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“Write a critique of an experience in a built world. What evidence from this critique can be used to show how this experience transforms actual world phenomenon for the audience/participant?”

This essay will examine the impact of the 1973 supernatural horror classic ‘The Exorcist’, the effects the viewing experience had on the audience and implications that arose from this in the real world. To summarise, ‘The Exorcist’ follows the story of Linda Blair - a young girl possessed by the demon Pazuzu, and her mother who struggles to regain her daughter from this malicious entity with the help of two priests; The screenplay for the film was adapted by William Peter Blatty’s novel of the same name. Upon release, ‘The Exorcist’ gained almost immediate notoriety, inciting a huge mixed reaction from audiences. The buzz around the film no doubt lent to its commercial success, with ‘The Exorcist’ eventually being nominated for ten Oscars - virtually unheard of for the genre at that time; It is now regarded as not only a cultural phenomenon but also one of the greatest horror films of all time.

With this in mind then, why is it that there were so many viewing restrictions placed on this film after initial reception in the United Kingdom? And, why was the VHS release outright banned from distribution by the British Board of Film Classification until 1999?

To begin I would like to take a brief look at the horror genre as a whole, and why it stirs such vitriol in a percentage of viewers and such enjoyment in a percentage of others. It is fair to state that horror film producers make a living from reflecting the fears and social anxieties of the time back out to the masses. This notion is perhaps best summarised by this quote from Mark Kermode recounting his first impressions of the horror genre “I felt from the outset that beyond the gothic trappings these movies had something to say to me about my life.” So, what were the social anxieties reflected in ‘The Exorcist’ and could this perhaps be the reason for the backlash? 

The literal interpretation of the exorcist is that of demon possession, which lies wholly in the supernatural and fear of the unknown – but outside of this the film deals with several potential subtexts and underlying themes that intentional or not, can be easily identified by the casual viewer; The fear of incurable illness is perhaps what jumps out most when first viewing – when Linda first starts showing signs of possession she is assumed to be unwell and is taken to multiple doctors by her mother, but none can diagnose her and thus can’t ‘treat’ her ailment which heightens this anxiety in the audience, as it makes the threat ‘incurable’. Alongside this, the film uses strong, grisly visual effects to show the progression of Linda’s ‘illness’/possession – you only have to utter ‘The Exorcist’ and it immediately conjures images of that infamous pea-green vomit and bright red blood used in several scenes.  I think the deliberate use of excessive, and sickly coloured bodily fluids picks up on the primal anxieties of illness and disease brought on by filth. There is an excerpt from ‘The Dread of Difference’ that sums this up quite nicely, it reads “Images of blood, vomit, pus, shit, and so forth, are central to our culturally/ socially constructed notions of the horrific.”

This also leads nicely on to the religious and scientific overtones of the film, after all when science and medicine fail to cure Linda, her mother then seeks out the assistance of two priests. In spite of the favourable light the film sheds upon religion, it was heavily boycotted in the UK by Christian public action groups, such as the Nationwide Festival of Light who were concerned about the influence the film might have on society, especially the young and impressionable. This is probably due in part to the infamous special effects, heavy obscene language and blasphemy, and general violence the possessed character Linda spews out during the course of the film.

Now, there’s been plenty of general debate around the correlation between consuming violent media and perpetuating actual violence as a result, and in the United Kingdom there are multiple pieces of legislation put in place in order to censor, control, or restrict media that is deemed as morally inappropriate to be viewed by the general public. This is especially pertinent when mentioned in context to ‘The Exorcist’ as it was in fact banned for video release until 1999. 

As a further addition to the ‘preying on social anxiety’ theory, it should also be mentioned that there are claims of ‘The Exorcist’ story being based on real life events, more specifically some elements of the story were inspired by events surrounding an unnamed young boy under the pseudonym ‘Roland Doe’. Arguably, this could feed into the anxiety of the symptoms of possession in the movie being emulated by some viewers, as things of a similar nature have already occurred in a ‘real-life’ setting. It has been said that “horror films are constantly enmeshed in controversy, most often because of what they show of us.”

But perhaps it is arguable that the backlash against ‘The Exorcist’ was less from a fear of the existence of a malevolent supernatural force in a modern-world setting, and more of a fear of how the film would influence the behaviour of its viewers.

Conversely, it could be argued that the initial negative reaction to the film and the subsequent restrictions that followed only strengthened the mass public desire to view it, aiding in its critical success. So, what were the positive effects of the movie? And why would so many people not only wish to see it, but actively enjoy it?

In the case of ‘The Exorcist’ the audience is treated to several very shocking scenes, perhaps the most disturbing and infamous scene from the film is the ‘crucifix masturbation scene’, which even by today’s standards is very much horrific to behold. The has been quoted as saying “A large section of the audience probably came because something that shocking and vulgar could be seen on the American screen,” he then adds that, “Bill Friedkin always said that would be the case; that they would come to see the little girl masturbate with the crucifix.” This does suggest that there’s something about the shocking nature of the scene that piques an interest in viewers, I highly doubt that anyone would want to witness something so abhorrent if it were not acted out by professionals on screen so why would an audience enjoy watching?

It has been said that horror movies are appealing because they can be cathartic to the viewer. After all, the viewer gets to experience the build-up of action and emotions in a voyeuristic manner, with no immediate threat to their own safety or the safety of the people acting it out on screen. It is recreational terror, pure and simple. The “viewers react while knowing full well that they are safe from any consequence that might befall the characters on screen.” As a party completely separate from what is going on on-screen, the viewer is freed from any implications that would stem from their reactions, there’s a freedom to enjoy the terror that is unfolding in front of our very eyes, the freedom of it is that film “does not elicit emotions by products known to be imaginary but allows inhibition of emotions because the products are known to be imaginary.” 

To mirror the argument posed earlier in this text proposing that the primal anxiety around filth was unsettling to viewers, it has been said that the presence of illness and disease “in the horror film may evoke a response of disgust from the audience, situated as it is within the symbolic, but at a more archaic level the representation of bodily wasted may evoke pleasure in breaking the taboo of filth – sometimes described as a pleasure in perversity.” The viewer is freed from all moral obligations and social repercussions, as nothing shown on screen is real, that is the be all and end all to the theory. The threat is put together from costuming, actors and special effects, no-one participating in the terror are in any real peril – neither the actors or the viewers. We can experience the horror from a safe distance with absolutely no ramifications. Again, this can be best summed up with a quote from Stephen King’s ‘Danse Macabre’ “We may only feel really comfortable with horror as long as we can see the zipper running up the monster’s back.”

To conclude, how exactly did the viewer’s experience of ‘The Exorcist’ impact the actual world? Well, it is quite clear that there were two sides to this particular coin – the initial vitriolic response and subsequent restrictions placed on viewing the film is the first port of call. As a knock on effect from the protests of the film’s violent content drove more people to seek out and view it, and the implication from this is that the exorcist because a critical success and cult classic that is still to this day held up as the standard other horror movies must meet to be deemed worthwhile.

Fears of public imitation and the repercussions the film drove religious public figures and politicians to drive campaigns calling for removal of the film from theatres, stricter controls on ratings, and strained distribution of the VHS, after all “unless you are a deranged maniac with significant emotional problems and homicidal tendencies, why would you willingly subject yourself to such on-screen grotesquery?”

Why, indeed? The entire affair can all be boiled down to the initial anxiety and then the ensuing enjoyment of that anxiety as it is presented in such a fantastical way that the audience can detach itself from the horrors that have been specifically crafted to enjoy. To end, “even the most narratively reactionary, moralistic horror movies feed upon the ecstatic shock of speaking the unspeakable, showing the unwatchable.”
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