flares, the rippled surfaces of the walls of the 
caves are emphasized giving the mise-en-scène a hellish quality (Fitzgerald, The revival of the 
British horror film, 2010), and the girls turn into mere silhouettes. The walls are so muscular and 
glistening in appearance that it becomes a genuinely organic body that almost seems capable of 
moving at any time and it does, when a collapse in the wall traps the girls inside. This makes the 
red wet walls even more sinister, because it isn’t ever clear if this is just natural underground 
moisture or, with the caves being constructed as a body, if this is blood.


Before the cave collapse and the first crawler attack that is brought on by this, the girls are all 
seen eating apples and this aligns them with biblical images of woman and Eve, the bringer of the 
original sin. This imagery of the female and the ‘poisoned’ apple is a potent one too in fairytales, 
aligning these girls with characters such as Snow White who go through transformations,


‘Snow White is at first innocent or white; she meets apparent death from eating the red side 
of the poisoned apple, analogous to menarche (or sexual knowledge, like Eve’s). She then 
goes into the seclusion of death.’ (Delaney, Lupton, & Toth, 1988) 

After this scene, the tone of the entire film changes from a girls day out with the usual group 
dynamics and slight arguments, to seeing death right in front of them. By entering the unknown 
cave system and returning to the womb, they’ve stumbled into ground they shouldn’t have and 
will have by the end, have gained knowledge about the thread between life and death.
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After the first attack, the group breaks up into different directions and groups and Sarah takes 
independence. During this time alone, she goes through a dramatic metamorphosis (see chapter 
2) that is motivated by rebirth images. In one scene, she is pursued into a new chamber by a 
crawler and falls into a pool of gore that seems to have a thick, crusty layer at the top of it that in 
terms of ‘rebirth’ images becomes the lining of the womb, or the menstrual blood of the mother. 
This chamber is lit only by firelight and so is bathed in a warm, orange glow and this scene has a 
calm, low droning score layered over the top that sounds more like an echo in a church than in a 
cave. The firelight acting like candlelight, and the small nuances in soundtrack make this feel like 
we are witnessing a more religious ritual. Further to this image of a baptism of blood, the pool is 
built into the stone and is surrounded by bones and skeletons positioning the cave and therefore 
the womb, as the link between birth, life and death. As she emerges head first (fig 3, page 39), 
slowly and eerily quiet from the pool completely drenched in this dark viscous liquid, her face has 
a renewed determinism far from the nervous terror that once showed on the earlier woman. The 
camera stays low down and in one shot, is set at a cantered angle showing visually a shift in this 
character has occurred. This short rebirth sequence is only thirty seconds long but establishes 
Sarah as an entirely new persona, one capable of survival because of her baptism into the 
subterranean world. This ceremony places Sarah now as one of the ‘children’ of the underworld 
next to the crawlers, as she has gone from symbolizing the abject (as a mother) to being the 
abject (of the cave).


James Rose states in his essay on The Descent that this rebirth scene assumes Sarah in a now 
‘masculine/heroic role typically occupied by the (white) male’ (Rose, The Descent, 2009) but I 
think this ignores the clear quoting of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (1973) in this scene, and 
Rose seems to forget the importance of the Final Girl in the horror genre by suggesting she’s 
adopting a male role. She has slain a crawler family and therefore the image of the familial, 
bringing her closer to the character of Sally (TTCM) a character that also defies the masculine-
feminine role. 
4

Her final, full rebirth sequence is shown in two stages before the ‘dream’ sequence at the end of 
the film. After she incapacitates Juno, Sarah ends up falling down a long pipe that is rippled and 
textured to resemble a birth canal. As she holds onto the edge of the pipe before the falls, she 
loses her grip as if the cave wall has contracted, expelling her down the vagina-shaped channel. 
This shot bookends the beginning of the film – where the girls entered through the ‘cervix’ of the 
cave. Sarah returns to the opening of the womb cave in a space that’s vaginal opening lies at the 
top of a small mountain of bones and skeletons, climbing up covered in blood and filth from the 
deeper chambers. 


 Rose does discuss Sarah in terms of the Final Girl but argues that she only fits the role ‘up to a 4

point’ because she doesn’t fit the full criteria – by embodying what he terms as ‘The Modern 
Primitive’ i.e. by becoming the monster herself, and also by the fact she doesn’t return to society 
on-screen, for as long as she remains trapped she cannot truly be the Final Girl. If we take Final 
Girl as what it means more literally, then she does fit that criterion.
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In the second stage of birth, her hands burst up through the opening that is covered in vegetation, 
sticks and grass (again, like the beginning of the film resembling hair) and she emerges head first, 
gasping for air (fig 4). Through the next part of this sequence she is hysterical and crying 
relentlessly, like the cry of a newborn baby. 


‘As a child of the cave, she is perversely adult yet regressed mentally…. She stumbles 
through the landscape.. clinging onto what she can in an effort to stabilize herself.’ (Rose, 
The Descent, 2009) 

When Sarah wakes up from this dream sequence, she is lying awkwardly and moves elastically 
like the crawlers, confirming her transformation into the womb cave’s offspring. She hallucinates 
that her daughter is inside the cave with her, but it is important to note that she doesn’t see her 
dead husband - perhaps because being inside the womb is not somewhere an adult male ever 
could be. The womb can only ever be an uncanny space in the past of a male, whereas in a 
female it’s always at the forefront of life.


These rebirth scenes in a way act as a reverse concept of the abortion clinic in Creep, even 
though both The Descent and Creep utilize transformation and birth concepts for their female 
protagonists. All locations of both these films, the caverns, the underground tunnels and the clinic 
work constructing themselves as beings that are feminine, in order that the concept of feminine is 
made to be the monstrous despite the fact the assigned monsters are biologically male. But by 
using the abortion clinic (a controversial setting and feminist topic itself) as a location for a major 
scene of female horror at the hands on a male monster in Creep, the woman as monstrous, 
woman as castrator and woman’s reproductive (as well as destructive) capabilities are stressed. 
All of these accent the importance of claustrophobia in British horror by using the ultimate 
uncanny space as a source of fear and most importantly, an allegory of death.
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FOUR:  

THE FEMINISED MONSTER  
Monsters in horror as a general rule exist to represent our repressed fears and/or the stereotypical 
outsider. Frankenstein’s monster for example can clearly be read as a symbol of the fear of 
science and technological advancement. The feminised male monster in Creep and The Descent 
in their presentation and deaths at the hands of female protagonists seem to personify male-
centered gender angst. 


The monsters of both Creep and The Descent seem to be in appearance, decidedly male. Craig of 
Creep is has the physical look of a stereotypical monster by being facially deformed, having a 
small muscular build but prominent bone structure rendering him skeletal, and emaciated, 
decayed skin that is a more diseased looking green colour. In many ways he looks to have more in 
common with the dead than the living. We aren’t given definite answers as to the reasons why he 
kidnaps, kills and performs ‘abortions’, or why he resides within an abandoned abortion clinic in 
the London Underground but enough clues are given for us to guess. He has no real human 
communication skills – he screeches animalistically and his speech extends only to repeating 
what his victims have said, suggesting he’s been there his entire life. We are allowed to see a 
wristband with ‘Craig’ etched in it, which can be linked back to a previous shot of the name Craig 
on an iron cot in the clinic - more evidence that this is where he was born.


The same is true of the multitude of monsters or ‘crawlers’ in The Descent. They are similarly 
deformed but still have noticeably human forms, are slight but muscular, mostly male (they, with 
the exception of one mother crawler, lack breasts and female fat) and they are blind with acute 
hearing and so adapted to the cave system. They are from a different world than our own and the 
protagonists intrude upon it so in fact, the protagonists become the outsiders to such an extent 
that its almost easier to sympathise with the crawlers than the girls. The crawlers are the 
conditioned and biological children of the womb-cave. Sarah (and as we later find out in The 
Descent: Part 2, Juno) is the only girl that really adapts in any conceivable way to the cave in 
order to survive and become any suitable match for its inhabitants, so it is with Sarah that we 
sympathise. 


The gender oscillation that works for the female protagonist works parallel in the monsters of both 
films. As discussed in chapter three, as Sarah and Kate battle with their own femininity and take 
on increasingly masculine traits in order to be the Final Girls, they must feminize their attackers in 
order to restore equilibrium at the end of their respective films.
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When we first see Craig in a full body shot he wears only shorts and a ripped pair of shoes and is 
almost hairless. As his story progresses his physical appearance changes, particularly during and 
after the horrific abortion scene with homeless girl Mandy. In preparation for his operation in 
performs a bizarre ritual where he dons a blue surgeon’s gown, tries and fails to wash his hands 
and tries and fails to put on a pair of dirty latex gloves. This ritual is heaving with a sense of the 
uncanny as he goes through the motions as though he’s seen them being performed before, but 
his own attempt is failed and childish which in the context makes the scene yet more gruesome. 
He wears the blue surgical gown for the remainder of the film and it progressively takes on the 
appearance of a dress. This coupled with his emaciated flesh, deformities and sparse head of 
hair, see him transform into an old woman (an image quoting the terrifying image of Norman 
Bate’s mother and the grandmother in the attic of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre) when Kate 
feminises him in her escape. 


Feminisation also occurs in the crawlers through many different visual ways, nearly always in their 
death. One clear and potent way this occurs in both Creep and The Descent is when attackers 
gauge the eyes of their victims in a horrific display of deeply intrusive bodily penetration. When 
the attackers fingers penetrate the body of another, gender politics, sex and death are brought 
together in one concise image. Feminisation and penetration is connected here with death and so 
the image of Creed’s monstrous female castrator becomes yet more potent. Deaths also occur at 
the end of pickaxes and bludgeons (in the form of bones) that clearly have phallic readings, but 
the fingers of the attacker entering another’s body is a much more personal and deeper issue. The 
concept of the monstrous feminine naturally in definition alludes exclusively to born females. But 
by feminizing the male monsters in The Descent and Creep we can apply the same structures and 
theories. Creed, unlike Carol Clover, makes a clear distinction between the Freudian phallic 
woman and the female castrator. These two dichotomies encapsulate the reasons why women, in 
historical, mythological, as well as horror film context, are constructed to be so terrifying 
specifically in the eyes of the male – they are either ‘the bearer of some bleeding wound’ (the 
castrated, the epitome of Freud’s argument that women are lacking) or like the image of Medusa 
they are the castrator. Both female types stem from male castration anxiety, and Craig and the 
crawlers ultimately become the bearer’s of bleeding wounds and are castrated, and in a role 
reversal the female protagonists Kate and Sarah become the opposite monstrous feminine in their 
quest for survival. Yielding crowbars and pickaxes, they oscillate gender boundaries by being 
both victim and monster (they are intruders somewhere they don’t belong) while the designated 
enemies of Craig and the crawlers go from one gender to another because that, for the male at 
least, a greater horror that is a powerful allegory of male anxiety.
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CONCLUSION 
When you read British horror in psychoanalytical context you can see the importance of the 
female. Like Freudian dream theory, the displacement of anxieties on locations and characters 
just needs to be untangled. We have found in this essay that the use of Barbara Creed’s theory of 
the monstrous-feminine works in two ways. It encourages a discussion of issues surrounding 
gender that is and has been an important subject not just in horror film, but in everyday life in 
patriarchal society particularly since the feminist movement of the 1970’s. This in turn allows 
filmmakers to explore anxieties through metaphors in gender and in particular to utilize Freudian 
notions of the uncanny.


The uterine worlds of Creep and The Descent not only exist as a gender issue and 
psychoanalytical issue – working people’s fears of the unknown, the inside of our bodies and the 
terror of the thin membrane between life and death – but as was set out at the beginning of this 
essay, using uterine worlds specifically in British horror films tells us more about the national 
psyche.


The claustrophobic photography and concepts of Creep and The Descent are classically British. 
Gone are the open spaces of American horrors, Deliverance, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and 
The Hills Have Eyes. Even in 28 Days Later, the skyline of the city is brought in close and the 
streets and tall buildings seem to fall down on top of the protagonists. Like Britain itself, 
everything is photographed to seem small and tight and most importantly, a strong realist 
aesthetic is expressed. Realism and the ‘relatable’ for British audiences at least, seem to be the 
best way to deliver scares. 

So, what have we really found? 

British horror, when the layers and metaphors are peeled back, work by taking us to places we 
know or once knew, constricted and uncomfortable places that emphasize the terror of living on 
an island that becomes a separate world where, like the house in The Woman in Black, terrible 
things can happen. 

The monstrous-womb is the primary analogy representative of the national psyche and the British 
horror film. 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APPENDIXES

Fig.1. Creep begins with an ambiguous victim/monster. Craig later takes on her image. 

�
Fig.2. Kate’s final shot in Creep
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�
Fig.3. Sarah’s baptism of blood, The Descent

�
Fig.4. Sarah’s rebirth, The Descent
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�
Fig.5. “I fell asleep on the platform”, Creep
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�
Fig.6. Craig chained to wall, Creep

�
Fig.7. Sarah as Carrie, The Descent

�
Fig.8. Sarah the crawler, The Descent
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