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This writing will be exploring how the macabre influenced contemporary photographers and other forms of entertainment such as films. Crime scene photography will be explored in relation to Weegee’s work as well as Paul Seawright’s and all of the other chapters. A whole range of creative medias will be talked about within the macabre, there is folklore, tales and the human fascination with the macabre through history which has fueled contemporary artists works not just in photography. 


Introduction

The human fascination with the macabre has not changed, technology has made this hunger more accessible and our evolution as human beings has moved us away from superstition and taboo and changed our everyday. As human beings we no longer believe in superstition and few believing in religion (Stourton, 2015) yet we are still drawn to the gore and morbid of the times of torture scenery. This is in a range of media writings, drawings, photography, even forensic photography or photojournalism; if it’s gruesome and gory we will look at it with strange fascination. This dissertation will explore why this is.

Religion plays a big part in superstition, there are two main sides of religion, good which as God and evil which as Satan/Devil. (https://revisionworld.com/gcse-revision/rs-religious-studies/philosophical-perspectives/good-and-evil)  Many artist including photographers use this in their work with quite biblical tones underneath. Many years ago, whenever something bad happened such as a crop failure or so on evil would be blamed, people would believe things such as witches being responsible for doing the devils work. It was commonly believed that the devil or demons are behind such things as witchcraft and even mad ness. This is evident when a suspected witch is on trial, that person’s thumbs would be tied to their toes and thrown into a body of water. If [image: ]they floated it was believed that they had help from the devil and would be put to death. (Mastin, 2009)[bookmark: _Toc532163924][bookmark: _Toc532164584][bookmark: _Toc532197354]Figure 1


Religion also influences art, one popular painting by Hieronymus Bosch is ‘The garden of Earthly Delights’. The painting consists of three panels that are described as ‘The Garden of Eden’, ‘Heaven’ and ‘Hell’ each biblical references. When you pick apart the right panel which is hell the detail of what’s going on is so rich, scenes of torture with demons causing a sense of uncomfortableness. The painting shows an array of frightening demons making the humans in to torturous instruments, the faces staring out of the piece at the viewers sends a shiver down the necks of anyone looking at the painting with a sense of dread in the back of their minds. This is the perfect way to set the scene for hell which a is strange macabre scene. The painting is still on display today in the Museo Del Prado in Spain this shows the popularity of this whole piece including the macabre imagery behind the hell scene. 






Macabre

The word macabre is “used to describe something that is very strange and unpleasant because it is connected with death or violece:" (n.a., 2018)
The macabre has inspired humans since the beginning of time, there are hundreds and hundreds of examples to back this up. Like when there’s a crash on the motorway the traffic is so bad because people slow down to look at what’s happened and at the carnage left. Even though people who look at the macabre in today’s society are frowned upon you cannot deny that people are fascinated with it. People watch horror films even though they find the scenes sickening and disturbing they are always fascinated and always come back for more, people are even creating and looking at art work, and then there’s horror and crime books. It’s not only gruesome scenes that humans watch and look at; writings such as Shakespeare are completely formed around death yet the plays are as popular today as any, with people interpreting the old English language differently. The origin or “macabre” is quite interesting it originates from a 

"family of Jews who organized a successful rebellion against the Seleucid ruler Antiochus IV and reconsecrated the defiled Temple of Jerusalem." (Knight, 1998) 

However before this time the “2 Maccabees” referred to a play that involves a mother and her seven sons who were tortured and murdered for eating pork. Macabre today is the description of something disturbing normally involving death. We have matured and advanced as a society away from superstition and so on but this strange fascination to look at the macabre and gore is one factor that has not changed through time. There are many examples of the human interest in the macabre, one example that dates from 19th century is when The Brothers Grimm wrote fairy tales, they were apparently aimed at both adults and children but a lot of the stories are quite violent and dark, not suited for children. This quote from the classic Cinderella story shows how macabre the stories used to be.
“Then this one went into her
chamber and got her toes safely into the shoe, but her heel was
too large.  So her mother gave her a knife and said,  cut a bit
off your heel, when you are queen you will have no more need
to go on foot.”
(Grimm, 2014)

This classic is a prime example to how we are draw to the macabre but have grown to hide our strange obsession by changing the story slightly to suit today’s children who are more protected compared to past generation. There is a big difference between the originals and the new versions of the tales; the violence was more intense in the original stories with there being an overall darkness to the tales that today’s versions are lacking. Today there are many recreations based on The Brothers Grimm fairy tales such as the 2014 film ‘In To The Woods’ which included the stories of The Little Red Riding Hood, Rapunzel, Cinderella and more, the concept of the film is quite interesting as all the characters with in the same kingdom and their lives interact and cross. Fairy tales are always evolving into updated and new stories based on the characters we all know growing up this shows how the inspiriting The Brothers Gimm’s tales are even though they are so macabre. The main point is that The Brothers Grimm Fairy Tales would not have stayed in such popularity for two centuries if humans were not draw to the gore and macabre. An example of todays macabre that is gaining in popularity is looking at specimens whether that’s animal skeletons, parts or sometimes the whole animal. People can buy animal specimen online, but to be able to buy and own a human specimen you have to have a license. Specimens are even becoming a trend because of celebrities such as Kat Von D having them within her tattoo shop office and home. These examples are all without exploring the Goth and Emo communities, there are hundreds of websites set up for people to share their art works, writings, etc. It is evidenced that the human fascination with the macabre of all forms is a continuous factor which has contributed to the evolution of the entertainment industry and art works as people are interested with looking at the strange.

A very interesting factor that has helped in the development of the macabre is the understanding of psychology. When viewing a film, picture or any other media of the macabre people automatically piece together a back story and most of the time it involves the perpetrator being mentally unstable. Films use this story line a lot when creating a murderer that is a hyped up version of the original. Mental asylums in the Victorian era held patience for the simplest of mental health issues

“such as symptoms which would be recognized today as post-natal depression” (Pleasance, 2015) This was simply because they did not understand the human metal health issues like we do now. Religion played a part in the asylums as well as phycology but they were only just beginning to understand the mental capacity of the brain so religion ruled over phycology during that time. They believed that evil spirits and demons would inhabit people, this would make them ‘mentally sick’, and this is when they would “practice trepanning, drilling holes into skulls to release evil spirits.” (Levinson, 2011) 
The same concept was behind exorcisms, they believed that an evil spirit or demon inhabited a person. The church would be called in and everything out of behavior, strange or evil would be blamed evil spirits or the devil. This was all because people at that time did not understand things as we do now, people believed in the bible and so everyone thought that the bible was true. People who believed science over the bible were deemed as crazy. Now you can buy things online from the past that are quite sick such as lobotomy tools. This shows people are fascinated in the macabre, how the tables have turned on religion with the majority now believing in science over religion. This shows that people are possibly interested in the human history by looking at old operation tools and gaining understanding of how people used to be treated for illnesses and medical procedures.  The Victorian era is  a good example for macabre as it was in this era when people started to stray from religion and look more at science which has something to do the Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution which was publish within the same time. Scientists started to experiment on the mentally ill, criminals or people on the streets, none the less they were commenced on human beings and take photographs as a record of their findings. A very cruel and inhumane attraction in bedlam asylum was how open to the public it was, the public could visit the patience’s as if they were animals at a zoo. It was mainly the rich and well off that did this but give money to the asylum, the money “made up a significant portion of the hospital’s operating budget” (Devlin, 2014) which in its own right is a disturbing thought, that an asylum gained a lot of money from people treating others as if they are animals. Although this attraction was not with the dead or death, Bedlam was a horrible place that dehumanized its patients. This sets the scene for macabre horrible imagery. 

An interesting event that happens every year on the 5th December is the annual Krampuslauf which is when men, often drunk chase people and parade the streets dressed as demons. This is in resemblance to Krampus, the anti- St. Nicholas (Wolford, 2014). The creature is half goat, half demon, one thing it is fully, is scary. With his dark features and hair, his fangs and horns, wielding chains and bells. Although there are many representations of what Krampas looks like these few stay the same.
[image: See the source image]
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 This folklore is mainly from Germany but other European country take part with the strange tradition. During the Christmas period children are taught to behave so in reward St. Nicholas will reward them with gifts and presents. Krampus is the total opposite, he whips children with birch for being naughty and even in some cases he “would swat "wicked" children, stuff them in a sack, and take them away to his lair.” (Basu, 2018)  The tradition seems very dark telling children that if they are naughty a demon would whip then, procced to put them in to a sack and take them away. To children everything taught to them is real and most properly terrifies them. 
On the night of Krampusnacht children leave a shoe or boot outside their front doors, the day that follows is known as Nikolaustag, this day is focused more on St. Nicolas rather than his demonic counterpart. However if the child is naughty Krampus will place a rod inside the shot/boot that had been left, whilst St. Nicolas would leave a gift for children who had been good. The idea of punishing children for being naughty with threats of demons beating them and no gifts is a macabre thought. A horror film has been made about krumpus and the strange traditions that follow him (Krampus, 2015) . The film follows a boy who at the beginning was naughty however the whole family was punished for his actions and sent to hell. Most of the captures and punishers  in the film were carried out by his henchmen, which are demonic looking creatures or what seemed very similar to traditional children’s toys with a disturbing twist. The disturbing part of this folklore is that horror films have been made out of it, without really making much up. But this folklore was and still is aimed towards children, who can’t at times comprehend what are real, fake or traditional stories.

Historic and traditional paintings can be seen as very macabre, quite a lot of them capture history as there was no photography until the 1830s/40s. In order to process history people would paint scenes as visual evidence. This made paintings very macabre as there have been many historical tragic events have had many people killed or such.


Creative Medias Introduction

Although there are very different sides of photography the majority of photographers take inspiration from the macabre. Any photographers and artists are looking at cases of crime and murder and creating art out of them although some of these pieces are visually pleasing and quite beautiful yet when striped down the photographs are very macabre. Photographers draw inspiration from the case, the story and the people involved with the case weather that’s the victims, the authorities but mostly the murderer or criminal. The photographs taken as evidence for crime scenes are a big help for understanding the crime scene as it perfectly paints the picture of the scene and what happened there. Crime scene photography also sets the scene for many films that have taken inspiration for example the farm house in The Chainsaw Massacre is very similar to the house of Ed Gein that the film is based on. This inspiration partnered with the photographers own imagination sets up an open door of macabre possibilities. There are a whole range of people who have taken inspiration not just photographers but authors, TV and film makers anyone from an artistic back ground may find something of interest within the case files and stories. 


Film

Films take a huge inspiration from true life crimes and cases, especially horror movies. Quite a lot of horror films are based, or have taken inspiration, from a case. Whether that is the plot, the victims, the criminal or the murderer.  Horror films have soared in popularity with their own sort of cult following which has inspired fashion and merchandise spin offs. It’s quite interesting how similar the films are to the inspiration that it came from. The main thing that film makers add in to the story is psychopathic tones that create a hyped up serial killer that is so messed up that it must be made up. Who seems impossible to kill or injure efficiently as it does not seem to faze them at all.

The Texas Chainsaw Massacre films were inspired by the murderer and grave robber Ed Gein, although not a direct adaptation of the story Kim Henkel took inspiration from the Ed Gein case. The Ed Gein case started in 1957 when Bernice Worden, the local hardware store owner went missing, Gein was that last person know to have seen her. He was classed as abit of a slow man around the town, who lived on his own after his mother had passed away, in an old farm house that was outside of town.  After the authorities inspected Gein house they found the body of Bernice hung upside down in an outdoor shed/ coal house. She has been shot and decapitated. This on its own has given inspiration to film makers as the idea that Gein has strung Bernice up as if she was an animal gutted from a recent hunt, it is a sickening thought. It makes people question Gein’s sanity, it was as if he had no remorse for Bernice. How Gein must have thought of Bernice, as if she was an animal is that the same as how the rich used to treat the asylum patience. As if the mind of a psychopath is the same as a big portion of people from the past. The authorities also found body parts that Gein had robbed from the local graveyard, parts that he “made household items, clothing, and masks”  (Jenkins, n.d) using the skin and bones. 

[image: ]
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 (The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, 1974)

Within the Chainsaw Massacre films the character that murdered everyone wore a mask out of human skin this is a direct representation of what Ed Gein was doing to the skin that he had harvested. Although the film seems very surreal and inhuman like, in terms of the murderer, this film is as are many horror films are based on true crimes. The creators of horror films however do exaggerate the story to become more gruesome and unbelievable. When this is highlighted the film and the story seems even more creepy and macabre as we try to comprehend that these events loosely happened. Many film makers have drawn inspiration from Ed Gein’s case, while if you add all of the other crazy murder cases, other stories and folklores you have a huge pot of inspiration to piece together a film with little thinking. A bit like a jigsaw, take a piece from one case and a piece from another etc. Soon the creator does not really have to think too hard to come up with a new film.  Horror films are gaining popularity you can see this by the release of many big horror films in 2018, According to IMDb 148 horror films have been release so far in 2018 (n.a., 2017) while in 2017 there were 38 less releases as only 110 horror films were released. (n.a., 2016) and the previous year to that, 2016 had less releases at 107 (n.a., 2015) this proves that horror films are gaining in popularity and therefore the peoples fascination with not only the macabre but gore and violence. Horror films are the next level from looking at macabre art as it fills so many other aspects such as the mood, the story etc. A film can make a viewer feel a certain way easier than a photograph as they have many ways to direct the viewer’s emotions through the tones of the characters, the music and story line and other effects. People like to be scared and have that urge to look away yet they always peek through their hands to see the carnage.
 
Using real murder cases or folklore as the base to films is always a great idea. As when people find out that the film they have just watched was based on a true story or people’s beliefs it creates a deeper feeling and a sense of sympathy. However by adding other factors such as Psychopathic traits, a super murder is created which by putting everything on the next level it makes these films seem more like fiction out of a messed up human. People react differently as if the film was sent to another level and connects with them more. The growing popularity with horror films show that people are getting more and more fascinated with the macabre every year.




The Redheaded Peckerwood

The Redheaded Peckerwood is a very interesting book, made by Christian Patterson. The book is a story that followings the “19 year old Charles Starkweather and 14 year old Caril Ann Fugate who murdered ten people, including Fugate’s family”  (Patterson, 2011) The book consists of inspirations for the two,  as well as pictures of the scenes, and letters and writings by the pair. There are a number of things that make the case shocking, how two such young people can commit them self’s to each other in such a way of going on a killing spree, that they murdered Fugate’s own family and that where they are from. A small town in Nebraska, people always look at small towns and villages and think that nothing to this extent happens there so the crimes would have hit the town quite hard. 

On the first couple of pages, there is a letter from Fugate and Starkweather to the police, the way that the letter is written is very interesting. It’s as if one of them started and other picked it up and wrote more and it keeps going back and forth the reason for thinking this is because the hand writing is mismatched, cursive here, capitals there and not for the affect it seems. The choice of words is also interesting as in one part they write “say it by god” but underneath you can see the word “bible” that has been rubbed out, why did they change the words? Perhaps to gain a bigger effect by using God rather than the Bible. At some points they made little drawings instead of words which is very peculiar. The thought that two murderers drew pictures about the crimes they had committed in a letter to the police, is a scary thought as it’s as if they are either not quite there or still children which Fugate was at the age of 14.

 The book is beautifully made, with little things that fold out like receipts and other pages. The pictures are so widely ranged, that the book seems mismatched at first but when thought about the imaged being inspiration, thoughts and so they are quite dark as they are the reasons that Starkweather and Fugate murdered people. There are brightly colored contemporary style images that give not only a pop of color to the pages but a sense of fakeness, as if they are dreams that are highly thought of or wanted. There are also black and white images of Fugate and Starkweather at the time as well as images of the relevant places. The fold out papers of receipts and letters and such are a nice touch that makes the viewer connect with the book, it feels more like a case file than just a artistic book this way. There is a sense of connectivity with the case because of the little touches such as the receipts, letters and on back page there is a pocket that has a postcard in it. They are all quite personal item as they are to certain people or certain places, this changes the total feel of the book, if those were not in there then the book would be quite stepped back as a opposed to more personal. 

The macabre story behind the book really draws people in, paired with the beautiful imagery, it’s a piece that people can keeping going back to. Which they must do at today, seven years on from being first published the book is on sale for average of £150 (n.a., 2018)
Without realizing the story behind the book it can seem very higgledy-piggledy of course this is hard as there are letters that point out the story but when the story is found out the book instantly takes a macabre twist.

[image: ]Paul Seawright[bookmark: _Toc532164587][bookmark: _Toc532197357]Figure 4




Paul Seawrights work named ‘Sectarian Murder’ is an interesting body of work. The pictures are beautifully composed and exposed yet each one is of a scene of a crime, at the bottom of each image there is a sentence or two about what happened within that spot and when. The images are quiet. In the majority of the images there are no people but when there are, they are in the back ground or out of focus, this makes the images have a supernatural feel. Paired with the macabre context, it sets the images up to be rather eerily. The pieces play with the viewers mind set and trail of thought, they portray themselves as innocent at first while the viewer is concentrating on the aesthetics rather than the story and content but when the sentences are read. The images take a turn and seem macabre and unsettling. The sentences round up the images and create a fuller body of work. The viewer views the image more personally than he/she would have if there was an overview at the beginning of viewing the images. The viewer looks at the images closely thinking about how the person who passed must have felt, seen, heard in their last moments.

The sites are near Belfast where Seawright grew up. The sentences at the bottom of each image are taken from “newspaper reports at the time and document the murders of innocent civilians, killed for their perceived religion. Reference to Protestant or Catholic background was removed from the text.” (n.a., n.d.)  
Perhaps Seawright did this to point out that people are people regardless of race, gender, money, power. Every single person should respect the next. Although we have moved away from religion it still is an issue in places that can have a devastating effect, such as Belfast which is renowned of its religious backgrounds. To some people religion is nonsense that means nothing to them, but to others it is very sacred and personal, and when they are told that what they believe is wrong, they take immediate offence. However to atheists murdering people for beliefs is a strange concept. That people were murdered for only their beliefs. However people get very upset over little things, which in turn cause harm, that then the media then reports on and we all look at the horrible images of gore. Seawrights work is macabre; the religious undertones give a historic feel such as the huge Catholic/Protestant problem that has been occurring since the divorce of Henry VIII and Catherine of Aragon, the monarchy has been switching the religion of the whole country’s religion back and forth depending on the ruler and rules. (English Heritage, n.d.) However during these times the murders were through the king or queen of England and not through the people to people like what has happened in these images.

Compared to The Redheaded Peckerwood and other Medias like films, Seawrights work is all on fact, while the other medias mentioned are partly fictional. His work is quite stripped back, the images only consist of a scene and a couple of sentences to add context, it is very straight to the point method of relaying an message. Each piece is saying the same message which is ‘someone died here’ if the sentences were to be striped back.


Weegee

Photojournalism is a great vessel for macabre photography. Photojournalists always have to report on murder or crime as it is a reoccurring factor in human history. The best way to paint a picture of such crimes is with photography. Newspapers were a big part of the news many years ago, before the internet and social media, news was spread through newspapers, on the TV and through word of mouth. One famous photojournalist which photographs the aftermath of crime scenes that is Usher Fellig also known as Weegee after the Ouija Board. This was because of his sense of when and where a crime scene would develop. Weegee’s career spanned across three decades starting in 1935, this in its self shows the quality and skill that Weegee put in to his imagery. (The Art Story, n.d.)

Although Weegee’s work is journalism they are still very moving and theatrical in a way. The harsh reality of each image is something a little too much to handle as real life. The majority of his images are taken on black and white film which is what makes the images feel theatrical as it makes the makes look slightly fake, the crisp contrast and black and white set an exaggerated tone. The content on Weegees work is not subtle, it’s quite in your face about what he’s taking images off rather than hints that the media tend to use more today. An example is an image Weegee took in 1938 of a girl who have been hit by and car and passed away. Instead of taking an image of the car, hinting that an accident had happened and taking about it with in the article. Weegee decided to take his shot of the girl’s lifeless body underneath a white sheet which is quite sinister but is blanketed by a white sheet to comfort the views. Aesthetical the image is very striking as the white stands out from the black road and surroundings. However the reality is that there’s a dead person under the sheet and he just took the image straight, not hiding anything from the viewers. This image it’s self is quite bare, there’s the body under a white sheet a black purse to her side, a police officer walking away from the scene to a police car in to distance. The purse is the only piece of evidence that the body is female and more importantly who. All these factors made the viewer focus on just the white sheet, which Weegee knew as he viewed each scene to find the best outcome. Even though Weegee is quite up front and in your face with his images, he still has respect for those who have passed by not showing their faces. Weegee’s work is very interesting and still if not more popular today, as many photography students talk fondly about his work, this shows how people like to look at and find the macabre interesting.

[image: See the source image]
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Works such as Weegee’s built up people’s fascination with the macabre, these images were published in newspapers and so it must have been acceptable to view them. Newspapers today do not tend to publish images that are of a graphic nature not to upset children. However there is an endless supply online of images and videos of crimes taken and posted by the people who witnessed it or where passing by. People still love to look at the gore and violence as why would there be so many online posts otherwise. The way that Weegee has taken his photos is in an aesthetic way that is beautiful and makes it feel like they are fake in the sense of how is something so pleasing to the eye be so sinister and upsetting. Perhaps the length of time these images were taken to present day has helped us disconnect from the reality behind the images and view them as part of a macabre film.

Conclusion

All throughout history is it evident that humans have a fascination with looking at the macabre from historic paintings that depict what happened in the past, which are still viewed today in museums and such. There are also folklores and tales which are century’s old yet are still if not more popular today, because of recreations and adaptations. These tales and folklores such as Krampus and The Brothers Gimm tales are originally aimed at children but adults would find the tales disturbing and hard to stomach. There are many forms of macabre which have all added to the increase in popularity as well as different creative medias.
 
While there are artists like Paul Seawright and Christian Patterson, the creator of The Redheaded Peckerwood, as well as a mass of others takes inspiration from crime scenes and cases to create work that is beautiful. These examples are both macabre as the content of both of the bodies of work is murder cases but the way that the photographers have capture the images are artistic. All of Weegee’s work is real life as it has happened, because he is a photojournalist, he captures everything as pure as possible for the public to view in the newspapers. All of these works are macabre in their own right but all done differently which creates different levels of intensity of macabre. Any images that was taken in inspirations from a crime scene, case or another image based on those factors will be macabre and dark. The amount of work increase that is based on the macabre shows how the people are viewing the macabre with more interest. 

However it’s not only artists that have drawn inspiration from the macabre, film makers have been and still are creating horror films that have been inspired by real life crime cases, normally murder. Although partly fiction due to the writers inputs the films are based on true events and therefore creates a darker feel and intensity. These films are gaining in popularity with people keep going back for more. This is more than evident in the yearly rising figures.

There are different forms of inspirations that people have taken from the macabre, in relations to crime scenes. Artists have used the murders, themselves, what the murders did to their victims and the scene for inspiration, Seawright took inspiration from the scenes of murders that had religious tones, The Redheaded Peckerwood took inspiration from a whole murder case and the murders inspirations behind their crimes. Film makers take inspiration from murder cases, as well as looking at the murders and also looking at little things that that certain murder did, Ed Gein making a mask out of human skin for example. Taking in to account the sheer volume of crime and murder cases that have happened though out history there are plenty of cases to look at to gain macabre inspiration. By adding everything that counts as macabre then artists have a pool full of inspiration to choose from, from historical events that have been recorded in paintings, to plays like Shakespeare to folklore and tales. The supply is endless and ever going.
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“The sixteen year old youth was standing at the comer of Dandy Street talking,
when amotorcycle with two youths on it drove by. The pillon passenger was
carrying a Sterling sub-machine gun and opened fire on the group. The boy
fell dying in a hail of bulets.”
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